
 Modern Wars:

   Inchon

United States and United Nations Forces: Initially, the invasion 
force consisted of 20,000 troops from Xth Corps—comprising 
7th Infantry Division (ID), 1st Marine Division, and some 
Republic of Korea (ROK) units—under the command of Maj. 
Gen. Edward D. Almond. It would grow to over 75,000. The 7th 
ID was commanded by Maj. Gen. David G. Barr, while the 1st 
Marine Division was commanded by Maj. Gen. Oliver P. Smith. 
Naval Joint Task Force 7 (261 ships from eight nations) was 
commanded by Vice Adm. Arthur D. Struble. Eighth Army was 
commanded by Lt. Gen. Walton Walker. In overall command of 
both US and UN forces was Gen. Douglas MacArthur. 

North Korea: Initially, 400 soldiers from the North Korean 
People’s Army (NKPA) 226th Marine Regiment and 918th 
Coastal Artillery Regiment defended Wolmi-do (now Wolmido) 
Island at Inchon (now Incheon). The forces grew to around 7,000 
soldiers on the approach to Seoul. The primary units defending 
Seoul were the 18th Division and 25th Infantry Brigade, which 
grew to around 20,000 soldiers. Kim Il Sung’s field commander, 
Gen. Choi Yong-kun, was in overall command.  

On 25 June, 1950, North Korea surprised the world by sending 
ten divisions south across the 38th parallel into the Republic 
of Korea (ROK). Within three days, they had captured Seoul, 
sending shocked and demoralized ROK units falling back across 
the country. In the desperate weeks that followed, it was a race 
against time as the North Korean People’s Army (NKPA) pushed 

south, hoping to overwhelm ROK forces 
before sufficient reinforcements could arrive. 
Initially, US troops from Japan rushed to the 
peninsula to secure the critical southern port 
of Pusan (now Busan). For weeks, the war was 
touch-and-go, until Gen. Douglas MacArthur 
launched a bold amphibious assault at the 
western port city of Inchon. This historic 
turning movement caused the North Korean 
attack to collapse, radically changing the war.
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opposing forces

Gen. Douglas MacArthur

Strategic/Operational:
1)	National Preparedness – The Korean War provides an important lesson in national preparedness. After Hiroshima, US planners 
assumed that nuclear weapons had fundamentally altered the future of warfare. Consequently, they focused on nuclear deterrence, 
airpower, and the potential for a Soviet offensive in Europe. Simultaneously, US forces underwent dramatic cuts after WWII, 
leaving a much smaller army to deal with land-based threats. As a result, the US was unprepared to fight a land war in Asia. After 
Korea, “No more Task Force Smiths!” became a rallying cry for better preparedness in the future. History shows that enemies 
exploit strategic weaknesses. In the case of Korea, this is exactly what Kim and Stalin did. And they almost pulled it off. Future 
planners should remind themselves of Korea when they look for blind spots in US strategy. 

2)	MacArthur’s Brilliant Strategy – Operation Chromite showcased MacArthur’s keen grasp of strategy. It was much more than a 
risky flank attack. It was MacArthur using the enemy’s own success against him. By understanding the NKPA’s objective and initial 
success in rapidly concentrating forces to push south, he understood its weakness. The NKPA would be overextended along a lightly 
defended line of communication. And by attacking at a very difficult point (Inchon), he would place his strength where the enemy 
would least expect it. It was a classic indirect approach. By using operational economy of force ‒ giving Walker just enough troops 
to hold the Pusan Perimeter ‒ he marshaled enough force for the amphibious invasion. This balancing act was no small feat. With 
this, Operation Chromite completely unhinged the North’s strategy and remains one of the best examples of an operational turning 
movement in modern war. 

3)	The Return of Limited War – Korea was a watershed moment in the continuous evolution of warfare. For a few centuries, total 
war was the rule. Nations sought to destroy enemy armies, seize their capitals, and force total surrender. After WWII, however, 

this changed. The advent of nuclear weapons, sophisticated air forces, and the more vulnerable infrastructure of 
advanced industrialized nations all conspired to create a new environment supporting limited war. The Cold War 
itself reflected this new reality. Korea became a proxy war, where rivals could still find space to fight below the 
nuclear threshold. Vietnam became an insurgency war, where US technology and superiority were negated by 
manpower and guerrilla tactics. And Russia’s 2014 invasion of Ukraine unveiled a new hybrid war with unmarked 
troops, proxy militias, and cyberattacks, all designed to keep the conflict below the normal threshold of war for as 
long as possible. But it was Korea that marked the first significant transition into this new age of conflict.

Tactical:
1) The Risk/Reward Calculus of Battle – Commanders weigh the risks of planned operations against the 
rewards to be gained. Operation Chromite was certainly a high-risk operation. Consequently, the JCS, along with 
MacArthur’s experienced amphibious commanders, advised against it. MacArthur understood these risks. But 
as an avid student and practitioner of war, he saw what the others didn’t: that the payoff outweighed the risk. 
Even to those suggesting a safer landing closer to Eighth Army, he said, “The real vulnerability of the enemy was 

his long, exposed supply line; cut it, and the allies could seal off the peninsula and gain complete victory.7 
Obviously, he was right. Inchon provides an excellent reminder for commanders that courage, informed by 
experience, and the study of history and military art pay dividends in battle.

2) Tactical Sequencing – MacArthur’s plan was well-conceived. But its success rested on an impressive 
sequencing of fires, forces, and logistics from start to finish. Prior to D-Day, intelligence and deception 

missions shaped the coming battle, while air and naval forces degraded and confused NKPA defenders. 
On D-Day, forces advanced to their objectives, while tanks, artillery, and ammunition were already 
moving ashore. As Marine regiments pushed toward Seoul, an army division came ashore to cover the 
Marines’ exposed right flank, while more ships arrived from the US with additional forces to surround 
Seoul. To top it off, the entire operation was sequenced with Eighth Army to affect a linkup to complete 
the enemy’s destruction. Despite some typical confusion inherent in all large maneuvers, Operation 
Chromite was a masterpiece of sequencing fires, movement, and support in a complex plan.
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Historical significance

Strategy & maneuver

Actions by North Korea – After Japan’s defeat in WWII, Korea 
was liberated from Japanese occupation. However, awkward 
postwar settlements with the Soviet Union ended with the 
peninsula divided along the 38th parallel. Although the division 

was meant to be temporary, Cold War tensions 
intervened, and by 1948, rival governments had 
formed, with each claiming legitimacy over the 
entire peninsula. In the north, Kim Il Sung led 
the communist Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea (DPRK). In the south, Syngman Rhee 
was elected president of the Republic of Korea. 
But while the Soviets built up Kim’s army 
with modern equipment and training, the 
Americans took a more limited approach.

By the spring of 1950, Kim saw his opportunity to reunite the 
peninsula under communist rule. Not only had the Soviets 
modernized Kim’s army, but Mao Zedong had just returned 
thousands of battle-hardened veterans after his victory in the 
Chinese Civil War (1945–49). All that stood in Kim’s way was 
an ill-equipped and untrained constabulary force ‒ marginally 
supported by a distracted US. His plan was to capture Seoul, 
destabilize the ROK government, then quickly sweep south 
before the US could react. On 25 June, he launched his attack, 
sending ten divisions south across the 38th parallel. The Korean 
War had begun. 

Actions by the US and United Nations – After the end of WWII, 
MacArthur led the occupation force governing Japan and its 
possessions, including South Korea. But postwar drawdowns 
resulted in much smaller forces, leaving Eighth Army in Japan 
with only four understrength divisions (7th ID, 24th ID, 25th 
ID, and 1st Cavalry). Equally problematic, the low demands of 
occupation duty left these units poorly trained and equipped.

In Washington, meanwhile, the newly created Joint Chiefs of Staff 
(JCS) wrestled with a new strategy for the postwar era of nuclear 
deterrence and Soviet containment, which, by the spring of 1950, 
had relegated the Pacific to a defensive posture. If war broke 
out, MacArthur’s task would be to hold Japan, Okinawa, and the 

Discussion Questions:

1) Describe the strategy consideration for US planners after WWII. How did the new global 
security landscape create blind spots for the United States? 

_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

2) After the surprise invasion by the North, generals Walker and MacArthur traded space for time on the 
peninsula. Why did they do this, and what principle(s) of war were at play during this time?

_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

3) Discuss both the positive and negative factors that went into MacArthur’s risk/reward calculation for 
Operation Chromite. Can you think of other examples of high-stakes risk/high reward operations in warfare?

_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

4) Describe the deception operations that supported Operation Chromite. Why are these critical in operational 
planning? Can you identify other significant deception operations in the history of warfare?  

_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

5) Success can breed overconfidence. Do you think the dramatic success of Operation Chromite led to mistakes of 
overconfidence later in the war? How so?

_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
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