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Koreans show Valentine’s Day appreciation for U.S. Forces in Korea

By Sgt. Russell C. Bassett

YONGSAN GARRISON, REPUBLIC OF KOREA – There are many in Korea and in the United States who believe that most Korean citizens are ready to see U.S. forces withdraw from Korea. The Highway 56 accident, in which two Korean girls were killed by a U.S. Army vehicle, seemed to galvanize anti-U.S. protestors, most noticeably in the form of large candlelight rallies. 


In January, Koreans supportive of the U.S. found their voice and began to organize their own rallies, many of which have reached the same numbers of attendees as the anti-U.S. demonstrations. This show of support was is in evidence at a Valentine’s gift-giving this morning at the 8th Army headquarters building.  Members of pro-U.S. organizations gave 37,000 packages of chocolate to the same number of U.S. military personnel who serve here. 


According to Shin, Hye-shik, the president of “Tokrip Shinmun,” a web-based news service, the gift presentation was to show that most Koreans want U.S. forces to remain in Korea.

“We are concerned that the recent spread of anti-U.S. demonstrations might have a negative impact on the friendship between America and South Korea,” he said. “America is South Korea’s blood brother, and we oppose the withdrawal of the American forces from South Korea.”

The event organizers presented Army Col. William Ivey, 8th Army chief of staff; Marine Corps Col. Richard Monreal, USFK J5; and Navy Cpt. Edward Boorda, Naval Forces Korea chief of staff, with candy-filled Valentine’s baskets.

According to Ivey, the symbolic gift was very much appreciated. “Often it is the guys that do not support what their government wants that are out demonstrating and making comments,” he said. “I am thankful that these groups took the time to speak out and show their support.”

Several people attending the event stressed the importance of showing the world that the majority of Koreans appreciate that U.S. forces are in Korea.

“Even though we have a history that goes together, due to the small incident with two little girls it can look like all Korean citizens are against the American soldiers, but that is only a small part of the population,” said Bong, Tae Hong, president of the civic group, People Making Cleaner Country of the 21st Century.

“Many Koreans are forgetting the things the U.S. has done for us,” said Yoo, Han Jin, a journalist for “Tokrip Shinmun.” Korean citizens do not recognize the danger when the U.S. troops withdraw out of our peninsula.”

The anti-U.S. demonstrations in this country are often considered to be the voice of the Korean younger generation; however both Shin and Ivey stressed that Koreans who voice anti-U.S. sentiments are not only in the minority of Korean citizens, but also in the minority of young Koreans.

“The American forces and America have been told incorrectly that the mistaken beliefs by some Koreans represent the beliefs of the great majority of Koreans,” said Shin, who organized the event using the Internet. “Many young South Koreans see America as our reliable friend who protects the peace on the Korean peninsula.

“But the great majority of South Koreans tend not to actively speak their minds,” he added.

“I would say that the Korean younger generation is not as anti-U.S. as they are portrayed,” Ivey agreed. “I imagine if you polled everybody you would find that most of the younger generation is neutral, because they are busy getting on with their lives, finishing their education, getting involved in the economy and making a living.”

Ivey said that all U.S servicemembers in Korea would receive their packet of Valentine’s chocolate. “One of the baskets will go up to the Joint Security Area for soldiers serving on the DMZ,” he said.

The event organizers told the crowd who attended the show of appreciation that there would be a large pro-U.S. forces rally in two weeks.

“We are trying to get a million people for a demonstration on Mar. 1 to show the world that the Korean people do not want U.S. soldiers to leave Korea,” said Bong. “There are 50 organizations involved in the rally and we expect that several thousands will attend.”

“We hope a million people will gather for the purpose of anti-nuclear warheads, anti-Kim Jung Il and pro-America,” said Yoo. “We hope this event will show our friendly feeling towards the U.S.”

Meanwhile, the organizers of the anti-U.S. rallies seemed to have switched gears. The candlelight vigils protesting the Highway 56 accident have transformed into anti-war protests against U.S. policy on Iraq and North Korea. 

Observers from both nations and around the world are watching to see which type of demonstration truly speaks the mind of the Korean people.

