The Korean War Episode 38
PATRONS!
The latest ad-free episode of the Korean War is out NOW for all Patrons at the $2 level and above of this podcast, woohoo!
Episode 38: The Perfect Scapegoat introduces one of the most infamous aspects of the Korean War narrative to you guys – that insufferable tension between President and General which would eventually lead to the dismissal of the latter and harsh criticism of the former. It was a difficult relationship long before this plug was pulled though, and while we’ve seen disagreements and MacArthur’s reaction to the Truman administration’s policies vary, we take some time here to properly root a portion of our narrative in this perspective. More specifically, here we return to that meeting on Wake Island on 15th October between Truman and MacArthur, and we examine what I believe is the real reason why the President began to increasingly present himself alongside everyone’s favourite triumphant General. It wasn’t because he was in search of some of the glory for himself, instead it was because Truman was already thinking of the post-war situation, and of his own legacy. 
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While he would accept, as President, a portion of the blame for allowing the war in Korea to escalate into the massively expensive but still limited war with the Chinese, he was not willing to accept all of this blame. Indeed, he was determined now to leave behind the crumbs of evidence which would later enable critics to note that MacArthur’s considerable and well known hubris was just as much to blame for the intervention of the Chinese as was the official line from Washington which continued to underestimate the Chinese stance and capabilities. When MacArthur assured his President that the Chinese would not intervene, Truman likely already knew thanks to the codebreaking that Mao had announced his intention to intervene in a cable to Kim Il-sung. In this respect then, General Douglas MacArthur was the perfect scapegoat – he was as belligerent and vain as he was totally out of the loop of what Washington was aiming for, and he would help take much of the focus from the President once the Chinese did, contrary to MacArthur’s claims but in line with Truman’s information, invade.
********
Music used:
“My Sweetie Went Away” by Bessie Smith, released in Nov 1923. Bessie Smith was an American blues singer. Sometimes referred to as The Empress of the Blues, Smith was the most popular female blues singer of the 1920s and 1930s. Available:  http://freemusicarchive.org/music/Bessie_Smith/Antique_Phonograph_Music_Program_02172015/My_Sweetie_Went_Away_-_Bessie_Smith

Hello and welcome history friends patrons all to the KW episode 38. Last time, our focus revolved around the US and how Washington and its allies managed, by the middle of October 1950, to throw themselves over the 38th parallel and onto to an invasion of NK. For the most part, the UN forces and their governments back home were enthusiastic about continuing the fight, about pushing into NK and making Kim Il-Sung pay for the most explicit act of post-war aggression yet seen in the world. Yet, as we also learned, the feeling was far from unanimous. The hesitation wasn’t necessarily down to the fact that by invading, the UN was overstepping its original orders – this was conveniently sidestepped by the loophole that invading NK was necessary to secure the independence and security of SK, one of the guiding factors motivating the UN’s resolutions in late June. Instead, the major reservation that the objectors had was the feeling that the PRC could not be far away if they romped around in its backyard.
Indeed, it would be fair to say that the campaign to compel Mao Zedong to intervene was far stronger than that which urged him to stand aside. For the last two episodes we’ve seen why this was the case: both the Truman administration and Josef Stalin required the intervention of China to provide a successful policy outcome. Both had worked for such an outcome tirelessly, and the first two weeks of October represented something of a crossroads; it was essentially the final chance to turn back the clock and forestall the intervention which so many feared. Washington’s official line, which many sincerely believed in, was that Mao would not, could not intervene, but under the surface, the omens had been ill from the beginning. 
Furthermore, Mao’s ability to accept a ceasefire, and his incredulity at the increasingly belligerent stance of Washington as his warnings were blithely ignored, reflected badly on later attempts by historians to explain how and why it was possible that the allies, or more specifically the US, had gotten it so wrong, and failed to prevent Beijing’s opening of a new phase in hostilities. This ‘failure’ was, in Truman’s mind, not a failure at all. A lengthy, visible conflict against a monolithic communist bloc was critically important if the desired budgetary increases were to be brought forward. Of course, alongside this process were some unfortunate PR side effects, and it was for this reason most of all that Truman determined it was time to meet the man he thoroughly disliked – General Douglas MacArthur, on Wake Island on 15th October 1950. It is to this island in the Pacific, seven thousand miles from home, that we now take our story…
*************
‘We had never had any personal contacts at all, and I thought that he ought to know his commander in Chief and that I ought to know the senior field commander in the Far East.’[footnoteRef:1] Such was the reasoning President Truman later used to explain why he had determined to travel to a remote island in the Pacific; a dot on the map of American security, a place distant and far removed from the fury of activity underway on the Korean peninsula. But what had driven Truman to really go there, especially when the act of sending a member of Joint Chiefs, or even his secretary of state would surely have sufficed? Truman claimed it was simply time to meet this man, this enigma, who held so much power in his hands. MacArthur claimed that it was because the President was trying to get some glory for himself, a claim which was heavily disputed not merely by the President, but also by his staff. Most historians have seen fit to take the conventional line – as Max Hastings wrote in his book on the KW: [1:  Cited in H.W. Brands, The General vs The President, p. 172.] 

There is little doubt that for once, MacArthur’s scepticism about Washington’s moves was justified. Truman was politically beleaguered at home, under fire from the right for supposed softness towards the communists. There were indeed good reasons for the President and General to meet. But the timing was such that it remains difficult to doubt Truman’s desire to associate himself in the public mind with victory in Korea, and with the victor.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Max Hastings, Korean War, p. 142.] 

Max Hastings was correct in one sense – the timing was important, but not for the reasons Hastings claims. Truman’s act of going to meet his general was done for a reason just as politically selfish as that which historians normally suppose – he wasn’t trying to share some of the glory, he was trying to ensure that MacArthur shared in shouldering the blame. The blame for what, we may ask? Well, while it was the desired policy to engage in a limited war with the PRC, since the key ingredient in a massive defensive increase was a lengthy political and military stimulus, such as that which an ominous Asian communist regime like Mao’s could provide, President Truman was not blind to other matters pertaining to this outcome. He knew and understood that a war with Chinese volunteers in Korea, while useful politically, would not be either useful or popular forever. 
Men would inevitably die, and as we examined last time, people would want to know how the government managed to miss the signals which could have prevented the Chinese from getting involved at all. As the war went on, the American public could become not merely disenchanted with the war, but also angry at their government for leading them into it, apparently blindly. Truman knew that he would not be able to pawn off responsibility to someone else – he was the President after all, assumed to be in control of a great bank of resources and of information. His failure to prevent the Chinese threat would be adapted to by Americans fearful of communism, especially of the idea that it acted as one with Moscow, but after a time, people would look for someone to blame. It was then that Truman knew he needed to be ready. 
While he was willing to share a considerable share of this blame, he would not share sole responsibility for it; that was why Truman travelled 7k miles to Wake Island, and that was the real reason why only a meeting in person with MacArthur would do. If nothing else, the act of meeting the triumphant general face to face could give observers ample fodder to look into other reasons for his journey – Truman certainly expected his critics to imagine that he had only met with the General to share the spotlight, but if this was the line put forward, rather than the reason that he was attempting to shift blame for the looming Chinese intervention onto the General, then so be it. This was an acceptable political price to pay for what he would actually gain, and in any case, this question had the potential to muddy the waters and distract from his true intentions even further, as indeed it did. As late as 1981, Philip Jessup, Truman’s aid during the journey, was still addressing the Wake Island ‘controversy’;[footnoteRef:3] Truman would have been pleased to note that his distraction had paid off. [3:  See Philip C. Jessup, ‘The Record of Wake Island--A Correction’, The Journal of American History, Vol. 67, No. 4 (Mar., 1981), pp. 866-870.] 

It should by no means be interpreted from this new examination of the facts that I’m a huge MacArthur fanboy, out to clear his name and blame it all on the President. MacArthur’s ego by this point in history was infamously enormous. For several months before the Inchon landings, America’s allies had expressed concerns over MacArthur’s ability to handle the potentially recalcitrant general and his independently minded tendencies. The historian Peter Lowe even managed to make an entire article out of the ill-feeling between the British and General MacArthur,[footnoteRef:4] and he was far from the only historian to do this. Any mention of MacArthur at this point in his career is generally accompanied by a mention of his ego, and his neglect of proper practice because of it. To Truman, this was precisely the point; the real art in ensuring MacArthur took some blame for the Chinese intervention and the escalation of the KW was found in the fact that it was, if one knew MacArthur, so believable.  [4:  Peter Lowe, ‘An Ally and a Recalcitrant General: Great Britain, Douglas MacArthur and the Korean War, 1950-1’, The English Historical Review, Vol. 105, No. 416 (Jul., 1990), pp. 624-653.] 

We must also bear in mind a handful of examples where the actions of MacArthur had been misrepresented to paint a certain picture. Think back for example to when the debate about crossing the Han River in late June was debated. Truman didn’t want to move to defend the SK government until it was clear that the North had broken over this line, and that the lengthy war he desired could be guaranteed. Fortunately for Truman, thanks in large part to Soviet pressure, Kim Il-Sung sent his legions southward against his better judgement, and the next phase of the war proceeded according to his desired plan. Yet, in this phase, an attempt was made to manipulate the timing and circumstances of MacArthur’s military advice back to Washington, in an effort to make the General sound, to put it simple, more gung-ho than he actually was. 
This exercise was so believable and successful because it was known that MacArthur was not a cautious man – a cautious General, after all, did not suggest a landing at Inchon. Yet, this action was part of a wider campaign to strategically portray MacArthur’s character in a certain light. If the mission was to make it believable that MacArthur, in his immense hubris, failed to believe the signs of Chinese intervention, and, motivated by his own triumphs, his racial prejudices and his ignorance of events, did nothing to stop Mao from acting, then Truman succeeded. Rarely do we hear of a condemnation of the President of the US when one talks of the Chinese entry into the KW. We may hear some incredulous question such as ‘how did Washington fail to see it coming?’, but I have yet to encounter a source which attempts to apportion all that much blame to the Truman administration for what happened. 
This was part of another mission of Truman’s – to paint a picture, which has endured to this day, that General MacArthur was somehow better informed of the situation in Korea, in China, in the Asian world in general, than the President, who had access to an extensive intelligence service at any time. The idea that MacArthur was somehow more clued in to events taking place in Asia, and that he was more of an authority of the likelihood of Chinese intervention that the thoroughly informed President, were all falsehoods that have been peddled over the years. Another great falsehood of course, was the claim made by Truman in subsequent years that MacArthur had ‘misled’ him when he had claimed that the Chinese wouldn’t intervene on 15th October, only to see this proved false a fortnight later.[footnoteRef:5] Even more incredible than this falsehood of being misled, it was the President, rather than the General, who was doing the misleading. [5:  See Clay James, The Years of MacArthur (Boston, 1985), p. 516.] 

One of the more surprising omissions about the Wake Island meeting was another overlooked question: how was President Truman to persuade MacArthur to meet him in person? He’s the president, you might be thinking, all he has to do is order such a meeting into motion, right? Well, technically, most generals would jump at the chance to meet their president, but MacArthur wasn’t like most Generals. MacArthur did not like Truman, and the feelings were known to be mutual. If MacArthur had wanted, he could easily have pleaded a heavy workload at the front if he had wanted to avoid coming to Wake Island. Furthermore, the very reason why the meeting took place on Wake Island at all was because Truman was eager to pander to MacArthur’s whims. If MacArthur couldn’t make time to come all the way to Washington, then the President would happily travel the 7k miles to meet him in a place not too far removed from the Korean front. So how then did MacArthur feel compelled to accept the President’s invitation; what could have separated him from his command in Tokyo, and removed from that critical theatre? Simple – as he had done many times before, Truman changed MacArthur’s orders. On 9th October MacArthur was sent the following directive:
Hereafter, in the event of the open or covert employment anywhere in Korea of major Chinese communist units, without prior announcement, you should continue the action as long as, in your judgement, actions by forces now under your control offers a reasonable chance of success. In any case you all obtain authorisation from Washington prior to taking any military action against objectives in Chinese territory.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Cited in Richard C. Thornton, Odd Man Out, p. 356.] 

There are several striking aspects to this largely forgotten directive.[footnoteRef:7] In comparison to previous instructions, such as those given by NSC81, or separate directives issued in late September, much had now changed. For starters, there was no mention of any Soviet interference, whereas NSC81 had accounted for the possibility that either might intervene. Truman had floated several trial balloons in the first two weeks of October to validate his own suspicions that the Soviets would not intervene, including an attack on Soviet territory by ‘UN aircraft’, whereupon the Soviet delegate in the UN attempted not to respond with force, but to request peaceful negotiations took place.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Hastings doesn’t even mention it in his analysis of the Wake Island meeting; nor does H.W. Brands in his book examining the relationship between Truman and MacArthur. ]  [8:  See Richard C Thornton, Odd Man Out, p. 354.] 

So the Soviets were no longer an issue, but what of the other aspects of the directive? Well, consider first and foremost the wording. Whereas NSC 81 had permitted allied military operations in NK only if major Chinese forces had not entered, this directive allowed MacArthur to proceed in NK even if such intervention occurred. If NSC81 had attempted to avoid a conflict with the Chinese, this directive on 9th October appeared to have removed this objective entirely. MacArthur seemed free to act as he saw fit. Yet, in another critical sense, the General was not free. Whereas NSC 81 had permitted MacArthur to strike targets in China if the Chinese intervened, now this authority was taken away: MacArthur would have to ask Washington for permission to attack the Chinese bases, bridges and supply dumps, effectively neutralising his capacity to properly hit the Chinese where it hurt, and reducing his attacks only to the Chinese forces that were actually in Korea. As Richard C Thornton put it, MacArthur ‘would be forced to battle the Chinese hordes with one arm tied behind his back.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid, p. 357.] 

Truman made the decision to meet the General without any prior consultation with the other departments, a fact which made everyone nervous, and which even led Philip Jessup, Truman’s aid for the journey, to imagine that the Chinese could well interpret the meeting ‘to foreshadow some major new American move in the Far East.’ This was a strong possibility, as Truman journey to meet his commanding general in the Korean theatre a week after the UN resolution had been passed, and American soldiers had crossed the 38th parallel. Mao wouldn’t have had to work all that hard to imagine that the President was meeting his commander face to face to develop the next phase of their war strategy, an exercise so important it was necessary to do it in person. Jessup thought it was…
…reasonable to assume that the Chinese communists fear that we are mobilising forces in NK to invade Manchuria or to engage the Chinese armies there while Chiang Kai-shek makes a landing on the mainland to the south. If the proposed conference closely followed or closely preceded another amphibious landing, the fears and suspicions would be heightened…The possible bad effects of such a dramatic meeting while be avoid through some carefully prepared statement issued by the president in advance as well as by what he said in his speech on his return.
President Truman, for his part, took at least a portion of Jessup’s advice, and before leaving issued a statement to the effect that the US ‘has no other aim in Korea than to carry out the great purpose of the UN.’[footnoteRef:10] Secretary of State Dean Acheson, refraining from adopting the same concerned tone as some of his colleagues, was eager to ensure that… [10:  All cited in Ibid, p. 357.] 

…the policy in regard to Taiwan would not become unsettled because I thought this was critical in our relations with China, and that we had made a good deal of progress with members of the UN by advocating a UN mission and UN consideration of the future of Taiwan along with the UN resolution against military action either way…The president assured me that I need not have any worries on this account.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Cited in H. W. Brands, The General vs The President, p. 173.] 

We should not be surprised that Acheson found comfort in Truman’s assurances; Truman had no intentions of rousing Chiang Kai-shek, unless it was sure to lead to Chinese intervention in Korea. The Taiwan chestnut had been waved at Mao Zedong before, but there was a danger that by pushing this button too often, the proxy, limited war in Korea could well become a full blown war with the PR. This was something Truman unquestionably did not want, and the histories are at least correct that this difference in opinion was a deciding factor in what led to the eventual dismissal of MacArthur by the president. 
Indeed, the fact that Acheson’s account of the preparation he and Truman did for the meeting is peppered with truths as well as falsehoods makes the account all the more interesting. When Acheson said the following, he was telling the truth:
We have full appreciation of the strategic position of Taiwan and General Macarthur’s views on the subject. But we also have very much in mind the general international situation and the moral and practical value of keeping the support of an overwhelming majority of the UN for our action in the Far East. Our present tactic is directed towards getting international support for the military neutralisation of Taiwan and for an international determination that the problem of Taiwan must be settled by peaceful means.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Cited in Ibid, p. 174.] 

If Taiwan was a hot button issue which Washington would only selectively press, then it makes sense that Acheson held genuine fears about MacArthur’s tendency to go overboard in any response to Chinese intervention. Indeed, such fears were well founded, as going overboard was precisely what MacArthur attempted to do. Yet, when Acheson attempted to claim that the following, he was telling a porky:
We must do everything we can to localise the conflict in Korea. Politically, we must assure the Chinese and the Soviets that they are not being threatened militarily in Korea but we must also keep before them the recklessness of active intervention on their part. Militarily, we must use extreme measures to prevent incidents involving UN forces and Chinese or Soviet forces or territory.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Cited in Ibid, p. 173.] 

As Truman’s efforts to test the Soviets had revealed, Moscow had no desire to become involved in Korea, and had attempted to use the UN as a platform to reduce the conflict’s impact on themselves. Washington was well informed of the exodus of the remaining Soviet military personnel out of NK, and the initial scare that Moscow would attempt to use the war to their advantage elsewhere had also abated somewhat. If the reference to Soviet intervention was a false flag, then so was Acheson’s professed desire to prevent incidents involving ‘UN forces and Chinese forces…or territory.’ Acheson knew as well as Truman that orders for MacArthur to advance not merely into NK, but beyond Pyongyang and into the border reaches of Kim’s regime, along the Yalu River, were exercises designed specifically to provoke Beijing. 
Had Truman wanted to, NK could have been removed from the map with the exception of the two barren, mountainous provinces which straddled the Manchurian border. Setting up shop here would certainly have been a win, a with some healthy political spin in Washington, including revelations about the genuine likelihood of Chinese intervention which the administration knew too well, the act of stopping before a total occupation of NK had been completed wouldn’t have been as impossible as some authors claim. Truman and company were sitting on an array of material that pointed to Chinese fears, then incredulity, then warnings and then declarations to resist at all costs. Much of these were not publicised, and those that were could be dismissed as empty threats. Yet, if the Truman administration had wanted to, if peace with China had been the true objective above all, and if Acheson genuinely wanted to avoid conflict with Mao Zedong, then he and his peers would have taken the Chinese seriously, and they would have made political capital out of such threats when they reasoned for the need for a peace. 
War fever and being flushed with triumph are the excuses normally presented to explain why Washington never took the Chinese threats seriously, but in terms of the historical debate, this only adds to the bank of questions surrounding America’s participation in the KW. Objectively speaking, how could such a litany of warnings have been ignored by an administration that wanted peace? Last time we asked how, in terms of intelligence gathered or intercepted, the world of SIGINT, how the administration managed to justify its ignorance of the massive build-up of Chinese arms and military preparations. Those warning signs were a privately recorded testament to China’s preparations for war, but the public statements which went along with them surely presented a more damning indication of Mao’s intentions than subsequent historians claimed. Truman wasn’t confused or ignorant of such developments; he was deliberately shutting his ears to them as per his policy line.
I believe we’ve spent enough time setting the groundwork and examining the debate surrounding the meeting, so I think it’s time we now moved on to the actual meeting itself.[footnoteRef:14] As a final note, it is worth reiterating the idea that because the conventional narrative contains elements of truth, discerning what actually went down on Wake Island becomes even more difficult, but also interesting. For his part, General MacArthur’s side doesn’t really change; he was irritated at having to travel 2k miles to Wake Island, just as he was concerned at Washington’s issuance of new orders to him on 9th October. John Muccio, that unfortunate American ambassador to SK whom we met many moons ago in the build-up to the KW, recorded, as he sat with MacArthur in the plane journey to meet the president that the General ‘sat down beside me and very clearly reflected his disgust at being summoned for political reasons when the front and active military operations had so many calls on his time. He was mad as hell.’[footnoteRef:15] [14:  For more information and a contextualisation of the debate of the Wake Island meeting see John Edward Wilz, ‘Truman and MacArthur: The Wake Island Meeting’, Military Affairs, Vol. 42, No. 4 (Dec., 1978), pp. 169-176. ]  [15:  Cited in H.W. Brands, The General vs The President, p. 175.] 

Mad as hell indeed, as the atmosphere when Truman stepped off the plane to greet his General at 6.30AM on 15th October was palpably cool and uncomfortable. Neither man liked the other, but they had genuine business to attend to, and so both men sped off to a hut in the only car the island had, to speak alone in a meeting which lasted over an hour. Consider the fact again that Truman had seen fit to fly 7k miles for this meeting. What did the two men talk about? A clue is given by an account later provided by Henry Nicholson, Truman’s secret service agent, who accompanied the two men in the car. It must have been quite the journey as the car shuddered along the dirt roads, with two of the most important men in the world at that point sharing such a small space. Nicholson recalled that he overheard Truman asked MacArthur ‘whether he thought the Chinese would enter the KW’, to which MacArthur replied that he thought not, but if they did, ‘the UN forces could defeat them.’ ‘I have been worried about that’, Truman replied.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Cited in Richard C. Thornton, Odd Man Out, p. 358.] 

We can thus make an educated guess that the topic of discussion was that of Chinese intervention. The two jetlagged figures spoke for over an hour on the subject, during which time the exceedingly well-informed Truman provided the bundles of evidence he had on hand to make his case; that case being, that the Chinese and the Soviets would refrain from entering the war. It was acknowledged that some Chinese intervention was likely; some volunteers could cross the Yalu, and the provision of resources was probable, but as far as Truman was concerned, MacArthur should speed up his operations to defeat NK before the Chinese did determine to intervene in any kind of force. According to the CIA’s estimates, a large scale military intervention by the PRC was anticipated for 1951, with limited aid being given to Kim Il-sung in the interim. 
Truman wished to see the NKPA wiped out, so that elections for the Seoul government could take place, and it is then possible that he issued another instruction – he wanted to MacArthur and his staff, in light of this evidence he just provided him, to downgrade or discredit any suggestion that the PRC was preparing for war, or that it was moving soldiers in any kind of organised manner. This conclusion is possible to take from the subsequent behaviour of MacArthur’s staff, particularly that of his intelligence chief, General Willoughby, who before Wake took place, estimated that between 90 and 180k Chinese were waiting on the Manchurian border, only to downgrade this estimate to 16.5k on 2nd November, after the Chinese had already made a limited show of their strength. Indeed, as late as 25th November, just before the major Chinese offensive was due to break, Willoughby declared that there was only between 40k and 70k Chinese, when in reality, by that point, nearly three quarters of a million Chinese prepared to enter the fight.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Figures provided by Ibid, p. 359.] 

What could be the purpose for the downgrading of the actual threat posed by China? In my view, this downgrading would only make sense if MacArthur and his staff were assured beforehand of Washington interpretation of events. Having been informed of what the Chinese were expected to do, Truman could have intimated to MacArthur that it was imperative he bear these facts in mind, and discredit any intel that suggested otherwise, out of the concern that the publishing of evidence of Chinese preparations for war would spook America’s UN allies and disrupt the advance through NK. 
By couching in terms which suggested any revelations on Chinese strength could sabotage his crowning military triumph of defeating the Chinese once and for all, Truman ensured that MacArthur would be on board with this approach. Unfortunately for MacArthur, this has led historians to assume it was MacArthur who foolishly misinterpreted the actual pace of events and the growing danger emanating out of the situation. One historian even went as far as saying that ‘It is likely that the combined effects of his age and recent successes blinded MacArthur to the dangers he faced.’[footnoteRef:18] At 70, MacArthur was no spring chicken, but he was far from senile. Yet, MacArthur’s intelligence chief General Willoughby didn’t fare much better, as the historian Clay Blair insisted he had ‘falsified intelligence reports’, even though the CIA was responsible for the figures that Willoughby received, and understating enemy forces was by now adopted practice.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  See Peter Lowe, ‘An Ally and a Recalcitrant General’, p. 635.]  [19:  Clay Blair, Forgotten War, p. 377.] 

After their hour long meeting alone, the two figures returned to join their party in a building specifically prepared for a conference containing the two staffs. While some historians are content to note that no formal record of what took place in this conference exists, the fact is that all seven members of Truman’s staff took their own personal notes, while MacArthur’s aid was told that no record of the meeting was permitted. It isn’t necessarily what the seven members of Truman’s staff said, but what General Omar Bradley who later compiled their accounts into a kind of record said, that really matters. Bradley’s account of his peers’ accounts tends to form the basis for most versions of the event, which was largely without much incident otherwise. Truman’s goal had been to wrest from MacArthur a commitment to move quickly up the peninsula in the name of liberating Korea before Mao’s potential intervention the following year, while the President had also gotten from MacArthur his own view on the likelihood of Chinese intervention in general. Since this view was informed and essentially provided by the intelligence Truman had given MacArthur, we shouldn’t be surprised to denote that MacArthur left the meeting even more convinced than ever before that Mao would not intervene. Omar Bradley, in his summary of the meeting, claims that MacArthur had answered ‘very little’ when asked of the chances for Chinese intervention, and Bradley noted MacArthur also said:
Had they interfered in the first or second months it would have been decisive. We are no longer earful of their intervention. We no longer stand hat in hand. The Chinese have 300k men in Manchuria…only 50-60k could be gotten across the Yalu River. They have no air force, now that we have air bases for our air force in NK, if the Chinese tried to get down to Pyongyang it would be the greatest slaughter.
The greatest slaughter is generally what historians of the period take away when assessing what MacArthur anticipated, if the Chinese intervened. This takeaway gels nicely with the notion that MacArthur was arrogant, jaded with Truman’s presidency and blinded by his previous successes to the genuine Chinese fears. All of these may well be true, but it is also worth noting on what MacArthur said himself on the meeting at Wake Island. The differences between Bradley’s account of what MacArthur said, and what MacArthur actually claims to have said, are stark. ‘My views’, MacArthur began…
…were asked as to the chance of Red Chinese intervention. I replied that the answer could only be speculative; that neither the State Department through its diplomatic listening posts abroad, nor the CIA to whom a field commander must look for guidance as to a foreign nation’s intention to move from peace to war, reported any evidence of intent by the Beijing government to intervene with major forces; that my own intelligence, which I regarded as unsurpassed anywhere, reported heavy concentrations near the Yalu border in Manchuria, whose movements were indeterminate; that my own military estimate was that with our largely unsurpassed air forces, with their potential of destroying, at will, bases of attack and lines of supply north as well as south of the Yalu, no Chinese military commander would hazard the commitment of large forces upon the devastated Korean peninsula. The risk of their utter destruction through lack of supply would be too great. There was no disagreement from anyone.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Both cited in Thornton, Odd Man Out, pp. 360-361.] 

Note how Bradley’s account makes MacArthur sound like a headstrong, even rash commander, while MacArthur’s own account portrays him as cautious, rational and informed of the perspectives of the different departments. Bradley’s account thus feeds in with what we’ve come to expect from MacArthur, to the extent that when MacArthur doesn’t use bombastic language in his memoirs, we are almost taken by surprise. I half expected MacArthur to talk of beating down the reds, of killing Mao where he stood – instead there was the judgement that no Chinese commander in his right mind would countenance such an action that was guaranteed to cost needless lives. If perspective was everything, then Bradley’s account had the effect of building a perspective around MacArthur which was anything but cautious, and eager to engage the enemy to eliminate him once and for all. MacArthur was indeed eager to do so, especially after the plans he had been advised of by his President.
MacArthur was not lying when he recorded his distaste for the press gathering that greeted him when he and his entourage left the island, nor was he pleased to receive a fifth medal from his president. By 12 noon, it was expected that the President and his General would continue the day over lunch. However, grumpy and embarrassed MacArthur made up some excuse about being too busy at the front – the excuse he could have used to have avoided the whole meeting in first place, had Truman not so startled him with those new orders on 9th October, don’t forget. What most histories don’t really communicate though is the fact that, even if he wasn’t especially fond of Truman’s company by this stage, MacArthur did feel a genuinely pressing need to get back to the front. In light of what his president had told him, he would now be forced to change his distribution of soldiers in Korea. 
Where once the contingency of Chinese intervention was accounted for, now this contingency would be abandoned in return for a divided command which enabled both General Walker of the 8th Army and Major General Ned Almond of X Corps to operate independently of one another, under orders from MacArthur in Tokyo. The original plan had been, in anticipation of a Chinese intervention, to place X Corps on a new flotilla and send it towards Wonsan, whereupon Almond’s force could invade that port in the northeast of Korea, and continue a westward advance, seriously hampering Chinese manoeuvrability in the process. As per his president’s instructions, MacArthur did away with this deal. 
The plans he now developed were ones which would ensure the destruction of the NKPA as quickly as possible, but they also left his forces desperately vulnerable, with a distance of some fifty miles between Almond and Walker providing an ideal opportunity for any Chinese adventure to take full advantage. Historians would subsequently lambast MacArthur for his ignorance of the Chinese threat which led him to so divide his forces, but MacArthur was only operating according to Truman’s hymn sheet; notes and lyrics which the President had provided to his General.
By effectively leading his General on, Truman had tied up the final loose end before the anticipated Chinese wave broke. It would come less than a fortnight after both towering figures returned home to their respective bases. In the next episode, we will continue our narrative of what happened over the last few weeks of 1950, as the eventful year saw the situation swing determinedly back in favour of the communists, and MacArthur’s reeling, bleeding defenders endured one of the worst winters in living memory. So bad was the outcome and so shattering was the defeat, it threatened to undo all of MacArthur’s previous good work. As the General prepared to go all out, and aim for the Chinese jugular, Truman would intercept yet again, leading to the culmination of a feud in the top levels of the UN command which resulted in MacArthur waving goodbye to the army at last, but not without a bang. I hope you’ll join me for that episode next time history friends, but until then, I have been Zack, and this has been the KW episode 38. Thanks for listening and I’ll be seeing you all soon.
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