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In May 2019, Kim Yong-chang, who described himself as a former intelligence officer employed by the US military, caused a sensation when he went public with information that Chun Doo-hwan had flown to Kwangju on May 21, 1980, an hour before the army’s mass shooting of protesters in front of the Provincial Office. In addition to this, however, he also made dubious claims that were clearly untrue, namely that US Department of Defense had ordered all American citizens residing in Kwangju to be evacuated from the city three or four days before the Kwangju Uprising began, thereby revealing that “the US knew the Kwangju Uprising was going to break out before it happened.”


Though Kim was ultimately proven to be a fraud,
 his claims prompt questions concerning not only the actions the US government took in regard to American citizens living in Kwangju during the uprising of May 1980, but also how Americans living there reacted to the momentous events taking place. What follows uses memoirs, interviews, and declassified State Department cables to reconstruct the experiences of Americans in Kwangju that May, their reactions to the uprising, and the US Embassy’s concerns about their safety.

When the uprising began on May 18, 1980, the majority of Americans living in and near the city were missionaries; most of those who chose not to leave were five households of Presbyterian and Baptist missionaries who lived on a compound in Yangnim-dong, just south of the city center.
 There was also a group of “official” Americans in the city that included David Miller, a public affairs officer who was director of the American Cultural Center (ACC), and a handful of Peace Corps Volunteers (PCVs).

Contrary to Kim’s claim that the US government was aware of what was going to happen in Kwangju, the US Embassy was given about an hour’s notice of the expansion of martial law on May 17, and that was only because they were making queries about the student leaders rumoured to have been arrested at Ewha Womans University that evening. As US Ambassador William Gleysteen described it in a cable to the State Department, “The military leaders have shown disregard for constituted authority in the ROK – and for us. We have been presented with a fait accompli suggesting that the military leaders either do not know or care about the consequences of treating us in this manner.” But, after suggesting various ways in which they could protest the ROK’s actions, he wrote, “I regret to say at this point our influence appears disturbingly limited.”

Likewise, Americans living in Kwangju were also shocked by the events that took place there the next day. As Martha Huntley, a Presbyterian missionary who lived on the Yangnim-dong compound, described it, “We were all taken totally by surprise May 18.”
 Numerous Americans in Kwangju that afternoon witnessed the student protests against the military’s takeover of the government and the ensuing violent and indiscriminate crackdown by paratroopers. Four Baptists from Florida, who were in the city for an evangelistic crusade, were staying in a hotel downtown. As Baptist missionary Barbara Peterson, along with her five-year-old son, took one minister back to the hotel, a group of students ran toward them, followed by an army vehicle, which “shot a tear gas canister at the students and toward us. […] We could hardly see because of the tear gas in our eyes.”
 Her husband Arnold also witnessed numerous instances of paratroopers beating young men with batons without provocation, and even lunging at them with bayonets.
 Martha Huntley described how “around noon, the telephone began ringing and didn’t cease for days as various friends and students of ours called to say they were being attacked in the streets, beaten, kicked, and so on, or their friends and relatives were.”

PCVs from Kwangju and elsewhere in Chŏllanam-do also witnessed the violence. One of them, Tim Warnberg, described how, while he was sheltering in a store, a paratrooper burst in and “proceeded to club everyone over the head with his truncheon until he came to the other volunteer and me. He stopped, startled, hesitated a moment, and then ran out.”
 This may have inspired what missionary John Underwood described as “a sort of non-violent intervention” by the PCVs.
 In Arnold Peterson’s words, as paratroopers were beating young people, some PCVs “went up to the person being attacked and put their arms around him hugging him so as to receive the blows from the paratroopers.” As a result, “the paratroopers quit beating that person and began to beat another person. They consciously avoided striking the foreigner and sought out defenseless persons.”
 Warnberg described another way they intervened: “Two volunteers and I picked up a delivery boy for a Chinese restaurant who had been knocked off his bike by a blow to the head. We brought him to a clinic and managed to convince the reluctant doctor to open his door.”
 

ACC director David Miller contacted the Embassy May 19 to alert them to the violence and the growing demonstrations. When the Embassy contacted Defense Security Command, the military intelligence organization headed by Chun Doo-hwan, it dismissed the reports as rumors and played down the seriousness of the situation. Since Miller was ordered for security reasons to remain indoors, information from Kwangju remained fragmentary and the Embassy often relied on foreign news reports during the first days of the uprising.
 

Other Americans in Kwangju witnessed the city’s growing tension and violence. On May 18, PCV David Dolinger tried to transfer buses in the city while returning home from a wedding, and amid the palpable fear, tear gas, and martial law troops, he encountered an elderly man who told him the citizens had to fight back.
 The next day PCV Paul Courtright was passing through the city when he saw soldiers brutally beat a young man, perhaps to death, at the bus station.
 Each stayed with PCV Tim Warnberg during their overnight visits. On May 19, Warnberg helped a doctor carry wounded to his clinic, and then, with Judi Chamberlin, another PCV who was stationed in the city, tried to intervene when they saw people being beaten by soldiers in the street, but were pushed away.
 

The missionaries at the Yangnim-dong compound helped out in other ways. On the night of May 20, people they knew began to bring their sons to the compound in the hope they could take shelter there due to the “terror that people felt that night” over rumors that the military would raid their homes and arrest and kill their children. More people came over the following days until the houses were so full that some had to hide out in the woods on the compound.
 As Martha Huntley remembered it, “We had 22 people with us [at our house].”
 Arnold Peterson also drove students to safety outside the city on May 20 and May 21.

Much of Kwangju awoke on May 21 to find the military absent because the soldiers had retreated to a handful of strategic points in the city, particularly the Provincial Office which became the focal point of the day’s protests. John Underwood noted a change in the city’s atmosphere:

On Wednesday morning young men and women careened through the streets on commandeered pick-ups, buses, and military-type army or police vehicles, with slogans painted on them. As they went by, young and older sober citizens stood by the streets applauding and cheering. Twice I saw women run out with bundles of sticks or cudgels for the students. Later the offerings were soft drinks and buns […] The mood of the students and citizenry was heady and exhilarated, and ordinary rules were clearly in abeyance.
 
As he put it, he “saw unmistakably that…the entire city had embraced and adopted the student protest. From this point on, the May 18th incident was clearly a matter of the citizenry of Kwangju, and should not be spoken of in terms of students.”
 He explained why he thought this was happening:

In my own opinion, what we saw in Kwangju was a demonstration of free people pushed too far, and reacting with violent indignation which is divorced from policy or plan and which inspires a temporary lawlessness in law-abiding people. I liken it to the Boston Tea Party: Lawless, emotional, destructive and ill-calculated for the achievement of benefit, spontaneous combustion of free-born citizens suddenly refused to be tromped upon any longer.
 
Other missionaries came face to face with the brutality meted out by the military on May 21 when soldiers opened fired on protesters in front of the Provincial Office, and then on bystanders throughout the city. Martha Huntley and her husband Betts were both at Kwangju Christian Hospital when the wounded and dead began to arrive at the hospital. As she wrote, “In two hours our hospital alone received 99 wounded and 14 dead.” Contributing to the deaths and injuries was the fact that the bullets “were the kind that explode on contact.”
 Arnold Peterson soon joined them at the hospital, and described another key reason for these casualties:

At about 3:15 p.m. several helicopter gunships appeared in the sky over Kwangju. They began to shoot at the crowds in the streets. Casualties began to come into the hospital very rapidly. The first dead body received at the hospital was that of a middle school girl who was brought in about 3:30 p.m. The helicopters continued to fly over the city and shoot all afternoon. […] Of all the events that occurred during the 10 days of the Kwangju incident, this shooting of the crowds from the helicopters was, for me, the most barbaric.

PCVs David Dolinger and Paul Courtright soon returned to the city to check on their friends or the family members of their neighbors. Walking into Kwangju on May 21, Dolinger saw buses and trucks full of young men and covered with banners speed out of the city, and he arrived in Kwangju to find people taking cover from helicopters and soldiers as they fired on citizens. He also saw civilians armed with M1 rifles.
 Courtright witnessed the spread of the uprising to Nampyŏng, a small town outside Kwangju, where citizens seized guns from a police station and then decided to smash them to prevent their use by the military. Riding his bike into Kwangju the next day, he passed a military blockade on the city’s outskirts and came across buses and cars riddled with bullet holes and smeared with blood.
 

By May 21, the Embassy was aware the military’s actions had “create[d] scars which will last for years,” but, because it was concerned with “the loss of the government’s ability to maintain public order,” reports to Washington mostly focused on “disorder” and property damage by “a large mob” that had “gained temporary run of the city.”
 That day, the U.S. Armed Forces Korea Network began warning Americans to avoid travel to Kwangju.”
 While confused reports at the Embassy suggested that ACC director David Miller was to be evacuated with “25 to 30 American missionaries” by helicopter to a nearby ROK Air Base,
 this was amended later in the day, saying such plans were not being implemented, though “[c]ontingency plans for their removal, if needed, are in hand.”
 
On May 22, Kwangju’s citizens and residents awoke to find that the military had retreated from the city, choosing to surround and isolate it instead. The missionaries decided to send the Baptists visiting from Florida to Taejŏn. As Barbara Peterson remembered it, “The decision was made that I would go with them and take our eight- and five-year-old sons, Michael Huntley, and our children’s teacher with me. John [Underwood] suggested that we put American flags on the mirrors of the cars.”
 After dropping them off at a train station outside the military barricades, Arnold Peterson and John Underwood returned to Kwangju.
 News soon reached the Embassy of their trip.

The Embassy attempted to assess how many Americans and other foreigners were in Kwangju with Arnold Peterson’s help. At 5 p.m. May 22, he received a call from Dave Hill, a First Sergeant in the U.S. Air Force stationed at the ROK air base outside the city. “He told us the U.S. Air Force was considering making a forced entry of Kwangju to rescue the Americans in YangNim Dong. I said that there was no need for such action. The idea for the ‘rescue’ was the result of false fears created by reports made to the Air Force by David Miller”.
 As Martha Huntley put it, “For the military to ‘rescue’ us missionaries was ludicrous to us -- the students and citizens of Kwangju were not interested in harming Americans in any way; they were grateful we were there to be an outside witness to the atrocities and lies on every hand.”
 Barbara Peterson described a similar reaction when she left for Taejŏn that day: “As we left the compound and drove up the street toward Speer Girls High School, people lined the streets and were cheering and yelling, ‘Tell the world what is happening to us!’”

According to Arnold Peterson, on May 23, “I spent much of the afternoon making telephone calls on behalf of the U.S. Embassy. I had become involved in efforts by the U.S. Embassy to locate and confirm the safety of citizens of the United States and other countries who remained in Kwangju.”
 Though long-distance phone service to and from Kwangju had been cut off on May 21, isolating the city, the air base was part of the local telephone system, which made communication possible. Complicating this was the fact that “the telephone system on the American base was subject to the control of the Korean military” which “tried to prevent calls between the American military and Kwangju citizens as a method of limiting the flow of information into and out of Kwangju.”
 The American commander at the base protested this and a connection between Peterson’s telephone and the base allowed them to communicate once or twice a day. The Embassy passed on the names and phone numbers of people whose safety they wished to confirm to Peterson; he made contact with eight other foreigners in Kwangju.
 

Secretary of State Edmund Muskie seemed to believe these phone calls had another purpose. In a cable to the US Embassy on May 23, he wrote, “We understand that you have already ordered all official Americans out of Kwangju and advised Americans elsewhere in the Cholla provinces to leave.” He also advised the Embassy to “make every effort possible to get all Americans out of Kwangju safely” that day to ensure “that all Americans leave the area of greatest danger.” Clearly having heard of the missionaries’ trip to Daejeon, he suggested that the “easiest course of action may for those inside the city to drive quietly to Kwangju Air Base using an American flag if that can be helpful.”
 

As Martha Huntley put it, however, “We never got a direct, group order to leave Kwangju from the U.S. Embassy. I cannot remember [Arnold Peterson] ever telling us there had been an order for the missionaries to leave.”
 The same was not true for the five PCVs then in the city, who did receive an order to leave, but ultimately chose to remain. One reason was that the military’s blockade of roads in and out of the city had tightened, making Muskie’s advice to “drive quietly out” far more difficult to follow. Paul Courtright had tried to leave the city on May 23 but was stopped by soldiers.
 According to David Dolinger, “We saw no reason to leave the city and [thought] we should stay and make sure that our friends were okay.”
 
The missionaries and PCVs also encountered another group of foreigners entering the city, rather than leaving it: journalists. As Arnold Peterson remembered it, they began arriving on May 21 and the Petersons hosted some for dinner in their home that evening.
 According to David Dolinger, he met Norman Thorpe of the Asian Wall Street Journal on the afternoon of May 21.
 Tim Warnberg translated for two journalists while he visited hospital morgues and counted bodies the next day. In the following days the four PCVs also spoke with German cameraman Jurgen Hinzpeter and American reporters Robin Moyer (Time) and Terry Anderson (Associated Press).
 Hinzpeter also interviewed Warnberg on camera on the roof of Chŏnnam University Hospital, where he worked, though he was referred to as an Amnesty International worker.
 The PCVs split up and accompanied different reporters to act as interpreters, visiting hospitals to interview the wounded and count bodies.
 At Kwangju Christian Hospital, in addition to his normal duties, Betts Huntley was “talking to reporters and photographers and taking them to the people they wanted to meet.”
 He also preserved x-rays taken of the internal damage caused by soft bullets and photographed the dead and developed the photos in his own darkroom.
 On May 24, while going to meet reporter Terry Anderson, PCV Judi Chamberlin ran into Arnold Peterson and asked him to join her, and he helped interpret Anderson’s interviews with Korean witnesses.
 On May 25, after Peterson interpreted for reporters once again, he was interviewed by an ABC reporter but, conforming to the policy of the Foreign Mission Board, tried to stay as politically neutral as possible. Discussing his discomfort over this with John Underwood, Underwood argued that due to the atrocities that had been committed, “the issue was now more a question of right vs. wrong than it was a mere political issue.” After this conversation, he wrote, “I determined that if another opportunity arose, I would not be silent.”

The missionaries knew some of the Christians on the citizens’ settlement committee trying to negotiate with the military, and were aware that an agreement had been reached on the condition that citizens turn in the arms they had seized. When representatives of other social activist groups began to join the committee, however, consensus broke down. Many local students were conciliatory, while a group of “hard-line students did not refuse to accept the settlement achieved, but…felt with the social activist newcomers on the concerned citizens’ committee that a little tougher bargaining would be better.” A third group distrusted the military and “wanted nothing to do with any settlement, but simply to die and by their death to wake Korea to the intolerable situation in which they felt her to be lost, so that the nation would awake and save itself.”
 This group eventually came to take over operations in the Provincial Hall. 

PCV David Dolinger became better acquainted with this group when one of them asked him to bear witness to their activities in the Provincial Hall on the evening of May 24. He sat in on one of their meetings and spent the night there after being asked to help other citizen’s army members monitor military radio frequencies in Korean and English in the hope of receiving advance warning of a military advance on the city.

On May 24, ACC director David Miller left the city for the air base and returned to Seoul, bringing with him a message from Kwangu Catholic Bishop Yun which stated that what citizens most desired was a government apology; Miller took it to Cardinal Stephen Kim Sou-hwan on May 25.
 That day PCV Paul Courtright left the city by walking his bike over a mountain and, hoping to inform the US Embassy about what was happening in Kwangju, made his way to Seoul by taxi and bus the next day.

As a military solution became more likely, on May 25 the Korean foreign ministry requested that the Embassy “urge all Americans to leave Kwangju and Mokpo as quickly as possible.”
 The US Embassy concluded that it would be safer for Americans there to remain where they were, though in a cable to Washington, Ambassador Gleysteen criticized those who remained because they “unwisely disregarded strong warnings…urging them repeatedly to leave,” and added, “The five Peace Corps Volunteers defied a direct order to leave. Once out of Kwangju, they will be sent home.”

On the afternoon of May 25, Arnold Peterson was called by Dave Hill at the air base, who strongly suggested they leave. He said that “military action by the Korean government was imminent and that our safety could not be guaranteed if we remained,” and offered to send helicopters to evacuate them from their compound. After a discussion among the missionaries, they decided to “stay and see this through along with the people of Kwangju.”
 

Next morning, the missionaries consented to do an on-camera interview with a CBS news crew in which they “affirmed that the root cause of the present disturbance was the misconduct of the military, not the students.”
 
Trying to comply with the request to evacuate Americans, the Embassy contacted the officer in charge at the air force base, who reached out to Arnold Peterson. Peterson spent the rest of the morning trying to reach Americans in the city for the Embassy, and contacted 25 people. Speaking with Dave Hill at the air base, Hill “again insisted that we leave. He spoke ominously of something he knew but couldn’t say.”
 

Later, PCVs Tim Warnberg and Judi Chamberlin met with the missionaries and discussed the evacuation plans, but “decided along with them that it would be best to stay.” The PCVs then went downtown, where they met several journalists, including Henry Scott-Stokes of the New York Times, who told them “the American government had convinced the Koreans not to bomb the city” – the very plan that Peterson later discovered was so troubling Dave Hill.
 Yun Sang-won, leader of the student group willing to fight the military, asked a number of journalists to contact Ambassador Gleysteen to ask him to mediate a settlement. Scott-Stokes wrote a story for the Times to convey that request.


A number of foreigners followed the Embassy’s advice to leave the city. A USAF C-130 arrived at Osan Air Base at 6 p.m. on May 26 carrying 23 evacuees from Kwangju.
 PCV Paul Courtright experienced a longer, more stressful journey passing through military checkpoints on his way to Seoul. Upon arriving that evening, he met Peace Corps Korea director Jim Mayer at the US Embassy, planning to convey the news of what had happened in Kwangju. No one came to talk to them, however, and after waiting for two hours, they left.


By that time it was clear the military would invade the city that night. The missionaries and PCVs sheltered indoors while the journalists waited at the tourist hotel next to the Provincial Office – a key military target. When AP reporter Terry Anderson tried to photograph soldiers on a nearby roof at the start of their assault, they fired on him, forcing him and other journalists to flee their room. The next morning, May 27, the journalists walked around the Provincial Office and counted 17 bodies.
 They were soon joined by the PCVs, who they exchanged stories with. They all watched as soldiers hog-tied and beat prisoners.
 When he walked around the city that afternoon, Arnold Peterson found the city to be an armed camp, and came home to find soldiers searching the woods near his house for students.


The next day a van arrived in Kwangju to take the PCVs to Seoul. It was only then that they discovered that another PCV had stayed indoors the entire time. Upon their arrival at the Peace Corps office, they were questioned together and then separately about their experiences. Because he had spent the night in the Provincial Office with the “militants,” David Dolinger was forced to sign a resignation letter.
 As well, they were told not to talk to their Korean colleagues about what they had seen in Kwangju.
 The next day, Dolinger, Tim Warnberg, and Judi Chamberlin took a written statement describing what they witnessed to the Embassy and requested a meeting with the ambassador, but were turned away.

Two weeks later, a report on the uprising written by John Underwood made its way to the Embassy, where Ambassador Gleysteen referred to it as “the most balanced record and analysis of [the] incident we have seen so far.” Commenting on the PCVs’ refusal to obey the exit order, Underwood wrote, “It is my personal opinion that if their headquarters had been able to see the situation from the ground as we saw it, headquarters would have hoped that they would stay and do almost exactly what they did. As Americans, we are very proud of our Peace Corps friends.”

The missionaries knew a number of people who had been killed, and dozens who had been injured or arrested. On May 29 the funerals began. As Martha Huntley remembered it, “I went to 24 in one day. They were burying bodies in batches of 20 to 30 every few hours for several days.”
 

The coffins were on a truck and then lined up with their pictures when there were pictures. Some had family members there to mourn, but some did not, as some of these were students whose families lived out of Kwangju. There were Buddhist priests doing services, and there were Christian ministers and priests doing services -- I believe every person buried had someone to say words over them. All of this was spontaneous and done by the citizens of Kwangju -- the ministers and priests who were there came of their own accord, as we missionaries did. […] To me it was the most dramatic and sorrowful scene that I witnessed or was part of during the [incident].

Though the ambassador had declared that the PCVs would be sent home, ultimately none of them were. Despite his dismissal from the Peace Corps, David Dolinger quickly got a job teaching on an American military base, and, after he was contacted by members of the Monday Night Group of activist missionaries, he used his base post office privileges to send dissident materials in and out of the country. Throughout the 1980s he worked to publicize what happened in Kwangju.
 

The other PCVs finished their terms of service, and all of them contributed their eyewitness accounts to Tim Warnberg’s 1987 academic article about the uprising -- the first such article to be published. Paul Courtright recently published a memoir; a memoir by David Dolinger is forthcoming.
 The former PCV who also remained in Kwangju, Linda Lewis, contributed to the first English-language book about the uprising in 1988, and published her own book in 2002.
 Another former PCV, Don Baker, who visited Kwangju the day after the military retook the city, has also written about the uprising.

Though journalist Henry Scott-Stokes wrote that “It’s rare, if not unheard of, for foreign correspondents to get together and pool their copy in one place, many years after an event,” that is exactly what a number of journalists who covered the Kwangju Uprising did in 1997 with the publication of Kwangju in the Eyes of the World.

The missionaries who stayed in Kwangju during the uprising worked in the following years to help their neighbors and to spread the truth of what happened in the midst of a government-mandated shroud of silence. Arnold Peterson used the threat of drawing international attention to the arrest of his colleague, Baptist pastor Chang Sei-Kyun, to get him freed, but others were not so lucky. As Martha Huntley remembered, “we were trying to do those helpful things that Koreans could be put in prison for doing -- interpreting and translating for the foreign press and investigative committees that began showing up, and continued to do so for over a year; distributing funds to the families of breadwinners who had been imprisoned for breaking the gag order or any other order of the occupying Chun forces, and for medical expenses of the injured[.]”
 The Petersons stayed in Kwangju until 1982, the Huntleys until 1985, and the Underwoods until 1993.

In 1990 Arnold Peterson published a memoir about the uprising, and at Chun Doo-hwan’s trial in 1996, photos taken by him of the helicopter shootings, as well as photos taken by Betts Huntley at the hospital of people killed by the military, were used as evidence against him. In Chun Doo-hwan’s 2017 memoir, he called priest Cho Bi-oh a “liar” and Peterson a “satan” for their testimony about the helicopter shooting, prompting Chun’s current trial for defamation.
 Last year, after three members of the conservative Liberty Korea Party described the uprising as a rebellion instigated by North Korean provocateurs, Martha Huntley and Barbara Peterson wrote a letter to the Speaker of the National Assembly criticizing their actions. In concluding, they wrote, “We are grateful for our years in Korea, and are grateful to have been there to see and help even in the midst of great -- and unwarranted -- violence on an entire city.”
 Upon reading Barbara Peterson’s memory of May 22, 1980, when citizens yelled “Tell the world what is happening to us!” Martha Huntley wrote, “Goodness knows, we’ve tried and are trying!”

Matt VanVolkenburg has lived in Korea for 15 years, received an M.A. in Korean Studies from the Jackson School of International Studies at the University of Washington and is the author of the blog Gusts of Popular Feeling. He has been published in the Journal of Korean Law and Transactions.
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