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Abstract

After the United States, the Republic of Korea sent more troops to Vietnam
than any other nation. Approximately 325,000 South Korean soldiers
served in Vietnam between 1964 and 1973. Although the Korean military
and economy benefited substantially from the conflict, the war also left
some deep scars on the national psyche. While the government did not
permit public criticism of the war in the 1960s and 1970s, South Koreans
have now finally begun to confront their troubled Vietnam legacy. Often
referred to as Korea’s “forgotten war,” the Vietnam Conflict has recently
made its way into Korean popular culture through movies, novels and
songs about the war. Increased freedom and democracy has created an
environment where both the Korean government and the people have
begun to openly discuss issues such as Post-traumatic Stress Disorder and
alleged wartime atrocities committed by South Korean servicemen. This
paper will analyze some of the more controversial aspects of Korea’s
involvement in the Vietham War and examine how South Koreans
themselves have addressed these issues both officially and within their
popular culture during the last few decades.
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Well, they kind of had a reputation of no fooling around,
no taking no prisoners kind of a thing. The VC
disappeared out of an area when they were coming in and
they wouldn’t hesitate to burn a village or do whatever
they needed to do and as | said they were tough
disciplinarians, [even] using physical violence on their
own troops. . . .
Russel Hiett, U.S. Serviceman describing ROK soldiers®

International Journal of Korean Studies e VVol. XXIII, No. 1 1



Suspects are encouraged to talk by a rifle fired just past
the ear from behind while they are sitting on the edge of
an open grave or by a swift, cheekbone-shattering flick of
a Korean’s bare hand. (Every Korean soldier from
Commanding General Chae Myung Shin on down
practices for 30 minutes each day tae kwon do, the Korean
version of karate.) Once, when the mutilated body of a
Korean soldier was found in a Viet Cong-sympathizing
village, the Koreans tracked down a Viet Cong, skinned
him and hung him up in the village. Not surprisingly,
captured Viet Cong orders now stipulate that contact with
the Koreans is to be avoided at all costs — unless a Viet
Cong victory is 100% certain.

Time Magazine article describing ROK soldiers in Vietnam?

Introduction

The emotional and psychological scars of the Vietnam War are
nothing new to students of American history. The conflict profoundly
impacted a generation of Americans and forever changed the nation’s
social and political landscape. What is less well known however is that
the war was not exclusively an American and Vietnamese experience.
Along with the United States four other nations deployed combat soldiers
to South Vietnam: Australia, New Zealand, Thailand and the Republic of
Korea (ROK).® Of these, the Republic of Korea was Washington’s largest
and most important third country ally in Vietnam having deployed
approximately fifty thousand troops there by 1968.  Altogether
approximately 325,000 South Koreans soldiers served in Vietnam from
1964 to 1973 and about 5,100 of them were killed in action and another
11,200 wounded in the war.* South Korea also dispatched another
100,000 civilian workers to Vietnam to assist the Saigon government with
various public works and civic action programs such as dredging ports and
constructing roads, bridges, dams, libraries and schools.®

In return for their participation in Vietnam, Seoul received a plethora
of military and economic concessions from the United States. Washington
increased its direct economic, technological and military aid packages to
South Korea, and the U.S. agreed to procure as much industrial material
and human labor as possible from South Korean businesses and firms.®
Altogether, the U.S. doled out approximately $1 billion in payments to
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South Korea between 1965 and 1970. It has been estimated that the
Vietnam War accounted for anywhere from 7 to 8 percent of Korea’s
annual GDP and for as much as 19 percent of its total foreign earnings
during the period 1966 to 1969. Total Korean earnings attributable
directly to the Vietnam War may have exceeded $4.62 billion. As a result,
the Vietnam War was essentially responsible for underwriting Korea’s
capitalistic economic development in the 1970s.’

Many antiwar critics in the United States lashed out at Washington for
employing Korean “mercenaries” in Southeast Asia. Reports that ROK
soldiers, who were not bound by U.S. rules of engagement, may have
committed atrocities against Vietnamese civilians and communist
guerrillas, led to increased criticism of America’s use of “rented troops”
and “hired guns.”® However, these commentaries could not be found in
Republic of Korea in the 1960s and 1970s. During that period South
Korea was under the leadership of General Park Chung Hee, who seized
power in a military coup in 1961. Although he was subsequently elected
president in 1963, his regime evolved into an authoritarian dictatorship
which lasted until his assassination in 1979. During those years anyone
who dared to speak-out publicly about the negative aspects of South
Korea’s involvement in the war faced certain imprisonment.® Officially
the ROK government maintained that South Korea’s deployment of troops
to Vietnam was a noble crusade designed to defend Southeast Asia from
communist aggression.2® Strict censorship and the threat of jail and torture
muted criticism and kept dissidents in the shadows. A popular song of the
time roughly translated as “Sergeant Kim Returning From Vietnam”
welcomed the ROK soldiers home as heroes.* However, since the
beginning of real democratic reform in Korea in 1987, there has been a
reassessment of the nation’s official history and Seoul’s involvement in
Vietnam.  During the 1990s, there was a growth in “truth and
reconciliation” projects as the country attempted to come to grips with its
authoritarian past. Both official and unofficial commissions of inquiry
into “past crimes” were organized across the nation and these inquiries
have picked up steam in the last decade as Koreans called for more
disclosure about their government’s past activities, including the actions
of its soldiers in Vietnam.!2

The issue of Korea’s participation in the Vietnam War has now moved
to the forefront of the nation’s collective conscience. In recent years the
war has been the subject of countless movies, books, poems and songs,
and a national dialogue has finally developed for the first time regarding
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the controversial relationship between the war and South Korea’s
extraordinary economic and industrial growth in the 1970s. While there
is little dispute over the economic transformation that occurred as a result
of the war, many South Koreans feel uneasy that it came about as a result
of the war in Vietnam. For years they had resented the fact that Japan’s
post World War Il economic recovery was due in large part to the Korean
War.2 Ironically South Korea now found itself in a similar role regarding
its relationship to Vietnam. Furthermore, many Koreans were disturbed
by allegations that ROK soldiers committed atrocities in Vietnam, brutal
acts that again were reminiscent of Japanese actions during the colonial
period. Many Korean veterans are now also beginning to publicly demand
greater assistance from their government for war related issues such as
post-traumatic stress disorder, which had long been ignored in South
Korea.** Another problem concerns veterans who were exposed to Agent
Orange, the powerful chemical defoliant used to kill jungle foliage during
the war. While many veterans suffered from various illnesses related to
the substance, for many years the ROK government neither recognized nor
offered treatment for problems associated to Agent Orange. Korean
veterans were not even eligible for compensation from the manufacturers
of the chemical because the Korean government was not a party to the
1984 court decision which ordered payments to exposed veterans.®

The Vietnam War in Literature, Film and Stage

Beginning with the first deployment of ROK combat forces to
Vietnam in 1965, the government of Park Chung Hee quickly took control
of the narrative by depicting the soldiers as national heroes who were
contributing to international stability and peace. All official statements
regarding South Korea’s participation in the conflict were positive and
uplifting. The regime sponsored huge send-off rallies and parades where
the public bid farewell to their brave troops being sent to defend freedom
in South Vietnam. Many of these grand displays included ornate
decorations, flags and patriotic music sung by tearful women and
children.® A very sophisticated publicity campaign by the government
urged the people to support South Korean and American military action in
Indochina as events there were “directly related to the safety and well-
being of the entire Asian region.” Official propaganda even extended into
television news broadcasts and short clips presented during movie
intermissions all of which emphasized the spirt and courage of South
Korean troops.t” It would be more than a decade before popular culture
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and public discourse on the Vietnam War began to reflect a more honest,
and at times, critical interpretation.

One of the first novels produced about Korean experiences in Vietnam
was Faraway Song Be River written by Pak Yong Han and published in
1978. Five years later author Ahn Junghyo wrote the novel White Badge,
which sparked the first national discourse on the Vietnam War. This
controversial work was initially turned down by publishers who feared
they would be jailed for printing the story. Two years before it was
published in 1985, the South Korean government shut down a radical
literary magazine that printed excerpts from the work.® Written by a
former ROK soldier who had fought in Vietnam, the book represented an
attempt by the author to not only come to terms with his own experiences
in Vietnam, but to tell Koreans the truth about what went on there.
According to Ahn, “Members of the younger generation do not even know
that Koreans served in Vietnam . . . Nobody talked about it. What the
Government has done is a kind of mass cheating of the people.”*® The
story describes the actions of an ROK platoon and the moral and political
dilemmas faced by the young men as they fight a guerrilla war against an
elusive, and at times, invisible enemy. Similar to American tales about the
coming of age in Vietnam, the book describes how many young Koreans
had their innocence and lives destroyed in the jungles of Indochina. Ahn
is highly critical of Korean and American actions in Vietnam which he
believes took a heavy toll on the people and devastated the countryside.?
In the book the author noted that the war was “without honor or dignity”
and that “we simply murdered our own species in the most despicable,
contemptible, dastardly way.”?* The book created a sensation following
its release, and it would eventually be made into a television series.

Hwang Sok Yong published The Shadow of Arms in two parts in 1985
and 1988. Focusing less on the combat experiences of individual soldiers,
The Shadow of Arms detailed the greed, corruption and black marketeering
that operated in and around the American PX (Post Exchange) in South
Vietnam. This fiercely anti-American story portrayed the war as being
driven by U.S. capitalism and imperialism. Simply put, America wanted
to exploit the resources of Vietnam and impose its global capitalistic order
in Southeast Asia.?? The work also argued that racism was another factor
motivating U.S. aggression. For example, one of the ROK soldiers in the
story relates how offended he was when American servicemen referred to
the Vietnamese as “gooks.” He noted that this racist term was originally
used by U.S. forces during the Korean War to describe his own people.?
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Hwang also described the brutality of allied soldiers noting that they were
often responsible for murdering and raping Vietnamese civilians. In direct
contradiction to the official government position, Hwang asserts that the
true motive for ROK participation in Vietham was not to halt communism
but rather to earn a profit and expand economic opportunity for South
Korean businessmen and industrialists. Hwang’s affinity for Marxism led
him to secretly travel to North Korea shortly after the book was released.
Upon his return he was arrested and sentenced to six years in jail.%

The popularity of these works inspired the development of movie and
stage plays capitalizing on the growing interest of Korea’s Vietnam story.
In the early 1990s, the story White Badge came to the big screen. Filmed
partly on location in Vietnam, the film was budgeted at over $2.5 million
dollars, a high figure for the Korean movie industry. During this same
period, the made-for-television movie based on the book Faraway Song
Be River debuted. This multimillion-dollar film described the relationship
between two young Korean soldiers as they came of age in the midst of
the Vietnam War.® Even the makers of horror films attempted to cash in
on the growing interest in the Vietnam War. In 2004 Korean filmmakers
produced a movie entitled R-Point, which was set in the jungles of
Vietnam. It was a story about Korean soldiers who are deployed to an
island called R-Point (Romeo Point) in search of an ROK unit that went
missing in the area six months earlier. During their search, the team
members are mysteriously killed by ghosts on the island. The audience is
given the impression that some of the missing soldiers may have been
involved in committing atrocities against communist troops and South
Vietnamese civilians. Reminiscent of American films, such as Full Metal
Jacket and Platoon, R-Point depicts cruelty and violence as an everyday
occurrence in Vietnam. When the platoon is assigned a new sergeant
named Jin Chang Rok, one solider asks another, “What’s that guy like? 1
heard you were in the same unit?” The second soldier replies “He’s cold-
blooded. He’s been in Vietnam for three years. I saw a picture of him
holding two Viet Cong’s heads cut off.” Overhearing the conversation a
third soldier shouts, “Damn it, who hasn’t done that in Vietnam?” The
movie went on to become South Korea’s highest grossing horror film of
2004.%

In 1996 the Korean experience in Vietnam even made it to the
National Theater in a play entitled Blue Saigon. The story tells the tale of
a dying Vietnam veteran, Sergeant Kim Moon Suk, who recalls the
suffering he caused as a soldier. Sergeant Kim not only mourns the loss
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of his own men who perished in the jungles near Khe Sanh, but he also
grieves for the innocent Vietnamese civilians who were caught-up in the
“sadness” and “craziness” of war. The story also touches on another little
known consequence of Korea’s involvement in Vietnam, namely the issue
of Korean-Vietnamese children fathered and then abandoned by Korean
servicemen and civilians. According to some figures there were anywhere
from 15,000 to 30,000 Vietnamese children fathered by Koreans between
1964 and 1973. At the end of the play, the son that Kim fathered with a
Vietnamese bar hostess travels to Korea only to discover that his dad has
already passed away.?’

Question of Wartime Atrocities and the Ferocity of ROK Soldiers

In 1999 an article written by a South Korean graduate student named
Ku Su Jeong brought to the forefront the most controversial aspect of the
deployment of ROK soldiers to Vietnam, the issue of war atrocities.?® The
article appeared in the weekly news magazine Hankyoreh 21 (People 21).
The periodical along with its sister daily newspaper Hankyoreh Sinmun
(People News), were progressive papers that during the authoritarian years
operated underground as alternative publications to the government-
controlled mass media. Jung’s article alleged that ROK forces had killed
large numbers of innocent civilians including elderly people, women and
children.?® Soon both papers began a series of exposes based on
interviews with Vietnamese witnesses and Korean veterans describing the
“slaughter of innocent people.”*®® Many military organizations and
veterans groups were outraged by these accounts. Members of the ROK
War Veterans’ Association, demonstrated in combat fatigues in front of
the headquarters of Hankyoreh Sinmun. After chanting angry slogans and
throwing rocks through the windows they stormed the building, trashing
offices, destroying printing and computer equipment and setting fire to
160,000 pages of documents.!

At the time the first article was written, Ku was pursuing a degree in
History at Ho Chi Minh University in Vietnam. Her research was initially
prompted by an internal Viethamese document that she uncovered which
referenced massacres of civilians by South Korean troops. Shocked by the
report, Ku decided to interview survivors in order to confirm if the reports
were true. Her investigation led her to conduct more than one hundred
interviews with massacre survivors in nineteen different countries. Based
on this information and eyewitness accounts contained in VViethamese war
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museums, Ku asserted that anywhere from eight to nine thousand civilians
were slain in various massacres throughout South Vietnam.*?

One of the most sensational and detailed accounts centered on the
testimony of retired Colonel Kim Ki-t’ae, former commander of the
Seventh Company, Second Battalion of the Korean “Blue Dragon” Marine
Brigade. Kim testified to Hankyoreh that as a young lieutenant in Quang
Ngai Province, he had overseen the murder of 29 unarmed Vietnamese
youth on November 14, 1966. His unit had been carrying out a campaign
to root out Viet Cong (VC) resistance in their area of operation in central
Vietnam. After coming under fire near the village of An Tuyet, his unit
came across twenty-nine Vietnamese men in a rice field. The men were
arrested and detained as suspected VC guerrillas. Since no weapons were
found on the detainees the Koreans were faced with the choice of either
releasing the men or turning them over to the Army of the Republic of
Vietnam (ARVN). Fearing that the men might cause trouble and unwilling
to turn them over to the unreliable South Vietnamese Army, Kim decided
to execute the suspects. All 29 people were thrown into a bomb crater and
killed with grenades and rifle fire.®

Such published accounts were soon followed up by television stories.
In February 2000, a 30-minute documentary aired on the state-owned
Korean Broadcasting Service that corroborated some of the printed reports.
With their faces blurred to protect their identity, several Korean ex-
soldiers described the unprovoked killing of civilians. In one story a
serviceman stated, “Searching a village we found a young guy . . . with his
daughter. My Company commander ordered me to kill him right there
next to his girl, who looked 7 or 8. My heart was broken. I couldn’t do it.
So my commander killed them both.”3 These articles and media
presentations represented the first major journalistic treatment of the topic
in Korea and the first Korean attempt to substantiate accounts of ROK
atrocities through investigations in Vietnam.*

Although many Koreans were just becoming aware of these stories for
the first time, tales of the ferocity of ROK soldiers was nothing new in the
United States. Between 1966 and 1972 dozens of articles appeared in
periodicals such as Time, Newsweek, U.S. News & World Report, the
Washington Post and the New York Times, describing the toughness and
lethality of South Korean troops.*® In addition, many other journals and
publications such as the Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, The New
Republic, Ramparts and The Progressive also ran similar stories during
this time period.3” Accounts often described ROK soldiers cutting off ears
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and/or noses of VC to keep a record of the number of enemy Kkilled;
removing the hearts of living victims, or skinning and publicly hanging
dead VC from trees as a warning to others.®

Even American military officers and enlisted men who praised Korean
troops for their effectiveness in providing security in their areas of
operation, readily admitted that ROKs had a well-deserved reputation for
employing heavy-handed tactics. General Creighton Abrams, who served
as the commander of U.S. forces in Vietnam from 1968-1972, once
compared the Allied war effort in Vietnam to an orchestra. He said “It is
sometimes appropriate to emphasize the drums or the trumpets or the
bassoon, or even the flute. The Vietnamese, to a degree, realize this and
do it. The Koreans, on the other hand, play one instrument: the bass
drum.”%® Major General Rathvon McClure Tompkins, who served in
Vietnam as the Deputy Commander of 1Il Marine Amphibious Force,
stated that if Korean Marines received fire “or think they’d get fired on
from a village . . . they’d divert from their march and go over and
completely level the village . . . It would be a lesson to them.”*® U.S.
enlisted men also recounted stories of ROK soldiers mutilating and
publicly displaying dead VC and noted that the Koreans “were known to
do things like cut off the head of the village chief if they took incoming
mortar rounds just to get their attention.”*!

The Koreans were deployed mainly in the central coastal region of
South Vietnam in the I and II Corps Tactical Zones (“I Corps” and “two
Corps”). Part of their responsibilities included defending vital sections of
Highways 1, 19 and 21 and providing security for a number of bases and
ports in the area.*” Since Vietnam was not a formally unified theater or
command, the South Koreans functioned as a separate and independent
fighting force. Although they coordinated their operations in conjunction
with U.S. commanders, they had their own tactical area of responsibility
and were free to determine how best to accomplish their goals.** Many
American military and civilian personnel noted that ROK forces worked
well with the U.S. and ARVN units, and described them as tenacious,
meticulous, and very well disciplined. They were best known for their
methodical search and destroy operations, which generally left their areas
of operation almost totally secure.** Because South Korean officials
wanted to keep casualties to a minimum, when ROK forces went into an
area, they usually did so with overwhelming force.*® Not known for
taking prisoners, Korean soldiers usually wiped out any resistance they
encountered. In addition to going in with heavy firepower, ROK soldiers
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often operated under the cover of darkness and utilized stealth and hand to
hand combat techniques to locate and destroy enemy forces.*® ROK
commanders even employed corporal punishment on their own soldiers,
such as whipping and public executions, which only served to reinforce
their no-nonsense reputation. For example, two Korean soldiers convicted
of raping a Vietnamese woman were tried and shot on the spot and another
was executed for sleeping on guard duty. In addition, there were numerous
accounts of ROK soldiers being publicly slapped or whipped by their
superiors, for minor infractions.*’

Until recently, American records have revealed little information
regarding the question of Korean atrocities. One possible reason may be
that since the Vietnam Theater was not a unified command, U.S. forces
did not have control or jurisdiction over ROK forces. However if the U.S.
did receive information of an alleged war crime, they would initiate an
inquiry in order to fulfill their responsibilities as a signatory to the Geneva
Conventions. If the preliminary examination uncovered sufficient
evidence, the matter would be turned over to the country involved for
further investigation.”® According to newly declassified U.S. documents,
in December 1969, U.S. State Department officials received information
that the Rand Corporation had uncovered allegations of a series of
atrocities committed by ROK Marines in 1968 and 1969. The first case
alleged that the 2" ROK Marine Brigade killed 69 civilians, mostly
women and children, in the Phong Nhi and Phong Nhut Hamlets in Quang
Nam Province on February 12, 1968. Evidence gathered by the U.S. a few
days after the incident indicated that villagers had been rounded up and
shot, several victims had been stabbed and one woman had her breast cut
off.*® Several U.S. Marine Corps servicemen testified to witnessing the
event and photographing dead women and children in Phong Nhi.
Corroborating statements were also taken from Vietnamese soldiers and
residents of the village.>® Following established protocol General William
C. Westmoreland, head of U.S. Military Assistance Command Vietnam
(MACV), sent a letter to Lieutenant General Chae Myung Shin, the
commander of ROK Forces Vietnam, informing him of the findings and
formally turning the investigation over to the South Korean military.
Westmoreland concluded his letter by stating that “due to the serious
nature of possible implications, |1 will appreciate being advised of the
ultimate disposition of this matter.”®!

ROK military officials conducted an investigation into the incident
and a little over a month later, General Chae summed up the findings and
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included the report in a letter to General Westmoreland. Chae began by
asserting that he had always stressed to his troops the importance of
maintaining good relations with the people of South Vietnam and the
importance of protecting their lives and property. For this reason he took
these allegations very seriously and conducted a thorough examination of
the facts. He and his staff concluded that while one company of the 2™
Marine Brigade had conducted operations near the Phong Nhut hamlet,
ROK Marine units did not enter Phong Nhi hamlet, which was in the
opposite direction of their line of advance. He went on to note that
testimony from the District Chief of Dien Ban District, had revealed that
the Viet Cong had operated in the area on numerous occasions “disguised
in the camouflaged uniforms similar to those normally worn by ROK
Marine troops.” Based upon the evidence, he concluded the massacre was
not carried out by South Korean soldiers but by Viet Cong forces
masquerading as Koreans.*? In their report, the South Koreans noted that
in the past the Viet Cong in the region had “incited and agitated the
inhabitants of the area to demonstrate against the dispositions and
operations of ROK Forces.” And that they had “tried to break up the good
relationship between the Vietnamese people and the ROK Forces” by
spreading stories of Korean troops mistreating Vietnamese women and
children.® Interestingly, there is corroborating evidence of the VC
disguising themselves in ROK attire. For instance during the Battle of Tra
Binh Dong in mid-February 1967, U.S. and ROK forces killed several
communist infiltrators wearing Korean Marine uniforms.>

Muddying the waters even further are contradictory accounts
regarding the behavior of ROK soldiers toward Vietnamese civilians. In
1972 Japanese war correspondent Katsuichi Honda found that although
the ROK army was extremely unpopular in Saigon, the vast majority of
Vietnamese who actually interacted with Korean soldiers usually held
them in high regard. After traveling extensively throughout both North
and South Vietnam, Honda concluded that the ROK soldiers appeared to
sympathize with the Vietnamese people and were generally much more
courteous and respectful than their American counterparts. Although
highly critical of the actions of U.S. troops, his interviews with villagers
throughout the countryside led him to conclude that most of the stories
about Korean atrocities were “purely fictitious.” According to Honda, “Tt
seemed to be generally true that the more frequent and closer the contact
between the ROK Army and the people in a district, the more popular the
ROK became. Their ill repute was directly proportionate to their distance
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from the people.” Lending credibility to this theory were reports that on
several different occasions, in various areas across Vietnam, that the local
population actually protested against the redeployment of Korean troops
to other areas.>®

The Relationship Between South Korea and Vietnam Today

Today the relationship between Vietnam and South Korea is quite
different than it once was and both governments have moved forward into
a new era of economic reconciliation. After normalizing relations in
December 1992 both countries began to promote developmental trade and
financial cooperation.” Officially, the Vietnamese government’s position
was to “close the past and open the future,” meaning that they believed it
was in their best interests to focus on increasing economic growth and
integrating themselves into the global market.® Not only was Vietnam a
leading recipient of aid from Seoul, but South Korea was also one of
Vietnam’s top foreign investors. During the 1990s Seoul aggressively
encouraged Korean businesses to trade and invest with Vietnam, leading
to a huge trade surplus of $1.68 billion at the beginning of the twenty first
century. In 2013 trade between the ROK and Vietnam reached $27.3
billion. Two years later the two nations signed a free trade agreement
which is expected to boost bilateral trade to $70 billion by 2020.%° While
Vietnam has generally practiced a policy of “shutting out past affairs and
opening to the future,” sensitivity remains regarding Korea’s military
participation in Vietnam. In June 2017 during a Memorial Day speech,
South Korean President Moon Jae In praised ROK soldiers for their
bravery and sacrifice in Vietnam which he said, “laid the foundation for
the country’s economic growth.” In its “first-ever official waring”
regarding alleged Korean wartime massacres, the Vietnamese Ministry of
Foreign Affairs responded with a press release stating “We ask the Korean
government not to talk or behave in a way that hurts the feelings of the
Vietnamese people and has a negative influence on the two countries’
friendship and cooperation.” While two former ROK Presidents, Kim Dae
Jung and Roh Moo Hyun both apologized to Vietnam for the suffering
endured by the Vietnamese people during the conflict, the South Korean
government has never officially acknowledged any wartime atrocities
perpetrated by its soldiers.”®

Although the governments of Vietnam and South Korea would like to
put the past behind them, many of their people are not quite ready.
Beginning in the late 1990s the Korean House for International Solidarity
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(KHIS), a non-profit membership organization for peace and human rights,
launched a people-to-people reconciliation between the two countries. In
2000 they helped organize a goodwill mission to Vietnam in which Korean
dentists, doctors and other medical professionals volunteered to treat
Vietnamese villagers and their descendants who were affected by the
war.% In small communities across Vietnam, farmers and peasants
continue to erect war memorials to honor family and friends allegedly
killed by Korean soldiers. Large pagodas made of marble slabs can be
found throughout central Vietnam with the names of those killed on one
side and a brief narrative of the events on the other.5? In Korea the absence
of a formal official apology has led a number of community organizations
and veterans groups to reach out to Vietnam in a more personalized way.
A number of musicians and folksingers have popularized a song entitled
“Forgive Us, Vietnam.” Some ROK veterans traveled to Vietnam where
they met with relatives and survivors of those killed in the war and asked
for forgiveness. Many of them even donated money to construct a
“memorial of reconciliation” to honor the lives lost on both sides of the
conflict.®® In April 2018 a citizens’ peace court was held in Seoul to
investigate possible South Korean atrocities in Vietnam. Organized by the
Preparatory Committee for the Citizens’ Peace Court to Learn the Truth
About the South Korean Army’s Massacres of Civilians during the
Vietnam War, the three day unofficial investigation was timed to coincide
with the 50" anniversary of the attack on the villages of Phong Nhi and
Phong Nhut.%

In 2003 South Koreans sponsored the construction of a peace park in
southern Vietnam. The readers of Hankyoreh 21 donated more than
$100,000 for the park located in Phu Yen province. The newspaper
described the opening of the park as “a symbolic gesture to reflect a deep-
rooted grief over what happened during the Vietnam War.” Although the
South Korean government was not affiliated with the creation of the park,
which was a completely private initiative, these actions had a profound
impact on Seoul. As if prompted by these grassroots movements, in 2008
the ROK government began to support the construction of schools and
hospitals across southern Vietnam.® In 2016 the Korea-Vietnamese
Peace Foundation, a non-governmental organization established to raise
public awareness of Korean misconduct during the Vietnam War, sent a
statue to the people of Vietnam. Known as Vietnam Pieta — The Last
Lullaby, the bronze statue housed in the Da Nang Museum depicted a
woman embracing her child and was designed to commemorate the
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countless mothers and babies victimized during the war. The Peace
Foundation has urged the South Korean government to take responsibility
for its actions during the conflict. As a symbol of apology to Vietnam for
massacres committed during the war, the foundation erected a Vietnam
Pieta on Jeju Island, South Korea in April 2017 to commemorate the 42"
anniversary of the end of the war in Vietnam.%®

Conclusion

Forty-three years after the Vietnam War, South Korea is still grappling
with the legacy and consequences of its military involvement in Southeast
Asia. The economic benefits of the war clearly contributed to the “Miracle
on the Han River” and helped propel Seoul to become one of the most
powerful industrial nations in the region, but it was achieved at a great
price.  Thousands of ROK soldiers lost their lives fighting against
communism and tens of thousands more bear the physical and
psychological scars of war. Although at the time, the nation did not
experience the social and cultural turmoil the war brought to American
society, democratic reform and political openness have now made it
possible for the nation to have a meaningful and frank discussion about
the conflict. The question of alleged wartime atrocities continues to be
very controversial, and additional research in the United States, Vietnam
and South Korea must be completed before any definitive conclusions can
be reached. Nearly half a century later, the people of South Korea are
finally beginning to write the closing chapter on their Vietnam War
experience.
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