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AMERICAN EXPERIENCE The Battle of Chosin
Premieres Tuesday, November 1, 2016 
9:00-11:00 p.m. ET on PBS

A Harrowing Korean War Battle That Changed U.S. History 
Told by the Men Who Were There

 (
U.S. Marines march along the 
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)[image: ](BOSTON, MA) — On Thanksgiving Day 1950, American-led United Nations troops were on the march in North Korea. U.S. Marine and Air Force pilots distributed holiday meals, even to those on the front lines. Hopes were high that everyone would be home by Christmas. But soon after that peaceful celebration, American military leaders, including General Douglas MacArthur, were caught off guard by the entrance of the People’s Republic of China, led by Mao Zedong, into the five-month-old Korean War. Twelve thousand men of the First Marine Division, along with a few thousand Army soldiers, suddenly found themselves surrounded, outnumbered and at risk of annihilation at the Chosin Reservoir, high in the mountains of North Korea. The two-week battle that followed, fought in brutally cold temperatures, is one of the most celebrated in Marine Corps annals and helped set the course of American foreign policy in the Cold War and beyond. Incorporating interviews with more than 20 veterans of the campaign, The Battle of Chosin recounts this epic conflict through the heroic stories of the men who fought it. Produced and directed by Randall MacLowry and executive produced by Mark Samels, The Battle of Chosin premieres on AMERICAN EXPERIENCE on Tuesday, November 1, 9:00-11:00 p.m. ET (check local listings) on PBS.

“The Battle of Chosin contains remarkably compelling archival footage and photographs, but its real strength is its cast of veterans, who recount their experiences in intimate detail,” said Mark Samels, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Executive Producer. “Representing a cross section of America, these men tell stories that are often heartrending, but which affirm the valor and dedication of those who served during the brutal days and nights at Chosin. It’s important that we capture their stories now, in their own words, before we lose them.”

The events that led to the Battle of the Chosin Reservoir started five months earlier when Korea unexpectedly became the battleground for the first hot conflict of the Cold War. Split across the middle at the 38th parallel in the political settlement that followed World War II, the Korean peninsula had solidified into separate states by 1950. The two new governments symbolized the rising struggle between the world’s dominant political ideologies: democracy and communism. The Soviet Union and Mao Zedong’s new Communist China supported North Korea while South Korea had the backing of the United States and other Western democracies. This balance of power held until June 25, 1950, when North Korea led a surprise attack against South Korea and quickly overran most of the Korean peninsula.

The United Nations Security Council approved a resolution to end the hostilities in Korea and authorized the United States military to lead a multi-national force against North Korea. President Harry Truman told the world that the United States would take “whatever steps were necessary” to contain Communist expansion in Korea. This included the possibility of unleashing nuclear weapons on China. Fears of World War III filled the news.

Under the command of General Douglas MacArthur, American-led forces had turned back North Korea’s aggression. MacArthur then set his sights on quickly pushing north to the Chinese border and reuniting the country under democratic rule. On the eve of MacArthur’s final offensive, the First Marine Division was strung out on a single 78-mile-long supply route leading to the Chosin Reservoir.

Mao Zedong had won a long and deadly civil war a year earlier and united China under the communist flag. When MacArthur’s UN forces threatened his border in the fall of 1950, Mao decided to act. By late November 1950, tens of thousands of Chinese soldiers had quietly infiltrated North Korea and surrounded MacArthur’s forces. On the night of November 27, Mao sprung his trap at the Chosin Reservoir.

The worst of the Chinese onslaught landed on the forces encamped in the hills around the Chosin Reservoir — the First Marine Division, under the command of General Oliver P. Smith, and a small, attached Army unit. Night after night, Mao’s army swept down from the hills and attacked the vastly outnumbered American troops. 

The only hope for the surrounded men was to fight their way back to the coast, a perilous journey into the teeth of a subarctic winter, through tens of thousands of Chinese soldiers waiting in the high ground above the single road out. For the next two weeks, General Smith’s men fought brutal battles against the Chinese in some of the harshest conditions American forces had ever experienced. Dead bodies, frozen in grotesque and contorted shapes, littered the battlefield. Finally, 14,000 surviving troops made their way back to safety.

The carefully staged withdrawal succeeded and also inflicted devastating losses on the enemy. Two Chinese divisions were entirely destroyed, and an estimated 40,000 Chinese soldiers were killed. 

Thousands of North Korean refugees were also fleeing south, many trailing the column of Marines. Nearly 100,000 refugees were part of the massive evacuation of American and UN troops out of North Korea.

The Battle of Chosin is a testament to the courage of the men who fought and survived and explores the conflict in the context of its significance. “What the December 1950 crisis did was to convince the American people that they had to spend a lot more money and make a lot more sacrifices in a Cold War that had turned hot in Korea and might turn hot some place else,” said historian Bruce Cumings. “As a result of that you had fundamental changes in American history. That built the national security state, built military bases abroad, a standing army for the first time in U.S. history. And all of that transpired in December 1950 courtesy of the Chinese intervention.”

The Battle of Chosin will be available on DVD from PBS Distribution and can be purchased at ShopPBS.org. Online viewing begins November 2 at PBS.org.
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Veterans of the Battle of Chosin, in Alphabetical Order

Juan Balleza, U.S. Marine Corps
Robert Boulden, U.S. Marine Corps
Lyle Bradley, U.S. Marine Corps
Richard Carey, U.S. Marine Corps
Thomas Cork, Sr., U.S. Marine Corps
Watson Crumbie, U.S. Marine Corps
Bob Ezell, U.S. Marine Corps
Sam Folsom, U.S. Marine Corps
John Edward Gray, U.S. Army
John Haffeman, U.S. Marine Corps
Bob Harbula, U.S. Marine Corps
Manert Kennedy, U.S. Marine Corps
John Y. Lee, Republic of Korea Army
Grant McMillin, U.S. Army
Bill Mills, U.S. Marine Corps
Martin Overholt, U.S. Marine Corps
John Parkinson, U.S. Marine Corps
Werner Reininger, U.S. Marine Corps (deceased)
Edward Rowny, U.S. Army
Ray Vallowe, U.S. Army
Dr. Stanley Wolf, U.S. Navy

Additional Participants

Bruce Cumings is Gustavus F. and Ann M. Swift Distinguished Service Professor in History at the University of Chicago and the author of several books on Korean history, including the two-volume The Origins of the Korean War. 

Sheila Miyoshi Jager is a professor of East Asian Studies at Oberlin College and the author of several books on Korea and Asian history, the most recent of which is Brothers at War: The Unending Conflict in Korea.

Gail Shisler is the author of a biography of her grandfather, For Country and Corps: The Life of General Oliver P. Smith.

Hampton Sides is a journalist and author of the bestselling histories Ghost Soldiers, Blood and Thunder, Hellhound on His Trail, and, most recently, In the Kingdom of Ice. He is currently working on a book about the Battle of Chosin Reservoir, to be published by Doubleday.

Stanley Weintraub is a historian and biographer who received a Bronze Star for his service in the Korean War. He has written numerous military books, including A Christmas Far From Home about the Battle of Chosin.


About the Filmmakers

	Produced and Directed by
	Randall MacLowry

	Written by
	Mark Zwonitzer

	Narrated by
	Michael Murphy

	Edited by
	Chad Ervin



AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is a production of WGBH Boston

	Senior Producer
	Susan Bellows

	Managing Director
	James E. Dunford

	Executive Producer
	Mark Samels



Randall MacLowry (Producer/Director) is an award-winning filmmaker whose work spans over 25 years. His film The Gold Rush for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE won the Organization of American Historians’ Erik Barnouw Award. MacLowry has also received two Writers Guild of America awards for The Illusion of Time, which he directed and produced for NOVA’s four-part series Fabric of the Cosmos, and for Silicon Valley, an AMERICAN EXPERIENCE episode he produced and directed, and which he co-wrote with Michelle Ferrari. His most recent film for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE was The Mine Wars, which premiered in January 2016. Other films for the series include The Rise and Fall of Penn Station, A Brilliant Madness and Stephen Foster. He also co-produced and edited When the Bough Breaks for the 2008 duPont-Columbia award-winning PBS series Unnatural Causes: Is Inequality Making Us Sick? MacLowry began his career as an editor, and his credits include Building the Alaska Highway, The Polio Crusade and Reconstruction: America’s Second Civil War for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, The Story We Tell for California Newsreel’s RACE: The Power of an Illusion, and the multi-part series West Virginia – A Film History, produced, written and directed by Mark Samels. He also worked as an assistant editor on the Academy Award-winning films The Johnstown Flood and A Time for Justice, produced by Charles Guggenheim. MacLowry received a degree in film from Wesleyan University where he studied with cinema scholar Jeanine Basinger.

Mark Samels (Executive Producer) 
As executive producer of the PBS flagship history series, Mark Samels conceives, commissions and oversees all AMERICAN EXPERIENCE films. Samels has overseen more than 120 films, expanding both the breadth of subjects and the filmmaking style embraced by the series, allowing for more contemporary topics and more witness-driven storytelling. Beginning his career as an independent documentary filmmaker, he held production executive positions at public television stations in West Virginia and Pennsylvania before joining WGBH. Samels is a founding member of the International Documentary Association and has served as a governor of the Academy of Television Arts & Sciences. A graduate of the University of Wisconsin, Samels holds honorary Doctor of Humane Letters degrees from Emerson College and Elizabethtown College. 
 


About AMERICAN EXPERIENCE
For more than 28 years, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE has been television’s most-watched history series. The series has been hailed as “peerless” (The Wall Street Journal), “the most consistently enriching program on television” (Chicago Tribune) and “a beacon of intelligence and purpose” (Houston Chronicle). On air and online, the series brings to life the incredible characters and epic stories that have shaped America’s past and present. Acclaimed by viewers and critics alike, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE documentaries have been honored with every major broadcast award, including 30 Emmy Awards, four duPont-Columbia Awards and 17 George Foster Peabody Awards; the series received an Academy Award® nomination for Best Documentary Feature in 2015 for Last Days in Vietnam. Visit pbs.org/americanexperience and follow us on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube to learn more.  

Exclusive corporate funding for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE provided by Liberty Mutual Insurance. Major funding provided by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and public television viewers. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is produced for PBS by WGBH Boston.

*   *   *
Press Contacts:
CaraMar, Inc.
Mary Lugo		 770-623-8190 	lugo@negia.net
Cara White		 843-881-1480		cara.white@mac.com
Abbe Harris		 908-244-5516		abbe.harris@caramar.net

For further information and photos visit http://www.pbs.org/pressroom.
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