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Reducing the American Burden?

U.S. Mediation between South Korea and Japan, 

1961–1965

Midori YOSHII*

Some of our efforts should go toward trying to get our allies to pick up more of the 

burden. . . . [The] U.S. must watch very carefully U.S. interests—balance of pay-

ments—continual hemorrhage here.1

—President John F. Kennedy, January 22, 1963

[T]he U.S. planned to extend all possible aid to Korea. It planned to keep its troops 

there, and no reduction of troop strength was contemplated. . . . [C]onclusion of 

the Korea-Japan treaty would also assist our mutual efforts [with Korea] in Viet-

nam.2

—President Lyndon B. Johnson, May 17, 1965

I. INTRODUCTION

Scholars have debated about the extent and degree of changes and continu-

ity between the Kennedy (JFK) and Johnson (LBJ) administrations, particu-

larly regarding U.S. policy toward Vietnam. Some scholars, mainly the for-

mer advisers for the Democratic Party during the 1960s, argue that Kennedy 

had a plan to withdraw from Vietnam. Other historians believe that Kennedy, 

had he lived, would have escalated the war just as Johnson did. This debate 

seems endless since there are no new sources revealing Kennedy’s Vietnam 
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policy. As intriguing and important as the debate over Vietnam policy is, 

considering how many lives were affected by the decisions of the U.S. presi-

dents, extending the question to other areas of their foreign policies may shed 

new light on the similarities and differences of the two presidents’ guiding 

principles. With that in mind, I examine the two administrations’ efforts to 

mediate relations between South Korea and Japan, in order to reassess the 

continuity and changes in their policies.

The Republic of Korea (ROK) and Japan concluded the Treaty of Basic 

Relations on June 22, 1965. In it, Japan recognized Seoul as the only legiti-

mate regime in the Korean Peninsula; all the previous treaties between them 

were nullifi ed, and Korea was slated to receive $800 million in grants and 

loans as de facto war reparations in the following ten years. Although the U.

S. government attempted to mend the troubled relations of its two allies in 

Cold War East Asia under President Eisenhower, the fall of the Syngman 

Rhee government by the student revolution in 1960 gave Washington added 

incentive to mediate ROK-Japanese relations. With Rhee’s anti-Japanese 

policy seemingly out of the picture, the Kennedy administration could begin 

to press the two governments to normalize their relations, and the treaty was 

fi nally signed during the Johnson years.

Despite U.S. mediation efforts, neither the Korean nor the Japanese for-

eign ministers who signed the treaty wrote about U.S. encouragement and 

pressures in their memoirs, perhaps avoiding the image that they were ad-

vised by the Americans. U.S. ambassador to Japan Edwin O. Reischauer also 

wrote in his memoirs very little about his involvement in the negotiations, in 

order to save the image of the “equal partnership” between the United States 

and Japan that he worked hard to establish during his tenure in Tokyo. The 

Reischauer papers housed at Harvard University, however, reveal that his 

work for mediation between Seoul and Tokyo was an important reason why 

he accepted the position at the Tokyo embassy. Concerned about Korea’s fu-

ture after visiting Seoul in 1960, Reischauer wrote in his diary, “[As Ambas-

sador to Japan] I may have an infl uence on American relations with some 

other countries in East Asia—I have Korea particularly in mind.”3

The fi rst scholarly work that illuminated the U.S. role in negotiations was 

the 1994 article by Lee Jong Won (published in Japanese), who argued that 

the Vietnam situation made LBJ’s staff more overtly and offi cially involved 

in the bilateral talks. Kil J. Yi’s 2002 article, also focusing on the Vietnam 

infl uence on U.S. Korea policy, gave a more detailed description of Johnson’s 

policy.4 No one as yet, though, has compared the mediation policies of JFK 

and LBJ. Based on my research, I argue that Johnson, under pressure to send 
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troops to Vietnam, reversed the Kennedy administration’s original goal of 

reducing the U.S. Cold War economic burden in Korea.

II. ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE KOREA POLICY 

UNDER KENNEDY, 1961

In March 1961, National Security Council (NSC) advisers Robert H. John-

son and Walt Rostow reassessed the existing policy toward Korea and recom-

mended a change in U.S. aid efforts to give greater emphasis to economic 

development, social reform, and agriculture, and less to military programs. 

They suggested Kennedy take a “fresh look” at America’s Korea policy.5 Just 

when the NSC had decided to form a task force,6 the military coup d’état led 

by Gen. Park Chung-hee erupted in Seoul in May, demonstrating the political 

and social instability of South Korea. The U.S. government, lacking adequate 

information to evaluate the military regime, initially took a cautious ap-

proach. On May 25, Kennedy approved a draft to convey his recognition of 

the junta only verbally through Chargé d’Affaires Marshall Green. After the 

U.S. verbal recognition, Park announced that the junta would agree to restore 

UN command over Korean forces. In the meantime, NSC staff member John-

son sent a memorandum to Rostow to propose possible U.S. priorities in 

Korea. Johnson listed 1) “civilianization” of the regime, 2) making it clear 

that U.S. aid in the future was conditional on Korean performance, and 3) 

urging action on economic and political reforms.7 In addition, Kennedy ap-

pointed Samuel D. Berger, a twenty-year veteran of the foreign service and 

specialist on labor, to the ambassadorial position in Seoul. The appointment 

of an economics specialist like Berger indicated the Kennedy administra-

tion’s focus on Korean economic development.8

In the June 13 NSC meeting with Kennedy presiding, Assistant Secretary 

of State for Far Eastern Affairs Walter McConaughy, who had just returned 

from his ambassadorial position in Seoul, argued that the failure to reestab-

lish relations between Japan and South Korea was “the greatest hindrance to 

Korean development,” and that the principal mission of U.S. ambassadors 

Berger and Reischauer should be to “attempt to establish a reconciliation 

between the two countries.” In regard to reducing U.S. military aid to Korea, 

both Defense Secretary Robert S. McNamara and Gen. Lyman L. Lemnitzer 

of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) opposed any decrease in the force level, 

arguing that Korea had great vulnerability for subversion and infi ltration 

from Communists “like Vietnam and Laos.”9 At the end of the meeting, Ken-

nedy concluded that the best policy for Korean problems was the improve-
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ment of Korean-Japanese relations. He announced he would take up the 

subject in his scheduled meeting with Japan’s prime minister, Hayato Ikeda, 

the following week, and the State Department directed the U.S. ambassadors 

in both Korea and Japan to try to infl uence their governments to come to the 

negotiation table.

In his meeting with Ikeda, Kennedy emphasized that an economically 

weak Korea might be taken over by a Communist regime, which would have 

an adverse effect on Japan. Even though he was moved by Kennedy’s com-

ments,10 Ikeda appeared reluctant to commit to Korean issues.11 He was much 

more interested in having Kennedy understand Japan’s need to take advan-

tage of trade opportunities with Communist China. It would take much per-

suasion by Ambassador Reischauer and a hint of possible German commer-

cial interest in Korea before Tokyo resumed normalization talks with Seoul.

On July 19, 1961, Park announced to the public his hope of concluding a 

settlement with Japan within that year.12 This signaled a signifi cant change in 

Korean foreign policy. Anti-Japanese sentiment among the people of Korea, 

stemming from anger and humiliation over past colonization, was very 

strong. Park must have expected lack of popularity for his policy, and indeed 

a large majority opposed normalization.13 Park’s announcement, however, 

came as a pleasant surprise to East Asian specialists in Washington, who had 

viewed the new Korean leaders as being even more anti-Japanese than their 

predecessors. Ambassador Berger wrote, “I have come to view that mil[itary] 

gov[ernmen]t offers [the] fi rst real hope since 1945 for resolution [of] this 

vexing problem. This is a pragmatic gov[ernmen]t. . . . It is not seriously 

worried by public opinion or press criticism; and most of the decisions it has 

taken are clearly in the national interest by any objective standard.”14 Follow-

ing Park’s announcement, and because of Park’s willingness to abide by 

other U.S. demands such as holding democratic elections, Secretary of State 

Dean Rusk publicly announced U.S. recognition of the military regime, and 

President Kennedy prepared to receive Park in Washington in November.

Prior to Park’s Washington visit, the State Department prepared a paper 

defi ning U.S. positions regarding 1) Korea-Japan relations and 2) security 

policy in the Far East. The viewpoints in the paper represented Kennedy’s 

overall East Asian policy.15 On the fi rst point, the U.S. viewed the principal 

issues between Japan and Korea as 1) Korean reparation claims, 2) the “Rhee 

Line” (or “Peace Line”), 3) Korean vessel claims, 4) normalization of diplo-

matic relations, 5) North Korea repatriation, 6) Korean claims for return of 

art objects, and 7) legal status of Korean residents in Japan.

Earlier that year, in August, the Korean government had come up with its 
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fi rst war-time reparation fi gure of $800 million. This fi gure was based on 

“bank deposits, pensions and wages of Korean workers, gold and silver bul-

lion taken from Korea, and property in Japan of fi rms with head offi ces in 

Korea.” The counteroffer by Tokyo was $50 million in claims plus an un-

specifi ed amount of economic assistance. In 1957 the United States had taken 

the position that the transfer of Japanese-owned property in Korea to the 

ROK after World War II fulfi lled Korean claims against Japan.16 The estima-

tion by the U.S. Occupation authorities in 1957 was “$2.3 billion in south 

Korea and $2.9 billion in north Korea [emphasis in original].”17

The issues concerning the so-called Rhee Line were, as expected, the most 

diffi cult problems between the two nations. In 1952 Korean President Syng-

man Rhee had declared the establishment of a “Peace Line” excluding Japa-

nese fi shing boats from the water area fi fty to three hundred miles from the 

Korean Peninsula. In the 1950s the Korean Coast Guard captured over one 

thousand Japanese fi shing boats and their crews; most of the fi shermen were 

returned without their vessels. In 1958 the Japanese government proposed a 

tentative fi sheries agreement that included designating a twelve-mile fi shing 

area off the coast of Korea exclusive to the Koreans, and shared control and 

regulation of fi sheries in the disputed waters to replace the Rhee Line. No one 

in the Korean government responded to this Japanese proposal, but Park’s 

military regime had hinted that it would make some concessions if the Japa-

nese made a satisfactory offer in response to Korean claims. Washington had 

informed the Korean government secretly that the United States could not 

support the Rhee Line because it violated the principle of freedom of the high 

seas.

Another diffi cult problem was the timing of establishing a Japanese diplo-

matic mission in Seoul. The Korean government had established its mission 

in Tokyo in 1948, but it had been refusing a Japanese diplomatic establish-

ment until normalization was achieved. Tokyo continued to demand a diplo-

matic mission before they would resume talks. Washington believed that 

such establishment would improve relations, but it had “not pressed the point 

in view of Korean sensitivities.”18

Regarding North Korean repatriation, a 1959 agreement between the Japa-

nese Red Cross and the North Korean Red Cross on voluntary repatriation 

had returned approximately 73,000 Korean residents in Japan to North Korea 

by the fall of 1961. There were still approximately 12,000 Koreans who were 

waiting to leave. The previous ROK governments had strongly opposed this 

repatriation program, but the United States assessed that the new military 

government would consider this program a fait accompli and not press the 



52   MIDORI YOSHII

issue in negotiations with the Japanese.

Another matter was the legal status of the over six hundred thousand re-

maining Korean residents in Japan, especially the status of Koreans oriented 

toward North Korea and of children born after the San Francisco Peace 

Treaty of 1951. The governments of the ROK and Japan had held negotia-

tions regarding the question of citizenship for various categories of Korean 

residents and almost reached an agreement in 1960. The U.S. estimated that 

the issue would be resolved once the reparations and fi sheries issues were 

settled.

The State Department believed that the issues surrounding the ROK’s 

claim for returning Korean ships taken to Japan after the end of World War II 

and returning of art objects from Japanese national museums would not be 

diffi cult to resolve. The U.S. anticipated that the Japanese government would 

increase the tonnage in their offer and would return most of the art objects.

The State Department’s position paper thus recommended the following 

U.S. policy stances:

· that the United States view the negotiations as a good opportunity to encourage 

Korea’s economic development before it became “exploited by the commu-

nists”;

· that Japan’s economic assistance would accelerate Korean development;

· that Korean claims against Japan to some degree were met by the transfer to the 

ROK of Japanese-owned property in Korea (as recognized in the Potsdam Dec-

laration and by the 1948 U.S.-Korean agreement on transfer of assets). The 

United States, however, would not be involved in negotiations;

· that the United States would oppose the Rhee Line even though the fi sheries 

problem was recognized as the key to a settlement; and

· that the United States would remain an informal mediator in these negotia-

tions.19

On U.S. security policy in East Asia, the position paper reiterated its fi rm 

stance against Communism in East Asia and its support for South Korea and 

Taiwan. However, it rejected the idea, proposed by the Korean government, 

of forming a NATO-like collective security organization in East Asia. In-

stead, it called for maintaining the existing bilateral security treaties with 

Taiwan, Korea, and Japan. Washington offi cials were concerned that this 

might give Korean leaders the impression that the United States paid too 

much attention to Europe and not enough to Asia. In order to reassure Korean 

leaders that the United States remained a strong ally, the State Department 

recommended the president emphasize that U.S. nuclear capabilities could 
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protect South Korea from a Communist threat.

The Kennedy administration’s most obvious departure from Eisenhower’s 

policy was found in its emphasis on assistance for economic development. 

This was based on Walt Rostow’s strategy that economic and social strength 

and stability within the country were essential for success in competition 

with the Communist countries. In order to achieve this goal, the United States 

counted on Japan’s assistance in Korea’s development. The position paper 

further stated that the U.S. considered “Japan’s contribution to Free World 

strength to be vital” and believed that the risk of the Japanese dominating the 

East Asian economy was slight. The United States would welcome continued 

association with Japan to help U.S. efforts “in accelerating economic devel-

opment in the Far East.”20 The principles of the U.S. policy toward South 

Korea were thus defi ned prior to Park’s visit.

Kennedy received Park in November 1961 and discussed the issues of Ko-

rean-Japanese relations as well as his great concern over how to prevent the 

collapse of Vietnam. Park acknowledged that normalizing relations with Ja-

pan would decrease the heavy Cold War security burden on the United States, 

but he was more interested in talking about the main purpose of the visit—

how he might obtain as much American economic aid as possible for his 

Five-Year Development Plan. The U.S. military aid to Korea averaged $232 

million per fi scal year from 1956 to 1961, but the amount would drop to $154 

million for each fi scal year from 1962 to 1965.21 Park wished to prevent this 

reduction, and his quid pro quo was an offer to send Korean troops to Viet-

nam. He claimed Korea’s army, composed of one million men trained in 

guerilla warfare, could match North Vietnam’s well-trained guerrilla forces, 

and said that “[w]ith U.S. approval and support, Korea could send to Viet-

Nam its own troops or could recruit volunteers if regular troops were not 

desired.” Kennedy expressed his deep appreciation for this offer and specu-

lated that it would be a good idea to talk with the Filipinos, commenting that 

the French had found out that there was a limit “on what an occidental could 

do.”22 This statement that Asian soldiers would be more suited to conditions 

in Vietnam seems to hint at Kennedy’s belief in reducing “the White Man’s 

burden” in Southeast Asia. To Park’s aid request, Kennedy reiterated the con-

gressional pressure he was under to limit overseas aid. When Park asked for 

a waiver, Kennedy rejected his request by stressing that the United States was 

spending much more money in Laos and Vietnam than originally planned.23 

Kennedy’s refusal contrasts starkly with the decision President Johnson 

would make regarding a similar offer three years later.

The scaling back of U.S. Cold War efforts in Northeast Asia seemed all the 
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more important when troubles were mounting in Southeast Asia. In 1962–63, 

after the president’s meeting with Park, the Kennedy administration began 

debating what the adequate aid level to South Korea should be. The military, 

meanwhile, continued to reject any aid cut.

III. BALANCING PRIORITY BETWEEN ECONOMY 

AND SECURITY IN KOREA, 1962–63

Kennedy’s staff held a vigorous discussion about the military aid cut to 

Korea. They planned to remove one U.S. division from the peninsula and 

were wondering what the effects might be. While the NSC staff wished to cut 

both economic and military aid to Korea, various military circles opposed the 

idea, countering that the only alternative to force reduction would be relying 

on nuclear weapons. The JCS chairman, Gen. Lemnitzer, stated in a memo-

randum to Defense Secretary McNamara in April 1962:

The net result of any signifi cant reduction of ROK forces below their present lev-

els would be increased military risk in Northeast Asia; lowering of U.S. infl uence 

in Asia; decreasing the capability of keeping a limited war at a nonnuclear level; 

increasing the requirement for the augmentation of U.S. forces and shortening the 

time by which these forces must be available; and encouragement of the commu-

nists to undertake further aggression.24

Roswell Gilpatric, the deputy secretary of defense, informed Rusk of the 

JCS’s belief that the removal of a division from Korea to Okinawa would 

dilute the existing deterrent and could lead to an undesirable change in the 

U.S./ROK command relationship. He also pointed out that acquiring land 

and improving facilities in Okinawa would cost money and lead to political 

diffi culties.25 The Pentagon was also aware that the U.S. military occupation 

of Okinawa would alter its course in the future, as Kennedy, on March 19, 

announced that the reversion of the entire Ryukyu Islands to Japan would 

take place once the security of the “Free World” was established.26 This mat-

ter was further discussed at the White House staff meeting in September 

1962. The new assistant secretary of state for Far Eastern Affairs, Averell W. 

Harriman, supported the withdrawal of one division from Korea in the next 

year.27 With strong opposition from the military, however, the State Depart-

ment, by the end of September, backed away from the issue of a cut in forces 

in Korea. Rusk sent a letter to Gilpatric, agreeing that it was “inadvisable to 

withdraw a U.S. division at this time.” Rusk, however, still left open the pos-
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sibility of a force reduction from Korea, suggesting that the Department of 

Defense improve its sea and airlift capabilities in the Far East and “examine 

alternative possibilities such as the Philippines” instead of Okinawa as the 

destination of force deployment.28

The Sino-Indian border war that occurred during the Cuban Missile Crisis 

in October 1962 further caused the Kennedy team to consider an aid cut to 

Korea. As a result of the border war with mainland China, India became the 

largest recipient of U.S. aid during the Kennedy administration. The presi-

dent spoke of his concern over U.S. spending in overseas assistance in Janu-

ary 1963, stressing the importance of U.S. allies picking up more of the bur-

den and a careful monitoring of U.S. balance of payments. Otherwise, he 

said, they would face a “continual hemorrhage” of money (see the quote at 

the beginning of this article).29

In May 1963 NSC staff member McGeorge Bundy advised Kennedy to 

further reduce military and economic assistance to Korea.30 Another NSC 

adviser, Bob Komer, a strong advocate of a military spending cut in Korea, 

told Kennedy that U.S. investment in Korea “far exceeded” U.S. strategic 

interest there. Considering the slow pace of Korean economic development, 

Komer suggested that more money be spent on development and less on the 

military. Once again, there was a staff meeting to discuss the force reduction 

in Korea.31 The debate continued in Washington, and as of early June 1963, 

the State Department took the position that the United States should reduce 

but not eliminate U.S. ground forces in Korea. Secretary of Defense McNa-

mara, for economic reasons, held out for the actual withdrawal of such forces 

and their replacement by a small nuclear unit.32 Kennedy took the position 

that the United States should apply the same principle in East Asia as in Eu-

rope, which was to use nuclear weapons only if it was impossible to avoid 

defeat by relying on conventional weapons alone.33 Despite lengthy discus-

sions on the matter, no decision was made on the reduction of U.S. troops in 

South Korea during Kennedy’s tenure.

After Kennedy made a strong recommendation to Prime Minister Ikeda in 

June for a settlement, and after Park’s July 19 announcement of Korea’s de-

sire for normalization, formal negotiations between the two nations resumed 

on October 20, 1961. Korea and Japan recognized the following points as 

principal normalization issues between them: 1) Korean claims for war repa-

rations, 2) Korean claims of exclusive fi shing rights within the Rhee Line, 

and 3) the territorial dispute over Tokto (Takeshima) Island.34 All of these 

points posed diffi cult political problems in both countries so that the negotia-
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tions did not go beyond identifying the problems themselves. Kennedy con-

tinued to encourage the Korean-Japanese negotiations as he pressed the Japa-

nese side through an unoffi cial channel when former Japanese prime minister 

Shigeru Yoshida visited Washington in May 1962. The president emphasized 

the importance of a settlement to Yoshida, saying, “[W]e have protected the 

security of Korea largely because of its importance to the security of Japan. 

Korea could not achieve healthy economic growth without close economic 

relations with Japan.” Kennedy stressed, “[N]ow [is] the time for Japan to do 

her share.”35

The fi rst breakthrough in the ROK-Japan talks came about in October 

1962 in the reparation issue when the Korean CIA director Kim Chong-pil 

visited Tokyo on his way to Washington to meet with the new foreign minis-

ter, Masahiro Ohira, of the Ikeda cabinet. Kim stated that, considering the 

anti-Japanese feeling among Koreans fostered by Rhee’s regime, the govern-

ment of Korea could not accept any amount under $600 million. Ohira agreed 

with the number, but thought it should be distributed as loans with a very low 

interest rate. The two failed, however, to make any progress on the Rhee Line 

and fi sheries issues. Kim also told Ohira that they could leave the dispute 

over Tokto Island until other issues were resolved. Kim suggested to Ohira 

that the island could be blown up, but according to Kim, Ohira was not 

amused by this remark. Later in Washington, when Rusk asked what the is-

land was used for, Kim replied that it was “a place for seagull droppings.”36

Negotiations stalled in 1963 due to Park’s presidential election and the 

Japanese general election as well as the diffi culty in fi nding a compromise on 

fi sheries issues. Both nations were facing criticism from constituents repre-

senting the fi shing industry. Also connected to the Rhee Line issue was deep 

resentment from the colonial period. The Rhee Line symbolized Korea’s 

emotional line of defense against its former colonial suzerain, Japan. In Feb-

ruary 1963, Assistant Secretary of State Averell Harriman met with Korean 

Ambassador Il Kwon Chung and expressed his concern about the delay in the 

Korean-Japanese talks. Harriman indicated that the Rhee Line had no basis in 

international law and suggested that Korea should adopt a different and rea-

sonable position in order to conclude an agreement.37 Despite such pressure 

from the United States, a telegram from Ambassador Berger in Seoul re-

ported that “the short-term prospects for normalization of ROK-Japan rela-

tions were becoming dimmer by the day” due to increasing political turmoil 

within the Korean government as the presidential election approached. NSC 

staff member Michael V. Forrestal feared that Korea’s opportunity for effec-

tively utilizing “almost half a billion dollars of Japanese capital coming into 
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Korea” was at stake. Forrestal and Harriman discussed the possibility of the 

president’s placing pressure on Korea. However, Forrestal doubted the presi-

dent would be able to pressure Park, who was facing his fi rst presidential 

election. Therefore, they temporarily dropped the idea of utilizing presiden-

tial authority for mediation.38 Park won the election just one week before 

Kennedy’s assassination. The very thin margin he won by, however, did not 

bode well for the hope of bringing political stability to Korea.

IV. CHANGES IN U.S. MEDIATION EFFORTS UNDER JOHNSON

The task of reducing the U.S. Cold War burden through ROK-Japan nor-

malization was passed to the Johnson administration after Kennedy’s death, 

although initially NSC adviser Bob Komer was concerned that Johnson and 

Rusk’s indifference to Northeast Asian affairs might slow the momentum of 

the negotiations.39 In early 1964 the U.S. Embassy in Tokyo was making ef-

forts to gain concessions in fi sheries for Korea. Tokyo agreed to issue addi-

tional fi nancing for Korea’s relatively weak fi shing industry in return for a 

Korean compromise on the Rhee Line issue. However, Park found it hard to 

compromise and asked the United States to pressure Tokyo to accept the 

Rhee Line. Trapped in the middle, the Unites States informed Seoul that 

Washington could not support Korean demands. U.S. offi cials recognized 

that Park understood the absurdity of the Rhee Line that set a fi shing area 

fi fty to three hundred miles off the Korean coast, but they also knew he faced 

strong domestic opposition to retreating from the Rhee line.40 In Seoul, vio-

lent student demonstrations against the government erupted in March 1964, 

and Park instituted martial law until the summer. Once again, normalization 

talks were put on hold. In addition to their demand for more democratic gov-

ernment, the Korean students feared that the normalization treaty would al-

low former colonial master Japan to replace the United States as an important 

player in Korea’s nation-building process.41 The students also resented the 

involvement of the corrupt and authoritarian Korean CIA director Kim 

Chong-pil in the negotiations with Japan. To palliate their indignation, the 

U.S. government arranged funding for Kim to leave the country to study with 

Henry Kissinger at Harvard in June 1964.42

In the summer of 1964, Undersecretary of State George Ball and Bob 

Komer considered the settlement between Seoul and Tokyo a “top priority” 

for U.S. economic policy and recommended to the new assistant secretary of 

state for East Asian Affairs William Bundy that the United States “depart 

from its backstage role to make strong direct approaches” to Seoul.43 This 
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method was not applied to Japan, since the offi cials were heeding Ambassa-

dor Reischauer’s insistence that overt pressure would ruin the image of 

“equal partnership” between the United States and Japan.44 To execute this 

new U.S. stance of “strong direct approaches” toward Korea, a career diplo-

mat, Winthrop Brown, was appointed ambassador to Seoul in July 1964.45 

Four months later, Rusk instructed Brown to pressure Seoul for early normal-

ization with Japan by threatening to reduce future Military Assistance Pro-

gram (MAP) appropriations.46

However, with the deepening U.S. involvement in Vietnam, Seoul’s impor-

tance to America’s Cold War strategy increased. As a result, the U.S. Korea 

policy began to shift. After Congress passed the Tonkin Gulf resolution, and 

as Vietcong attacks on U.S. military bases escalated in 1964, Johnson began 

considering sending U.S. ground troops to South Vietnam and seeking mili-

tary assistance from other countries. In the fall of 1964, the president’s advis-

ers considered asking the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, Thai-

land, the Philippines, Nationalist China, and South Korea to send noncombat 

troops to Vietnam. On December 1, at the White House meeting, Johnson 

reiterated his desire to obtain such support.47 When Washington approached 

these governments with the idea, the Korean government expressed willing-

ness to support the United States in Vietnam. Earlier in 1964, South Korea 

had sent a hospital unit and tae kwon do instructors as military advisers to 

Saigon to assist the United States.48 But under this new agreement, and al-

though it was an unpopular policy in Korea, Seoul would send additional 

noncombat troops to Vietnam. Furthermore, when Brown met with Park in 

the Blue House to discuss a possible MAP reduction and Korean troop sup-

port, Park said he could send two combat divisions to Vietnam if the United 

States so wished. Brown responded that President Johnson was not asking for 

combat troops.49 On January 8, 1965, two thousand Korean noncombat troops 

arrived in South Vietnam as a result of this arrangement.50 In return, Seoul 

sought a continuation of U.S. economic and military assistance. In addition, 

the Korean ambassador requested that the U.S. order war equipment from 

Korea for use in Southeast Asia. ROK offi cials also argued that the United 

States had been responsible for Japan’s colonization of Korea because of the 

1905 Portsmouth Treaty, and, based on this interpretation of history, they 

asked for additional U.S. aid.51 Although the U.S. government did not im-

mediately address such claims, it agreed to pay for the expenses and allow-

ances of the Korean troops in Vietnam in January 1965 and funneled the 

money through the Korean government so that the Korean soldiers would not 

discover the source of their salaries.52
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Seoul gained an even better bargaining position after Johnson decided to 

send U.S. ground troops to Vietnam in February and considered requesting 

combat support from other countries including South Korea. On March 30, 

Ambassador Brown sent his assessment of Seoul’s position regarding the 

U.S. request for combat troops. In it Brown estimated that “[e]xtensive in-

ducements will be required and the cost will be great” but that the Korean 

government would agree to the U.S. proposal “if approached after ROK-Ja-

pan ratifi cation and with assurances of generous support from U.S.” The 

“generous support,” Brown explained, consisted of U.S. assurance not to re-

duce U.S. forces in Korea; an additional U.S. division replacing the Korean 

forces; all expenses of Korean operations paid in Vietnam, including “trans-

portation, logistical requirements, special overseas allowances, and any other 

cost factors involved”; increased MAP and economic aid levels; and U.S. 

procurement orders to Vietnam and maintenance and repair services in Ko-

rea.53 Clearly, this telegram from Brown demonstrates a major shift in U.S. 

policy toward Korea. By late March 1965, Johnson’s administration was 

ready to signifi cantly increase the aid that Kennedy had hoped to reduce.

Meanwhile, Japan’s foreign minister, Etsusaburo Shiina, and Korea’s for-

eign minister, Lee Tong Won, met in Seoul in February 1965 to further dis-

cuss the normalization treaty. Lee later revealed in his visit to Washington 

that Shiina showed reluctance to conclude the treaty due to the fi sheries is-

sues, but Lee’s persuasion, including a joke that Lee would shoot himself, 

facilitated ending the deadlock. Lee and the U.S. offi cials also thought that 

Shiina’s apology to Korea, which Ambassador Reischauer had been pressing 

for, also helped reduce Korean public resentment.54 However, domestic op-

position in Korea was still strong, and the two countries continued to negoti-

ate on the Rhee Line and the disputed island during the spring of 1965.

In order to suppress domestic opposition, the Korean government asked 

Washington for assistance. An overt U.S. political intervention, Park thought, 

would give clout to his plan to conclude the unpopular treaty with Japan and 

would ward off student attacks on the government. Ambassador Kim Chong-

yul told Undersecretary of State Thomas Mann that the U.S. military should 

pledge to stay in Korea because Korean student demonstrators on the streets 

believed the United States was letting Japan control Korea.55 Following these 

discussions, Washington in late March issued a statement of long-term com-

mitment to assisting Korea’s economic development and security. This poli-

cy, outlined in the National Policy Paper on Korea, was recognized as 

“highly needed in [the] context of Korea-Japan settlement.”56 Around the 

same time, Seoul agreed to replace the Rhee Line with a twelve-mile exclu-
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sive fi shery zone with additional funds from Japan. The only remaining is-

sues before the offi cial signing was the territorial dispute and Korean domes-

tic opposition to the treaty.57 Park hoped that his visit to the United States, 

scheduled for May, would demonstrate continued U.S. support.

On April 20, 1965, the so-called Honolulu Conference took place. Those 

attending, Ambassador to Saigon Maxwell Taylor, Defense Secretary McNa-

mara, Assistant Secretary of State Bundy, Gen. Westmoreland, and other U.

S. offi cials, discussed a further increase of combat troops (nine battalions) to 

Vietnam including troops from Australia, New Zealand, and South Korea.58 

Soon after the conference, Johnson sent Ambassador-at-Large Henry Cabot 

Lodge to Seoul as his personal envoy to offi cially request a Korean dispatch 

of four thousand combat troops to Vietnam.59 Four days after the Honolulu 

Conference, the National Security Council Action (NSCA) 1550 was issued, 

authorizing commitment to assistance for the ROK during Johnson’s term.60 

On May 1, Ambassador Brown again advised Rusk that if the United States 

expected both Korean troop support in South Vietnam and a settlement with 

Japan, they would need to be generous in assuring continued military sup-

port. Seoul was sending a strong plea for an increased MAP and also prom-

ises that the United States would not withdraw either of its two divisions.61 

On May 10, Brown guaranteed to Park that the United States would not re-

duce its forces in Korea “before ratifi cation of ROK/Japan settlement if this 

[would] cause Park [a] serious political problem.”62

In preparation for Park’s visit to Washington, Undersecretary of State Ball 

recommended that the president approve $150 million in development loan 

funds.63 The NSC also sent a memorandum to Johnson to brief him about the 

U.S. principal policy toward Korea. The memorandum highlighted the para-

mount reason of Park’s visit as “[seeking] the strongest possible indication 

from us . . . that we have no intention of abandoning Korea to Japanese con-
trol [emphasis in original] in the wake of a Japan-Korea settlement.”64 And 

when Park fi nally visited Washington on May 17, Johnson crystallized these 

recommendations into a policy by stating:

[T]he U.S. planned to extend all possible aid to Korea. It planned to keep its troops 

there, and no reduction of troop strength was contemplated. . . . [C]onclusion of 

the Korea-Japan treaty would also assist our mutual efforts in Viet-Nam. . . . [T]he 

U.S. would fi nance essential imports and development loans, technical assistance, 

and food for peace.65

In a separate meeting with Korea’s national defense minister, Secretary Mc-
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Namara also stated that the U.S. would increase the 1966 MAP program for 

Korea.66 Johnson was so eager to secure support in Vietnam that he seemed 

unaware that he was changing Kennedy’s policy.

In return for this aid, Johnson received Korean combat troop support in 

Vietnam. When he asked Park in the meeting if Korea could send one combat 

division to Vietnam, the Korean president answered that he thought they 

could send more. Later in August, after a long debate and without participa-

tion from the opposition party, the Korean National Assembly “unanimously” 

voted for sending ROK troops to Vietnam.67 In October over eighteen thou-

sand Korean troops, including an infantry division and a marine regiment, 

arrived in South Vietnam. From 1965 until the 1973 withdrawal, over 320,000 

Korean troops served in the confl ict.68

In the same meeting, Johnson also received assurance that Korea would 

come to an agreement with Tokyo in June.69 However, as late as June 15, 

Seoul and Tokyo were still discussing the territorial dispute over Tokto 

(Takeshima) Island. Ambassador Brown was instructed to convey Johnson’s 

concern that the negotiations were taking too long. While the Japanese gov-

ernment wanted to include the issue, Seoul wished it left out. In his meeting 

with Park, Rusk suggested erecting a jointly operated lighthouse and sharing 

the island, but Park rejected the idea. Park asked the United States to press 

Japan in Johnson’s name, but the United States did not grant this request.70

On June 22, 1965, the Treaty of Basic Relations between Japan and the 

Republic of Korea was fi nally signed. In the end, the territorial issue was left 

to be solved in the future. The fi sheries issue was settled with a twelve-mile 

limit, thus abolishing the Rhee Line. Seeing this result as a defeat, students 

demonstrated en masse in Korea once again, and universities were closed 

until August 20. The demonstrations continued after the schools reopened, 

and this time the police and the army were brought in with tear gas. In Japan, 

the response to the treaty was milder: the Socialist Party opposed only the 

tactics of the Liberal Democratic Party’s ratifi cation but not the treaty itself. 

The general public in Japan remained indifferent to Korean affairs.

Despite the unpopularity of the treaty in Korea, not only did it bring Seoul 

additional capital from Japan, but, as a twisted result of the urgent U.S. mili-

tary needs in Vietnam, it also provided a bargaining position for Seoul to se-

cure continuation of U.S. economic and military aid as well as procurement 

for Vietnam. In his visit to Seoul in November 1966, Johnson once again 

confi rmed the U.S. intention to continue supporting Korean economic 

growth, and it lasted until the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam.71 This, along 

with the Korean people’s determination and work ethic, helped Korea be-



62   MIDORI YOSHII

come the world economic power it is today.

V. CONCLUSION

In light of the downward trend in U.S. balance of payments, the Kennedy 

administration hoped to reduce U.S. economic and military aid to Korea by 

encouraging normalization between South Korea and Japan. The policy’s 

main goal was to have Seoul use the Japanese de facto reparation money for 

its economic development. The Pentagon, however, resisted reduction of the 

U.S. force level in Korea and argued that the only way they would accept 

such a reduction was if the United States adjusted its defense strategy to a 

heavier reliance on nuclear weapons as a cheaper option. The nuclear option 

did not appeal to Kennedy, and he failed to come up with an agreeable solu-

tion for all parties involved before his death. Although Johnson continued 

encouraging the normalization process between Japan and South Korea, his 

aid guarantee to Korea in order to secure troop support in Vietnam under-

mined Kennedy’s intent. Had he lived, it is questionable whether Kennedy 

would have made the same decisions to increase U.S. fi nancial commitment 

to Korea.

The Treaty of Basic Relations, rushed to conclusion, also left many critical 

issues unresolved between Seoul and Tokyo. Even over sixty years after 

World War II and over forty years since the conclusion of the treaty, the ter-

ritorial dispute still remains a delicate diplomatic issue. The policies of both 

Kennedy and Johnson were so heavily infl uenced by the Cold War that they 

were often blind to other more nuanced issues. They intended to create a 

stable Northeast Asia by bringing U.S. allies together, but neglected to ad-

dress the pain stemming from the complex colonial past. The failure to 

achieve not only adequate political, but emotional, reconciliation has left its 

legacy in the problems these countries face today. However, in the long run, 

the treaty did contribute to its original U.S. goal of bringing political stability 

and economic prosperity to South Korea as it rose from the ashes of the Ko-

rean War to become a world economic power. Ironically, however, it was 

achieved largely at America’s expense.
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