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Chapter III: 
Gwangju, Gwangju, Gwangju 

Days of liberation I: 
May 22—Day five of the uprising

 
Citizen Settlement Committee 

On the fifth day of the uprising, a sense of triumph and liberation spread across 
the city. Those who had threatened the lives of innocents and trampled on human 
dignity, had been ousted. Gwangju became a haven. 

Everyone headed for Province Hall, where so many had died for democracy. 
People came from every part of the city, marching down Kŭmnam Avenue. The 
procession seemed endless. In contrast to the state’s siege, the four days of rebellion 
had been a spontaneous response. 

The people had fought to survive—and made history in the process. For the first 
time since the peasant rebellion of 1894,24 citizens had seized a region and were 
ready to forge a new order. Across the country, people talked about the Gwangju 
uprising and what they should do now. Kŭmnam Avenue was already cleared of 
debris and the burnt husks of vehicles. Only the ginkgo trees showed the scars of 
the battle: the tear gas had defoliated the trees. 

Masked militia members drove all over the city, pointing guns out the windows, 
singing and chanting. Their cars displayed signs written in blood: “End Martial Law!” 
and “Down with Chun Doo Hwan!” They were like victorious soldiers returning 
home. The rebels were cheered wherever they went, receiving food and wet towels 
from housewives, tonic drinks from pharmacists and cigarettes from storeowners. 
They fielded questions and told war stories. Though some later described the militia 
and its allies as a drunken mob, nobody was drinking alcohol. 

At dawn, militia cells on the outskirts returned to the city after an all-night battle 
with the paratroopers. They had heard of the government’s withdrawal and were 
now bracing for an imminent invasion by martial-law forces. The cells also had to 

24.  In 1894, peasants in the Chŏlla region rose in rebellion to oppose corrupt officials. Unlike previous rebellions of 
the nineteenth century, which attacked the disintegrating Chosun Dynasty (Korea’s last), these followers of the national 
Tonghak religion seized control of Chŏlla Province and attempted to spread the rebellion. They also demanded social 
reforms and social equality. During the four-month rebellion, the Tonghak peasants formed an autonomous organization, 
Chipkangso, to punish corrupt officials and to implement their programs. The dynasty managed to crush the rebellion only 
by bringing in Japanese and Chinese troops.
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police the city, and reorganized themselves in front of Gwangju Park. Several young 
men painted numbers on the commandeered vehicles and began to assign drivers. 
Small cars were to carry messages; larger ones, people and supplies; jeeps were 
for reconnaissance, and patrol; and military trucks for combat. Registered drivers 
were told to encourage other rebels to have their vehicles registered. 

The numbered vehicles lined up around the park. Seventy-eight were registered 
and given specific directives. Numbers one through ten were assigned to the south 
of Province Hall, eleven through twenty to the west, twenty-one through thirty to 
the north, thirty-one through forty to patrol the northwest, and forty-one through 
fifty to head east. The rest were assigned either to liaison work or to transport the 
wounded within their designated areas. 

When the vehicles were first seized, on May 20, they were not under centralized 
control. Aside from those destroyed during battle, quite a few had been dumped 
in the river, and the rest were running out of gas. A centralized strategy was vital, 
as the city’s gas stations were also low on fuel. 

At the park, some five hundred rebels were reorganized and deployed to key 
posts downtown. Government forces on the perimeter sealed off the seven roads 
into the city with tanks and armored personnel carriers. Inside the city, the militia 
put up barricades made of scorched automobiles, guardrails, lumber, concrete, and 
flowerboxes every six hundred and fifty feet. Government forces hid in the woods 
and ambushed passing militia cells, and roamed the edges of town in units of twos 
and threes. They waylaid lone rebel soldiers and attacked and killed innocent 
people in their own homes. These murders were blamed on the militia to turn the 
people against the rebels. 

Though exhausted by the five-day uprising, the militia’s morale was high. It 
consisted mainly of working-class men and some members of the underclass who 
were alienated from the system. Some were students or the family members of 
those persecuted by martial-law forces. The militia tried to maintain the public’s 
trust. Unwashed and badly sunburned, their faces were soot and smoke, and their 
eyes were hollow and their faces haggard and pale from malnutrition. They looked 
like real soldiers.

On Kŭmnam Avenue and Province Hall Square, the crowds sat and waited for 
leaders to take charge. Militia members operated a checkpoint at the main gate. 

Little information was leaving Gwangju. The rebellion had no mechanism of 
conveying its demands, and it was largely leaderless. Nor was there an organization 
to carry out political education. The most experienced activists and dissidents, 
those who cut their teeth during the Yushin period, had been arrested on May 17, 
or escaped the city and gone into hiding. The next generation of political activists 
was now underground or scattered amid the crowd. Yun Sang-wŏn retained the 
small propaganda group that had published a paper and leaflets since the begin-
ning of the insurrection, but it fell far short of being able to organize the populace. 
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The militia unit inside Province Hall used a first-floor office as an operations 
room, a sort of headquarters. Gradually, the building assumed order: the militia 
collected and repurposed the government rifles, gas masks, hand grenades, and 
maps left behind. In another room, seeds were planted for what would become the 
Citizen Settlement Committee.25 

Students and the other activist youth seized the telephone lines to spread the 
news of the uprising. The administrative lines were reconnected at 10:00 a.m., 
after which the young people scavenged for leftover supplies, including five very 
useful radios. Reservists used these to monitor the movements of the government 
forces and communicate with the militia units just outside the city. High school 
girls broadcast updated lists of the dead over Province Hall’s public address system. 
Other students prepared for a mass rally, setting up microphones and amplifiers. 
Still others climbed to the top of Province Hall’s main gate, where they shouted the 
names of casualties and the army’s latest movements. 

Anyone caught taking pictures of rebels or carrying walkie-talkies or small 
radios was handed over to a hastily formed investigations bureau. The militia also 
made reports about government forces to headquarters. Two students traveled just 
outside the city with a patrol unit, to give residents the telephone number of the 
investigations bureau. Now, the squads inside Province Hall could track the status 
of both their comrades and government troops. 

The young men put in charge of the commandeered vehicles provided trans-
portation updates to headquarters. They positioned twenty armed trucks in 
front of Province Hall as a rapid-response force. Radio operators discovered 
that troops were passing the valley of Mount Mudŭng; at 11:00 a.m., paratroop-
ers showed up near Chŭngsim Buddhist Temple in the city’s southeast end. 
The area militia called for backup, and twenty trucks immediately set out for 
the temple. They managed to arrest a paratrooper who’d been caught trying 
to withdraw from Chosun University at dawn. He quickly confessed and said 
what he knew about the government’s plans. 

Next door to the first-floor headquarters, vice-governor Chong Si-ch’ae led 
a meeting of influential figures. They soon moved the discussion to another 
office, on the second floor, where they chose representatives and set terms 
for negotiations with the government. At 12:30 p.m., they formed the Citizen 
Settlement Committee. It consisted of fifteen clergymen, Catholic priests, 
lawyers, government officials, and businessmen. Ch’oe Han-yŏng, who had 

25.  Local officials believed that they needed civilian cooperation to resolve the explosive state of affairs. They called 
in religious leaders, lawyers, professors, and even some of the senior dissidents to form a Citizen Settlement Committee. 
Of course, there were among these some political opportunists. The Citizen Settlement Committee sought a safe way to 
disarm the rebels and surrender to the military. There were two other important organizations during the uprising. They 
were the Student Settlement Committee and Yun Sang-wŏn’s propaganda group. The Student Settlement Committee 
was originally formed to help solve practical, day-to-day problems that the Citizen Settlement Committee faced, such as 
organizing funerals and compiling lists of the dead. Many students and workers found a place working for the Student 
Committee. Yun’s propaganda team, which published a daily paper and led citywide rallies, brought together some of the 
activists in the Student Committee and from the militia to form a group of the fiercest fighters in the uprising.
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fought against Japanese colonial rule, headed the committee. They settled on 
a seven-point presentation to the government:

 
1. Do not mobilize martial-law forces before negotiations are concluded. 
2. Release those arrested during the uprising. 
3. Admit that the military used excessive force. 
4. Do not retaliate after the settlement. 
5. Do not charge people with crimes for actions committed during the uprising. 
6. Compensate the families of the dead. 
7. The rebels will throw down their arms if these demands are satisfied. 

At 1:30 p.m., eight members of the committee visited the local martial-law com-
mand to negotiate. 

The swelling crowd in front of Province Hall listened carefully to the announce-
ments and awaited next steps. When the list of the dead was announced, the people 
froze with worry about missing family members. Some wailed after hearing a loved 
one’s name. Militia members were still taking the injured to hospitals, and carrying 
some fifty unidentified bodies in makeshift coffins to the fountain in Province Hall 
Square. As ambulances, sirens wailing, entered the square, people flocked around 
to see if the corpses belonged to people they knew. Bloody limbs jutted out of the 
poorly-made wooden caskets; many of the dead bodies were burned black or missing 
limbs, heads, even faces. 

A young rebel on the top of the main gate chanted slogans and led a moment 
of silence, trying to organize the grief-stricken city. Loudspeakers and amplifiers 
were later installed on the fountain to accommodate the crowd. 

Mass rally 

The convergence on Province Hall continued throughout the afternoon. A mass 
rally was needed to discuss problems, maintain unity, and settle on a plan of action. 
If the rebels’ ideas and agendas were implemented democratically, they thought, 
liberation was possible. 

People spontaneously stepped up to the fountain to bear witness. Someone 
shouted the slogans: “Free Kim Dae Jung! Free the students and the people! Chun 
Doo Hwan, blow yourself up!” Others tried to analyze the state of affairs, and come 
up with ways to fight back. The rally became a meandering discussion among thou-
sands, but reflected the true hearts and minds of insurgents. Their opinions were 
worlds apart from those of the Citizen Settlement Committee. 

The fountain was now the center of unity. All walks of life and classes of people 
spoke—women street vendors, elementary school teachers, followers of various 
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religions, housewives, college students, high school students, and farmers. Their 
anger created a common consciousness, a manifestation of the tremendous energy 
of the uprising. They had forged a sense of solidarity throughout the uprising and 
were, at least for the moment, united in their cause. 

It was almost 5:00 p.m. when the Citizen Settlement Committee held a rally to 
report back from its opening negotiations with local martial-law command. 

The new prime minister, Pak Ch’ung-hun, was to visit Gwangju that afternoon. 
Some held vague hopes that their protests would finally receive a response from 
the government. They naively expected that the new prime minister, after visiting 
the scene, would understand the extent of the paratroopers’ violence. 

The committee proposed that the prime minister visit hospitals to get a sense of 
the suffering, but he never entered the city. Instead, he was briefed at the regional 
Combined Arms Command (C.A.C.), and issued a short statement: “The unrest in 
Gwangju is now under control thanks to the efforts of the majority. Citizens should 
not be incited to violence by the extreme minority that makes up the rioting mobs, 
or taken in by impure elements.” 

The prime minister spoke on national TV and radio at 7:30 that evening: 

Gwangju lacks public order in the absence of government troops. 
Impure elements raided and torched state offices. Faced with riotous 
violence, the military was on the verge of acting aggressively, but 
instead obeyed an order to cease fire and retreat. Nevertheless, I 
understand that the state of affairs in Gwangju is improving: city 
hall employees are at work, power and water are still being supplied; 
no banks were looted. 

His lies drew more hatred from the crowd at Province Hall Square. Some shouted, 
“He’s another old bastard, worse than the last! Let’s beat them all to death!” They 
gave up on the negotiations.  

Vice-governor Chung chaired the rally. At the podium, the eight negotiators 
introduced themselves one by one, and presented their opinions. One of them said 
that the regional martial-law commander had admitted to excessive violence and 
asked for time to bring the negotiators’ demands to his superior. The other negotia-
tors stressed that there should be no more bloodshed, and that public order should 
be maintained. The crowd applauded in agreement. But then, Chang Hyu-dong, a 
negotiator and former candidate for the National Assembly during the Yushin era, 
made an absurd speech: “Given the state we are now in, we will end up as nothing 
more than a rioting mob. Let’s abandon our weapons to martial-law command as 
soon as possible. Let them take over and restore public order.” 

His speech infuriated the crowd. A college student jumped on the podium, 
snatched the microphone, and yelled, “Mr. Chang, though a politician, does not 
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address the people’s position! He represents the opposite. So many people were 
killed. We should not just discuss a quick settlement. It should be convincing to 
everyone.” The crowd applauded. The student was Kim Chong-bae, who would 
soon join the new leadership of the uprising. 

Some militia members guarding buildings nearby fired their rifles in the air. As 
the crowd grew increasingly restless, the negotiators stepped down from the podium. 
The people jeered and chanted, “No humiliating negotiations!” “End martial law!” 
“Execute Chun Doo Hwan!” 

Infighting 

The Citizen Settlement Committee decided unilaterally to collect firearms. They 
persuaded the insurgents at Province Hall and in Gwangju Park, especially students 
and those less committed to the cause, to abandon their weapons. “Now that a 
settlement committee has been formed, let’s do what they tell us,” the thinking 
went. Workers and members of the underclass, however, refused to give up their 
guns. Infighting and divisions emerged. 

At the rally, Kim Ch’ang-gil, a junior at Chŏnnam University, proposed that a 
Student Settlement Committee be formed. He believed that, since college students 
had been the catalysts of the uprising, they should take responsibility for it. Students 
gathered in front of Namdo Art Hall, and selected five representatives from each 
university or polytechnic college to form a fifteen-member committee. Along with 
two professors, Song Ki-suk and Myŏng No-gŭn, they held a 6:00 p.m. meeting 
at headquarters. At Professor Myŏng’s suggestion, Kim Ch’ang-gil headed the 
committee. Chŏng Hae-min, a senior at Chŏnnam University, was put in charge of 
general affairs. Yang Wŏn-sik of Chosun University was appointed spokesperson. 
Hŏ Kyu-jŏng of Chosun University took charge of collecting abandoned weapons. 
Kim Chong-bae became the vice-chair of the committee and would be responsible 
for planning a funeral ceremony for all the victims.26 There were also people tasked 
with vehicle control, maintenance, and repair; maintenance of public order; and 
medical care. 

Two separate entities were now working toward a resolution: the Citizen Settle-
ment Committee and the Student Settlement Committee. The former concentrated 
on negotiations with the military and tried to dissuade insurgents from further 
resistance, while the latter focused on organizing and mutual aid. Each committee’s 
structure was limiting, and neither properly understood how such radical change 
had occurred in Gwangju or what political transformations might be possible. Even 

26.  The funeral, and the attendant three-to-five-day mourning period, is among the most important rites in Korean 
culture. The activists wanted to organize a joint funeral ceremony not only to commemorate individual tragedies, but also 
as a symbol of mass resistance.
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the Student Settlement Committee had modest ambitions: to control traffic, con-
duct outreach to city residents, and hand over their weapons to the military once 
negotiations were complete—to prevent further bloodshed. Only Kim Chong-bae 
and Hŏ Kyu-jŏng disagreed. By that evening, about three hundred rifles were left 
in a pile just outside Province Hall. 

Meanwhile, Yun Sang-wŏn and his team of political activists looked to take 
over headquarters, and try, in the interim, to build direct links with the militia, 
independent of the Student Settlement Committee. They decided to infiltrate the 
committee’s vehicular section, and spent the night drafting flyers and copies of the 
Militants’ Bulletin in a room across the hall from headquarters. 

Yun and his group believed that the Citizen Settlement Committee’s approach 
would result in unconditional surrender to the military. The committee would not 
be able to convince the rebels to accept its negotiated outcome, which would just 
invite the military in. The Militants’ Bulletin demanded that the students and militia 
form “a people’s leadership” inside Province Hall. 

The rebel headquarters spiraled into chaos as people forced their way in, increas-
ing the potential for government penetration. Two men in their forties, part of the 
investigations bureau, looked particularly suspicious. Their keen eyes and short 
haircuts suggested that they might be members of a government intelligence agency. 
They made random arrests of militia members and subjected them to questioning, 
contributing to a paranoid atmosphere. 

Several students and activists planned to eject the two men before they could 
accuse anyone else of being North Korean spies. One student entered the room 
hurriedly, and made a speech along the following lines: “Everybody here must do 
his best for the security of the people, even though we don’t know when martial-law 
forces might invade again. But government agents are among us, and are exploiting 
the chaos in this room.” He loaded his rifle and picked up a grenade, then said: “From 
now on, we will restrict access to headquarters. We will issue passes to those who 
have clear business in the room. We will not allow anyone else in. Please cooperate 
with us. Otherwise, our triumph will be as fragile as a house of glass. We need to 
build new leadership. This room is important and must be protected. Please follow 
our instructions. Anyone who does not want to follow us, step out at once! We 
are willing to die! Empty this room right now! We will call anyone we need. After 
restoring order, we will settle things, one by one.” Nearly everyone complied with 
the student’s earnest appeal. However, one of the suspicious men began to resist. 
The student thrust the grenade under the man’s nose and asked, “Are you sure you 
want to blow yourself up with me?”27 The man left the room. 

Passes were issued, specifying one’s reasons for being in headquarters, and 
guards made sure that only those authorized could enter. But the chaos continued. 

27.  This brave student was Lee Jae-eui, the author of this book. 
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People flooded in during the afternoon, and there was no leadership to regain 
control. 

At 3:00 p.m., two reporters from the Wall Street Journal Asia arrived at head-
quarters to investigate citizen deaths. While they interviewed one of the students 
in charge, a man ran in, saying that paratroopers had killed his younger brother. 
Through tears, he vowed to help plan the funeral ceremony. 

Even though some vehicles had been registered, many seized cars were still 
outside central control and being driven all over the city, burning precious fuel. 

Chŏn Ch’un-sim and Ch’a Myŏng-suk, two female activists who had been leading 
marches since the beginning of the uprising, were taking a break after a speech 
when, suddenly, several large men in their forties ran out of the crowd, shouting, 
“They’re North Korean spies!” They grabbed the two women and disappeared. The 
men turned out to be government infiltrators, and took the women in for questioning. 

On the edges of the city, people were still being killed. Soldiers indiscriminately 
shot students and young men who approached the military cordons. 

At 3:00 p.m. on the 22nd, a minibus attached to the Student Committee, bear-
ing a red cross and a banner reading “Donate blood!” was ambushed. The bus 
was carrying twenty high school and college students headed for Hwasun County. 
Soldiers stationed on a hill had fired on the bus, killing all but one passenger, a 
high school girl. She was carried to a military hospital by helicopter and tried in a 
military proceeding, during which she exposed this slaughter. 

Such atrocities occurred frequently on the edges of the city. In the morning, two 
corpses were found half-buried in a sack, in the woods behind Chŏnnam University 
Museum. Bodies turned up everywhere. They had been dumped in wells, sewers, 
underground corridors, and septic tanks, and buried in the forests. There were also 
shallow, empty graves—the army had retreated before it could inter all of the dead. 

More than thirty bodies were found that morning. Residents on the outskirts formed 
search teams to find more. During street battles, government soldiers in Sansu-tong 
killed five young men and tossed their bodies into a truck. They painted their victims’ 
faces white to make them unrecognizable. Corpses were stashed on military bases and left 
rotting in the Province Hall basement. Others were dumped in the woods outside of town. 

That afternoon, workers drew on the reserve-army system to post guards at the 
Chŏnil Building, post offices, and telecommunications centers. The people thought that 
public property should be protected. The guards formed spontaneously and dissuaded 
other rebels from destroying the buildings. 

Those on the outskirts also used the reserve-army system to garrison their districts. 
The militia squads dispatched from Province Hall joined in. 

Mun Chang-u, a worker, led twenty-five soldiers from the militia and reserve army 
to protect a bridge in southwest Gwangju. They searched the forest and ambushed 
the government forces that had tried to infiltrate the city by night. Mun trained his 
squad—six five-member units—in marksmanship and the use of hand grenades. They 
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defended the city until the end, as did other militia members stationed on the outskirts. 
Neighbors kept them fed. 

U.S. approval of a violent crackdown 

On May 22, Thomas Ross, spokesperson for the U.S. Defense Department, 
announced that General John Wickham, U.S. commander in Seoul, had approved 
a proposal from the South Korean government. Wickham relinquished control of 
the South Korean troops under his command for use in riot control. Ross added 
that he had no evidence of North Korean involvement in the uprising in the South. 

The United States dispatched two airborne command planes and the aircraft 
carrier Coral Sea to South Korean waters. The carrier was headed home from duty in 
the Indian Ocean when it was diverted—as a show of force—during the uprising. It 
was reported that Washington saw the protection of South Korea against the North 
as a top priority; South Korea’s domestic problems came second. When the rebels 
heard that a U.S. aircraft carrier would enter the port city of Pusan, they were naively 
hopeful. “The U.S. is coming to help us,” people thought, “If it knows about the 
massacre, the U.S. government will not forgive Chun Doo Hwan and his clique!”28 

The new cabinet formed a Task Force Committee for the Gwangju Affair. The 
committee assumed power over the military to handle the affair, and had each 
branch of the Ministry lay out an aid plan for the people of Gwangju. 

Militants’ Bulletin and the propaganda group 

Between May 18 and May 21, three different newspapers and various flyers 
were published and distributed by different groups of college students, political 
activists, and workers. 

Voice of the University, the underground paper of Chŏnnam University, was the 
first to circulate information during the uprising. Then there was Yun Sang-wŏn’s 
Wildfire group, and Clown, Pak Hyo-sŏn’s guerrilla theatre troupe. On May 21, in 
a bid to become the people’s press, Yun led a merger of the three newspapers into 
the Militants’ Bulletin. He said, “The city is now isolated from any information. We 
need a paper that serves as a guide to action for the people!” Ten workers and college 
students produced the paper, including Yun, who served as editor; Pak Yong-jun, 
who handled layout; Kim Song-sŏp, Na Myŏng-gwan, and Yun Sun ho, who oversaw 
printing; and Kim Kyŏng-guk, who was in charge of supplies. Militants’ Bulletin 

28.  Chun Doo Hwan and his coup organizers consisted mainly of North Kyŏngsang natives and military academy 
graduates. Chun and his cronies were the first graduates of the four-year military academy in South Korea. Most of them 
were also educated in special warfare tactics and skills at Ft. Benning, Georgia, home to the infamous School of the Amer-
icas. Chun Doo Hwan was one of the founding members of South Korea’s first special warfare corps in June 1960 after six 
months of ranger training at the U.S. base.
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argued for the systematic use of commandeered automobiles—to distribute goods 
and transport corpses—and coined popular slogans to clarify political aims. It was 
printed in daily runs of five or six thousand copies on three mimeograph machines. 
Sympathetic venders provided paper for free, and the workers and students of 
Wildfire did most of the distribution. Women workers, who were less likely to be 
harassed at military checkpoints, hid copies of the paper under their clothes and 
delivered them to the heart of the city. On May 25, the paper was distributed in 
bundles by the militia’s network of commandeered vehicles. The Bulletin moved 
to the Y.W.C.A., forming a publicity bureau as new leadership captured Province 
Hall. Insurgents used the center’s large printing machine to produce forty thousand 
copies per day. 

On May 26, the ninth issue of Militants’ Bulletin was renamed Democratic Citizens’ 
Bulletin, a change that reflected a turn from mobilization to consciousness-raising. 
To push the insurrection forward, the new publication sought to explain the rebellion 
to a larger audience. 

The newspaper and propaganda group helped unite the movement by voicing 
the people’s demands. In the absence of an official media, the Bulletin did what 
banners, posters, and street speeches could not; the paper was crucial. Sadly, the 
military would retake the city before a tenth issue could find distribution.

Days of liberation II: 
May 23—Day six of the uprising 

Battles continue 

Beginning May 21, there was a running conflict with the paratroopers camped 
around Gwangju Penitentiary. That day, as the rebels took multiple vehicles, and the 
insurrection began to ripple out of the city, the government had set up a kill point 
at the penitentiary, gunning down any insurgents who tried to take the express-
way. At one point, militiamen loaded four trucks with explosives and rushed the 
prison, but were still overwhelmed by government forces—the prison was secured 
by ironclad cordons and a helicopter. Neighboring residents reported that soldiers 
were burying their victims in trenches and in the forest. 

At 8:00 a.m. on May 23, soldiers outside Gwangju Penitentiary tried to stop a 
group of rebels from reaching Tamyang County. From the prison roof, they fired 
a .50 mm machine gun, killing three militia members and injuring many more. 
Several skirmishes followed, producing more casualties.29 

29.  From the kill point, paratroopers out-gunned the militia and stopped them from advancing northward along the 
expressway.  The military feared that the uprising would spread to Seoul and other major cities. The gun battles were later 
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Meanwhile, sporadic gunfire had rung out the previous night, May 22, on the 
outskirts of the city. Government troops sealed off the perimeter, and raided and 
ambushed militia cordons under cover of darkness. A militia cell captured two 
paratroopers. Plainclothes soldiers tried to infiltrate the militia, but were quickly 
sniffed out. Militia members searched the forest the next morning and found two 
military knapsacks and two M-16 rifles. The captives were transferred to Province 
Hall headquarters. 

The government constantly tested the city’s limits. At 7:00 a.m., May 23, three 
paratroopers killed two students and an older woman at Kŭmho High School, then 
attempted to frame militia members for the murders. 

At 11 :00 a.m., four rebel soldiers went to the basement of the taxation office, to 
inspect a corpse left behind. It was the body of a high school girl whose breasts and 
genitals had been carved off. Her student ID indicated that she was a sophomore at 
Chŏnnam Girls’ High. When her parents came to identify the body, they collapsed. 
Several other charred remains were found; they had been nearly incinerated by a 
flamethrower. 

At 2:00 p.m., the militia cell at Paengwŏn-tong in the southwest spotted a mil-
itary chopper on aerial reconnaissance. The rebels targeted the chopper and shot 
it down. One major, a scout, and the pilot were killed in the crash. 

That evening, a military helicopter shot at four rebels heading for Hwasun 
County in a jeep. 

The line of refugees trying to escape Gwangju was getting longer. Meanwhile, 
many worried parents tried to enter the city to see to their children’s safety. They 
drove through the woods and down side roads, dodging the soldiers’ gunfire and 
government checkpoints. Soldiers nabbed every young man or woman passing 
by, and shot those who tried to run. Excepting the youth, however, most Gwangju 
residents were able to leave. Getting in, however, was difficult. 

To Province Hall 

Amid these clashes, the city celebrated its triumph. The commandeered vehicles 
that had zigzagged through the city that morning were under control by afternoon, 
and the hot topic was whether or not to surrender weapons. People gathered in their 
neighborhoods and marched to Province Hall. By 6:00 a.m., May 23, some seven 
hundred high school students had cleaned the streets. Vendors and housewives 
cooked for the militia in makeshift street kitchens. A few stores opened. 

By 10:00 a.m., five thousand people filled Province Hall Square, still marching 
in formation. Commandeered buses brought people from the edges of the city, 

cited as evidence of attempts by the armed protesters to free political prisoners and felons from the penitentiary.     
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and columns of rebels carried banners, chanted, sang, and picked up size, as in the 
nonviolent student demonstrations on the eve of the uprising. 

The fences and the walls around Province Hall were ablaze with red, black, and 
blue banners and placards created by the propaganda group. They read, “Long live 
democratic citizens!” “Rip cutthroat Chun Doo Hwan to death!” “Secure workers’ 
rights!” “End martial law!” “Remains of Yushin, be gone!” “End the school shut-
downs!’ “Free Kim Dae Jung!” “Bureaucrats of the agricultural cooperative, be 
gone!” “Fight to the death!” “To victory!” 

Lists of the dead and hastily developed black-and-white photos of the carnage 
were posted on the walls of the Y.W.C.A. and the Namdo Art Hall. People wept 
over the images. 

Dozens of corpses, having been identified by family members, were covered with 
blood-stained cotton sheets and placed in the Sangmu Judo Studio in Province Hall 
Square; the rebels had run out of caskets. The bodies were embalmed. An altar was 
erected, and people lined up to burn incense and pay their respects.

The Settlement Committee collected the names of the missing and checked 
them against lists of the injured and dead at local hospitals. An endless queue of 
people, mostly housewives and the elderly, asked after their relatives. Their faces 
were chiseled with fear and worry. 

At the gate of Province Hall, students wearing Settlement Committee sashes 
checked the entrants’ IDs. They escorted those coming to identify bodies to the 
yard—a gruesome activity. Most of the dead were beaten beyond recognition; 
heads were bashed in and detached, bayoneted flesh was swollen, some bodies 
were dismembered. Loved ones covered their mouths with handkerchiefs and fell 
to their knees, or wailed and fainted. Any identified corpse was immediately moved 
to Sangmu Judo Studio. 

Kim Chong-bae, the rebel overseeing the citywide funeral, used Settlement Commit-
tee funds to buy more than a hundred coffins from funeral homes throughout the city. 
Citizen negotiators demanded more caskets from the government. 

One young woman provided socks for dozens of bodies, and washed the corpses 
before they were placed in the coffins. She never identified herself; she was a sex worker. 

“Should we abandon our weapons?”

While members of the Student Settlement Committee held an all-night dis-
cussion, the Citizen Settlement Committee left Province Hall at dusk. There was 
widespread fear of a sudden military blitz. Older members of the Settlement Com-
mittee left in the evening and returned the next morning. 

Members of the Student Settlement Committee reached consensus on every 
issue but one: should they abandon their weapons? The argument was long and 
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contentious. The committee chair, Kim Ch’ang-gil, wanted to collect guns from 
the militia and turn them in to the military. Two vice chairs, Kim Chong bae and 
Hŏ Kyu-jŏng, insisted that the militia remain armed until the government met the 
rebel demands. Nearly one thousand rifles had already been abandoned, so the 
committee decided to turn over one hundred of them to the military, to test the 
government’s response. But Kim Ch’ang-gil instead gave up two hundred rifles to 
the regional martial-law command. 

At 10:00 a.m., the two settlement committees reconstituted themselves into 
a single body. Five members of the fifteen-person Citizen Settlement Committee 
resigned. The new committee consisted of thirty people: ten prominent citizens, 
ten Chŏnnam University students, and ten Chosun University students. Roman 
Catholic Bishop Yun Kong-hŭi headed the committee. 

At 1:00 p.m., Kim Ch’ang-gil returned to the city with thirty-four prisoners he’d 
gotten released in exchange for the rifles. Backed by a majority of the Settlement 
Committee, Kim said, “The martial law command released some prisoners. If we 
abandon the weapons, they will give in to our demands. As it stands, another chal-
lenge to the army will only end in massive bloodshed.” Kim Chong-bae countered: 
“If we surrender our weapons to the military now, we would be selling out the people 
of Gwangju and all the blood they shed! Moreover, the militia will not give up its 
weapons. First, the government must at least admit that we are not just a rioting 
mob. The people won’t be convinced by anything else. All the detainees should be 
released first, and the government should offer compensation! We should hold a 
citywide funeral for all the victims!” Prominent figures in the committee made clear 
their preference for giving up the weapons. 

Meanwhile, the activists who’d seized headquarters were busy controlling the com-
mandeered automobiles and organizing the militia. They understood that, unless they 
prepared a strong defense around the city, Gwangju would be extremely vulnerable to a 
government raid. They realized how urgent it was to manage the stockpiles of munitions, 
fuel, and food, and erect anti-tank lines. 

The first citywide rally for democracy 

If the people could forge a spirit of unity, then a new leadership would naturally 
arise. To sustain the momentum of the uprising, mass rallies had to be convened, 
and the newspapers had to convince the public of the direction of the movement. 
The activists at Province Hall wanted the people’s input on the question of weap-
ons. The staff of the Militants’ Bulletin was also managing expropriated vehicles, 
organizing militia cells into a rapid-response unit, and distributing food to militia 
outposts. The military deployed tanks just six hundred and sixty feet away from 
rebel barricades. In a show of force, the growling tanks advanced one hundred feet, 
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retreated, then advanced again. Occasionally, skirmishes erupted. 
Many activists were suspicious of the few activists inside Province Hall. The office 

opposite headquarters housed the investigations bureau, which interrogated people 
arrested by the militia. Some of those taken in were thought to be government agents; 
others had threatened people with weapons or engaged in theft. The investigations 
bureau had butted heads with the activists the day before, when headquarters was 
seized. It was later learned that the state police had infiltrated the bureau. 

Black-shirted military agents intermingled with the crowd outside. That 
afternoon, government agents moved to increase their influence, even assuming 
important tasks inside headquarters. They arrested the guards and tortured them. 
Activists began to leave Province Hall. 

Students and other political and labor activists met in secret, the first time 
since May 18, the day of mass arrests. They had demonstrated as individuals, and 
retained loose, personal links, but resurfaced as a group on May 22, when the mili-
tia retook the city. They were frustrated by the top-down Settlement Committee, 
which seemed to be undermining the popular victory. The leaders gathered in Yun 
Sang-wŏn’s propaganda office, and decided to form a task force to plan mass rallies. 
The propaganda hung banners on the walls of Province Hall, and distributed black 
ribbons to commemorate those who had died for democracy. 

By 11:00 a.m. on May 23, more than one hundred thousand people crowded 
into Province Hall Square, to press their demands and hear what the Settlement 
Committee had decided. But the committee had reached an impasse, and did not 
know how to advance the insurrection. Its members were reluctant to confront the 
public and present their own opinions. 

The rally was scheduled for 3:00 p.m., but many people arrived hours ahead of 
time, spontaneously installing loudspeakers on the fountain and preparing their 
own event. The activists rushed to start the rally early, and were ready by 11:30 a.m., 
when the crowd had swelled to one hundred and fifty thousand. The first citywide 
protest for democracy began with a moment of silence, followed by the singing of the 
national anthem. Workers, farmers, students, teachers, and housewives appealed 
to the crowd to defend their hard-won liberation. 

A list of casualties was presented: six hundred bodies in the city’s hospitals, only 
thirty of which had been identified; more than three thousand injured; and unverified 
numbers of missing or those under arrest. People wept, even as they cheered and 
sent boxes of refreshments up to the podium. One speaker proposed a fundraising 
drive for the citywide funeral, and more than one million won ($2,000.00) was 
immediately collected. Afterward, high school girls installed boxes at every junc-
tion to collect more money, and sent these “Donations of Love for the Injured” to 
Province Hall. Charities, churches, and temples organized their own drives. 

The rally concluded with three cheers for democracy, and organizers pledged to 
rally again the next day. People lingered in the square, continuing to chant and sing. 
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Ten high school boys carried their friend’s coffin around the square and belted “Our 
Wish Is Reunification.” The tearful crowd joined in. As they started to leave the area, 
military choppers dropped flyers marked “WARNING” in red letters. They read: 
“The disturbance in this city is the work of North Korean spies, impure elements, 
and hooligans. The violence of rioting mobs that captured firearms and explosives 
is still intensifying. The military will mop them up.” The rebels tore the flyers to 
shreds, and said to one another, “Are we really all spies and impure elements?” 

The citywide rallies and the task force 

Rallies were held every day thereafter. On May 24, the activists organized college 
students into a new militia to guard Province Hall. 

The next day, May 25, they condemned the Settlement Committee for sabotaging 
the rallies and ignoring the popular will, and demanded that the members resign. 
A rebel read a statement on behalf of the militia titled “Why we took up arms.” 

On May 26, activists and students formed a new rebel leadership, despite threats 
of a renewed military offensive. The militia prepared for combat and poured into 
Province Hall Square. They rallied to demand a new “government of national sal-
vation,”30 and spent the afternoon recruiting youth and workers mobilized through 
the reserve army. 

The citywide rallies strengthened the insurgents’ will to fight and laid the ground-
work for new leadership. They also employed direct democratic processes.

The most ardent student and political activists had little trouble continuing 
the struggle, but most people had joined the insurgency out of a sense of justice, 
not political ideology. It was thus increasingly possible for local bureaucrats and 
prominent members of the Settlement Committee to distort and undermine the 
people’s demands. The rallies played a unifying role. 

Young activists who’d participated from the beginning led the demonstrations. 
They took part in the reading groups at Nŏktu bookstore and the Modern Culture 
Institute, or were involved with Clown’s guerrilla theatre and the Free Gwangju Fine 
Artists Association. Clown had been established in 1978, along with the People’s 
Culture Institute, after eleven Chŏnnam professors signed an anti-government 
petition. It had since become famous for staging plays about workers and farmers’ 
struggles. 

In the early days of the uprising, these young activists had partnered with Yun 
Sang-wŏn’s workers’ night school, Wildfire, to publish opposition news. As the 
rebellion began, Wildfire was still holding classes, and Clown was in rehearsals. 

The leaders tried to move the rallies beyond speeches about military brutality, 

30.  The term “government of national salvation,” or “national salvation government,” was used by 1970s dissidents to 
describe an alternative to military rule.  
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and sought stronger representation from the rest of the population. They wanted 
to avoid random outbursts—people jumping on stage to yell violent slogans, or 
collapsing in tears on the podium—so they made time to include speakers from all 
walks of life. They also expanded the content of the rallies to include poetry, songs, 
and short plays, as well as the theatrical burning of government officials in effigy.

Resist or surrender 

On the evening of May 23, the crowd dispersed. The militia lined the perimeter 
of the city overnight. There was, in effect, a blackout: with the exception of Prov-
ince Hall, lights were turned off all over Gwangju, out of fears of a military raid. 
Intermittent gunfire echoed from the outskirts. 

Members of the propaganda group and other activists held a meeting at the 
Y.W.C.A. They discussed logistics and evaluated the public response to the rallies. 
It became more and more clear that the Settlement Committee was incapable of 
handling the situation, and that they should prioritize building links with other 
regions, establishing central control of the militia, and using the reserve-army 
system to manage food, fuel, power, and water. The leaders agreed to supplant 
the Settlement Committee, which seemed unequal to the task of planning a basic 
funeral. The state of the corpses was such that a citywide funeral would have to 
take place soon. 

Just as on the previous night, members of the Citizen Settlement Committee left 
Province Hall at dusk. Only student members remained behind. Kim Ch’ang-gil, 
the student chair, introduced one man as an explosives expert—he had deactivated 
all the dynamite in the basement of Province Hall, Kim said. It was later learned 
that this expert was a military agent who had infiltrated with Kim Ch’ang-gil’s help. 

The martial-law command issued a self-serving statement on its actions in 
Gwangju. It had maintained order, guarded key installations, and arrested violent 
demonstrators. It had proceeded peacefully, and worked on changing hearts and 
minds, the statement said. 

Two thousand five hundred carbines, M-16s, and handguns were abandoned on 
May 23, as were half of some five thousand four hundred rifles, severely reducing 
the power of the militia. Worse still, Kim’s “explosives expert” had ruined the supply 
of dynamite. The Settlement Committee focused on collecting still more firearms, 
persuading militia cells to give up their weapons in exchange for food and drink. 

Mayor Ku issued an appeal to the citizens of Gwangju: “Another unfortunate 
conflict must not occur. We must not sacrifice any more innocent lives. All citizens 
should do what they can to prevent it.” 

Earlier that day, May 23, William Gleysteen, the U.S. ambassador to Seoul, had 
lunch with eight members of the National Assembly—a body that had already been 
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dissolved by the military. An assembly member expressed gratitude for America’s 
role in maintaining South Korean national security, and relayed concerns about 
the unrest in Gwangju. The ambassador reassured the group that South Korea was 
a greater priority for the Carter Administration than even Iran and Afghanistan, 
and that the U.S. had delivered this message to North Korea. 

Days of liberation III: 
May 24—Day seven of the uprising 

The second citywide rally 

The military made an announcement at 8:00 a.m., on K.B.S. radio: “If you 
surrender your weapons at a military hospital or police station, the martial-law 
command will not bring charges against you.” 

In rebel communities, anguish set in. What if new atrocities occurred? How 
might the government retaliate? Would the people of Seoul and other cities betray 
Gwangju? Would the uprising end in defeat? 

Those on the perimeter felt similarly. Could they repel the military with their 
forces cut in half? Even if they survived an invasion, there would be nowhere to hide. 
They would have to retreat to the mountains. Militia members lacking a political 
commitment turned over their guns. 

The frenzied mood of liberation and triumph was evaporating, as was the peo-
ple’s resolve.

Province Hall was plastered with images and posters criticizing the Settlement 
Committee. A photo of the first citywide rally, from the Japanese daily, Mainichi 
Shimbun, was also on display. 

People were open to the foreign press, but distrusted Korean newspapers, which 
were censored and biased against the insurgency. South Korean reporters were 
practically banned from Province Hall. 

In Sangmu Judo Studio, burning incense could not quell the nauseating stench 
of rotting corpses, which wafted onto the streets. A long visit to that ersatz morgue 
was enough to cause a nosebleed; still, visitors stood in a long line to burn incense 
at the makeshift altar. 

In the morning, the Settlement Committee distributed an eight-point follow-up 
to its negotiations with the military: 

1. There will be no army presence in the city. 
2. The military admits to excessive use of force. 
3. All but seventy-nine of the nine hundred and twenty-seven people arrested   
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will be released.  
4.  The government has made plans for compensation and medical treatment. 
5. The military will make efforts to encourage objective news coverage. 
6. The military will not use terms like “impure elements” or “rioting mobs” to 

describe the people of Gwangju. 
7. The military will allow unarmed civilians to enter and leave the city. 
8. The military promises that there will be no further retaliation. 

This outcome only fed the people’s resentment toward the Settlement Committee.
 
They expressed their grievances at the second citywide rally that afternoon, May 24. 

At 2:30 p.m., more than one hundred thousand people gathered in Province Hall 
Square. The task force and propaganda group had trouble installing loudspeakers 
and microphones on the fountain, and the Settlement Committee certainly did not 
help. Activists and students tried to obtain amplifiers from schools and radio shops 
throughout the city, but agents provocateur had already destroyed or seized the 
existing equipment. They’d also slashed the tires of school buses to prevent the 
militia from using them. 

The task force managed to get a hold of speakers, but the Settlement Committee 
cut off the electricity and prevented organizers from using the Province Hall public 
address system. The activists resorted to a loudspeaker mounted on a tear-gas truck, 
and said, “The Settlement Committee is conspiring with the military for an uncon-
ditional surrender. We must stop this and demand compensation for our blood!” 

The crowd cheered. One electrician removed the battery from a car to power 
an amplifier. People continued to demand punishment and compensation for the 
murders and attacks, and called on the Settlement Committee to reveal details of 
its negotiations with the military. Cowed by the crowd, a lawyer from the committee 
merely repeated the eight-point agreement from the podium. He was mercilessly 
booed. 

A sudden downpour scattered the crowd; people rushed for their umbrellas and 
took shelter under the eaves. They regrouped and continued protesting through 
the downpour after an organizer compared the rain to “the grievous tears of those 
who died.” 

An effigy of Chun Doo Hwan, the chief of the massacre, was presented to the 
square. A moderator read from a statement entitled, “Appeal to democratic citi-
zens across the nation,” which raised the rebels’ anger to a high pitch. They stoned 
the dummy, stomping and yelling, “Burn it now! What are you waiting for? Kill 
him now!” The stand-in for Chun burst into flames. When a high school girl with 
a shaky voice recited her own “Homage to democracy,” the people repeated her 
poem’s refrain. The U.S. TV network N.B.C. taped the rally from beginning to end. 

The rain drove many militia members from their outposts, and the Settlement 
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Committee coaxed away their weapons. K.B.S. news continued to portray the crowd 
in Province Hall Square as a rioting mob. 

New leadership emerges 

The rally ended at 6:00 p.m. in the heavy rain. Twenty-five political activists, 
students, and workers who had led the rally, distributed the Militants’ Bulletin, 
and participated in the militia convened at the Y.W.C.A. Chŏng Sang-yŏng and Yi 
Yang-hyŏn, who had fled to the countryside after a previous underground meet-
ing, slipped back into the city and attended the meeting, after walking along side 
streets for two days. 

The two led a discussion that honed in on several goals. First, they would recruit 
older dissidents to the uprising; second, they would mobilize as many people as 
possible to the next rally; finally, they would move Province Hall in a more popu-
lar, hard-line direction. For this they would need to form a united front with other 
members of the Student Settlement Committee. 

After this resolution was adopted, Yun Sang-wŏn brought Chŏng Sang-yŏng and 
two activists who’d remained in the city after May 21, Kim Yŏng ch’ŏl and Chŏng 
Hae-jik, to a Student Settlement Committee meeting at Province Hall. The activists 
criticized the committee’s defeatism, and opposed any abandonment of weapons. 
Suddenly, one committee member picked up his rifle and shouted, “This is suspi-
cious! They may be North Korean spies!” The activists left the meeting, realizing 
that words would not change the committee’s soft line. The investigations bureau 
of Province Hall was already occupied by military and police agents. A stray remark 
or action could provoke an interrogation. 

Nevertheless, the Settlement Committee felt the pressure of the mass rallies. 
Despite its attempts at sabotage, one hundred thousand people had gathered in the 
square. Kim Ch’ang-gil from the Student Settlement Committee demanded that 
Chŏng Sang-Yŏng and other activists stop holding these events. Kim had already 
promised the military that he would contain the situation and give the militia’s 
weapons to the regional martial-law command. Chŏng emphatically rejected: “The 
people don’t want your negotiation with the military. Rallies let us figure out the 
level of popular support, and gain power at the bargaining table. If you don’t have 
the people’s confidence, you should resign.” 

Activists at the Y.W.C.A. meeting formed an ad hoc board to carry out their 
resolution, supplanting the Province Hall leadership. They decided to groom col-
lege students to take over, and had them meet.at the Y.W.C.A. the following day. 
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Discord in the Student Settlement Committee 

Before the May 24 rally, Kim Ch’ang-gil chaired a 1:00 p.m. meeting of the 
Student Settlement Committee. Kim Chong-bae and Hŏ Kyu-jŏng stressed that 
the government should publicly apologize for labeling Gwangju residents “rioting 
mobs,” and admit that the uprising was the people’s will. They raised three addi-
tional demands: for a citywide funeral, the release of arrestees, and compensation 
for property damage. 

At 3:00 p.m., Kim brought these demands to the Citizen Committee, in the 
name of the Student Settlement Committee, but the two groups could not reach 
an agreement. Meanwhile, the force of the rally shook the walls of Province Hall. 

Yun Sang-wŏn, who had tried to connect headquarters, rally organizers, and lead-
ing activists, detected the discord inside the Settlement Committee. Yun approached 
Kim Chong-bae and argued for the need to organize—he convinced Kim to assemble 
hundreds of college students. At 9:00 p.m., the Student Committee had another 
meeting in which the dispute between hard-liners and soft-liners became acute. Kim 
Ch’ang-gil said, “The military officially said that, if we don’t surrender our weapons, 
they will use force. If the army comes back to Gwangju, the city will be annihilated! 
There will be a sea of blood. Let’s turn in our weapons as soon as possible.” 

Kim Chong-bae responded angrily. “They haven’t satisfied any of our demands! 
If we surrender the weapons now, we will sell out our people. We must not give up 
our guns,” he said. After most of the committee agreed to abandon the weapons, 
Pak Nam-sŏn, a worker, threw a chair and shouted, “If you continue to talk about 
giving up our guns, I’ll blow myself up and take Province Hall with me!” 

The meeting continued past midnight. At 1:00 a.m., several committee members 
resigned, exhausted by the incessant squabbling. The Student Committee decided 
to appoint some workers and activists as leaders: the uprising had well exceeded 
the capability of college students. Pak Nam-sŏn, Hwang Kŭm-sŏn, and Kim Hwa-
song joined the committee. Hard-liners were given key posts: Hŏ Kyu-jŏng took 
over the publicity bureau, and Pak Nam-sŏn took over headquarters. 

“Why should we fight?” 

After the meeting, the new leadership had a three-hour debate with students 
who supported the conservative stance in Province Hall. Their dialogue went some-
thing like this:

Activist (A): What do you think about the current situation? 

Student (S): No more blood should be shed, at any cost. 
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A: We agree. But what happens if we just drop our weapons and surrender? 

S: We have no other choice than to trust the military. And we can still negoti-
ate future measures with the government. 

A: Don’t you know the military? Didn’t they massacre us “criminals” just days 
ago? Why should we surrender, when our demands haven’t been met? Many 
people died for this. Our demands are stained with blood. If we surrender 
now, we’ll have sold out all those who rose up and sacrificed their lives. If we 
quit, there’s a good chance that there will be another slaughter. Do you really 
want to give them another chance, after throwing away your weapons, your 
fellow insurgents, and the cause? 

S: We know our demands haven’t been met, but we don’t want any more 
bloodshed. Is there any chance we’ll win this fight? If so, I will fight and 
continue. 

A: There are many kinds of triumph. Those who laid down their lives under-
stood this very well. Do you want to win? Then let’s unite and fight, and make 
triumph possible. There’s international attention on Gwangju. Those who’ve 
snuck in from Seoul report that the world has denounced Chun Doo Hwan. 
Even U.S. public opinion is on our side. The U.S. believes that our country’s 
democratic reforms are in its own interest. It is skeptical of the military’s iron 
fist. The Choi Kyu Ha interim government is in a quandary. Supporters of 
democracy all over the country are against it. Some in the military sympathize 
with our insurrection. We’ve seen it in the Provincial Thirty-first Division. 
Other divisions will also sympathize, if they hear about Gwangju. We have to 
stop the murderers from a power-grab at the very least. 

The international community may well impose an economic blockade 
on South Korea. Our country’s economic structure is very vulnerable. If 
sanctions are imposed, the government won’t last. Workers won’t tolerate 
a deteriorating economy. Other worker rebellions, like the one in Sabuk 
mining county, will begin!31 

If we push through another week, the uprising will spread beyond Chŏlla 
Province. People don’t know what’s happening in Gwangju. If they knew 
about the massacre and the uprising, they wouldn’t just sit there. Imagine 

31.  In Sabuk, a coal-mining county, a corrupt union leader handpicked by management enjoyed a life of luxury. He 
drove an imported Japanese sedan while the thirty-five thousand coal miners he represented worked twelve hours a day, 

Gwangju Diary - Pages - FINAL-end-2.indd   115 7/6/17   8:08 AM



116 GWANGJU DIARY

if another uprising takes place in another town! The military has no solid 
base. It would be finished. If the military falls, the U.S. can’t just abstain. The 
Korean peninsula is key to the U.S. Pacific strategy. The U.S. would rather 
eliminate the military clique and support pro-democracy civilians. Even if 
everything we just said is wrong, we still have to hang on! Chun Doo Hwan 
wants to assume power, just like Park Chung Hee did in 1961. His people 
know that they can’t keep killing indefinitely. We should use this as leverage 
in our negotiations. If we surrender now, all we get is another futile sacrifice. 
We should keep our weapons! We should organize the insurgents! We have to 
defend ourselves against the military! 

During this debate, a middle-age man introduced himself. He claimed to need 
ammunition and rifles to defend the Chŏnil Building. The activists said “no,” but 
offered to send a militia cell to the Chŏnil Building instead. The man quickly ran 
off, and became evidence of more concerted military penetration. 

Days of liberation IV: 
May 25—Day eight of the uprising 

On May 25, at 8:00 a.m., Chang Kye-bŏm ran into an office of Province Hall and fell 
to the floor, grabbing his shoulder. He yelled, “I’ve been hit by a poisonous dart!” Such 
weapons were thought to be used only by North Korean agents. A militia soldier rushed 
over to check Chang’s shoulder, only to be brushed off. Pointing to a different rebel, Chang 
said, “I don’t need you! Chŏng Han-gyu, come here!” Chŏng pretended to suck the poison 
out of Chang’s shoulder, then took him to Chŏnnam University Hospital. The witnesses 
were stunned. The Settlement Committee had already been compromised by infighting 
and now seemed on the verge of collapse. Rumors about North Korean spies traveled 
fast, accelerated by state agents; the entire incident seemed to have been orchestrated. 

To calm the turmoil in Province Hall, Kim Chong-bae had six militia members 
investigate the case. When they arrived at the hospital, Chang was already gone. They 
did nab Chŏng, and transferred him to the investigations bureau. Chŏng confessed to 
having a female contact in Province Hall and communicating with the military. He had 
also used the militia’s radio to send in intelligence reports on Province Hall. (Later, 

six days a week, and earned just $320 per month. On April 16, 1980, after the union boss unilaterally entered into a new 
contract with the company, thirty miners occupied his office. They demanded the resignation of trade union leadership and 
new contracts with management, but had their occupation curtailed by riot police. Two days later, the workers went on 
strike. In an attempt to put down the picket, the local police chief rammed his car into three workers before driving off. The 
peaceful protest turned into a revolt. Thirty-five thousand miners and their families raided the mining office and a police sta-
tion. They seized dynamite from the pits and firearms from the reserve-army stockpile. They resisted police for four days. 
Management, afraid to enter the town, hired a helicopter to drop a new draft contract over the area. The thirty workers who 
triggered the revolt were at a loss. They did not know their actions would attract such wide support. But they were not in 
control of the situation either. Under threat of arrest, they went into hiding after hasty negotiations with management. After 
the Sabuk revolt, a string of unofficial strikes—often suppressed by the police—hit South Korea. These actions helped 
prompt the events of May, though most workers did not join the student protests for democratic reforms.
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when the leaders of the uprising were tortured in military prison after the May 28 
crackdown, Chang Kye-bŏm was there. He wore a mask, smoked a cigarette, and told 
the interrogators all about the militants’ role in the uprising.)

Confidence of the insurgents 

The liberation entered its fourth day, and a semblance of order returned. Markets 
and stores reopened; tractors hauled fresh vegetables into Gwangju; orphanages and 
other welfare facilities were restocked with food, with the help of city employees. 
To prevent shortages, sellers and buyers restrained themselves—the purchase limit 
was one pack of cigarettes per person. 

Local hospitals had been inundated by waves of casualties and a blood shortage 
in the first few days of the uprising. Many subsequently flocked to donate blood, 
filling reserves. Power, water, and city telephone lines operated normally; there 
was no looting, no bank robberies, and low rates of crime. The militia patrol unit 
diligently referred suspects to the investigation bureau. 

In the absence of an administrative state, people relied on one another. They 
knew, after all, the price of their freedom. Foreign correspondents seemed sur-
prised by Gwangju’s orderly condition.32 Donations poured in to the Settlement 
Committee and the Y.W.C.A., now an activist stronghold—from religious groups 
and ordinary residents. At first, people had spontaneously mobilized to feed four 
hundred militia members and rebel leaders inside Province Hall. As the uprising 
dragged on, each district contributed to this effort. 

Though fewer in number than before, forty to fifty militia soldiers in each outlying 
district still guarded the edges of the city. In time, others donned their reserve-army 
uniforms and organized their own units on the outskirts. They chose their own 
commanders and assignments, and took firearms from underage militia members. 

Still, the Settlement Committee tried to persuade militia cells in the outposts 
to surrender their firearms. In many places, the rebels quarreled, some aiming 
their rifles at the military cordons. But after May 25, no more insurgents turned in 
their weapons, and the Settlement Committee finally discontinued its campaign. 

Meeting of the senior dissidents 

32.  The South Korean military and U.S. State Department officials expected the uprising to descend into random 
violence or succumb to the tyranny of firebrand radicals. Secretary of State Edmund Muskie wrote, in a secret May 25 
cable, to Richard C. Holbrooke, the Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs: “The moderate citizens 
committee has lost control of the situation and the radicals appear to be in charge. People’s courts have been set up and 
some executions have taken place. Student demonstrators have been largely replaced by unidentified armed radicals who 
are talking of set ting up a revolutionary government.” Two days later, however, Muskie had to retract some of his earlier 
remarks, writing in a follow-up cable: “An earlier report that the insurgents had set up people’s courts and had carried out 
executions had not been fully confirmed and should be treated with caution.” (See “Gwangju Diary: The View from Wash-
ington,” by Tim Shorrock, in this volume.)
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Under pressure, the activists worked through the night to plan for new leadership 
and hand out new assignments. They distributed the Democratic Citizens’ Bulletin, 
and covered the city with posters and signs. Traveling on a Chŏnnam University 
school bus mounted with loudspeakers, they announced that high school students 
should assemble at Namdo Art Hall, and college students at the Y.W.C.A. 

The citywide funeral was still on hold, despite the fast decay of corpses in the 
sweltering heat of early summer. Several bereaved families held their own cere-
monies, with simple coffins covered with a white sheet, free of biers or hearses. 
Province Hall Square echoed with the wails of grieving families. 

Activists prepared for a 10:00 a.m. meeting of at the Y.W.C.A., where older 
political activists would set objectives. These dissidents belonged to the Settlement 
Committee or the Student Settlement Committee, or had observed the evolving 
political situation. In attendance were two human rights lawyers, Hong Nam-sun 
and Yi Ki-hong; two Christian leaders, Yi Sŏng-hak, Yun Yŏng-gyu; two professors, 
Song Ki-suk and Myŏng No-gŭn; two Y.W.C.A. leaders, Cho A-ra and Yi Ae-sin; 
and two high school teachers, Pak Sŏng-mu and Yun Kwang-jang. Yun Sang wŏn 
and Chŏng Sang-yong were there on behalf of the activists. 

Professor Myŏng presented a new seven-point resolution of the Settlement 
Committee, which argued for surrendering weapons. Unlike other members of the 
committee, who sought a return to the status quo, Myŏng was close to the movement 
and genuinely worried about further casualties. 

The activists nonetheless opposed him: “The committee’s demand that we 
abandon our weapons unconditionally will resolve nothing. All the committee does 
is negotiate with the military, sabotage the citywide rallies, and ignore majority 
opinion. We activists can gain an advantage in bargaining by continuing to hold 
rallies. Support and join us!” The activists saw an opportunity to win democracy 
for the whole nation. They appealed to the older dissidents to form a new negoti-
ations committee, while youth led the armed insurgents. Only the two Christian 
leaders supported this strategy. None of the senior dissidents agreed to read out 
their statements at the next rally. 

After the meeting, Professor Song Ki-suk, several dissidents, and two Catholic 
priests, Kim Sŏng-nyong and Cho Pi-ho, held a discussion at Namdong Cathedral. 
They debated the revised strategy and decided not to sign on, but at 5:00 p.m., a 
few of them attended the Settlement Committee meeting. Father Kim proposed a 
new four-point statement, an “appeal to President Choi”: 

 ◦ The government must admit its wrongdoing in the current political situation. 
 ◦ The government must issue a public apology and seek forgiveness. 
 ◦ The government must pay compensation for all damage caused. 
 ◦ There must be no retaliation. 
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Twenty-five members of the committee endorsed the resolution. Finally, there was 
an official demand for a public apology and full compensation. 

Retaking headquarters 

At an all-night meeting, Kim Ch’ang-gil of the Student Settlement Committee 
made the unilateral decision to surrender weapons to the military, and then evac-
uate from Province Hall. Kim Chong-bae resisted, backed up by supporters such 
as Pak Nam-sŏn, the transport worker. Pak was known for his organizational skills 
and passion, and was originally tasked with ferrying bodies from the Red Cross 
Hospital to Province Hall. Kim Chong-bae asked him to take over headquarters, 
which had come under the control of soft-liners and police agents. Pak moved in 
quickly, rallying militia members behind him. 

Upon taking over headquarters, Pak called on dozens of college students from 
the Y.W.C.A. to replace the guards outside Province Hall and secure the armories. 
Pak also assigned two guards to protect Kim Chong-bae, the most outspoken hard-
liner, against assassination attempts by soft-liners.  

Yun Sang-wŏn briefed Pak Nam-sŏn on the overall situation. Yun argued against 
the surrender of weapons and pushed to reorganize the militia into a solid defense 
system. Pak agreed completely. Yun also asked for Pak’s cooperation in a plan to 
replace the leaders of the Settlement Committee with rebel activists. He also pro-
posed that Kim Chong-bae and Hŏ Kyu-jŏng take on a leadership role after that 
afternoon’s citywide rally. 

College students gathered at the Y.W.C.A., where activists split them into groups 
of ten. The first fifty students entered Province Hall to take over office work, compile 
lists of the dead, and manage the morgue and altar. 

The third citywide rally 

The rally began in the square at 3:00 p.m., with a far-reduced crowd of fifty thousand 
people. Though smaller in number, they were well organized. At the rally, a “resolution of 
Gwangju citizens” was passed, and an updated list of casualties announced: five hundred 
and twenty were critically injured, and one thousand two hundred and seventy suffered 
minor injuries. Of the corpses, one hundred and sixty-nine bodies had been identified, 
while forty had decomposed unrecognizably. Twenty-three bodies had been found in the 
Chung jang underground mall, and more  than two thousand people were still missing.33 

33.  Even though Chun Doo Hwan and Roh Tae Woo were convicted of killing Gwangju rebels, there was no system-
atic investigation to find those who “disappeared” during the uprising. Many advocacy groups in Gwangju believe that 
majority of the missing were killed and quickly buried. In an interview for the award-winning documentary Yun Sang-wŏn, 

Gwangju Diary - Pages - FINAL-end-2.indd   119 7/6/17   8:08 AM



120 GWANGJU DIARY

People from the outskirts of Gwangju had been tracking the military’s movements, 
and asked that the organizers send one or two activists to tend to local problems. Many 
had taken refuge in the city, to escape skirmishes, and been separated from their loved 
ones. 

Hard-line leadership 

At 7:00 p.m., Yun Sang-wŏn, Chong Sang-yŏng, Yi Yang-hyŏn, Chŏng Hae-jik, and 
Pak Hyo-sŏn went to Province Hall to meet with Kim Chong-bae and Hŏ Kyu-jŏng, the 
hard-liners from the Student Settlement Committee. There, they finalized plans to seize 
the leadership and overtake the circle. The activists brought thirty college students to 
an office at Province Hall. Later, Kim Ch’ang-gil showed up and shouted, “What the hell 
are you guys going to do? You will drown Gwangju in a sea of blood!” 

After an agonizing argument, Kim recognized that he had no support, and resigned 
as chair of the Student Settlement Committee. The 7:00 K.B.S. evening news announced 
that Province Hall had fallen into the hands of hard-liners. 

Hundreds of college students gathered at the Y.W.C.A. after the day’s rally. Every 
I.D. was checked, and non-students were turned away. The activists quickly debriefed 
their followers. 

The college students were in a somewhat delicate position. Because members of the 
militia hailed from the underclass or were extremely young, the public tended worry 
that they would succumb to mindless violence, and thus preferred the undergraduates. 
Meanwhile, the militia distrusted the college students, whom they saw as shying away 
from necessary force and willing to surrender their weapons. 

The hard-liners never turned their backs on the militia, but they found it more 
effective to use college students to prevent a vacuum of leadership and thwart police 
agents—and build public trust. By incorporating students into the militia, the leadership 
also gained greater control in an evolving political situation. It was crucial to maintain 
unity. 

The students were divided into ten-member cells, led by the individual who best 
understood the political situation. After the cells were formed, everyone received an 
instant military education. Only ten students had finished compulsory military service; 
the rest had barely held a real rifle in military-education class. 

There were fifty female rebels at the Y.W.C.A., including high school girls, workers, 
teachers, and members of White Pine Tree, made up of the wives of political prisoners. 

the Militia (produced by M.B.C. Gwangju in May 1996), Terry Anderson of the Associated Press said, “My primary job was 
to find out how many people died. And I spent an entire day traveling around the city, counting bodies. In high schools, in 
gymnasiums, in churches, in every place they gathered the bodies. I counted one hundred and seventy-nine bodies in one 
day—[I] physically counted them: one, two, three. Whole bodies, parts of bodies, damaged bodies. The smell! It was hot at 
that time.” But even Anderson, a foreign correspondent who had much more leeway than the Korean press, did not have 
complete knowledge of military activities. The South Korean government put the official civilian death toll at one hundred 
and ninety-three, but agreed to compensate two hundred and eighty-eight victims. The army officers who led the killings 
and organized the burials remain silent.
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The workers belonged to independent unions, such as the one at Honam Electricity, 
or were members of the J.O.C. (Jeunesse ouvrière chrétienne, or the Young Christian 
Workers). These women prepared meals for the militia in Province Hall, operated the 
public-address system, and did office work. They also organized the rallies, and called 
themselves the Women’s Bureau. 

After Kim Ch’ang-gil resigned, most of his followers in the Student Settlement 
Committee went with him, as did twenty high school girls who had worked in the 
Province Hall kitchen. 

By 10:00 p.m. on May 25, the new leadership of the uprising was formed: 

• Chair: Kim Chong-bae, 25, junior at Chosun University 
• Vice chair and internal secretary: Hŏ Kyu-jŏng, 26, sophomore at Chosun University 
• Vice chair and external secretary: Chŏng Sang-yŏng, 30, activist 
• Spokesperson: Yun Sang-wŏn, 29, activist 
• Director of headquarters: Pak Nam-sŏn, 26, truck driver
• Planning director: Kim Yŏng-ch’ŏl, 30, urban poor people’s activist 
• Assistant planning director: Yi Yang-hyŏn, 32, labor activist 
• Assistant planning director: Yun Kang-ok, 28, senior at Chŏnnam University 
• Publicity bureau director: Pak Hyo-sŏn, 31, teacher and theatrical activist 
• Civil affairs secretary: Chŏng Hae-jik, 29, teacher 
• Investigations bureau: Kim Chun-bong, 21, clerical worker and militia member 
• Distribution secretary: Ku Sŏng-ju, 25, worker 

The officers decided to rename the group the Committee to Fight for Democracy, 
and appointed Chŏng Sang-yŏng to lead it. 

They then summoned the college students who were waiting at the Y.W.C.A. 
Yun Sang-wŏn explained the new plan, and Father Kim Sŏng-nyong, a senior dis-
sident who’d joined the Settlement Committee, encouraged the students with a 
short speech. Yun instructed the college students to replace the militia members 
guarding Province Hall; he suggested a gentle approach: “Why don’t I take your 
place, so you can get some sleep?” A few leaders showed up at Province Hall to 
reemphasize this point. Each student received a carbine rifle and fifteen bullets. 

New leadership’s plans 

Women from the Y.W.C.A. took over the kitchen at 11:00 p.m., replacing the high 
school girls who’d left when the Student Settlement Committee disbanded. These work-
ers and members of White Pine Tree worked three shifts, one for each meal of the day. 

The new leadership held an all-night meeting. Some felt that they had acted too 
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late—the many abandoned weapons that had piled up in Province Hall needed to be 
redistributed, lest the city end up defenseless. To fortify defensive lines on the outskirts 
of Gwangju, the leaders planned to mobilize the reserve army and create a self-defense 
unit in each district. 

They also reviewed a plan to leverage the dynamite in Province Hall’s makeshift 
armory. During negotiations, they would stall a military invasion by threatening to 
use this stockpile, which Hwasun miners had seized and donated to the insurgents. 
There was enough dynamite to wipe out half of Gwangju. But the leadership was 
not aware that a military spy had already defused all the detonators. 

Even as the standoff continued, the leaders wanted the daily life of Gwangju to 
return to normal. They chose to concentrate on: 

1. Restoring city bus schedules. 
2. Getting civil servants and police back to work, though the police would be 

disarmed. 
3. Persuading shop owners to reopen for business. 
4. Cataloging the damage done by the military. 
5. Distributing the city’s rice reserves. 
6. Restarting local newspapers. 
7. Rationing the remaining fuel.
8. Reconnecting long-distance telephone lines. 
9. Forming mobile patrol units. 

They also decided to hold a press conference for foreign correspondents.
 
That evening, President Choi visited the regional Combined Arms Command 

(C.A.C.) to be briefed by So Chun-yŏl, the new commander, and by governor Chang 
Hyŏng-t’ae. The K.B.S. television and radio networks aired Choi’s statement three 
times, but only in Gwangju. At 9:00, 10:00, and 10:30 p.m., his voice filled the 
airwaves: “The youth who took up arms in anger and excitement should surrender 
their weapons and go home, before it’s too late. Since we are all brethren of the same 
nation, there are no problems that can’t be settled through dialogue.... We should 
not forget the plain fact that the Communists in the North will exploit this standoff.” 

Choi also spoke to the soldiers mobilized for the invasion: “I appreciate your 
service, effort, and sacrifice—against all odds—in handling the Gwangju incident. 
You should always minimize the loss of life when dealing with a disturbance. Though 
their actions are not right, they are our people and brothers.” 
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Days of Liberation V: 
May 26 —Day nine of the uprising 

A threatened city 

At 5:00 a.m., the militia guarding the Korea Electricity and Power Co. reported 
that a tank column was headed toward Gwangju. The news reached the heart of 
the city via a commandeered radio. Province Hall went on full alert, and every 
militia member was mobilized and ready. The senior dissidents of the Settlement 
Committee went to the power plant and lay down on the road. They called out to 
the tanks, “If you’re coming for the city, you’ll have to run over us and kill us first!” 

The tanks crushed the militia’s barricades and traveled half a mile to secure 
Korea Electricity and Power. One government commander threatened, “Remove the 
impure elements and instigators at any cost! Surrender your weapons and disperse! 
Otherwise, the military will not be responsible for what happens!” The leadership 
of the uprising analyzed the government’s movements: the tanks, by occupying the 
road to the expressway, had secured a transportation route for an all-out invasion. 
They also cut off the rebels’ fuel supply by blocking the reserves at Asia Motor. 

As news of the attack spread, people gathered once again at Province Hall. By 
10:00 a.m., tens of thousands of people had rallied. Angry citizens condemned the 
military, and a statement titled “To the national army” was read from the podium. 
One rebel wearing a reserve-army uniform made a fiery speech: “All members 
of the reserve army, rise up!” he urged. After the rally, thousands of high school 
students led a march around the city, chanting, “We will never surrender! Give up 
our weapons? No way! Rip the butcher Chun Doo Hwan to pieces!” 

Activities of the new leadership 

On the morning of May 26, the new leaders got to work. But in the flurry of activ-
ity after the military raid, they did not have the chance to build their organization. 

The planning bureau restricted access to Province Hall, to keep the militia under 
control. It issued fuel coupons for registered vehicles, to ration fuel consumption, 
and used donated funds to requisition goods. It also managed and coordinated the 
general affairs of the Committee to Fight for Democracy. 

The civil affairs bureau updated the list of casualties and handled the bodies 
in Sangmu Judo Studio. It also tried to fulfill some local administrative functions, 
and took down crime reports for referral to the investigations bureau. 

That bureau, which had been so vulnerable to police infiltration, was reinforced 
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with activists. Anyone who looked suspicious was immediately thrown out. The 
militia patrol would typically catch and release people suspected of minor crimes, 
while suspected agents provocateur were transferred to the planning bureau. 

The publicity bureau organized another mass rally, and tried to operate a local 
radio station and a local newspaper. The distribution bureau prepared funeral 
services and negotiated for food with province administrators. Yun Sang-wŏn, 
the group’s spokesperson, worked with the press to build public support for the 
new leadership. In a bid to publicize the uprising, Yun held a press conference 
for domestic and foreign reporters. Many showed up: Le Monde, The Wall Street 
Journal, The Baltimore Sun, N.B.C., C.B.S., U.P.I., the A.P., Britain’s Sunday Times, 
Japan’s Asahi, N.H.K., and several others. Three South Korean papers, Dong A, 
Kyonghyang, and Chonnam Daily also participated. A Korean N.H.K. employee 
translated the hourlong event into English. Yun used flip-charts to explain the new 
leadership’s plan and answer questions from the floor.34 

Pak Nam-sŏn, director of headquarters, helped establish the new mobile unit. 
Nineteen-year-old Yun Sŏk chu headed up the unit, and Yi Chae-ho, 33, became the 
assistant commander. There were thirteen cells of five or six militia members—each 
cell was armed with carbine rifles and issued a jeep and a radio. The cells patrolled 
the streets, performed reconnaissance, arrested suspects, and liaised with the militia 
throughout the city. 

Pak Nam-sŏn developed a new deployment plan to thwart infiltrators and opponents. 
The director of headquarters would now take charge of the militia. Kim Chong-bae, Hŏ 
Kyu-jŏng, and Chŏng Sang-yong, the chair and vice chairs of the new leadership, attended 
the Settlement Committee’s negotiations with province administrators. The talks were 
already underway. The activists demanded that the administration: 

1. Provide the committee members with food and fuel. 
2. Send forty coffins to Province Hall. 
3. Supply ambulances for the city. 
4. Normalize the flow of basic supplies. 
5. Reorganize the police to handle minor criminals. 
6. Restore the city bus schedule. 
7. Organize a province-wide funeral. 

34.  Bradley Martin, who attended the press conference for The Baltimore Sun, recalled of Yun Sang-wŏn: “I was sitting 
directly across a coffee table from him... I was thinking that this man will be dead soon. His eyes were directly on mine, and 
I was thinking that he himself knew that he would be dead soon ... I looked at him, at his frizzy hair, unusual for a Korean, at 
the calm way about him that contrasted with the near hysteria of his armed, posturing, probably much younger comrades, 
and I had a clear sensation that he would die. The spokesman would not give his name. He said that was the policy of the 
student militants, although he was sure the army knew who he was. I looked at him and could not escape the knowledge 
of the future I saw in those eyes ... Finally, I asked him the question that was bothering me. It was obvious to any outsider, 
I said, that the army had overwhelming power to call upon whenever it might choose to strike and retake the city. Were 
the poorly armed student militants prepared to die in resisting or would they surrender? He replied calmly, his eyes gently 
insisting that the words be believed: ’We’ll fight back to the last man.”’ (Bradley Martin, Yun Sang Wŏn: The Knowledge in 
Those Eyes. This material previously appeared on the website www.ik.co.kr/kcs.book/yun.htm. It has since been removed 
and will soon be published as a book.)

Gwangju Diary - Pages - FINAL-end-2.indd   124 7/6/17   8:08 AM



125CHAPTER 3: GWANGJU, GWANGJU, GWANGJU

The administration accepted most of these demands. Both sides agreed to hold 
a funeral on May 29, rebel leaders believing that the military would not invade 
before then. Vice-governor Chong Si-ch’ae ordered the rebels to surrender their 
weapons; they refused and demanded instead that the current government resign, 
or face the rebels’ withdrawal from the negotiations. They read a seven-point peo-
ple’s resolution: 

1. The Choi Kyu Ha interim government holds full responsibility for the cur-
rent situation, and should resign after paying full reparations to the people 
of Gwangju. 

2. Martial law, which justifies violence against the people, must be lifted 
immediately. 

3. Execute the butcher Chun Doo Hwan for the sake of the nation. 
4. Release dissident leaders and incorporate them into a national salvation 

government.35 
5. Stop putting out fake news to distort the uprising. 
6. Our fundamental demand is not merely the unconditional release of arrestees 

and full compensation, but a truly democratic government. 
7. We will fight to the death if our demands are not met. 

The final rally 

The fifth citywide rally for democracy was held at 3:00 p.m. Many in the crowd 
wore bandanas reading, “Lift martial law” or “Release the arrested.” Rebel leaders 
announced the reserve-army mobilization plan. The people cheered. 

One Buddhist monk—who’d be killed in the crackdown of May 27— made a 
moving speech. In quiet tones, he explained why, despite being pacifistic, he believed 
it was necessary to fight. 

One man criticized the media: “Normally, felonies are widespread in the city. But 
in last ten days, how many have taken place? Two, maybe three. Isn’t that important 
enough for the media to report? Five thousand rifles are out on the streets. Have 
the banks been robbed? The jewelry stores looted? I feel proud, grateful, and safe 
among the people of Gwangju. We did not disgrace the freedom that we paid for 
with our blood!”36

The crowd applauded. During the rally, the fundraising drive continued. Four 

35.  The formation of a national salvation government, which would include representatives from all social groups and 
classes, with the exception of prominent capitalists and the military, was one of the main demands of South Korean activ-
ists in 1980. By making the same demand, the rebel leadership implied that the uprising had entered a new stage. They 
wanted to translate the spontaneous uprising into a more substantial political agenda.

36.   Jean W. Underwood, an American missionary based in Gwangju in 1980, said of the uprising: “We heard of no 
violent or riot-type demonstrations before reports of airborne unit troops’ attacks upon students. We heard of no non-violent 
demonstrations after reports began to circulate. Again, we heard of no violent or riot-type activities after the withdrawal 
of the forces of law and order from the city... There was definitely, absolutely no looting.” (Underwood, J. “An American 
Missionary’s View,” in Kyung Moon Hwang & Gi-wook Shin (eds.), Contentious Gwangju. New York: Rowman & Littlefield 
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Christian leaders announced a push for ten million won ($20,000), and gave the 
first one million won ($2,000) to the new leadership. 

Three times that morning, the martial-law command issued an ultimatum from 
vice-governor Chong. At 9:00 a.m., negotiators from the Settlement Committee had 
gone to the command to continue talks. The military once again demanded that 
the rebels give up their weapons, and promised to use cops instead of soldiers to 
retake the city. The military responded, alluding to an inevitable crackdown, “You 
have until 6:00 p.m. to give up your guns. This is all we have to say.” Informants 
later reported that soldiers at the C.A.C. were treated to pork barbecue. 

At 5:00 p.m., the military announced, “We cannot wait any longer!” The lead-
ership hesitated to report this threat to the rest of Gwangju, but they believed in 
working on a solution democratically. 

At the end of the rally, leaders announced that the military might well invade 
that night. The high spirits of the crowd dissipated, and the square sank into a grim 
silence; no one could bring herself to make eye contact. When the rally came to 
an end, everyone stayed put. It would be impossible to repel the military a second 
time, even with brilliant leadership. So many weapons had been abandoned, and 
the militia had shrunk in half. 

As day turned to night, a high school girl began to sing sweetly from one corner 
of the square. The song was “Our Wish is Reunification:” 

Our wish is reunification. 
Even in our dreams, our wish is reunification. 
With all our hearts, reunification. 
Let’s bring about reunification. 

The crowd joined in to sing: 

Reunification that revives this nation, 
Reunification that revives this country, 
Reunification, come true soon. 
Reunification, come true.37  

Every last man and woman in the square started to march. Though many had 
already left, six thousand strong marched toward the military cordons surrounding 
the Korea Electricity and Power plant; by the time they approached, their number 
had swelled to more than thirty thousand. They stopped three hundred and thirty 

(2003)).
37.  This short but solemn song sums up South Korean feelings about reunification, which was not just about becoming 

one with the North. Because the military dictatorship had used North Korean aggression as a justification for crushing 
popular opposition, South Koreans saw national division as a barrier to achieving democracy. When Gwangju protesters 
sang this song during the uprising, they expressed hope for freedom.
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feet from the cordons, and chanted, “Martial-law army, go away!” “Fight to the 
last!” and “Defend Gwangju!” The procession then looped back to the square; come 
nightfall, only one hundred and fifty people remained in the square. 

A rally organizer shouted, “Leave the square, unless you are ready to die! We’ll 
fight to the death when the military invades tonight! We may all be killed!” But 
the small crowd stood still. 

Just then, two ousted soft-liners, Kim Ch’ang-gil and Hwang Kŭm sŏn, arrived 
at Province Hall with some of their followers. They grabbed whomever they could, 
and exclaimed, “The martial-law army is coming! Get out of here quickly!” Kim 
Chong-bae and Yun Sang-wŏn tried to stop them. Director of headquarters, Pak 
Nam-sŏn, fired his forty-five-caliber pistol into the air and shouted, “Why are you 
selling us out to the military? Who wants to give up their guns? We are not going 
to put down our weapons!” A soft-liner snuck inside and began to speak through 
the public-address system. Pak rushed over, snatched the microphone, and yelled, 
“Does anyone care to surrender? Go ahead, I’ll kill you! Anyone saying we should 
abandon our weapons is a military agent!” Pak drew his gun on the intruders, 
who slipped away—but not before taking one hundred and fifty militia members 
with them. Those remaining at Province Hall had to choose between death and 
life. Someone raised his head and said, “Of course, we will be defeated. We could 
all be killed. The last days of the uprising were too solemn. We can’t just drop our 
weapons and let the military come in, without any resistance. To see this through, 
someone has to defend Province Hall with his life!” 

They thought the uprising was finished. Protesters left the rally for Province Hall, but 
Yun Sang-wŏn instructed them to wait at the Y.W.C.A. The Settlement Committee fled. 
Vice-governor Chong said to Kim Chong-bae, “The students should not be killed. I will 
tell you when I am informed of the invasion. You students, just sneak out of Province 
Hall!” Kim Chong-bae replied bitterly, “So it’s okay for the militia to be killed while the 
students just run away?” 

Military tactics and operations 

The military had retreated from the city on May 21, after two days of battling a 
formidable resistance. But the decision was also tactical. The military had employed 
significant counter-operations to retake the city, instigating division and distrust 
among the insurgents—a kind of psychological warfare. 

During the five-day liberation: 

1. The military isolated Gwangju from the rest of the country, to contain the 
uprising. The government portrayed the city as being awash in anarchy; the 
media under its sway claimed that people were hoarding. In one case, the 
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government cited a recent triple murder as evidence of the militias’ brutal-
ity—even though the homicides had in fact resulted from a family dispute, 
and the crime rate during liberation was lower than under government 
rule. In a more absurd attempt at isolation, the government claimed to 
have captured a North Korean spy in Seoul, on May 23. The spy was said to 
have been smuggling large amounts of hallucinogenic drugs into Gwangju. 
 

2. The military cut off access to supplies: fuel, ammunition, and manpower. 
Using helicopters and ground troops, state forces ambushed armed dem-
onstrators trying to enter the city. Soldiers were assigned to every hill 
looking over Gwangju, and armed demonstrators from Hwasun and Yŏng-
gwang counties were gunned down. On May 21, thirty armed protesters 
who’d left the city could not get back in; the road was blocked. The rebels 
dropped their weapons, believing that the military would then let them 
reenter. But they were immediately arrested and transferred to the C.A.C.  

3. Agents provocateur instigated widespread division. Military agents in black 
shirts mingled with the crowds outside Province Hall, radioing in intelli-
gence. The investigations bureau arrested a man and a woman who claimed 
to be civil servants coming to the city for medical tests; when a mini tape 
recorder and a camera were found in their possession, the rebels concluded 
that they were central-government agents. Many police officers infiltrated the 
investigations bureau before the activists and hard-liners seized control. At 
Province Hall, they captured and tortured rebels. The poison-dart incident 
was a major attempt to break the leadership, and in another such attempt, 
an agent provocateur produced shell casings from lead bullets to suggest 
that North Korean spies were in the militia, stoking fears at headquarters.  

4. Agents sabotaged militia facilities and vehicles. They defused the detona-
tors from dynamite, punctured tires, and removed key components from 
rebel amplifiers. They also disconnected long-distance telephone lines.  

Despite these assaults by the military, Gwangju had five days of liberation. The insur-
gent regime was stable, governed by radical new leaders. The military—in the face of 
international condemnation, the spread of the uprising, and a deepening economic 
crisis—would resort to yet another brutal crackdown. 
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Chapter IV: 
The End of the Uprising 

May 27—The final battle 

There was a drizzle the evening of May 26, when the rally concluded and only 
those willing to fight to the death remained. Organizers focused on recruiting mili-
tary veterans for this final push: of the one hundred and fifty people who agreed to 
stay, eighty had completed compulsory military service, ten were female, and the 
rest were high school students. They gathered in the auditorium of the Y.M.C.A. to 
form combat cells. When the women’s bureau brought them food, they joked that it 
was their Last Supper. Women in the rebellion took up various tasks: some formed 
a medical squad, some patrolled the city, and some demanded weapons for battle. 
Those with military experience were deployed to the blocks surrounding Province 
Hall; others were placed inside the hall and at the Y.M.C.A. 

After forming the cells, Yun Sang-wŏn, Pak Nam-sŏn, Kim Chong-bae, Chŏng 
Sang-yong, and the rest of the leadership met to strategize. Meanwhile, a retired 
lieutenant and a reserve-army commander ran new militia members through shoot-
ing drills.   

Seventy members of the women’s bureau stayed on at the Y.M.C.A., including 
the wives of rebel leaders, reporters for the Democratic Citizens’ Bulletin, cooks, 
and guards. Some of them took sanctuary at a nearby church after confirming the 
government’s imminent attack. 

 ◦ At Province Hall, Pak Nam-sŏn, commander of the rebel forces, led the deploy-
ment of the militia and prepared for battle. Troops reported to their stations, 
as follows, by 11:00 p.m.: 

 ◦ Kyerim Elementary School: thirty people dispatched from Province Hall; 
 ◦ Yu-tong Junction: ten from headquarters; 
 ◦ Tngnim Mountain: twenty (with an additional fifty to two hundred army reserv-
ists who spontaneously formed a line of defense); 

 ◦ Chŏnil Building: forty (with access to a light machine gun);
 ◦ Chŏnnam University Hospital: unknown number (with access to a light machine gun); 
 ◦ Sŏbang Market: unknown number; 
 ◦ Hak-tong, Chiwŏn-tong, and Hagwŏn-tong: thirty reservists led by Mun Chang-ho. 
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In addition, an impromptu line of defense circled Gwangju Park and the outskirts 
of the city, while two to five hundred people remained at Province Hall. 

Casualty numbers are impossible to determine. Some estimates put three or four 
hundred people in the hall earlier in the day, and one hundred and fifty fewer at 
night; others point to the three hundred and fifty people captured and detained by 
the military after battle, to say that at least one hundred and fifty died. Still others 
maintain that a sizeable group fled with Kim Ch’ang-gil, the soft-line rebel leader, 
and that the three hundred and fifty military prisoners included those captured 
just outside the city. 

The forces in front of Province Hall were tightly arranged into two- and three-per-
son teams situated every few yards. Only forty people were stationed in the annex, 
toward the rear of the building; the rest of the cells manned the civil-service building, 
the basement armory, the first-floor kitchen, and the third-floor mess hall. Fifty were 
deployed to the second floor with additional weapons and dynamite. Mobile units 
went on reconnaissance patrols throughout the city, reporting on the movement 
of government troops and sporadic skirmishes. 

Between life and death 

The leaders of the uprising had gone without sleep, and with very little food, for 
days. They were nourished, it seemed, by their commitment to the cause. 

Around sunset, the screams of a teenage boy rung out in the streets—paratroopers 
had murdered his sister. He ran to Province Hall, yelling, “Give me a gun. I can fight, 
too!” But by later that night, he, too, would be shot dead by the government army. 

A rebel leader came across two young men—a freshman at Chŏnnam University 
and a young man studying for his college-entrance exams—in the Province Hall 
yard at 7:00 p.m. They had joined the demonstrations on May 18, but subsequently 
been forced into hiding by their parents. Now, they’d returned to battle, moved by 
the murder of three friends and news of the imminent invasion. They attended the 
final rally and joined a combat cell; they did not survive.

The students assembled at Province Hall were required to inform their parents 
of their involvement. Mothers and fathers begged the youth not to throw their lives 
away, and some relented. Families all over Gwangju called Province Hall to ask 
about their children. 

At 10:00 p.m., one leader said goodbye to his wife, a fellow rebel who was going 
home to their children. “If nothing happens tonight,” he told her, “please help 
prepare meals for tomorrow. If the children want to see me, bring them tomorrow. 
Pray for our safe reunion.” His wife sobbed quietly, in her husband’s arms. After 
she left, he resumed his work in the hall. 

Pak Yong-jun, an orphan and shoeshine worker, would die defending the 
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Y.W.C.A. In a moving note, he wrote:38 

If you want our blood, my Lord, I will dedicate this small body of mine to 
You. Lord, what am I? I am a feeble being, a man trapped in a miserable 
existence. Lord, I have tried to live without shame or guilt. Please pour 
more pain, more agony, and more hardship on me, to give me the power 
and wisdom to overcome this world. The people spit upon us orphans, the 
scum of the earth. My brothers, my young brothers—is there nothing I can 
do for them? Will they live and die as trash, ever more burdened, after my 
death? Lord, what should I do? What is conscience? Why do you put me 
under such a heavy yoke? Must I beg you for the strength to serve? Then, I 
will do it Lord. Help me, and forgive us all in Your name—and mercy and 
love for the world. 

The rebels fell asleep in their chairs and on top of desks, cradling their guns. It had 
been just two days since they’d seized power. Even though they would never get to 
put their plans into action, they had no regrets. 

“Emergency! Emergency!” 

It was May 27, the tenth and final day of the uprising. The operations room 
stirred, and every light in Province Hall was turned out. In the darkness, the stench 
of rotting corpses mingled with spiced incense wafting through the building. Militia 
cells watching over the empty streets realized that they had never encountered the 
smell of death. 

At 11:50 p.m., the rebels tapped a special administrative phone line to place a 
call to the capital:

 ◦ “This is Gwangju Provincial Hall. Are government forces on their way?” 
 ◦ “I’m not sure. But as far as I know, there are no plans for tonight.” 
 ◦ “If they invade, don’t think we won’t do it. We will blow ourselves up with  
dynamite.” 

The long-distance lines were subsequently disconnected—a prelude to the invasion. 
The publicity bureau decided, spur of the moment, to broadcast a public message. 
Pak Yong-sun, a twenty-one-year-old at Songwŏn Polytechnic College, drove through 
the city until 3:00 a.m., shouting over and over: “Citizens, government troops are 

38.  Pak was a student in Yun Sang-Wŏn’s Wildfire school, and played a key role in laying out the Militants’ Bulletin. His 
friends persuaded him to leave Province Hall before the military attacked, but he went on to defend the nearby Y.W.C.A., 
a rebel meeting place during the uprising.
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invading. Their guns and swords will kill our beloved brothers and sisters. The time 
has come! Rise up and fight! We will defend Gwangju to the death. Do not forget us.” 

Most residents could not sleep, though the city was quiet. The young woman’s 
words were seared into their memories. 

Reserve troops surrounding the Y.M.C.A. took up their positions, as did the thirty 
men stationed at Kyerim Elementary School. There, they entrenched themselves 
behind the school’s fence and around an overpass, in anticipation of government 
soldiers coming in from the Gwangju Penitentiary and the Provincial Thirty-first 
Division command. 

At 2:00 a.m., fifty women at the Y.W.C.A. fled to a nearby church. Twenty men, 
but only ten guns, were left behind—so the remainder sought rifles at Province Hall. 
Yun Sang-won had them line up, single file, in front of the armory— a crash course 
in military training. To screen the young men, he ordered them to sit, then stand 
at attention, dozens of times. They all passed the test. 

At 2:30, all of Province Hall was on full alert. The exhausted rebels assumed their 
posts, and leaders Yun Sang wŏn, Kim Yong-ch’ol, and Yi Yang-hyŏn held hands 
in farewell. “We will meet again in the next world,” they said to one another. Pak 
Nam-sŏn, commander of headquarters, gave final orders. Do not shoot first; there 
isn’t enough ammunition. Don’t fire until you’re told and at close range. 

Allies on the outskirts of Gwangju called rebel headquarters with step-by-step 
reports on the progress of government troops. Mobile units radioed in additional 
information. The artillery fire roared like thunder, and flare bombs and tracers lit 
up the sky with moments of daylight. At first, state forces shot their M-16s indis-
criminately, at any sign of life, even in residential areas. 

The mobile unit reported that a group of tanks had simultaneously raided the 
entrances of Chiwŏn-tong, Sŏbang, and the Korea Electricity and Power plant 
simultaneously. The military invaded by the following routes: 

 ◦ Chiwŏn-tong — Gwangju River — south flank of Province Hall (Twentieth 
Division); 

 ◦ Chiwŏn-tong — Hak-tong — Chŏnnam University Hospital — rear of Province Hall; 
 ◦ Paengwŏn-tong — Hanil Bank — front gate of Province Hall; 
 ◦ Hwach’ong-tong — Yangdong — Yu-tong Junction Road — Kŭmnam Avenue   
— front gate of Province Hall; 

 ◦ Sŏbang — Kyerim Elementary School — City Hall — north flank of Province  
Hall (Thirty-first Division). 

The Seventh Special Warfare Brigade raided Gwangju Park, the Third raided Prov-
ince Hall, and the Eleventh took the Tourist Hotel and the Chŏnil Building. All four 
battles were bloody. 
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Here is the sequence of events, based on reports made by the invading troops 
to Capital Defense Corps headquarters in Seoul: 

3:30 a.m. – Operation begins. 
4:10 a.m. – First raid on Province Hall. 
4:11 a.m. – Third Special Warfare Brigade raids Province Hall. 
4:30 a.m. – Seventh Special Warfare Brigade raids Gwangju Park. 
4:40 a.m. – Eleventh Special Warfare Brigade raids Tourist Hotel and Chŏnil  Building. 
4:53 a.m. – Mob resistance countered with support of Sixty-first Regiment. 
4:55 a.m. – Province Hall recaptured. 
5:04 a.m. – Deployment around Gwangju Infantry School completed. 
5:05 a.m. – Gwangju Park secured. 
5:10 a.m. – Sixty-second Regiment deployed as backup at Province Hall. 
5:20 a.m. – Second battalion, Sixty-first Regiment enters Gwangju Police Station. 
5:22 a.m. – Mop-up of rebel remnants completed. 

The end 

At 3:40 a.m., at the overpass near Kyerim Elementary School, a thirty-man militia 
cell led by a reserve-army commander faced off against state forces. During the 
ten-minute offensive, government soldiers managed to jump the fence separating the 
Kyerim and Sansu elementary schools, and overwhelm the rebels. The commander 
signaled for a retreat and, with twenty remaining men, ran toward Kyerim’s main 
entrance. They scaled a seven-foot-tall fence to gain a superior position, but faced a 
counterattack from the rear of nearby Gwangju High School. The insurgents became 
trapped along the northern fence; their commander escaped into a private home. 
As the gunfire receded, he saw that he had been shot in the thigh. He had no idea 
what had happened to his fellow rebels, but assumed that most had been killed. 

Shots were heard around 3:30 a.m. at Province Hall. Young men trying to reach 
the building were apprehended and arrested in the hundreds; anyone who attempted 
to flee was shot. Inside headquarters, the leaders discussed whether to blow them-
selves up with hand grenades. One young man stepped forward and gave a tearful 
speech: “All high-school students should surrender,” he said. “They must survive 
to be witnesses to history. For the sake of national reunification and democracy, we 
can’t let this uprising end in self-defeat. High-school students, leave first.” 

By 4:00 a.m., a street battle had erupted along Kŭmnam Avenue, and Province 
Hall was surrounded by tanks. As a searchlight shined on the hall, the government 
issued its ultimatum: “This will be your only warning. Your mob is completely 
surrounded. Give up your weapons and surrender.” 

The rebels responded by shooting out the searchlight. In the darkness that 
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followed, government troops fired their M-16s, jumped into clusters of insurgents, 
and drew forty rebels from the back of Province Hall. Paratroopers shot at random, 
and rebels fell in ones and twos, as the sun began to rise. 

Yun Sang-wŏn was among the fifty insurgents on the second floor of the civ-
il-service building, which was being used as a mess hall. They fired on invading 
troops, and dodged bullets coming from below. A high schooler screamed and 
collapsed onto the floor. Yun crawled over to him, and tried to shake him back into 
consciousness. “Hey, wake up!” he yelled. But when Yun lifted the boy up, his head 
fell back—he was already dead. 

As Yun ran back to his position, a bullet tore through him. “Brother Yun!” the 
other rebels shouted. Yun did not respond, and dark blood oozed from his side. 
His body was covered with a blanket. 

Shortly thereafter, someone screamed, “No bullets, no ammunition!” and the 
few remaining survivors retreated to a nearby room. Paratroopers fired through 
the hallway windows; the rebels shot back, grabbing bullets from the bodies of the 
dead, and tried to duck under the line of fire. When all the ammunition was spent, 
they declared defeat. 

“Give us your weapons,” the military demanded. “Point it at yourself and slide 
it through the window.” The soldiers rushed in with guns and grenades, calling 
for surrender. In one room, three rebels crawled out from behind a file cabinet; a 
total of ten survivors were forced face-down to the steps, their hands tied behind 
their backs. 

In one case, a paratrooper pointed both his M-16 and a confiscated M-2 carbine 
at a captive’s head. When the rebel tried to run, the soldier shot him dead. He then 
turned the carbine onto eight insurgents whose hands were raised in surrender. As 
they approached the yard, he mowed them down, and joked to a rebel underfoot, 
“How was that? Was it like a movie?” 

Ten out of forty rebels on the second floor were captured. Later, survivors would 
testify that at least thirty were killed. There was no place to hide. 

Meanwhile, the two paratroopers who’d shot their way through Province Hall 
ran up to the second floor. Mimicking the insurgents, they fired into the yard—and 
convinced more than one dying militia member that he’d been killed by his own 
men. As more paratroopers stormed the second floor, the rebels ran, barricading 
doors with desks and file cabinets. 

Two rebels, trapped inside a room, waited with their guns pointed at the door. 
They had a few bullets left. “We are going to die. Let’s kill as many as we can,” one 
man said. The other shook his head: “No. We might be executed after a military 
trial. It would be better to speak, to make a statement before we die.” They heard 
screams next door. 

In another room, three rebels blocked the door with a file cabinet and waited 
for the soldiers to approach. They heard a knock on the door—it was a high-school 

Gwangju Diary - Pages - FINAL-end-2.indd   134 7/6/17   8:08 AM



135CHAPTER 4: THE END OF THE UPRISING

student. Just then, a soldier shouted, “Bastards, drop your weapons. Come out 
before I count to seven, or I’ll throw a grenade!” The screams outside continued. 
“If we surrender, we can live,” one man said, and gave up their guns. 

Many rebels were captured—tied up and held face-down, and shot for so much 
as a stray look. As morning broke, corpses were pulled out of rooms, and survi-
vors cried out in pain: one man’s arm was nearly severed by bullets. Each rebel 
was forced to point his gun at himself in surrender; government forces seized the 
men’s weapons, and beat them viciously, kicking them in the back and the head. 
The paratroopers labeled their captives with a permanent marker: “Extremely 
violent,” “10 bullets,” “handgun,” etc. 

The survivors—smeared with blood, blinded by broken glass—were forced to 
crawl down the steps, and were kicked along the way. They were loaded onto mili-
tary vehicles. The foreign reporters who’d interviewed the rebels just a day earlier 
were now witnesses to their defeat.39 

The attack on the Y.W.C.A. began at dawn. Propaganda teams, high school stu-
dents, and workers were defending it. Government troops peppered the area with 
machine-gun fire before moving in from the front and back. A building employee 
yelled, ’’We are unarmed! Please let us live!” The soldiers shouted for the rebels 
to evacuate, and the rebels obeyed. But as they began to walk out, undressed and 
with their hands in the air, the troops shot them dead. 

Pak Yong-jun was killed by paratroopers behind the main entrance of the 
Y.W.C.A. The reading-club office on the second floor was coated in blood, the 
books turned to confetti. Across the street, in the Chŏnil Building, every single 
rebel fought to the death. 

Come morning, the last remaining insurgent walked through a maze of bodies to 
surrender. The injured, and more than a hundred and fifty dead, were transported 
out of Gwangju. Survivors were assigned to various military prisons, according to 
their alleged deeds: “loitering around Province Hall,” “possessing weapons,” or 
“being a special member of the mob.” As they were bound and loaded into govern-
ment trucks, they pictured their fallen comrades. The days and nights of Gwangju 
were seared into their memories, and would haunt them forever.  

39.  The foreign correspondents stayed at the Tourist Hotel. Terry Anderson remembers that night: “As light grew, I saw 
two paratroopers on the top of the building [Province Hall] just fifteen or twenty yards away [from the hotel]. Taking my cam-
era, I cautiously crouched at the window, trying to take a picture. [Two] men spotted me, then opened up with their M-l6s. 
The first bullet struck inches from my ear, and I threw myself into a corner... When the soldiers began shooting through the 
thin, lath-and-plaster wall, we dove frantically out of the room into the hallway. We had believed the government knew this 
hotel was occupied by foreign press, but either no one had told the soldiers or they didn’t care... The attack on the head-
quarters was the end of the battle, though occasional gunfire continued for an hour or so. As the foreign press—including 
one camera crew—emerged from the hotel, we encountered a senior army sergeant seated and trembling from adrenaline. 
He pointed his rifle at us and shouted in Korean. We waved our press passes, but he refused to allow us to pass. Just 
then, a colonel drove up in a jeep. We pushed past the sergeant and called out to him, ’Colonel, how many casualties?’ 
The officer, who had the name Kim sewn above his shirt pocket, responded, ’two rebels and one soldier were killed,’ then 
strode away. In a small group, we walked through the fence around the provincial building and counted seventeen bodies. 
One was the rebels’ press spokesman [Yun Sang-won], his body partially burned and the magazine of a .45 caliber pistol 
lying near his hand.” (T. Anderson, Remembering Gwangju.)
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Gwangju Diary: 
The View from Washington

By Tim Shorrock

A look back

As I revise this essay, in May 2017, South Korea prepares for a Presidential 
election, following the historic impeachment of Park Geun-hye. For many Koreans, 
it’s an exciting time that marks a new stage in the country’s long march toward 
democracy. The mass candlelight movement that led to the impeachment feels 
especially poignant from my desk in Gwangju, the cradle of the revolution. I am 
here this spring, working with the city’s 5.18 Archives to investigate decisions made 
by the U.S., in May 1980, to put down the citizen rebellion with military force. 

In recent months, new questions have been raised about those decisions made so 
long ago. On May 21, 1980, the day now known for the “Gwangju Massacre,” Korean 
military helicopters fired on at least one building in downtown Gwangju. Since this 
fact was confirmed, earlier this year, the city has asked for a national investigation 
into that action and who gave the orders to shoot. The documents I obtained over 
a period of years, which are described in this chapter, don’t provide any answers. 
But in reading through “The View from Washington” years after writing it, I was 
struck by the fact that May 21 was a turning point for the Carter administration 
and the Pentagon, as they watched the events unfold. What happened that day 
likely convinced the U.S. to rely on the Korean military to restore “law and order,” 
in the words of U.S. officials. 

By the afternoon of May 21, Gwangju had experienced three days of violence 
at the hands of Korean paratroopers. Citizens had tried to fight back, using taxis, 
buses, and weapons against the soldiers, and angering military commanders in the 
process. At 1 p.m. that day, the martial-law forces suddenly opened fire on thou-
sands gathered in the streets. Some of the volleys came from the rooftops, where 
military snipers had set up their weapons. When the shooting stopped, more than 
fifty people were dead, and hundreds more had serious injuries. Believing that their 
lives were at risk, students and workers raided police stations in nearby towns, armed 
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themselves with carbines and other weapons, and began firing back. By day’s end, 
the Gwangju citizen army had pushed the martial-law forces of Chun Doo Hwan 
out of the city. May 21 is still celebrated as “citizens’ day”—marking Gwangju’s lib-
eration from Chun’s marauding troops. But it wasn’t seen that way in Washington. 

Reports from the city began to sound increasingly dire. William Gleysteen, then 
U.S. ambassador to Korea, sent a cable to Washington: “The massive insurrection 
in Gwangju,” he wrote, is “out of control and poses an alarming situation for the 
R.O.K. military who have not faced a similar internal threat for at least two decades.” 
The fact that this “threat” was, in reality, a response to murderous state troops 
apparently did not matter to the U.S. government. Within a matter of hours—at 
the White House meeting documented in my story below—the Carter administra-
tion would decide on a course of action leading to the dispatch of Korean troops, 
under the Combined Forces Command, to “retake” Gwangju from the rebels. In the 
context of the helicopter revelations, these events and decisions demand further 
investigation and accountability from both Korean and U.S. authorities.

In reviewing my FOIA documents for possible updates, however, I found very 
little to add to my original piece. A few years ago, the State Department agreed 
to fully declassify some of the cable traffic between Gleysteen and his superiors 
in Washington. These new documents shows that Gleysteen, as I describe below, 
did in fact warn Chun about a military overreaction on May 9, 1980, as the late 
ambassador often claimed. However, he never backed off his original guarantees 
that Washington would “not oppose” Chun’s contingency plan: to end the worker- 
and student-led “democratic spring” of 1980 with military help. The U.S. remains 
complicit with Chun in these decisions; history has not changed that judgment. 

Gwangju, therefore, continues to represent one of the most important rebellions 
of the Cold War, and one of the only times in the twentieth century that a people’s 
movement stood up to a superpower—in this case, the U.S. and its military ally—and 
prevailed, at least for a time. I continue to be amazed by the spirit of 5.18 and the 
people of Gwangju. As an honorary citizen, I stand with the city in its search for truth. 

 
Gwangju Diary: the view from Washington

On May 21, 1980, the international media and human-rights groups in Asia 
began broadcasting news of a terrible event that had taken place in Gwangju, South 
Korea. After a group of army officers, led by Lieutenant General Chun Doo Hwan, 
declared martial law and seized control of the government, paratroopers wearing 
black berets had massacred protesters. Students and youth had been shot in cold 
blood, and others had been torn apart with bayonets; scores, possibly hundreds, 
were dead. Desperate messages streamed out of Gwangju and Seoul, pleading for 
outside intervention and help from the U.S., whose President, Jimmy Carter, had 
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promised, in 1976, to make human rights the cornerstone of his foreign policy. 
But the citizens of South Korea, like those in the Philippines and Indonesia, 

learned that President Carter had no desire to offend a friendly dictator at the height 
of the Cold War. Early in the morning of May 27, with approval from the U.S. com-
mander of the joint U.S.-South Korean military command, the Twentieth Division 
of the Korean Army invaded Gwangju’s city center, and crushed a ragtag army of 
young students and workers who had taken up arms. As the press flashed images 
of dead or shackled rebels being dragged through the streets, Carter’s military and 
security advisers, led by Richard Holbrooke, Assistant Secretary of state for East 
Asian and Pacific affairs, coldly explained that they had instructed U.S. commanders 
to release Korean troops from the joint command to restore “stability” in South 
Korea and “maintain the national interests of the United States.” They conveyed the 
message, well understood in Korea since the 1940s, that American officials viewed 
the peninsula as a problem child of U.S. foreign policy; the Korean people and 
their democratic notions were no more than an annoyance amid global tensions. 

This tone was set by President Carter himself, on June 1, 1980, in a nationally 
televised interview on CNN. After admitting that “there is no doubt… democratiza-
tion has been given a setback” in Korea, he was asked by journalist Daniel Schorr if 
U.S. policy there reflected the conflict between human rights and national security 
then raging within his administration. “There is no incompatibility” between the 
two concepts, Carter snapped. In his judgment, he told Schorr, South Korea in 1980 
typified a situation where “the maintenance of a nation’s security from Communist 
subversion or aggression is a prerequisite to the honoring of human rights and the 
establishment of democratic processes.” While he of course preferred to see “every 
nation on earth democratic,” he continued, the U.S. “can’t sever our relationships 
with our allies and friends and trading partners and turn them all over to Soviet 
influence, and perhaps even subversion and takeover, simply because they don’t 
measure up to our standards of human rights.” The arrogance of his statement was 
stunning—to dismiss mass murder as not measuring up to “our standards”—as was 
his reasoning: the uprising and anguish in Gwangju had been reduced to another 
global Communist plot. It was one more nagging dilemma for American diplomats 
fighting in the trenches of the Cold War. 

The national security mentality was personified by Holbrooke, who had worked 
his way up the State Department ladder by dutifully serving United States interests 
in Vietnam and the Philippines before being named Assistant Secretary for East 
Asia and the Pacific by Carter. As Bruce Cumings reminds us in his penetrating 
introduction to this book, Holbrooke suggested to Congress during the crisis that 
Americans were paying far too much “attention to Kwangjoo” without proper con-
sideration of the “broad questions” of Korean and U.S. security interests. General 
John A. Wickham, Jr., the U.S. military commander in Korea who signaled U.S. 
support for Chun in an infamous interview with the Associated Press in August 
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1980, later suggested that Koreans were “lemmings” who would follow anybody 
with a military uniform. And who can forget that, eight months later, Chun Doo 
Hwan, the man responsible for the carnage in Gwangju, was walking the corridors 
of the White House as an honored guest of President Reagan? 

The book in your hands, Gwangju Diary, reminds us of the vast distance between 
the official American view of Korea and the perceptions and experiences of Koreans 
themselves. It is the story of how students, workers, and residents came together in 
anger, sorrow, and hope to fight an army trained to kill North Koreans and backed 
by the most powerful country in the world. Against these great odds, the Gwangju 
citizen army liberated the city and much of the surrounding area. The diary is filled 
with compelling and sometimes haunting images that express the humanity of this 
proud city: a sex worker washing the feet of dead comrades; a revolt by taxi drivers 
sickened to see youth killed by their own countrymen; elders protecting students 
and paying with their lives; young workers and members of a theatre troupe rous-
ing the crowds; and the piercing voice of a twenty-one-year-old woman rebel just 
before the dawn raid, on May 27, that would take her life. 

Only after years of further democratic struggle, as recounted in Lee Jai-eui’s 
preface to this translation, was the diary was published and read by Koreans. In 
1987, after nationwide protests had forced Chun to step aside and made way for the 
first-ever open presidential elections, the Korean parliament opened an investigation 
into the massacre. But the U.S. government offered little help. The Bush I Adminis-
tration refused to allow either former ambassador Gleysteen or General Wickham, 
the top U.S. officials in Korea in 1980, to testify at the hearings. But in response 
to a parliamentary request, the State Department did compile a detailed white 
paper on Gwangju. The report blamed the entire episode on Chun, and concluded 
that the U.S. had no warning that special forces would take part in the crackdown 
on May 17, 1980. United States officials “were alarmed by reports of plans to use 
military units to back up the police in dealing with student demonstrations” and 
“had neither authority over nor prior knowledge of the movement of the Special 
Warfare Command units to Gwangju,” it stated. 

As a journalist who followed the events in Gwangju from the beginning, I had 
a hard time believing the official story. In 1991, I filed the first of many requests 
under the Freedom of Information Act (F.O.I.A.) for all U.S. government documents 
relating to Gwangju and U.S. policy in South Korea in 1979 and 1980. It took several 
years, but I finally obtained most of what I was looking for by late 1995. My stories 
based on the materials were published in February 1996, a few days before Chun 
Doo Hwan went on trial for his crimes in Gwangju. In contrast to the portrait of 
the befuddled, detached U.S. diplomats portrayed in the white paper, U.S. officials, 
from the embassy to military headquarters, were deeply involved with Chun and 
the Korean military in cracking down on those demonstrating in the streets, uni-
versities, and factories in the spring of 1980. It is now clear that U.S. officials were 
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aware of the key role being played by Chun’s special forces in Gwangju. 
On May 9, 1980, government cables showed, Gleysteen met with Chun to dis-

cuss how to handle the student protests planned for the next few days. These street 
actions were organized after Chun, who’d shot his way to control of the military 
on December 12, 1979, appointed himself head of the Korean Central Intelligence 
Agency (K.C.I.A.) in April. Chun and Gleysteen had clashed frequently and bitterly 
over human rights (Gleysteen told me in an interview that Chun once referred 
to him as “governor-general,” the title of the colonial overseers during Japanese 
colonialism). But in this meeting, Gleysteen and Chun set aside their differences 
and agreed on a common policy. With the approval of Warren Christopher, then 
Carter’s deputy secretary of state, Gleysteen told Chun that the U.S. would not oppose 
the Korean military’s “contingency plans to maintain law and order, if absolutely 
necessary, by reinforcing the police with the army.” While those communications 
were not a green light for mass murder, they were clearly intended to signal that 
a military crackdown on civil unrest was an acceptable, if not desirable, strategy 
in Washington.40 

In another damning cable, dated May 8, the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency 
reported to the Joint Chiefs of Staff at the Pentagon that Korean special forces were 
on nationwide alert. It also noted that the Seventh Special Forces Brigade (which, as 
recounted in the diary, was responsible for the worst brutalities in Gwangju) “was 
probably targeted against unrest” at local universities. The cable also noted that 
special forces “had been receiving extensive training in riot control,” and had been 
“ready and willing to break heads” in the riots that shook the port city of Busan a 
week before Park was shot dead by the head of the K.C.I.A., in October. Gleysteen 
also reported the deployment of special forces in the week leading up to May 17 in 
his cables to Washington. In other words, while encouraging “moderation,” U.S. 
officials knew very well that soldiers trained to fight behind the lines in a future 
war with North Korea were being deployed against South Korean citizens fighting 
for democracy. 

These revelations hit South Korea like a time bomb. I broke the story in the 
Journal of Commerce on February 27, 1996, and the next day, after it was picked 
up by every major Korean newspaper, students chanting “Kick out the Americans!” 

40.  In his book on Gwangju, Massive Entanglement, Marginal Influence, Gleysteen criticized me for using his words 
“out of context to insinuate that I effectively endorsed the Korean mind-set and military deployments that led to the Gwangju 
killings.” Pointing specifically to my Journal of Commerce articles, he added that, “having spent so much of my time in 
Seoul counseling restraint and moderation, I find such accusations offensive.” But a summary of Gleysteen’s meeting with 
Choi Kwang Soo, then an official at the Blue House, leaves little doubt about his stance. The memo of that meeting, which 
was fully declassified in 2005, repeats Gleysteen’s expression of understanding “about the need to maintain law and order” 
and the Carter administration’s pledge that, “we would not obstruct development of military contingency plans.” However, 
as Gleysteen claims in his book, the memo also shows that he “emphasized the importance of trying not to help student 
ringleaders by actions that would appear excessive to moderate students and the man in the street.” As Gleysteen told his 
superiors in Washington, “I was pleased to hear that President Choi and General Chun were so reluctant to use the military 
because of the dangers of killings and a rapid erosion of public support. I urged that the greatest care be used in dealing 
with ringleaders or politicians who were suspected of being unhelpful.” These were hollow promises. Yet the truth remains: 
the U.S. government “would not obstruct” Chun’s plans for a military solution to the crisis, in effect siding with the generals 
against the Korean people. I took nothing out of context.
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threw eggs at the U.S. Embassy in Seoul, and demanded an apology from Ambassa-
dor James Laney. In Gwangju, more than five hundred students faced off with riot 
police in front of the U.S. Cultural Center. The next month, the Korean government 
obtained a full set of my F.O.I.A. documents from the State Department and turned 
them over to prosecutors in the Chun trial. Hankyoreh, a Seoul newspaper founded 
by journalists purged during the Park and Chun eras, kept the controversy alive 
by publishing full translations of the documents in a series that ran for weeks. But 
while the story was a sensation in Seoul, it received virtually no coverage in the U.S. 
media—with the exception of a detailed story in The Washington Post. The New 
York Times, which provided some of the best coverage of the Gwangju uprising 
and its aftermath, never mentioned the new information in relation to the Chun 
trial or Kim Dae Jung’s rise to power.41 

So what was America’s Korea policy in 1980? Government records and the many 
interviews I have conducted about Gwangju lead me to conclude that the events 
of that year were the logical result of a covert policy, hatched in the days following 
the assassination of Park Chung Hee. The policy was to preserve the remnants of 
Park’s military-industrial security state, and pressure Korean opposition groups 
to moderate demands for a complete break with Korea’s dictatorial past—a posi-
tion U.S. officials considered “extremist.” In classic Cold War fashion, the Carter 
administration tried to create a third force of Park holdovers, friendly generals, and 
malleable politicians as an alternative to Chun’s military hard-liners or opposition 
leaders such as Kim Dae Jung. Kim was reviled by the Korean military and, as U.S. 
officials frequently noted in their cables, would be blocked from taking power, even 
if elected president. 

The tendency to see Korean friction as occurring between right and left 
“extremes,” and not between a military-industrial elite and popular democratic 
forces, was best summed up by Gleysteen, who carried out U.S. policy in Korea that 
spring. In a 1996 interview, he seemed genuinely pained by what had happened 
under his watch. I asked why he had supported the U.S. decision to use force in Gwangju, 
when he knew that the uprising was triggered by the murderous rampage of Chun’s 
special forces. “The point is, law and order was gone; it was chaos,” Gleysteen replied. 
“Both sides at that point were rather equivalent.” It is striking that, sixteen years later, 
he still believed that the Gwangju rebels and the Korean military units sent to kill them 
were morally “equivalent.” I explore such contradictions in this essay. 

41.  I later learned why. In 1996, the same year my Journal of Commerce stories were published, I spent a few months 
working at my newspaper’s Tokyo bureau, and met some The New York Times staffers there. One of them told me that 
his bureau chief, Nicholas Kristof, who won a Pulitzer for his coverage of China’s Tiananmen massacre, contacted the 
U.S. Embassy when he learned of my new documents. The embassy, my Times source told me, informed Kristof that my 
documents were “an old story” that didn’t shed any new light on what had happened in Gwangju. So Kristof didn’t write 
anything on the revelations, even as the Times was covering Chun Doo Hwan’s trial. A few years later, I heard a nearly 
identical story from Teresa Watanabe, who was then a reporter for The Los Angeles Times in Tokyo. In a conversation in 
2000, she told me that her bureau chief got the same advice from the embassy—and followed it. What a pathetic com-
mentary on our “independent” press.
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Korean democracy vs. Cold War politics

One of the most poignant, and ultimately tragic, beliefs held by Korean dissidents 
in the 1980s, was the belief that the United States would side with the democracy 
movement over military dictators. As Lee Jai-eui movingly recalls at the beginning 
of his book, when the people of Gwangju heard that the U.S. aircraft carrier Coral 
Sea was being diverted to the Korean peninsula during the uprising, “the insurgents 
were naively hopeful. ’The U.S. is coming to help us,’ people thought. ’If it knows 
about the massacre, the U.S. government will not forgive Chun Doo Hwan and his 
clique!”’ But behind this conviction, which was reinforced by President Carter’s 
stated commitment to human rights, Korean activists also understood that the U.S. 
was motivated by broader concerns with regional security and the preservation of 
its interests in Asia. This line of thinking emerged on May 16, as students debated 
their choices on the eve of Chun’s military coup. 

“The dominant opinion” during the meeting “held that in principle, the U.S. is 
the world leader of neoimperialism and is responsible for holding back the national 
reunification of Korea,” Lee wrote. “Nevertheless, at this stage, democratic reforms 
in South Korea were in Washington’s interest. The U.S. would not want radicals 
to incite anti-American feelings as part of the resistance against military rule. The 
students imagined that the United States would welcome reforms as long as those 
reforms did not run counter to its interests in the region. If the pro-democracy 
movement intensified, the U.S., to avoid another Iran-style fiasco, would cooperate 
in transferring political power from the military to a civilian parliament. For the 
activists, the most important task was leading the movement to the point where 
the U.S. would intervene on the side of democracy.” 

In fact, this analysis was amazingly close to the truth, and reveals how attuned 
Koreans were to the true nature of U.S. policy. Conversely, it also showed how 
estranged U.S. decision-makers were from the goals of the Korean democracy 
movement. As Holbrooke wrote in a secret cable to Gleysteen, shortly after Park’s 
assassination, the overriding concern in Washington was to keep South Korea from 
turning into “another Iran,” meaning any “action which would in any way appear 
to unravel a situation and lead to chaos or instability in a key American ally.” 

Recall for a moment the context of that movement, in 1979 and 1980. The political 
unrest that erupted in Korea, in the fall of 1979, and the shocking assassination of 
Park at the hands of his intelligence director, on October 26, 1979, created a sense 
of panic within the Carter administration. At a time of rising tensions with Iran 
and the Soviet Union, Holbrooke and other officials feared that a political confron-
tation in South Korea could spark a revolution similar to that which toppled the 
dictator Syngman Rhee, in 1960. The Korean military thus became the most critical 

Gwangju Diary - Pages - FINAL-end-2.indd   143 7/6/17   8:08 AM



144 GWANGJU DIARYGWANGJU DIARY

component of U.S. policy in South Korea, as Gleysteen perhaps unwittingly revealed 
in a secret cable: “We are faced with a new situation in Korea whose hallmark will 
be uncertainty,” Gleysteen wrote, just two days after the assassination. “The key 
players are still the previous establishment forces—above all, the military who, 
even if we can encourage them toward more liberal directions, have not changed 
their spots and comfort in working within an authoritarian political structure.” 

“We must avoid conveying the impression that we would be happy with a military 
takeover, but we must also work with the military who will be a very influential 
factor,” Gleysteen continued. “While we intend to continue to press for liberal 
treatment for political activists, we must avoid early pressures for any dramatic 
steps of liberalization. Finally, we should keep in mind that the Korea of 1979 is 
not the Korea of the early sixties, when we were able to bully the early Park regime 
into constitutional reforms. We could face an extremely unhealthy anti-American 
reaction should we press too hard and too crassly to bring about structural change.” 

A month later, Gleysteen expanded upon his analysis. “Thoughtful Koreans”—by 
which he presumably meant the embassy’s “moderate” contacts—“have been quick 
to grasp the central issue facing them: how to liberalize the political structure fast 
enough to satisfy popular expectations but steadily enough to avoid the danger of 
overreaching themselves or scaring military elements into a military takeover,” 
he wrote. “Although warning signs are beginning to appear... the military have 
displayed considerable statesmanship in playing a stabilizing role and going out 
of their way to give the appearance of deferring to civilian leadership; martial law 
has been conducted with skill and a fairly light touch.” 

“Yet, there have also been ample reminders that this society of garlic and pepper 
eating combatants has not changed its basic nature,” he wrote.42 “Dissident ele-
ments and some of the political opposition, grooved over decades into extremist 
patterns by confrontation with authority, have rejected the acting government’s 
proposed scenario for reform and reiterated their extremist demands for immediate 
dismantlement of the Yushin system.” 

Reading Gleysteen’s memo, one is struck by how well Gwangju dissidents com-
prehended the workings of U.S. policy. But the memo, and many others like it, 
also show how close U.S. officials were to the men of the Yushin system. These 
relationships, in my view, were a key factor in the eventual outcome in Gwangju. 

America’s friends in Seoul 

There are deep, lasting ties between the U.S. diplomatic, military, and intelli-
gence corps in South Korea and their Korean counterparts. Since the late 1940s, 

42.  This disparaging reference to Korean eating habits enraged readers of my articles in Sisa Journal, the newspaper’s 
editors told me. 
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their personal and professional relationships have created a cadre of officials and 
operatives, within the U.S. and Korean power structures, who share common beliefs 
and commitments, and, in times of crisis, influence U.S. policy. 

In the months leading up to Park’s assassination, Gleysteen and Donald Gregg, 
the C.I.A. station chief in Seoul and a future ambassador to Korea, were in close 
contact with Kim Chae-gyu, the intelligence chief who would carry out that assas-
sination. As President Park became increasingly isolated, Kim was seen by the 
Carter Administration as one of the regime’s few voices of reason and moderation. 
Kim Chae gyu “was a man I admired very much,” Gregg told me in an interview. He 
described the K.C.I.A. director as “quite a moderate” and “very open.” 

As tensions mounted in Seoul following the “Y.H. incident” (described in Bruce 
Cumings’s introduction), Kim became the primary contact within the Park gov-
ernment. According to Gleysteen, Kim often met with Gregg and was viewed by 
the U.S. Embassy as “relatively liberal.” Kim “seemed to understand the need for 
moderation,” he said. 

Kim was also on the receiving end of U.S. criticism. In March 1979, for example, 
Kim met with Richard Holbrooke, who, according to a Gleysteen cable, told Kim 
that South Korea was “strong enough to survive” without the restrictions on polit-
ical freedom imposed by Park’s emergency laws. Kim told Holbrooke that, from 
his perspective, the “threat was not just from the North, but from a home-grown 
subversive element which threatened the security of the nation.” Gleysteen wrote, 
“He was convinced that the answer to this was not to put people in prison but to 
employ the laws in an intelligent and moderate way. He stated that he could promise 
that the government would continue its efforts to provide the utmost in political 
rights to the people commensurate to maintaining domestic tranquility and national 
security.” Both Gleysteen and Holbrooke seemed to take these comments to heart. 

In the days after Park’s death, however, Kim Chae-gyu’s friendships became 
a serious political problem. South Koreans and Americans, as well as the Sovi-
ets and North Koreans, openly speculated about the implications of Kim’s close 
relationship with the embassy and the U.S. intelligence community. “Suspicion of 
U.S. complicity in the death of President Park persists in Korea, especially on the 
left and right flanks of the political scene and may complicate our lives for some 
time,” Gleysteen cabled Washington a few weeks after the assassination. “Some 
dissidents and church groups believe, in some cases approvingly, that we were 
part of Kim Chae-gyu’s conspiracy, at least to the point of having given a signal.” 
Gleysteen added that he had checked with a previous U.S. ambassador, and “can 
state flatly that neither of us ever signaled to Kim Chae-gyu or any other Korean that 
we thought the Park government’s days were numbered or that we would condone 
Park’s removal from office. I would never have been so reckless as to touch on the 
tricky subject of President Park’s prospective tenure.” 

Gleysteen told me that, during President Park’s funeral, he had an unpleasant 
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encounter with a U.S. congressman who loudly accused him of “having blood on my 
hands.” That exchange, he said, was one of the reasons that he, with Holbrooke and 
others in the State Department, successfully persuaded the Carter administration 
to block a congressional hearing on Korea that had been scheduled for shortly after 
the assassination. “There were gaping minds ready to believe anything in Korea,” 
Gleysteen said. 

But with Park’s death, Gleysteen and his intelligence and military colleagues had 
to find other “moderates” who, like Kim Chae-gyu, could speak candidly with U.S. 
officials. Based on interviews and the documents, I identified three key Koreans that 
the U.S. Embassy and military heavily relied on during the crisis of 1979–80: General 
Lew Pyong-hyon, deputy to General John Wickham at the U.S.-Korea Combined 
Forces Command and future chairman of the Korean Joint Chiefs of Staff; Prime 
Minister Shin Hyon Hwack; and Foreign Minister Park Tong-jin. 

General Lew Pyong-hyon. Lew was of particular value to the U.S. mission, and 
was described by Gleysteen as a “key liaison” between the U.S. government and the 
Korean military. According to the materials I obtained, it was from Lew that U.S. 
officials first learned that President Park had been “incapacitated,” several hours 
before the news was announced on Korean radio (5:00 a.m., October 27). In an 
urgent cable to Washington, Gleysteen said that Lew had “emphasized that these 
events were not a military coup and that regrettably the military was placed in a 
position of having to take charge of events.” The cables also show that Lew, through 
Gleysteen, asked the United States to make “a reassuring public statement” and 
take “precautionary military measures” after the assassination; those measures, of 
course, included sending an aircraft carrier and surveillance aircraft to the Korean 
peninsula, along with a blunt warning that a North Korean intervention would 
mean war. Lew also was a key source during the December 12 incident described 
in the introduction to this book. According to Gleysteen, Lew provided most of 
the information about military movements that night. He and Gleysteen were 
with Wickham at the United Nations command bunker as Chun and Roh moved 
troops from the D.M.Z. and attacked the Seoul garrison to arrest the martial-law 
commander. Lew was also an important link between U.S. officials and Chun Doo 
Hwan in the months preceding the May 17 coup, and officially informed the U.S. 
command of the imminent invasion of Gwangju on May 27.43 

Prime Minister Shin Hyon Hwack. The U.S. mission also had a close relationship 
with Shin, who was viewed (and hated) by Koreans dissidents as a collaborator 
who sought to put a respectable face on the military regime. But to Gleysteen 
and others, Shin represented a reasonable alternative to the military; someone 

43.  Earlier this year, I located a declassified cable in the C.I.A. archives, dated May 21, 1980, that reveals more about 
Lew and his relationship with General Wickham. The cable, sent to Wickham from the U.S. Pacific Command headquarters 
in Hawaii, thanks him for his “comprehensive report on the situation in Gwangju.” It adds: “Your support of Lew’s moderate 
approach to the situation seems to be the best course, certainly at this point.” The date of the cable is significant: one day 
later, at the White House, the final decision was made to use military force in Gwangju.
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who might dissuade the Koreans from using guns and clubs on protesters. As a 
result, he was often counted on to express U.S. disagreement with Korean policy. 
After the December 12 incident, for example, Gleysteen warned Shin that negative 
consequences could result from violation of the U.S.-Korea command structure. 
South Korea “could not survive in its present form without ties to the outer world,” 
Gleysteen told Shin. “If the U.S. military, who were angry and disturbed over what 
happened ceased supporting the R.O.K. military the result would be devastating. 
Perhaps more pertinent to the Prime Minister with his special responsibilities, 
South Korea could not survive without the confidence of foreign traders, investors, 
and bankers.”44 In any case, Gleysteen felt confident enough about Shin to assure 
his superiors in Washington that the Prime Minister “looks like the strongest man 
in a frail civilian government.” And he was so impressed by Shin, in the spring of 
1980, that he favorably discussed the possibility of Shin running for President.

Foreign Minister Park Tong-jin. Park was another important source and confi-
dant to Gleysteen. In a private luncheon on November 28, 1979, Gleysteen reported 
that he and Park shared their “mutual concern that impatient protest actions by 
political dissidents and students threatened the prospect for political relaxation.” 
On May 22, at the height of the Gwangju uprising, Park “urgently” asked Gleysteen 
to review the seriousness of recent events. According to that secret cable, Gleysteen 
told Park that the U.S. supported the Korean Army’s “efforts to restore order in 
Gwangju and deter trouble elsewhere,” but sought Park’s help in communicating 
with the military. “I then encouraged the [Foreign Minister] as a recently reap-
pointed cabinet member who ‘understood Americans’ to use his influence in trying 
to talk to the military leaders in an attempt to stop them from magnifying their 
problems,” Gleysteen wrote. 

With friends and contacts like these, it is not hard to imagine why U.S. officials 
in Korea would have a one-sided, distorted view of the crisis that developed in the 
winter and spring of 1980. 

U.S. approval of Korean military preparations, May 1980 

When Chun seized control of the military, on December 12, 1979, it was clear to 
many Koreans that they were facing yet another dictatorship. These fears deepened 
in April, when Chun appointed himself head of the K.C.I.A., the first military man to 
hold that post. In response, students organized mass demonstrations and demanded 
democratic reforms. Workers, meanwhile, agitated for democratic unionism and 
other rights stolen from them during the eighteen-year reign of Park Chung Hee. The 
movement for change reached a climax in April, when coal miners seized the town 

44.  Imagine if such stiff resolve had been voiced about Gwangju; the outcome might have been completely different.
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of Sabuk to protest their working conditions and the corrupt relationship between 
their pro-government company union and their employer. In response, Chun sent 
special forces to the mountains and began talks with the U.S. military and embassy. 

Korean dissidents concluded that another coup was imminent. But the Carter 
administration seemed convinced that the situation was under control. After an 
April meeting with Foreign Minister Park, who was much admired by Holbrooke 
and other diplomats, Secretary of State Cyrus Vance sent a cable expressing his 
“great satisfaction over the many positive developments” since his visit to Seoul six 
months earlier, for Park’s funeral. “Noting that General Wickham and Ambassador 
Gleysteen have instructed their people in Korea to maintain very good relations 
with their counterparts, including the R.O.K. military, [Vance] expressed the hope 
that similar guidance is in effect on the Korean side and that there will be the fullest 
confidence and mutual cooperation.” 

As political tensions mounted and hundreds of thousands of students demon-
strated for an end to martial law, Chun Doo Hwan and acting Korean President 
Choi Kyu Ha discussed the need to deploy troops from the U.S.-Korea joint com-
mand with Gleysteen and Wickham. “Chun was saying he was going to behave, 
but he had to have contingencies if things got out of control,” Gleysteen told me. 
It was in this context that the United States approved the contingency plan to use 
military force. “There was a certain amount of contradiction in it,” he said. “We 
recognized he couldn’t lose control of law and order in society. On the other hand, 
using soldiers was very dangerous, and if there was any shooting, that would bring 
the house of cards down.” 

With that understanding, Gleysteen met on May 9 with Chun and Choi Kwang 
Soo, a senior aide to President Choi. The cables I obtained included this bombshell 
(italics mine): “In none of our discussions,” Gleysteen assured Washington, “will 
we in any way suggest that the [U.S. government] opposes [the Korean govern-
ment’s] contingency plans to maintain law and order, if absolutely necessary, by 
reinforcing the police with the army. If I were to suggest any complaint of this score 
I believe we would lose all our friends within the civilian and military leadership.” 
Warren Christopher, then deputy secretary of state, cabled back: “We agree that 
we should not oppose R.O.K. contingency plans to maintain law and order, but you 
should remind Chun and Choi of the danger of escalation if law enforcement respon-
sibilities are not carried out with care and restraint.” With that, the die was cast.45 

When I originally obtained these cables, the State Department strenuously 
argued that U.S. officials, particularly Gleysteen, had no knowledge that special 
forces were to be deployed in Gwangju as part of the general crackdown approved 
by the United States. But I asked a State Department spokesman—an old “Korea 
hand” who, in 1996, held a senior position in the U.S. Embassy in Seoul—why the 

45.  Gleysteen’s emphasis on “restraint” (from his previously censored comments described above) did not make any 
appreciable difference to the generals.
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Carter Administration did not anticipate serious violence when it knew how harshly 
protesters had previously been handled by Chun and Park. His answer provides a 
glimpse of the American view of Korea, from 1945 to the present. “The way they 
handled law and order was rough,” he told me. “But we had a way of tolerating 
it by that time. This was not an aberration or a sudden departure from the norm. 
It was the norm.” (My emphasis.) 

However, according to this official, nobody in the Carter administration could 
have anticipated that such actions would lead to the horrible brutality in Gwangju. 
’’That was an unspeakable tragedy that nobody expected to happen,” he said. “When 
all the dust settles, Koreans killed Koreans, and the Americans didn’t know what 
was going on, and certainly didn’t approve it.” The State Department continues to 
believe that the United States “has no moral responsibility for what happened in 
Gwangju,” he concluded. 

Gleysteen, who died in 2002, said that the United States approved the Korean 
contingency plans to use military force because South Korea would have faced 
“total chaos” without it. He also denied any knowledge that Korean special forces 
were to be used against student demonstrators. 

“The U.S. understood at the time that no government would allow law and 
order to break down,” he said during our interview in New York. “But we added 
that how this was done was critically important.” In any case, the special forces 
responsible for the rampage in Gwangju were “employed without the knowledge 
of the United States,” he added. “I had no idea whatsoever they were being used 
for the suppression of student demonstrations.” 

But as the documents show, U.S. officials in the State Department and the 
Pentagon had extensive knowledge that Chun’s paratroopers would see action in 
the crackdown. 

The movements of the paratroopers 

According to Gwangju Diary, on the afternoon of May 17, “nearly one thousand 
paratroopers awaited instructions from the Combined Arms Command (C.A.C.) 
in Gwangju.” As student-led demonstrations spread throughout the city, twenty 
trucks “filled with paratroopers” gathered at an elementary school near the city bus 
terminal. They watched as students fought running battles with the local police. 
Then, around 5:00 p.m., the troops were released and began viciously attacking the 
students. “They would crack open his head, stomp on his back, and kick him in the 
face. When the soldiers were done, he looked like piles of rags drenched in blood.” 

Particularly vicious were the Seventh Special Warfare Corps, “which was espe-
cially prepared to act as Chun Doo private army, and acted with particular cruelty 
from the very beginning. These were the same soldiers who had crushed revolts in 
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Pusan and Masan the year before.” 
Were Korean students better informed than the U.S. military or the State 

Department about the movement of special-forces troops, men trained to fight 
behind enemy lines in North Korea? This is essentially the claim made by the 
United States. 

Under the U.S.-Korea Combined Forces Command structure created in 1978, 
Korean special forces did not need U.S. approval to be moved. But it was customary 
for Korean military leaders to inform the command of any unusual troop deploy-
ment. In addition, the materials I obtained from the U.S. Defense Intelligence 
Agency (D.I.A.) show that U.S. liaison officers with the Korean special forces had 
precise, extensive information about their deployment, training regimen, and past 
experience. 

In February 1980, for example, a D.I.A. officer sent a secret report to the Pentagon 
describing the paratroopers as “one of the forces Chun... relies upon to maintain his 
power base.” On May 8, just nine days before Chun’s crackdown, the D.I.A. reported 
that all special forces “are on alert,” and noted that the Thirteenth Brigade had been 
moved to the Seoul area on May 6, and the Sixty-second Battalion of the Eleventh 
Brigade, on May 7. The Sixty-second Battalion, the cable noted, was the last part of 
the Eleventh Brigade to move to Seoul, and had earlier been assigned to the Wonju 
area, “where they had been on a standby status due to the miners’ riots” in Sabuk.

“Only the Seventh Brigade remained away from the Seoul area,” the D.I.A. cable 
states. It “was probably targeted against unrest at Chonju and Gwangju universi-
ties.” A Korean military source told the D.I.A. that, in their riot-control training, 
special forces commanders had stressed “in particular the employment of C.S. gas,” 
a noxious substance that is considered by some as a chemical weapon.46 

In addition, this U.S. D.I.A. observer, like the Gwangju students, recalled the 
conduct of the special forces in the October 1979 uprising that preceded Park’s 
assassination. “During the Oct. 79 Pusan/Masan riots, the officers and men sent 
from SF were ready and willing to break heads,” he stated in his cable. 

Gleysteen, despite denying knowledge of the movement of special forces, had 
apparently been briefed about their deployment. On May 7, he cabled Washington 
to report that Korean military officers had informed U.S. commanders in South 
Korea that they were moving two special forces brigades to Seoul and the area 
around Kimpo Airport “for contingency purposes” and “to cope with possible stu-
dent demonstrations.” On May 8, the Thirteenth Special Forces Brigade, “now in 
the combined field army (CPA) area, will be moved to the Special Warfare Center 
southeast of Seoul for temporary duty,” he said. The Eleventh Brigade was moved 
from the First R.O.K. Army to the Kimpo Peninsula, “and co-located for temporary 

46.  In 1993, C.S. gas was used by the F.B.I., during a liberal Democratic administration, in its attempt to force David 
Koresh and his band of Branch Davidians out of their compound in Waco, Texas. Critics of that tragic operation contend 
that this gas crippled children and others inside, and then exploded when it combined with a separate chemical agent used 
to disperse the C.S. gas. The resulting fire killed nearly everyone inside. 
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duty with the First Special Forces Brigade,” he added. 
Significantly, he noted that the special forces brigades were “being moved to the 

Seoul area to cope with possible student demonstrations.... Clearly R.O.K. military 
is taking seriously students’ statements that they will rally off campus on May 15 
if martial law is not lifted before that date.” 

None of these documents suggest that U.S. officials anticipated the reign of 
terror in Gwangju. But they do flatly contradict official assertions that the Carter 
administration was unaware that paratroopers would be used by Chun in May. It 
is important to note that an interagency group that reviewed my F.O.I.A. requests 
has refused, on national security grounds, to release, in any form, any relevant 
communications between General Wickham and his Korean counterparts or the 
U.S. government.47 

U.S. distortions of the Gwangju uprising 

Given the close ties between U.S. and Korean officials, it is not surprising that 
Gleysteen and others saw the mass protests that erupted in the spring of 1980 as a 
threat that had to be handled with force. But it is still shocking how quickly the State 
Department came to regard the people of Gwangju as a wild “mob” that deserved 
to be treated as a mortal enemy. 

The State Department’s reports on Gwangju were based almost solely on the 
observations of David Miller, a U.S. Embassy information officer who was hiding 
in the Tourist Hotel, in the heart of the city. His first “situation report” was filed 
on May 19; the last, on May 26. What follows is a synopsis of those reports from 
the first three days of the uprising. They are best understood when read against the 
timeline in Lee’s diary. It is also important to remember that the Carter Administra-
tion made its final decision to release troops from the Combined Arms Command 
to Gwangju on May 22. 

May 19. “Rumors reaching Seoul of Gwangju rioting say Special Forces used 
fixed bayonets and inflicted many casualties on students,” Gleysteen wrote. “Some 
in Gwangju are reported to have said that troops are being more ruthless than North 
Koreans ever were... Substantial numbers of ordinary citizens joining students... 
Police will neither confirm nor deny brutality rumors... Greater trouble in Gwangju 
probably reflects fact that this is Kim Dae Jung territory... Later report from Defense 
Security Command is that numbers involved in Gwangju much smaller than rumors 
would suggest and that, in fact, casualties have not occured.” 

47.  In March 2017, I filed a F.O.I.A. request for many of these documents. It’s clear to me now, particularly in light of 
the C.I.A. documents concerning the redeployment of South Korean paratroopers to Gwangju in 1982, that the U.S. Army 
under Wickham saw the uprising as essentially a military problem, to be resolved with counterinsurgency tactics.
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May 20. “All areas outside Seoul report calm except for Gwangju, where forceful 
measures used by troops to impose order have apparently aroused considerable 
resentment... As of 16:45 May 20, B.P.A.O. Gwangju (Smith) reports a crowd of 
several thousand citizens, including students, gathering around the provincial 
government building [Province Hall]... The army units involved in yesterday’s 
alleged brutality are reportedly in a holding area away from the main part of town.”

 
May 21—first report. According to the diary, this was the day of the first mass 

shooting and massacre; it was also the day that Gwangju rebels drove the para-
troopers out of town. The tone of Gleysteen’s reports begin to shift noticeably, with 
the word “mob” sprinkled throughout: “A crowd estimated at 80,000 to 100,000 
gathered in the center of Gwangju May 20 and since about 7 p.m. that day has been 
attacking security forces and public buildings... As of late morning May 21, a U.S. 
military observer in Gwangju reported that troops were holding their fire, also that 
the crowd appeared to be in control of much of the city... Communications with 
Gwangju are difficult and most reports are imperfectly verified. Unquestionably 
though a large mob has gained temporary run of the city and the authorities face 
series of very difficult options... The Gwangju mob has attacked and seriously 
damaged two industrial plants.” 

May 21—second report. A few hours later, Gleysteen tried to analyze the 
situation for his superiors in Washington. Note that a military solution is a foregone 
solution. “While military will probably restore order using considerable force, suffi-
cient damage has been done to create scars which will last for years... Why has this 
southern city fallen into serious rioting and a very great loss of the government’s 
ability to maintain public order? It is probable that regionalism is playing significant 
role in the intensity of the riot... Police and troops responded with special degree of 
severity, partly because of the spirit of the challenge, but possibly because that was 
how they felt they should treat Chŏlla people ... Reportedly the rioters are linking 
the U.S. to support of the R.O.K. military and thus, in some way, to responsibility 
for events now taking place. This propensity to seek an outside villain may well 
cause us further trouble in the future.” 

May 21—third and final report. “The massive insurrection in Gwangju is still 
out of control and poses an alarming situation for the R.O.K. military who have 
not faced a similar internal threat for at least two decades... By now almost all 
elements of the population seem to be engaged in a violent, provincial free-for-all 
reflecting deep-seated historical, provincial antagonisms. At least 150,000 people 
are involved. There has been great destruction and our most recent information is 
that the rioters have broken into armories and seized weapons, live ammunition 
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and demolitions... [The Korean military] is concentrating defense on two military 
installations and a prison containing 2,000 leftists. The December 12 generals 
obviously feel threatened by the whole affair. General Wickham has agreed to a 
high internal alert status against infiltration and he has informally taken some 
measures associated with Defcon 3.” 

May 22. If Gleysteen was angry about the paratroopers’ behavior in Gwangju, 
he did not express it during a meeting with the Korean foreign minister, Park Tong-
jin. Instead, according to a cable summarizing the meeting, Gleysteen explained 
that U.S. forces were cooperating with the Korean Army’s “efforts to restore order 
in Gwangju and deter trouble elsewhere,” but made clear that the United States 
“had not and did not intend to publicize our actions because we feared we would 
be charged with colluding with the martial law authorities and risk fanning 
anti-American sentiment in the Gwangju area.”

May 23. By this time, Gleysteen was convinced that the situation in Gwangju 
had reached a point of no return. In a cable sent at 10:00 p.m., Korea time, he 
reported that the Gwangju “rioters” had increased to 150,000 and were seizing 
hundreds of vehicles and thousands of firearms. “If peaceful methods fail” to end 
the disturbance, he concluded, the “government has the twentieth Infantry Division, 
plus airborne and special forces units, on alert in Chŏlla Namdo.” 

According to the diary, the paratroopers were finally driven out of the city on 
the night of May 21. The next day, with armed rebels in control of the city center, 
two reporters from the Wall Street Journal were invited into the provincial capital 
building [Province Hall] to investigate the many deaths that had taken place up to 
that point. But on the borders of Gwangju, the killing continued; just as the Journal 
reporters arrived in the capital, a minibus carrying twenty students was ambushed 
on a nearby provincial highway, killing all but one passenger. 

“Such atrocities occurred frequently on the edges of the city,” Lee wrote. “Bodies 
turned up everywhere. They had been dumped in the wells, sewers, underground 
corridors, and septic tanks and buried in the forests. There were also shallow, empty 
graves—the army had retreated before it could inter all of the dead.” 

But on May 23, as the citizens of Gwangju gathered in the city center to count 
the dead and celebrate the liberation of the city from the paratroopers, the best 
minds of the Carter administration were gathering at the White House for a crucial 
meeting on the Korean situation. 
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Meeting at the White House

The participants in this extraordinary gathering, according to minutes obtained 
from the National Security Council, included Secretary of State Edmund Muskie; 
his deputy, Warren Christopher; Holbrooke; Brzezinski; C.I.A. director Admiral 
Stansfield Turner; Donald Gregg, the N.S.C.’s top intelligence official for Asia; and 
U.S. Defense Secretary Harold Brown. 

After a full discussion of the situation, “there was general agreement that the 
first priority is the restoration of order in Gwangju by the Korean authorities with 
the minimum use of force necessary without laying the seeds for wide disorders 
later,” the minutes state. “Once order is restored, it was agreed we must press the 
Korean government, and the military in particular, to allow a greater degree of 
po litical freedom to evolve.” The U.S. position was summed up by Brzezinski: “in 
the short term support, in the longer term pressure for political evolution.” 

This was the White House response just one day after Korean authorities mas-
sacred dozens of people downtown. Carter’s national security team was unfazed. 
As for the situation in Gwangju, the officials decided that, “we have counseled 
moderation, but have not ruled out the use of force, should the Koreans need to 
employ it to restore order.” If recapturing the city meant “little loss of life,” “we can 
move quietly to apply pressure for more political evolution,” the officials decided. 

Back in Seoul, a few hours after the White House meeting, Gleysteen paid another 
visit to the foreign minister to communicate the U.S. position. In that discussion, 
Gleysteen recalled, “I said that the policy decisions of May 17 had staggered us.” 
However, the two officials “agreed that firm anti-riot measures were necessary, but 
the accompanying political crackdown was political folly and clearly had contributed 
to the serious breakdown of order in Gwangju.” 

Gleysteen told Park that the United States was “doing all we can to contribute 
to the restoration of order,” and cited the official statements issued in Washington 
the day before and “our affirmative replies when asked to ’chop’ C.F.C. [Combined 
Forces Command] forces to Korean command for use in Gwangju.” 

Over the next few days, Gleysteen told me, he tried to seek a compromise by 
urging “restraint” on the part of the people of Gwangju, and asking the government 
to apologize for the killing that took place after May 18. But Gleysteen said that 
he grew alarmed by the turn of events inside Gwangju, particularly when citizens 
seized arms and tried to empty one of the local prisons (which, he blithely noted 
in a cable, held “2,000 leftists”). He told me that “law and order was gone,” and 
“both sides at that point were rather equivalent.” 
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But someone in the U.S. Embassy or military was passing serious disinforma-
tion back to Washington, according to a May 25 cable signed by Muskie, Carter’s 
Secretary of State. “The situation in Gwangju has taken a rather grim turn,” Muskie 
wrote in a secret cable to Holbrooke, who was in Geneva at the time. According 
to Muskie’s source, “the moderate citizens committee has lost control of the sit-
uation and the radicals appear to be in charge. People’s courts have been set up 
and some executions have taken place. Student demonstrators have been largely 
replaced by unidentified armed radicals who are talking of setting up a revolution-
ary government.” 

Two days later, however, Muskie had to retract those statements. In a follow-up 
cable to Holbrooke, he reported that, “the situation in Gwangju remains quiet but 
tense. An earlier report that the insurgents had set up people’s courts and had carried 
out executions had not been fully confirmed and should be treated with caution.”48

This may explain why Gleysteen refused to act when he received a last-minute 
request, from a U.S. reporter on the scene, to mediate in Gwangju. Asked why he 
ignored the request, Gleysteen told me that the Twentieth Division had already 
been deployed when the call came in. In addition, Gleysteen said that he could not 
verify the identity of the group seeking the mediation. “I grant it was the controver-
sial decision, but it was the correct one,” he said. “Do I regret it? I don’t think so.” 
The official explanation at the time came from a State Department official quoted 
in The Washington Post. The request for mediation was ignored, the spokesman 
said, because it was “not a human rights issue... It [was] a question of the national 
interest of the U.S. in achieving and maintaining stability in Northeast Asia.” 

The only honest government answer I heard on this point came from a C.I.A. officer sit-
ting in on a U.S.-Korea relations forum at an Association of Asian Studies meeting, in 1984. 
Bruce Cumings and I were panelists at the session, which focused largely on U.S. economic 
and military support for the Chun Doo Hwan regime. Apparently taken aback by our harsh 
critique of U.S. policy, the C.I.A. agent, who was identified as Robert Muldoon, explained 
that he had been in South Korea in the summer of 1980, and, like other U.S. officials, had 
grown increasingly alarmed over the power struggle that took place after Park’s assassination. 

While he was “deeply moved” and “personally torn” by the reaction of Koreans to the 
events in Gwangju, Muldoon explained that Carter had no choice but to back the military. 
“We looked at this as a situation in which there was a political vacuum, there was a struggle 
for power among Korean factions, and I think the conclusion that we came to was that the 
strongest political force in South Korea these days is the Korean Army,” he said. “I don’t know 
what we’re expected to do about this.” Muldoon added that the “very critical point came when 
the president himself made his statement saying that, yes, we support political development 
and democratic rights, but the priority was on stability.”49 

48.  This raises an important question: who planted this rumor? A Korean military source? The Pentagon’s “observer” 
on the ground? We may never know.

49.  Gleysteen confirmed that Muldoon was in Korea at the time. 
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Conclusions 

To this day, the United States has never apologized, or even expressed regret, 
for its role in Chun’s May 17 crackdown on Gwangju. When a South Korean court 
convicted Chun for murder and treason, in 1996, Nicholas Burns, a State Depart-
ment spokesman, said that the events of 1980 were “an obvious tragedy for the 
individuals involved, and it’s obviously an internal matter for the people of the 
Republic of Korea.” 

Worse, in the hundreds of cables I obtained, and the many interviews I have 
conducted since 1980, I have found no evidence that the U.S. ever raised the issue of 
culpability for the Gwangju massacre in its meetings with Chun and his government. 

That isn’t the view of the officials involved. Gleysteen and other diplomats have 
complained that my articles leave the impression that they were silent after the 
events of May 1980. But from the president on down, they assured me, U.S. officials 
made their unhappiness known. This is not borne out in the cables, however. The 
materials show that Gleysteen and others bitterly criticized Chun and his cohorts 
for the rupture of the alliance structure on December 12, and, on May 17 and 18, 
for overstepping the bounds of the agreement to use force. But they never criticized 
Chun’s decision to crack down on the opposition.

On May 18, for example, hours after the crackdown was launched and just 
as the situation in Gwangju was heating up, Gleysteen called on the martial-law 
commander, General Lee Hui-Sung. The cable describing that meeting (which was 
heavily censored, or “redacted,” by the State Department) shows that Gleysteen 
asked about “reported arrests of major political figures” and sought to find out who 
was “really in charge” of the government. Gleysteen also reported that he told Gen-
eral Lee that, “we had a national interest in preventing war on the Korean peninsula 
requiring a large U.S. security presence here. This in turn led to our concern with 
political stability... Our concern was solely that the government behave in a manner 
that accorded with the desires of the Korean people. In this regard we were not as 
sure as General Lee was that it had done so.” 

But Gleysteen’s anger must have been well contained. A few days later, accord-
ing to testimony General Lee gave a Korean parliamentary inquiry into Gwangju, 
Lee postponed the final assault on Gwangju until after May 24, “because the U.S. 
authorities requested him to do so for them to secure time to redeploy their air 
and naval forces in preparation for a possible attack by North Korea.” (This was 
reported in a Yonhap dispatch of November 18, 1988.) Despite U.S. anger over the 
events of May 17 and 18, U.S. Embassy and military officials were also cooperating 
closely with the planners of the coup. 

On May 23, when people in Seoul and elsewhere became increasingly 
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disapproving of the U.S. decision to release troops in Gwangju, Gleysteen issued 
a directive to all U.S. mission and military personnel to be “extremely cautious” 
in their comments about the events of the past week. “While we will not deny U.S. 
approval of troop movements and will affirm our belief that the primary task at 
present is the restoration of law and order, we will not engage in prolonged debate 
of these actions,” he wrote. 

A few days later, when Chun told a group of Korean editors (accurately, it turns 
out) that the U.S. had been informed in advance of the actions on May 17, Gleysteen 
ordered his press attaché to call those editors and tell them that Chun’s represen-
tations were “a serious distortion” of what had actually occurred. But he told his 
superiors that, “because we do not wish to get into a public squabble with Chun or 
even to go too far in correcting the record, we made the message oral and did not 
leave any written record.” A cover-up of sorts had begun. 

“Gwangju” was not even mentioned in documents describing preparations for 
a May 29 White House meeting on Korea. Relations with Seoul were to be “cool 
and polite” with a case-by-case review by visiting U.S. officials. But no information 
about Gwangju was sought—not from Carter, Holbrooke, Christopher, or Gleysteen. 
On June 24, Christopher testified before a House committee that the U.S. “had no 
advance knowledge of the Special Forces deployments” to Gwangju. With what we 
know from the cables, this statement was at best evasive, and, at worst, perjury. 

By that time, the administration had decided that the loss of life in Gwangju 
should not undercut tacit support for Chun and his government. Christopher laid out 
the policy in early June, in a secret cable to Holbrooke and Gleysteen, cleared by the 
Pentagon and the N.S.C. “Having concluded that General Chun Doo Hwan and his 
colleagues have successfully established military control of the Korean government 
and that the Army is presently united behind the measures being taken, we have 
determined that we must at the present stage focus our influence on moderating the 
regime’s unacceptable behavior and moving it toward constitutional government, a 
reduction of military involvement in politics and administration, implementation 
of sensible economic policies and restraint in dealing with political opponents,” 
Christopher wrote. “Simultaneously, we seek to avoid over-identification with the 
present Korean regime and its excesses and indicate that we are waiting to see 
whether its actions will warrant a fully normal U.S.-R.O.K. relationship.” Again, 
there were no instructions to seek answers about Gwangju. And while the Admin-
istration did keep its distance from Chun—it refused to send an official delegation 
to Chun’s presidential inauguration in August—it never sought to clarify who was 
responsible for the slaughter. 

What is particularly galling about this “see no evil” attitude was the fact that, 
by mid-June, the State Department had collected enough information from U.S. 
residents of Gwangju, including missionaries and Peace Corps volunteers, to under-
stand the enormity of what had occurred. Among my F.O.I.A. documents was a 
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long report written by an anonymous Presbyterian missionary who had remained 
in Gwangju during the uprising.50 The report, which the U.S. Embassy sent to the 
State Department, described the violence perpetrated by the special forces, and flatly 
contradicted Gleysteen’s description of a mob running amok. During the citizen 
takeover of Gwangju, the missionary wrote, there was “absolutely no looting” or 
“wanton damage,” as had occurred in U.S. riots in Miami and elsewhere. “I liken 
[Gwangju] to the Boston Tea Party,” the missionary wrote: “lawless, emotional, but 
spontaneous combustion when freeborn citizens suddenly refused to be trampled 
upon any longer.” 

Later that summer, John Monjo, Gleysteen’s deputy, took over the embassy 
while Gleysteen scurried around New York, trying to convince Chase Manhattan 
and other banks to continue lending to Seoul. In a July 31 report from Gwangju, 
Monjo wrote that “no one is exempt from a pervasive sense of horror” about what 
had happened. In Gwangju, he said, “Chun is a hated and feared man.” But by 
August, the administration had decided that Chun was capable of running the 
country and making it attractive to U.S. investors once more. 

Testifying before Congress, Holbrooke argued that, contrary to the views of many 
U.S. lawmakers, Chun had popular support in South Korea. “There are elements 
within the business community, within the bureaucracy, and within the rural and 
urban sectors which find this government preferable to previous governments,” 
he said. “I think we’d be deluding ourselves if we thought this was just two or 
three people.” When some congressmen urged the administration to suspend U.S. 
Export-Import Bank loans to Seoul, to signal displeasure, Holbrooke reprimanded 
them. “To affect the Exim loan procedures to Korea with the almost certain multiplier 
effect it would have on private lending institutions in New York and elsewhere would 
have an overall adverse effect on the economy of Korea,” he said. Holbrooke, who 
later went to work on Wall Street for Crédit Suisse First Boston, did not add that 
the primary recipient of Exim Bank loans that year were Bechtel and Westinghouse, 
the primary contractors for South Korea’s nuclear-power-development program. 

By December, Holbrooke and the incoming Reagan administration had cut a 
deal to persuade Chun to spare Kim Dae Jung’s life in exchange for a state visit to 
Washington. Despite public outcry in Korea, the visit took place, and Chun stayed 
in power for another eight years.51 

But the most damning evidence of the American refusal to understand Gwangju 
and the people of South Chŏlla Province is in a secret D.I.A. cable from 1982 that 
I obtained from a source within U.S. intelligence. The document, dated July 23, 
1982, described a relocation of two special forces brigades from the D.M.Z. region 
to Chongju and Gwangju. The unit sent to Gwangju, in 1982, was the same Eleventh 

50.  I knew who wrote it; I had met the missionary on a visit to Gwangju, in 1981.
51.  In 1997, Holbrooke took to the pages of The New York Times to remind the public of his role in this deal—a charac-

teristically self-aggrandizing move that Christopher Hitchens, a columnist for The Nation, rightly described as a desperate 
attempt to get an invitation to Kim Dae Jung’s inaugural festivities, in January 1998.
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Special Warfare Command Brigade that had been sent to quell the miners’ uprising 
in Sabuk, in April 1980, and to put down the anti government demonstrations in 
Gwangju, on May 19 and 20. 

The document is interesting for two reasons: first, it explains that the brigades’ 
wartime mission would be to “be inserted into the far northern provinces of North 
Korea near the Manchurian border,” with the Eleventh assigned to the East and the 
Thirteenth to the West. By moving them from the D.M.Z. border area to Chongju 
and Gwangju, where airbases were located, they would also be available “for the 
defense of these airbases against North Korean ranger or commando attacks.” In 
other words, their primary “enemy” was North Korea. 

But “in addition,” the D.I.A. said, “the assignment of the 11th S.W.C. Brigade 
fulfills a perceived need for a trained, riot-control element in the politically vol-
atile Chŏlla Namdo Province. The Eleventh Brigade was one of two such units 
sent to Gwangju to quell the May 1980 riots.” After noting that the brigades had 
been receiving additional riot-control training in the spring of 1982, the document 
stated, “thus far, the 11th Brigade, already unpopular in Chŏlla Namdo Province, 
is being moved without the public’s awareness. When the move is discovered, the 
residents will probably react with extreme resentment.” In addition, the D.I.A. said, 
the relocation will “increase the likelihood of the units being used during internal 
civil disorder... By shifting the Eleventh and Thirteenth SWC brigades south, the 
problems associated with transporting these units if they are needed for internal 
political reasons are greatly simplified.” 

In other words, two years after Gwangju, the U.S. military was more than happy 
to use the same troops, in the same area, to carry out the same basic mission: to 
protect the military government in Seoul from its own citizens. This shows utter 
contempt for the people of South Korea, and underscores the moral chasm between 
U.S. policymakers and the democratic impulses of both the American and Korean 
people. 

Adding to this moral turpitude, until the Korean parliament raised the issue of 
Gwangju after Chun’s departure, the United States never gave a second thought to 
its responsibilities there. And when that opportunity finally came, the result—the 
so-called “white paper”—was in many ways a whitewash and, in some sections, a 
flat-out lie. 

The players in this tragedy, however, are still around. Jimmy Carter continues 
to press his agenda of human rights by observing elections overseas and working 
with Habitat for Humanity. In 1993, he played a key role in averting what could have 
been a catastrophic U.S. military attack on a North Korean nuclear site by sensibly 
going to Pyongyang and meeting directly with Kim Il Sung. (I have often wondered 
if Carter’s intervention was a way of atoning for what happened in South Korea, in 
1980.) Gleysteen wrote a book giving his side of the Gwangju story, and died a few 
years later. Holbrooke, of course, served as President Clinton’s ambassador to the 
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United Nations, and was widely seen as a leading contender for Secretary of State 
when he died, suddenly, in 2010. 

Because of Holbrooke’s critical role in the events of 1980, I tried to interview 
him several times. But I was always rebuffed by his press secretary at Crédit Suisse 
First Boston, the Wall Street firm where he worked for many years. I finally cor-
nered him one morning, in 1997, after a symposium at the Brookings Institution 
in Washington. He was cranky because, a few days earlier, Norman Thorpe, The 
Wall Street Journal reporter who had been in Gwangju, had written an opinion 
piece quoting some of my cables. The documents showed Holbrooke asking Gley-
steen, in the fall of 1979, to conduct a “delicate operation” in Seoul, “designed to 
use American influence to reduce the chances of confrontation and to make clear 
to the generals” that the Carter administration was “in fact trying to be helpful to 
them provided they in turn carry out their commitments to liberalization.” He also 
instructed Gleysteen to warn Korean Christian dissidents—who were courageously 
violating martial-law edicts by holding political gatherings—that they would soon 
lose U.S. support, unless they stopped their “divisive tactics.” (To his credit, Gley-
steen told me that he rejected this entreaty as “armchair advice” from Washington, 
and never delivered the message.) 

When I asked Holbrooke about this cable, he exploded. “The idea, the absolute 
idea that you would take a document and try to prove that I would actively conspire 
with the Korean generals in a massacre of students is frankly bizarre,” he said. “It’s 
obscene and counter to every political value that the Carter administration and 
we articulated. It was an explosively dangerous situation, the outcome was tragic, 
but the long-term results for Korea are democracy, economic stability”—this was 
before the Asian financial crisis hit— “and there’s still a problem with North Korea.” 
Between 1977 and 1980, he said, “we managed a policy that kept strategic stability, 
encouraged democracy without losing economic growth. It was an astonishing 
achievement.” 

Astonishing, perhaps, to a wealthy Wall Street investor, but not to the hundreds 
of people who died in Gwangju, seeking democracy. Until people like Holbrooke 
are brought to account for their crimes and misdeeds, the Cold War will never be 
over—and the stain on U.S.-Korean relations stemming from the Gwangju massacre 
will never disappear. 

– Tim Shorrock
 March, 2017 

Gwangju Diary - Pages - FINAL-end-2.indd   160 7/6/17   8:08 AM



Gwangju Diary - Pages - FINAL-end-2.indd   161 7/6/17   8:08 AM



162 GWANGJU DIARY

The first edition of the book, published in 1999.
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