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High-Level Cover-Up of Soldier’s Murder Suspected

By Seo Soo-min

Investigations into a soldier’s
untimely death 18 years ago is
leading to more and more shock-
ing revelations, this time pointing
to a massive cover-up effort in the
highest echelons of the military.

The army petty officer who
fired the shot at Pvt. Ho Won-kun
in & drunken rage on April 2,
1984, was virtually exempted
from the follow-up investigations,
said the Presidential Truth Com-
mission on Suspicious Deaths
(PTCSD) yesterday.

“Out of the eleven brought in
as witnesses, including eight sol-
diers and two officers, only the
petty officer was exempted from
lengthy interrogations,” said a
commission official.

‘Since the follow-up investiga-
tions in 1999 and 2000 were

 done at the Defense Ministry lev-

el, it alludes to the possibility of a
cover-up effort by top military
brass.

The probes led to the same re-
sult as the one in 1984 — that
Ho committed suicide by shoot-
ing himself three times.

The presidential commission's
findings after nearly two decades
show things went wrong from
the very start.

After Ho died, the military po-
lice took custody of eight officers,
subjecting them to two weeks of
interrogation.

Brutalities such as “pulling out
hair” and “placing wooden bats
behind the knees and pressing
down hard on top of them” were
used to assure that the soldiers
would not tell the truth.

As a reward, all of them were
given three to four days of leave
after the probe.

In tandem with efforts to muf-
fle the witnesses, the commission
revealed that fabricated informa-
tion was included in military po-
lice records of the morning of
April 2, when Ho died.

Although Ho was shot be-

tween 2 and 4 a.m., they claim tional Assembly’s 2000 audit
he was severely scolded by a records show. One third of the
battalion officer around 8 a.m. deaths are ruled as suicides.

for the untidiness of his uniform.

As more details of Ho's death
are disclosed by the fact-finding
commission, public demands for
a comprehensive investigation
into other deaths are growing.

The PTCSD has dealt with four
cases of soldiers’ deaths so far.
However, families and civic orga-
nizations put the number of
questionable military deaths in
the hundreds.

Army insiders and public in-
vestigators, however, concede
the formidability of the task.

“Military culture is very much
focused on protecting its own.
In many cases, instead of offi-
cers being court-martialed or
demoted, homicides are de-
clared to be suicides,” said a
government official, asking for
anonymity.

Some 300 young men die in

the military every year, the Na-
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KOREA TIMES

Military to Reinvestigate
Army Private’s Death

By Sohn Suk-joo
S

Amid mounting criticism over
the military’s alleged cover-up of
the cause of a soldier’s death, the
Defense Ministry said yesterday
that it would reopen the case to
get to the bottom of the suspi-
cious death.

A special committee led by Lt.

Gen. Chong Su-song will embark

on a re-investigation of the 1984
death of Army Pvt. Ho Won-gun
today, to determine whether his
death was disguised as a suicide
by his superiors, said a senior
military investigator.

“From the beginning, we har-
bored suspicions that Ho might
have been murdered because
soldiers made conflicting state-
ments at the time,” said Army
Col. Han Seung-dong, deputy
commander of the Criminal
Investigation Department. “But
we had to conclude that it was a
suicide based on the results of
the forensic examination as there
was no evidence to suggest that
he was murdered.”

If Ho's death was fabricated as
a suicide as claimed by the Presi-
dential Truth Commission on
Suspicious Deaths, the ministry

:-.-\

said that it would explore ways
to punish those involved
although the 10-year statute of
limitations on the case had
already expired.

“If the commission’s investiga-
tion finds that Ho did not commit
suicide, we will mete out due
punishment to all involved in the
cover-up,” said Brig. Gen.
Hwang Eui-don, spokesman for
the ministry. But he did not elab-
orate, only saying that the
ministry is looking at the possi-
bility of proposing a special law.

The move came less than a
week after the presidential com-
mission said in an interim report
that Ho was shot and killed by a
drunk non-commissioned officer
at a party celebrating the promo-
tion of a commander.

In contrast, five previous
rounds of military investigation
showed that Ho committed sui-
cide by shooting himself three
times out of despair over his
commander’s cruel treatment.

“It’s our obligation to get to the
bottom of the allegations related to
Ho,” Hwang said. “The ministry
will do its utmost to clear every
single suspicion about the case.”

ssj@koreatimes.co.kr
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Army Col. Han Seung-dong, deputy commander of the Criminal Investigation Depart-
ment, gives a briefing at the Defense Ministry, Monday, about the military's alleged
cover-up of the cause of the death of a soldier in 1984. Yonhap
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KOREA TIMES

Reversal of Soldiers’ Testimony
on 1984 Death Stirs Debate

By Seo Soo-min

Staff Reporter

The investigation into an al-
leged cover-up of a fatal shoot-
ing at military barracks 18 years
ago is taking a new turn, with
some key witnesses changing
their descriptions of the circum-
stances of Pvt. Ho Won-kun's
death.

Military personnel connected
to the case claimed in interviews
with the media Tuesday that
there was no systematic cover-
up of the case, rejecting an an-
nouncement by the Presidential
Truth Commission on Suspicious
Deaths last week that it had con-
firmed Pvt. Ho was accidentally
shot to death by a drunken

sergeant in April 1984.
Military authorities at the time

said Ho committed suicide.

Standing by its findings, the
commission said it had gathered
sufficient testimonies and evi-
dence from three eyewitnesses to
prove that Ho was shot by the of-
ficer.

“We will disclose all the details
when we announce our final in-
vestigation results on Sept. 10,”
one investigator of the commis-
sion said yesterday.

The commission identified Sgt.
First Class "Noh"” as the man
who shot Ho after a drinking ses-
sion in the barracks.

Noh is denying the charges.

“The party on the evening of
April 1 ended amicably,” he stat-
ed, according to the daily Chosun
Ilbo yesterday. Noh claimed he
learned of Ho's death after re-

ceiving a phone call the following
day, while on duty. :

Similar testimonies backing
Noh's statements came from two
soldiers in the barracks at the
time. '

A man identified only by his
family name, Shin, a Pvt. 1st
Class at the time of the incident,
told the daily Munhwa Ilbo that
Ho was alive at 9 a.m. on April 2,
1984.

The soldiers also refuted the
commission’s claims that they
were given leave after the sol-
dier’s death as part of an at-
tempted cover-up.

But Ho's family and civic ac-
tivists accuse the soldiers of bg-
ing pressured into lying by the
Defense Ministry and the conser-
vative media.
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“The witnesses’ iden
should be protected, but the
dia found out and just went
Noh and asked if he killed
Who would admit it under:
circumstances?” said Ho Yon;
chun, father of Pvt. Ho, to
Korea Times yesterday.

He said he didn’t trust
fense Ministry’s promise
will look into the matter
oughly with a special in
tion, judging from their
cover-ups in 1984 and 1999.

Commission membe [
raised similar questions on.
ularities in Noh's testimony.
viously, Noh told the com
that he "wasn't sure if he
Ho,” claiming he was d
when it occurred. :
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