
KPA 17th Tank Brigade (Tank Division, 
Mechanized Brigade, Mechanized Divi-
sion), 1950-1952, Part I
By Joseph S. Bermudez Jr.
While much is now known concerning U.S. and U.N. units, 
organizations and operations during the Fatherland Libera-
tion War (i.e., Korean War) very little reliable and detailed 
information is available concerning those of the Korean 
People’s Army. !is is especially true for its armored forces, 

which played a brief but important role during the "rst year 
of the con#ict. !is paper represents an initial e$ort to re-
count the organization and operations of one of the KPA’s 
"rst armored units—the 17th Tank Brigade.
Establishment
During late June 1950, in preparation for the upcoming 
invasion of the Republic of Korea (ROK), the General Sta$ 
Department (GSD) of the Korean People’s Army (KPA) 
issued a number of orders regulating the deployment, or-
ganization and size of its tank forces.1 Among these were 
orders to establish two new tank units—the 16th and 17th 
Tank Brigades. !ese new units would form the GSD’s mo-
bile armored reserve. A mission that was previously per-
formed by the 105th Tank Brigade (formerly the 15th Tank 
Brigade), which up until this time was the KPA’s sole tank 
unit. !e 105th was being deployed to forward positions 
immediately north of the 38th Parallel from where it would 
be committed to combat on the "rst day of the war, serving 
as the spearhead for the impending invasion.
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A disabled KPA SU-76M self-propelled gun being examined by UNC troops, 1950. (U.S. Army)
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!e cadre of trained personnel around which the 16th 
and 17th Tank Brigades were to be built was drawn from the 
208th Tank Training Regiment. !is regiment was subordi-
nate to the GSD’s Tank Bureau and based in the village of 
Sadong {1, numbers in red represent locations on the ac-
companying map}, on the eastern outskirts of the capital 
P’y%ngyang. It was the sole unit within the KPA tasked with 
training personnel for T-34-85 tank and SU-76M self-
propelled artillery units.2 

On 23 June 1950, two days before the invasion of the 
ROK, the 16th and 17th Tank Brigades were o&cially 
established.3 For the 17th Tank Brigade the 208th Tank 
Training Regiment provided at least 20 personnel who had 
recently completed eight months of training. Many of these 
were promoted to o&cers upon assignment to the new bri-
gade and "lled the brigade’s command and sta$ positions. 
To these personnel were added approximately 260 newly 
inducted troops (reportedly drawn from the P’y%ngyang 
area and a training center at Hamh'ng).4 !ese troops were 
soon augmented by additional inductees assigned to the 
brigade. 

!e new unit was assigned the unit code of 122 and 
was stationed in the village of S'ngho-ri 19 km east of 
P’y%ngyang {2}.5 !e establishment of the 16th and 17th 
Tank Brigades freed the 208th Tank Training Regiment at 
Sadong to continue training T-34-85 and SU-76M person-
nel for new units and replacements.

Upon being established the 17th Tank Brigade received 
43 T-34-85 tanks and 16 SU-76M self-propelled guns, 
which had recently arrived from the Soviet Union.6 While 
these vehicles were not new they were in excellent condi-
tion having been completely reconditioned—including new 
engines and guns—prior to delivery to the KPA.7

To command the newly established 17th Tank Brigade 
the General Sta$ Department appointed Senior Colonel 
Chong Pir-u.8 Chong had reportedly served in the Soviet 
Army during World War II as a tanker and had fought in 
the battle for Berlin in 1945. He came to Korea in late 1945 
and served in the Peace Preservation O&cers Corps (i.e., 
DPRK Security Forces), various positions within the KPA 
and "nally as the commander of the 17th Tank Brigade.9

!e newly created brigade is believed to have had a 
strength of 900-1,000 personnel and was organized into a: 
brigade headquarters, 1st and 2nd Tank Battalions, self-
propelled artillery battalion, motorcycle company, antiair-
cra( company, submachine gun company, engineer com-
pany, rear services company, transportation company, sig-
nal company and medical platoon.10

!is organization was signi"cantly smaller and lighter 
than that of the 105th Tank Brigade, which had 120 T-34-85 
tanks and approximately 6,000 personnel when it was 
committed to combat on 25 June 1950.11

Between 23 June and 23 August 1950 (i.e., the "rst two 
months of the war) the 17th Tank Brigade undertook indi-
vidual and unit training. Soviet Army armor advisors who 
were attached to the General Sta$ Department’s Tank Bu-
reau and the 208th Tank Training Regiment supervised this 
training.12 One prisoner-of-war stated that there were four 
such advisors at Sungho-ri who supervised the 2nd Tank 
Battalion’s instruction.13 Commencing on 1 July 1950 the 
entire 17th Tank Brigade began maneuvers that would last 
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for an entire month. During these maneuvers three-four T-
34-85 tanks were utilized each day for testing and training 
purposes. Any tank that developed maintenance problems 
was sent to a rear echelon tank maintenance company lo-
cated in a valley 8 km east of P’y%ngyang at Mirim-ni {3}. 
!is maintenance unit was likely subordinate directly to the 
Tank Bureau.14

Prelude to Combat, July-19 August 1950
Approximately six weeks into the war (i.e., during mid 
August) the GSD, responding to both the signi"cant losses 
su$ered in almost all its combat units and the realization 
that it must conclude the war quickly, decided upon an all-
out combined assault against the Pusan Perimeter by both 
the I and II Corps.15 A key element of this plan was the 
GSD’s decision to commit its last available strategic reserves 
to combat.16 To this end the,

• 10th Infantry Division, located in P’y%ngyang, was or-
dered south to the Taej%n area. On 13 August it was 
attached to the I Corps. 

• 16th Tank Brigade and the newly established 9th Infan-
try Division were ordered south. Moving "rst to the 
Seoul area and subsequently further south where they 
were attached to the I Corps. 

• 17th Tank Brigade was augmented to form the 17th 
Tank Division, ordered south and then attached to the 
II Corps providing it with an armor force to support its 
upcoming assault on Taegu.17 

!e reorganization of the brigade into a division oc-
curred sometime during 10-19 August 1950.18 !is wit-

nessed the integration of two infantry regiments, an anti-
tank battalion, a "eld artillery battalion and probably the 
expansion of the headquarters. None of these changes, 
however, altered the number of T-34-85 tanks and SU-76M 
self-propelled guns assigned to the division, which re-
mained the same.19

!e two infantry regiments that were assigned to the 
division were the 2nd and 72nd. !e 2nd Infantry Regiment 
appears to have been a newly established unit with a TO&E 
strength of 1,400. It was, however, signi"cantly under 
strength when integrated into the division.20 !e 72nd In-
fantry Regiment (unit code “572”) was transferred from the 
Namp’o area and arrived in P’y%ngyang on 4 August with 
2,790 o&cers and enlisted personnel. !e unit was actually 
over its nominal TO&E strength of 1,900 when it arrived.

!e reorganization into the 17th Tank Division appar-
ently also witnessed the promotion of Senior Colonel 
Chong to Major General. !e division’s chief-of-sta$ at this 
time was Colonel Chong Kwang who had served within the 
Chinese People’s Liberation Army.21

On 20 August orders for the upcoming o$ensive were 
issued and Maj. Gen. Chong commenced moving the 17th 
Tank Division south towards the front. 
Organization
At the time of its deployment for combat in mid-August 
1950 the 17th Tank Division consisted of approximately 
4,200 personnel and was organized into a headquarters, 1st 
and 2nd Tank Battalions, 1st and 2nd Infantry Regiments, 
self-propelled artillery battalion, artillery battalion, antitank 
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battalion, engineer battalion, antiaircra( battalion, subma-
chine gun company, motorcycle company, signal company 
and medical company. Its major equipment consisted of 
forty-three T-34-85 tanks, sixteen SU-76M self-propelled 
guns, sixteen 76 mm M-1942 "eld guns, four 122 mm M-
1938 (M30) howitzers, sixteen 45 mm M-1942 antitank 
guns, four 120 mm M-1938/43 mortars and forty M-72 
motorcycles.22

Division Headquarters: Little is known concerning the 
division headquarters. It is believed to have had a strength 
of approximately 150 personnel and was organized into a 
headquarters (sta$) section, political section, rear services 
and medical company.

1st and 2nd Tank battalions: !e 1st Tank Battalion was 
commanded by Major Kang Hui-il, while the 2nd Tank Bat-
talion was commanded by Major U Pong-hak (later pro-
moted to lieutenant colonel).23 Both battalions were organ-
ized in an identical manner. Each had approximately 141 
personnel and was equipped with 21 T-34-85 tanks and 8 
trucks. !ese were organized into a headquarters and four 
tank companies. !ere were no specialized (e.g., tank re-
trievers, etc.) armored vehicles in either unit. !e head-
quarters consisted of the commander and his tank crew and 
sta$, medical, tank repair and rear services sections. !e 
medical section had one truck and four medics. !e tank 
repair section had ten troops, "ve GAZ-51 trucks and a fuel 
truck. !e rear service section consisted of eight troops 
with one GAZ-51 truck. Each of the four tank companies 
had "ve T-34-85 tanks (one each for the company com-
mander and two in each of the two platoons).24

!e tanks of the 17th Tank Division were numbered 
according to a speci"c system,25

Tank Number Unit
700 17th Division Commander
701 1st Battalion Commander
702 1st Battalion, 1st Co. CO
703 1st Platoon Leader
704 1st Platoon Tank 2
705 2nd Platoon Leader
706 2nd Platoon Tank 2
707 1st Battalion, 2nd Co. CO
708 1st Platoon Leader
709 1st Platoon Tank 2
710 2nd Platoon Leader
711 2nd Platoon Tank 2
712 1st Battalion, 3rd Co. CO
713 1st Platoon Leader
714 1st Platoon Tank 2
715 2nd Platoon Leader
716 2nd Platoon Tank 2

717 1st Battalion, 4th Co. CO
718 1st Platoon Leader
719 1st Platoon Tank 2
720 2nd Platoon Leader
721 2nd Platoon Tank 2
722 2nd Battalion Commander
723 2nd Battalion, 1st Co. CO
724 1st Platoon Leader
725 1st Platoon Tank 2
726 2nd Platoon Leader
727 2nd Platoon Tank 2
728 2nd Battalion, 2nd Co. CO
729 1st Platoon Leader
730 1st Platoon Tank 2
731 2nd Platoon Leader
732 1st Platoon Tank 2
733 2nd Battalion, 3rd Co. CO
734 1st Platoon Leader
735 1st Platoon Tank 2
736 2nd Platoon Leader
737 2nd Platoon Tank 2
738 2nd Battalion, 4th Co. CO
739 1st Platoon Leader
740 1st Platoon Tank 2
741 2nd Platoon Leader
742 2nd Platoon Tank 2

1st and 2nd Infantry Regiments: !ese two regiments 
were organized somewhat di$erently. !e 1st Infantry 
Regiment (i.e., the 72nd Infantry Regiment) was organized 
into a headquarters, 1st and 2nd “Motorcycle” Battalions, 
submachine gun company, medical company, signal com-
pany, antitank battery (with four 45 mm M-1942 antitank 
guns), artillery battery (four 76 mm M-1942 "eld guns), 
mortar battery (six M-1943 120 mm mortars) and rear 
services. Although a captured document identi"es the in-
fantry battalions as being “Motorcycle” battalions it is un-
clear if they were, in fact, equipped with M-72 motorcycles. 
It is also unclear whether the 72nd retained its designation, 
or was simply redesignated as the 1st Infantry Regiment, 
a(er its integration into the 17th Tank Division. Most POWs 
identify it as the 1st Infantry Regiment. On 1 September 
1950 the regiment was above its TO&E strength of 1,900, 
having an actual strength of 2,199 personnel. !e 2nd Infan-
try Regiment appears to have consisted of a headquarters, 
two under strength infantry battalions, 76 mm artillery 
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battery, medical company, signal company and rear serv-
ices. On 1 September 1950 it was still slightly below its 
TO&E strength of 1,400, having an actual strength of 1,305 
personnel.26

Self-propelled Artillery Battalion: !is unit, which was 
sometimes referred to as the “armored battalion,” is believed 
to have had a personnel strength of approximately 145 and 
was equipped with 16 SU-76M self-propelled guns. !ese 
were organized into a headquarters, with one SU-76M self-
propelled gun for the the battalion commander, and three 
companies with "ve SU-76M self-propelled guns each.

Artillery Battalion: !e artillery battalion was organ-
ized into a headquarters, two batteries of 76 mm M-1942 
"eld guns—each with four guns and one battery of 122 mm 
with four M-1938 (M30) howitzers. !e battalion had a 
personnel strength of approximately 276.27 It is likely that 
the General Sta$ Department had wanted to provide a full 
artillery regiment to the 17th Tank Division, however, there 
were simply not enough trained personnel and equipment 
available at the time.

Antitank Battalion: !e antitank battalion was organ-
ized into a headquarters, three batteries equipped with a 
total of twelve 45 mm M-1942 antitank guns and a unit 
(possibly a company) with eighteen 14.5 mm PTRD-41 
antitank ri#es. !e battalion had a personnel strength of 
approximately 190.28

Engineer Battalion: No information is available con-
cerning the engineer battalion. It was likely a small unit 
with a personnel strength of approximately 120 and 
equipped with mine detectors, shovels and explosives.

Antiaircra! Battery: !e antiaircra( battery appears to 
have been organized into a headquarters and three pla-
toons. Each platoon was equipped with six dual-purpose 
12.7 mm DSHK M-1938 machine guns. It had a personnel 
strength of approximately 100.29

Submachine gun Company: !e sub-machine gun com-
pany is believed to have been organized into a headquarters 
and three platoons. With a total personnel strength of 120 
personnel, all equipped with a PPsh M-1941 Sub-
machinegun.

Motorcycle Company: !e motorcycle company, some-
times identi"ed as a reconnaissance company, had a per-
sonnel strength of approximately 119 and was equipped 
with approximately 40 M-72 motorcycles with attached 
sidecars. It was organized into a headquarters and three 
platoons.30

(Continued next issue)
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Addendum: KPA Engineer River Cross-
ing Units During the Fatherland Lib-
eration War

In Vol. 1, No. 1-3 and Vol. 2, No. 1 KPA Journal published 
several articles detailing DPRK engineer river-crossing 
units and underwater bridges during the Fatherland Libera-
tion War. In those articles brief mention was made of Chi-
nese People’s Volunteer river-crossing units and bridges. A 
KPA propaganda photograph has come to light purporting 
to show CPV units crossing the Amnok-gang (i.e., Amnok 
River, more commonly the Yalu River) in 1950 using a pon-
toon bridge.

KPN 14.5mm 6-Barrel CIWS
By Joseph S. Bermudez Jr.

During the early 2000s the Korean People’s Navy (KPN) 
undertook a series of upgrades to a number of its vessels 
and weapon systems. Details of many of these are lacking, 

however, reports of new multi-barrels close-in weapon sys-
tems (CIWS) occasionally surfaced. !e majority of these 
were, however, con#icting. !en, during 2008, a military 
delegation from Myanmar led by General !ura Shwe 
Mann visited the DPRK from 21 November to 2 December. 
!e following year the classi"ed trip report was leaked to 
the public by dissidents.31

One of the revelations within that report was that the 
DPRK had o$ered for sale to the delegation a “Coast Guard 
[vessel] with 2500 ton” built by Namp’o Ship Design Insti-
tute.” Included among the weapons suite for the vessel were 
both a “30 mm 6-barrel boat automatic anti-aircra( gun 
system” and a “14.5 mm 6-barrel anti-aircra( gun system.”

Further details and imagery of these systems, however, 
remained elusive. !en during August of 2011 a naval con-
tingent from China’s People’s Liberation Army Navy visited 
the KPN base at Munch’%n (i.e., W%nsan). Reader Xu Tian-
ran (from the Global Times) identi"ed the 14.5 mm system 
in a photo released by the PLAN during the visit.32

It is possible that as KPN patrol vessels receive com-
prehensive overhauls, or new patrol vessels constructed, 
that either the 30 mm or 14.5 mm 6-barrel CIWS will re-
place older systems.

BTR-80A in KPA Service
Little is known at the open source level concerning the em-
ployment of the BTR-80A in KPA service. It is believed that 
the vehicles "rst enter KPA service in 2000 when an order 
for 32 vehicles—enough for a mechanized infantry battal-
ion—were purchased, along with a number of other BTR-80 
variants. It is unclear if additional BTR-80s or BTR-80As 
have been subsequently purchased. 

Some sources suggest that the BTR-80As are in service 
with an elite unit such as the 105th Tank Division33 or the 
Ministry of State Security, however, this has not been con-
"rmed. Photographs of the BTR-80A in KPA service are 
rare and those shown here were taken at a parade in Febru-
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ary 2012 and appear to show standard BTR-80s with no 
modi"cations.

Editor’s Notes
A(er a yearlong sabbatical KPA Journal is back. When I 
"rst started the journal in 2010 I let it be known that I 
would produce it as my free time permitted. !is was, and 
is, correct. I anticipate that my current schedule will permit 
me to resume publishing the journal on a irregular basis. 

I would like to extend a sincere thanks to everyone for 
their support and encouragement during KPA Journal’s 
year-long hiatus.

Much has happened within the DPRK and its armed 
forces during this past year and I would like to begin ad-
dressing some of it and to share some historical research I 
have been pursuing.

I would like to thank Michael Madden of North Korea 
Leadership Watch (http://nkleadershipwatch.wordpress.com/) 
for his assistance in the preparation of this issue.

A number of readers have requested an article index 
for KPA Journal. I have compiled this and it is now available 
on the website, as are several new declassi"ed documents.

As always I continue to solicit your thoughts and sug-
gestions on how to both improve KPA Journal and to tailor 
it more closely to your needs and interests, as well as those 
of the organizations you represent.

I encourage readers to share KPA Journal with col-
leagues and friends. If you are a new reader and would like 
to be added to the KPA Journal mailing list please do so by 
sending me an email via the Contact feature on the website 
(www.kpajournal.com). 

—Joseph S. Bermudez Jr.
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“armored” units.

2  U.S. Army. ATIS Research Supplement - Interrogation Reports, 
Issue No. 4, GHQ, FEC, MIS, GS, 15 December 1950, p. 27 and 
34-37 (herea(er: ATIS RS 4).

3  U.S. Army. ATIS Research Supplement - Interrogation Reports, 
Issue No. 1, GHQ, FEC, MIS, GS, 19 October 1950, p. 42 
(herea(er: ATIS RS 1); U.S. Army. ATIS Interrogation Report, 
North Korean Forces, Issue No. 4, No. 922, GHQ, FEC, MIS, 
GS, ATIS, 9 September 1950, pp. 47-50, (herea(er ATIS IR 
922); U.S. Army. ATIS Interrogation Report, North Korean 
Forces, Issue No. 4, No. 993, GHQ, FEC, MIS, GS, ATIS, 11 
September 1950, pp. 230-232 (herea(er: ATIS IR 993) and U.S. 
Army, ADVATIS Interrogation Report, ADVATIS-1142, GHQ, 
FEC, MIS, GS, ADVATIS, 13 October 1950 (herea(er: ADVA-
TIS 1142). One prisoner-of-war states that the 17th Tank Bri-
gade was activated on 10 July 1950, however, this is clearly 
incorrect. U.S. Army, ADVATIS Interrogation Report, 
ADVATIS-1154, GHQ, FEC, MIS, GS, ADVATIS, 15 October 
1950, (herea(er: ADVATIS 1154).

4  U.S. Army. ATIS Interrogation Report, North Korean Forces, 
Issue No. 4, No. 932, GHQ, FEC, MIS, GS, ATIS, 11 September 
1950, pp. 74-75, (herea(er ATIS IR 932); ATIS IR 957 and AD-
VATIS 1142.

5  Australian Army Unit War Diaries, Korea: 3 Battalion, "e 
Royal Australian Regiment, October 1950, Australian War 
Memorial, AWM85, Section 3: Captured Documents, pp. 1-4 
and maps (herea(er: AWM85); ATIS IR 922; U.S. Army. ATIS 
Interrogation Report, North Korean Forces, Issue No. 4, No. 923, 
GHQ, FEC, MIS, GS, ATIS, 9 September 1950, pp. 51-52, 
(herea(er ATIS IR 923); ATIS IR 958; ATIS IR 993 and ADVA-
TIS 1142. Contemporaneous U.S. intelligence reports some-
times identify Sungho-ri as Sungho, Sunho-ri or Sanho-ri. In 
addition to their o&cial designations the KPA also provided 
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typically called a military unit cover designation). In commu-
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II models equipped with an 85 mm main gun. As such they are 
designated T-34-85. Readers interested in information con-
cerning tank combat during the Korean War should see, Za-
loga, Steven. M26 Pershing vs. T-34-85: Korea, 1950, New York, 
Osprey, 2010.

7  ATIS 922; U.S. Army. ATIS Interrogation Report, North Korean 
Forces, Issue No. 4, No. 958, GHQ, FEC, MIS, GS, ATIS, 11 
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8  Chong Pir-u’s rank at this time is uncertain, but a body of re-
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nel. Senior colonel was a rank between colonel and major gen-
eral. A document captured 26 October 1950 states that the 
commander of the 17th Tank Brigade was Jung Chul-woe, 
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13  ATIS IR 958.
14  ADVATIS 1142.
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burg: OOO Izdatel’stvo Poligon), 2000, [translations by Ste-
phen Sewell], pp. 92-111.
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22  ATIS IR 923; ATIS IR 932; ATIS IR 958; ATIS RS 106; U.S. 
Army. ATIS Interrogation Report, North Korean Forces, Issue 
No. 4, No. 959, GHQ, FEC, MIS, GS, ATIS, 11 September 1950, 
p. 48, (herea(er ATIS IR 959), U.S. Army, ADVATIS Interroga-
tion Report, ADVATIS-1155, GHQ, FEC, MIS, GS, ADVATIS, 
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  When asked to detail the original equipment in the divi-
sion a sergeant from the 1st Tank Battalion responded (ADVA-
TIS 1142),

 45 T-34/85 medium tanks
 40 SU-76M self-propelled guns
 10 12.7 mm DSHK M1938 machine guns
 10 45 mm antitank guns
 4 76 mm antitank guns
 1 122 mm M1910/30 howitzers
 6 120 mm mortars
 6 Maxim M1910 heavy machine guns
 27 Duel-purpose light machine guns
  While a lieutenant from the 2nd Tank Battalion re-

sponded (ADVATIS 1154),
 41 T-34/85 medium tanks
 6 SU-76M self-propelled guns
 30 Maxim M1910 heavy machine guns
 54 Duel-purpose light machine guns
 54 PPsh 1941 sub-machine guns
  !e number of motorcycles could have been greater if 

the reports of the 1st Infantry Regiment (i.e., 72nd Infantry 
Regiment) consisting of two “Motorcycle Battalions” is correct.

23  Major U Pong-hak is also reported as U Bong-hak and U Bon-
hak.

24  A few prisoners-of-war reports during the "rst months of the 
war state that the 1st and 2nd Tank Battalions originally con-
sisted of 21 T-34-85 tanks and 300 o&cers and enlisted each. 
!e "gure of 300 personnel apparently actually represented the 
combined total of both battalions. ATIS RS 4, ATIS IR 922; 
ATIS IR 923; ATIS IR 958; ATIS IR 993; ADVATIS 1142 and 
ADVATIS 1154.

25  ATIS IR 993. One prisoner-of-war has stated that the numbers 
for the 1st and 2nd Tank Battalions are the reverse of this num-
bering scheme. ATIS IR 932.

26  AWM85; ATIS RS 4 and ATIS IR 959.
27  ADVATIS 1154; ADVATIS 1155 and ATIS RS 106.
28  ADVATIS 1154; and ADVATIS 1155.
29  ADVATIS 1154.
30  ATIS IR 959.
31  See the blog of Dr. Lun Swe at www.drlunswe.blogspot.com, 

accessed July 2009.
32  http://blog.sina.com.cn/, accessed September 18, 2011.

33  !e o&cial title of the division is the 105th “Guards” “Seoul” 
“Yu Kyong-su” “Kum Song Lifeguard” “O Chung-hu'p Seventh 
Regiment” Tank Division.


