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itchell B. Lerner has written the definitive study on North Korea’s capture of the U.S.S. Pueblo in 
January 1968.  In The Pueblo Incident:  A Spy Ship and the Failure of American Foreign Policy,1 he 
reports that it was the wife of James Leonard, the State Department’s country director for Korea, 

who suggested the formula that led to the release of the 82 U.S. servicemen imprisoned in the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).  Her proposal was for the United States to sign an admission of guilt for 
violating North Korea’s territorial border to engage in espionage after first publicly repudiating the confession 
as a lie.  In this article, David Patrick Houghton contends that other U.S. officials had made this suggestion 
shortly after the DPRK seized the ship based on their memory that a similar approach had secured the release 
of two U.S. pilots Pyongyang held for almost a year after they had landed their helicopter accidentally on the 
North Korean side of the demarcation line in the demilitarized zone in May 1963.  

Oddly, Houghton does not identify at the outset of the article the origins of the confess-and-repudiate 
strategy as the main purpose of his investigation.  Rather, he raises the question of why President Lyndon B. 
Johnson chose negotiation and diplomacy to resolve the crisis instead of a military response.  Houghton 
repeats the arguments of other scholars,2 suggesting that because of the Vietnam conflict, the Johnson 
administration did not want another war.  Also, “any rescue mission (as well as other military options) would 
probably jeopardize the lives of the hostages” (5).  He then insists that Johnson’s decision was not inevitable, 
pointing out that President Gerald R. Ford had resorted to force in the 1975 Mayaguez incident and 
President Jimmy Carter had attempted to rescue the U.S. hostages in Iran in 1980, both with disastrous 

                                                       
1 Mitchell B. Lerner, The Pueblo Incident:  A Spy Ship and the Failure of American Foreign Policy (Lawrence: 

University Press of Kansas, 2002). 

2 Ibid., 236.  See also, Sheila Miyoshi Jager, Brothers at War:  The Unending Conflict in Korea (New York:  
W.W. Norton, 2013); Chae Jin Lee, A Troubled Peace: US Policy and the Two Koreas (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2006).  

 

2016 
 

H-Diplo 
@HDiplo 

Article Review  
No. 662 
22 November 2016 

 

M 

https://doi.org/10.1162/JCWS_a_00595
http://tiny.cc/AR662
https://www.twitter.com/HDiplo


H-Diplo Article Review 
 

consequences. But Lerner has already shown why Johnson deserves praise for his decision to rely on 
diplomacy, contradicting his belief in a Soviet world conspiracy that motivated different policies in the 
Dominican Republic and Vietnam. 

Houghton’s main purpose is to use the Pueblo incident to provide further support for the legitimacy of his 
theory—previously advanced in his examination of the Iran Hostage crisis3—“that in novel situations in 
which few direct precedents exist, decision-makers typically react by piecing together partial analogies, almost 
as if they were constructing a jigsaw puzzle” (6).  Although there was no exact parallel event, he then shows 
how various historical analogies were very influential in shaping the deliberations of U.S. officials about how 
to persuade North Korea to release the Pueblo crew.  Houghton provides a brief history of previous seizures of 
U.S. ships and nationals, noting how members of Congress placed pressure on the Johnson administration to 
obtain a swift release with reference to the Raisuli affair in 1904, named after a Moroccan chief who had 
seized an American.  President Theodore Roosevelt allegedly had used threats of military action to secure the 
freedom of the U.S. citizen. 

Over forty years ago, Ernest R. May emphasized the importance of historical analogies in the decision making 
of U.S. leaders in “Lessons of the Past”:  The Use and Misuse of History in American Foreign Policy (New York: 
Oxford, 1973).  Houghton reiterates what May established in his pioneering study when he belatedly informs 
readers that his  

central argument . . . is that Johnson and many of his colleagues were guided in a general sense by the lessons 
they drew from several historical analogies with far more personal relevance for them:  their response to the 
1962 Cuban missile crisis, widely regarded as an outstanding success and a model for sound decision-making; 
their reaction to the 1964 Tonkin Gulf incident, in which a hasty response to flawed intelligence about a spy 
ship had helped lead the United States into extensive military involvement in Vietnam; and their response to 
the so-called helicopter incident of 1963–1964, when two U.S. pilots inadvertently strayed into North 
Korean airspace and were taken hostage for a year (8). 

The author then discusses each of these incidents in detail, throwing in unannounced coverage of the RB-47 
incident when the Soviets on 1 July 1960 shot down a U.S. Air Force plane monitoring Soviet radar 
installations over international waters and held two survivors for over six months. 

Little of what Houghton writes about how prior historical events influenced Johnson and his advisors adds 
new insights about the Pueblo incident.  Because of the Tonkin Gulf affair, they did not act hastily and placed 
a priority on receiving accurate information.  President Johnson also was very sensitive about cultivating 
support in Congress.  Although it occurred earlier, Houghton discusses the Cuban Missile Crisis analogy next, 
pointing to the lesson it taught about being deliberate and cautious when managing a crisis.  But it also 
motivated the ill-considered decision to approach the Soviet Union for assistance in gaining the release of the 
crewman when Moscow in fact had no influence over Pyongyang, a point that Lerner discusses in detail.  As 
for the RB-47 analogy, Houghton references an anonymous account of the incident at the Johnson Library 
that the president, “among others” (21), had read.  However, its only importance was in providing further 
evidence of “the central flaw” in the U.S. analogy that it “was dealing not with the Soviet Union, with which 

                                                       
3 David Patrick Houghton, U.S. Foreign Policy and the Iran Hostage Crisis (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2001). 
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it had developed reliable and tested methods of interchange, but with the erratic and unpredictable DPRK, 
which pursued its own ends” (22). 

Houghton’s article contributes importantly to the literature on the Pueblo incident when he arrives at a 
discussion of the 1964 helicopter incident halfway through his article.  Just over a week after the seizure, Kim 
Kwang Hyop (a later reference to him uses his given  rather than surname, 24), a member of the Central 
Committee of North Korea’s Communist Party, declared in a speech that the United States could “solve this 
question by method of the previous practice” (23).  Debate ensued among State Department officials over 
whether to ‘overwrite’—acknowledging receipt of the freed prisoners, but not signing—an apology or an 
expression of regret that Washington would repudiate after release of the crewman.  Secretary of State Dean 
Rusk adamantly opposed this course of action, insisting that, in contrast to the helicopter, the Pueblo had not 
entered North Korean territory.  Then, early in March, the DPRK representative during negotiations at 
Panmunjom indirectly referenced the helicopter scenario as a way to end the dispute quickly.  In response, 
“Winthrop Brown, the new director of the Korean Task Force, suggested that the 1964 analogy might well 
offer a way out of the crisis” (25). 

March, of course, was a month of intense deliberations within the Johnson administration about U.S. policy 
in Vietnam following the Tet Offensive, culminating in the President’s decision for de-escalation and not to 
seek reelection.  Houghton does not explain how these events influenced Johnson and his advisors as they 
considered options regarding the Pueblo crisis.  Doing so might shed some light on why no one listened to 
Defense Department officials Paul Warnke and Richard Steadman, who were urging the adoption of the 
underwrite and repudiate procedure.  By mid-May, an absence of progress in U.S. negotiations with North 
Korea motivated Under Secretary of State Nicholas Katzenbach to advocate openly for this exact approach.  
Eager to free the U.S. hostages, President Johnson accepted this procedure in principle as the basis of the U.S. 
strategy.  Houghton then jumps to events in December, letting pass without comment how this critical 
decision came months before Leonard’s wife allegedly authored the formula that ended the crisis.  

As is well known, Rusk later expressed surprise that North Korea agreed to release the crewmen after the 
United States agreed to sign an apology for entering its territory to commit espionage that it already had 
repudiated.  “Like Rusk’s statements,” Houghton contends, “subsequent protestations by Katzenbach that the 
Leonard formula was a ‘farfetched’ idea that seemed unlikely to work look like retrospective attempts to save 
face, given . . . that both men were familiar with a similar case in the past in which this technique had 
worked.”  Their comments “that the release was somehow bizarre or inexplicable,” he speculates, “may have 
been a political smokescreen to deflect attention from the fact that the detention of the hostages for so long 
had in retrospect been unnecessary” (31).  But why the Johnson administration did not make its proposal 
earlier remains a mystery.  Houghton does mention later that Johnson acted “during his last days in office, at 
a point when he knew he would never serve another term in office and thus would not face any domestic 
political constraints on his actions.”  The article then concludes weakly with the statement that “the great 
tragedy perhaps is that this was not done months earlier” (35). 

Rather than directly addressing the question of why the Johnson administration did not present the Leonard 
formula earlier, Houghton instead concludes with coverage of familiar ground.  After reviewing the Mayaguez 
incident and Iran Hostage crisis, he presents the reasons for the Johnson administration’s choice of diplomacy 
over force to free the Pueblo crewmen.  First, it feared that a rescue mission would ignite a full-scale war.  
Second, where the hostages were located was unknown.  Third, a “network of security treaties . . . protected 
North Korea from U.S. military action” (34).  Fourth, as in Vietnam, Johnson did not want to provoke 
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Soviet or Chinese intervention that would initiate another world war.  Fifth, the United States, already 
embroiled in Vietnam, could not afford the political, financial, and military expense of a new war in Asia.  
Last, choosing negotiations was easier because “Pyongyang’s intentions and demands were clear from the 
outset” (35) and not unacceptable.  

In sum, Houghton’s article mostly embellishes what we know about the Pueblo crisis, while offering few new 
analytical insights on what we do not know.  He advances as profound the conclusion that the incident 
“confirms that decision-makers rarely make use of vicarious learning experiences, relying instead on events 
and analogies drawn from their own experiences” (37).  His research nevertheless deserves praise because it 
extends beyond primary documents at the National Archives and the Johnson Library to revealing interviews 
with participants.  But coverage of South Korea’s impact on the U.S. policy is skimpy.  He hints that 
President Pak Chong-hui’s pressure for military action dissuaded the State Department from proposing the 
helicopter option, but without any elaboration.  Moreover, after blaming the Johnson administration for 
delaying release of the crewmen and stressing North Korea’s desire for a quick settlement from the start, his 
final sentence incongruously asserts that the Pueblo “crisis dragged on for another eleven months” because of 
“the tendency of the DPRK to go its own way in such matters” (44).   
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