
On Jan. 23, 1968, North Korea boarded and captured the USS Pueblo, an intelligence
gathering ship belonging to the U.S. Navy. Pyon�yang claimed the vessel had strayed
into North Korean territorial waters, an allegation that Washington denied. The
incident, already diplomatically embarrassing, was exacerbated by a number of
factors, not least of which was the clandestine nature of the ship itself and the secret
documents and recordings onboard. It would take almost a year for the United States
to recover the 82 alive but traumatized Pueblo crewmembers from North Korea — with
the notable exception of one man who lost his life during the boarding.

Although exasperating for the United States, when seen through North Korean eyes,
the Pueblo incident was a major triumph against an overbearing and threatening
global power. Pyon�yang was able to achieve a substantial propaganda victory,
extracting maximum satisfaction by compelling Washington to release a statement
admitting culpability — though the statement was heavily caveated and the U.S.
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Editor's Note

On Jan. 23,1968, North Korea seized a U.S. Navy ship that had
allegedly strayed into its territorial waters. Fifty years later, as
tensions flare between Washington and Pyongyang, we are
republishing this column from January 2015 that recounts a visit
to the captured vessel.
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government quickly renounced it. The incident was deeply uncomfortable for
Washington, but it was only one of many challenges that President Lyndon B.
Johnson's administration faced at the time. The U.S. government was contending with
an increasingly problematic war in Vietnam, domestic social unrest and the ever-
looming specter of the Cold War. For Pyon�yang, however, the capture of the Pueblo
resonated beyond its short-term implications, inspiring feelings of pride and tenacity
in the North Korean population.

Originally a light cargo ship launched toward the end of World War II, the Pueblo
was redesignated AGER�2 by the U.S. Navy and equipped to conduct signals and
electronic intelligence gathering and surveillance operations. Its mission at the time it
was boarded was to monitor Russian activity in the Tsushima Strait and intercept
radio transmissions from Soviet ships as well as from North Korea.

Around midday on Jan. 23, 1968, a North Korean submarine chaser and three
torpedo boats, supported by a MiG�21 pair overhead, approached the Pueblo. Ordered
to heave to, the Pueblo showed its American colors and made full steam for the open
sea. Unable to outrun the faster craft, the American ship attempted to prevent
boarding action by taking evasive maneuvers, vying for time to destroy sensitive
materials and cryptographic equipment onboard. Eventually the North Korean boats
engaged the Pueblo with cannon and machine-gun fire, forcing its compliance. It was
then boarded and escorted back to North Korea; any attempt to deviate course was
met with more fire. One U.S. sailor was killed in the engagement and a number were
wounded. Although the Pueblo had two .50-caliber machine guns for defense, they
were not used. Only a fraction of the classified materials and equipment aboard the
Pueblo were destroyed before its seizure.

The capture of the Pueblo came at a difficult time for Washington. Only two days
before, a B�52G Stratofortress carrying four nuclear weapons crashed near the Thule
Air Base in Greenland, causing the dispersal of nuclear material and a major
diplomatic incident. Vietnam was not going as planned — in fact, the Tet Offensive
would commence a week after the Pueblo was taken, sparking fresh pessimism about
the war. The civil rights movement was in full swing, and Martin Luther King Jr.
refused to let social injustice be sidelined. The space race had stalled, with both Russia
and the United States suspending manned operations in 1967 after a number of
fatalities. And, providing the backdrop for all of this, the Cold War between the Soviet
bloc and the West continued to grind on. At that moment in time, the capture of a U.S.
Navy surveillance ship and all its sailors by North Korea was the last thing Washington
needed.

government quickly renounced it. The incident was deeply uncomfortable for
Washington, but it was only one of many challenges that President Lyndon B.
Johnson's administration faced at the time. The U.S. government was contending with
an increasingly problematic war in Vietnam, domestic social unrest and the ever-
looming specter of the Cold War. For Pyongyang, however, the capture of the Pueblo
resonated beyond its short-term implications, inspiring feelings of pride and tenacity
in the North Korean population.

Originally a light cargo ship launched toward the end of World War II, the Pueblo
was redesignated AGER-2 by the U.S. Navy and equipped to conduct signals and
electronic intelligence gathering and surveillance operations. Its mission at the time it
was boarded was to monitor Russian activity in the Tsushima Strait and intercept
radio transmissions from Soviet ships as well as from North Korea.

Around midday on Jan. 23, 1968, a North Korean submarine chaser and three
torpedo boats, supported by a MiG-21 pair overhead, approached the Pueblo. Ordered
to heave to, the Pueblo showed its American colors and made full steam for the open
sea. Unable to outrun the faster craft, the American ship attempted to prevent
boarding action by taking evasive maneuvers, vying for time to destroy sensitive
materials and cryptographic equipment onboard. Eventually the North Korean boats
engaged the Pueblo with cannon and machine-gun fire, forcing its compliance. It was
then boarded and escorted back to North Korea; any attempt to deviate course was
met with more fire. One U.S. sailor was killed in the engagement and a number were
wounded. Although the Pueblo had two .50-caliber machine guns for defense, they
were not used. Only a fraction of the classified materials and equipment aboard the
Pueblo were destroyed before its seizure.

The capture of the Pueblo came at a difficult time for Washington. Only two days
before, a B-52G Stratofortress carrying four nuclear weapons crashed near the Thule
Air Base in Greenland, causing the dispersal of nuclear material and a major
diplomatic incident. Vietnam was not going as planned — in fact, the Tet Offensive
would commence a week after the Pueblo was taken, sparking fresh pessimism about
the war. The civil rights movement was in full swing, and Martin Luther King Jr.
refused to let social injustice be sidelined. The space race had stalled, with both Russia
and the United States suspending manned operations in 1967 after a number of
fatalities. And, providing the backdrop for all of this, the Cold War between the Soviet
bloc and the West continued to grind on. At that moment in time, the capture of a U.S.
Navy surveillance ship and all its sailors by North Korea was the last thing Washington
needed.



Exploring the USS Pueblo in Pyongyang

Vice President of Asia-Pacific Analysis Rodger Baker shares his impressions of a visit
to the USS Pueblo, now a museum in Pyon�yang, during a journey to North Korea in
2005. The following excerpt is taken from his personal journal.

Our tour guide aboard the USS Pueblo, it turns out, is Kim Jung Rok, who
was part of the boarding party that took the Pueblo. He stands in his dark
uniform, his chest covered in campaign ribbons under his Kim Il Sung
badge, his wrinkled face under a shining white hat with black brim. He
exudes pride; pride in his job, pride in his place in history and pride in his
privilege to share his story and view with Americans on this day. It is a
moment that makes you realize, whatever your ideolo�y, that a veteran is a
veteran.

Stratfor Vice President for Asia-Pacific Analysis Rodger Baker with Kim Jung Rok.
Stratfor
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The tour begins with the "invasion" of the "pirate ship" General Sherman in
1866. The General Sherman, we are told, was the first ship from America to
invade North Korea, but certainly not the last. It was sunk by "our people,"
the guide says, and then informs us that the citizens who attacked the
General Sherman in the defense of Korea were led by none other than the
great-grandfather of Kim Il Sung himself.

We are sat in front of a television in the ship's galley and watch a
propaganda film, loaded with glorious images reminiscent of a 1950s Cold
War movie shown in elementary school to warn us of impending war with
the Soviets. The music is a match. The narrator — with an accent more
reminiscent of the comic French-English of Peter Sellers than the English-
speaking North Korean it actually is — draws us into the story of the "Pueblo
armed spy ship of the U.S. imperialist aggression forces." The ship had a
crew of 83 when captured, including six officers. One American sailor died
in the capture.

My attention wanes as a mosquito drones around my ear. There appear to
be parts of the galley wall that have been rebuilt with fiberglass, but
otherwise the interior is relatively well maintained. "...the brazen-faced U.S.
imperialists..." It is interesting that the video credits Kim Jong Il with
handling the negotiations at the time — in 1968. "...the enemy kneeled down
before the Korean people and made an apolo�y..." A flag-draped coffin
flashes across the screen — the one American who died in the action. "...the
U.S. imperialists who kneeled down before the Korean People are now
running on down hill..."

The Pueblo was moved to Pyon�yang as a trophy — and opened for tours — in 1999,
after North Korea carried out its first Taepodong launch attempt. It was part of Kim
Jong Il establishing himself and his bona fides as the legitimate and strong leader of
the Democratic People's Republic of Korea. In 2013, the ship was moved again to a
new location as part of an expansion of North Korea's military museum.

Starting the tour in earnest, we lead off through the officer's mess, past the
damage from the boarding action — the scarred metal is marked with red
circles to highlight hits from gunfire and shrapnel. We see the Pueblo's flag,
a copy of the letter to Truman, and other items of interest. When we reach
the bridge, it is time for another story. When the North Koreans captured
the Pueblo's captain, we are told, neither spoke the other's language,
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prompting the North Koreans to draw a picture of a big-nosed man on a
piece of paper. After making questioning gestures, the captain was
prompted to write the number 83 (83 members of the crew). The Koreans
then drew an eagle, by which the American wrote a "6" (six officers).

Damage taken by the USS Pueblo after being engaged by North Korean vessels. 
Stratfor

Again we are told that the Koreans are so proud of Kim Il Sung and Kim
Jong Il for capturing the Pueblo — the only instance that a boat of seven
soldiers has captured a ship with a crew of 83. Given that our guide was part
of the seven that boarded the Pueblo (from their 12 person missile boat), one
would think he would remember that neither Kim Jong Il nor Kim Il Sung
were actually there with him, but no.

I have mixed feelings about my tour of the Pueblo. On the one hand, it is
simply a trophy of a bygone conflict. On the other, here I am standing with
one of the Koreans who actually took part in the action — not exactly
bygone. Here, Kim Jung Rok is a hero; in America, he is a villain and a pirate.
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Having met Commander Pete Bucher (the Pueblo's captain in 1968) in the
past, I stand here where he defended his ship, and smirk as I remember his
story of his "admission" of guilt, and his offering to paean Kim Il Sung, paean
the North Korean military... (pronunciation being "pee on," the word being
one he said he heard as a child in a radio commercial for ice cream). With
our trip complete, we are escorted off the ship.

The capture of the Pueblo speaks to deeper truths about the inherent nature of
North Korea. From Pyon�yang's perspective, they are a small, embattled nation,
surrounded on all sides, and overtly threatened by the most powerful country on
earth. From their comparative zenith in the 1960s, Pyongang has watched its
economy and global status decline, almost in parallel to South Korea's rise through the
1970s to the present day. The Pueblo, like the General Sherman before it, is part
trophy and part living testament to North Korea's ability to overcome greater odds —
to still be able to deal a humiliating blow to would-be aggressors.

As outwardly resilient and standoffish as North Korea appears, the country remains
deeply insecure and acutely aware of its own precarious position. Yet, as innate as its
diffidence is, Pyon�yang's belief in the ability of the Korean people to endure is
supreme. The country will continue to act in what the West perceives as an aggressive
manner because to show weakness is an invitation to be overrun, an unacceptable
outcome for a nation that harbors such intensely illustrious sentiments. Also, from
Pyon�yang's perspective, the United States is a bully, and a fickle one at that.
Relationships and accords can change on a whim, depending on the geopolitical riffles
and eddies that influence global power politics. Iraq was a U.S. ally in the 1980s, as
was Afghanistan; Washington supplied arms and support to both countries but didn't
hesitate to invade them years later. North American history is littered with examples
of broken accords, fractured relationships and aggressive military action.

This is why the continued military drills and cooperation between Washington and
Seoul concern Pyon�yang so much. North Korea may well be willing to curtail its
nuclear activities, but it needs something in return: assurances from the West that the
Democratic People's Republic is not under direct threat. The North Korean
administration is acutely aware that, in the current global picture, the United States
lacks a clearly defined enemy. The Iraq and Afghan campaigns are officially over,
barring small-scale training and advisory tasks. The Islamic State is turning into the
world's problem, not just America's or the Middle East's. The rapprochement with
Iran is nullifying one traditional enemy, and although Russia continues to antagonize
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the West, it is economically too weak and too wary of provoking NATO to return to a
Cold War level of menace. North Korea, on the other hand, remains very firmly in
Washington's sights. Beneath its inherent pride and outward veneer of audacity,
Pyon�yang is pragmatic; it cannot compete militarily or economically against a U.S.-
supported South Korea, but the Pueblo is a living reminder that North Korea is still
capable of surprises.
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