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15.117 Excerpts from The Song Of A Faithful Wife, Ch’unhyang\fn{by Shin Chae-hyo (1812-1884)} North Korea
(M) 17\fn{Most of the internal subdivisions are mine:H}
1
The servants and the yamen\fn{“The office or residence of a public official in the Chinese Empire”:W Japanese occupation of
Korea only began in 1910; until that time, Chinese influence was predominate; indeed, all the authorities this Korean author cites are
Chinese:H} slaves went in a body to Ch’unhyang’s house. Ch’unhyang knew nothing about their arrival; she was
thinking night and day of nothing but her husband. Her sobs could be heard through the blinds. The voice of the
deserted girl quivered with sad moans and wails; anyone who saw or heard her was wounded in his own heart.
Her longing for her husband robbed her of appetite and sleep; the yearning drew her skin tightly over her bones
and made her weak. She sang a mournful dirge:
I want to go, I want to go,
I want to follow my love;
I will go a thousand miles,
I will go ten thousand miles,
I want to go to him.
*
I will go through storm and rains,
I will go over the high peaks,
Where sparrow-hawks and peregrines fly,
Beyond the Tongsol Pass.
*
If he will come back,
I will take off my shoes
And carry them,
So I can run to him.
*
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My husband is in Seoul
And does he think of me?
Has he forgotten me completely?
Has he taken another love?

She was crying like this when the yamen servants heard her moans. They were not made of wood and stone,
they could not help but be moved. All the joints of their bodies melted like spring ice on the Naktong River:
“How pitiful! What sort of men are we who can do nothing to help a girl like that!”
Then one of the servants shouted:
“Come on out!”
Ch’unhyang was surprised by the noise and peeped through a crack of the door. She saw the soldiers and
servants gathered:
“Oh, I had forgotten! Today is three days after the arrival of the new governor and they are doing the third-day
inspection. What a row they are making!”
She opened the sliding door:
“Hey, guards, come here, come here! We weren’t expecting you. Aren’t you tired after your journey with the
new governor? How is he doing? Did none of you go to the old governor’s house, and bring me a letter from the
young master? When he was with me, I was very unwelcoming to you because I had to respect his position, but I
didn’t forget you. Come in, come in!”
She took Kim, Yi and several of the others by the hand, pulled them into the room and made them sit down.
Then she called Hyangdan:
“Bring in a tray of wine!”
When they had drunk and were slightly tipsy, she opened a box and took out five yang:
“Please take this and buy yourselves something to drink on the way, and don’t say anything about it
afterward.”
The men were befuddled with the wine. They said:
“You mustn’t give us money. Do you think we came for money? Put it away again.”
“Kim, you take it.”
“It’s against the rules, but there are a lot of us …”
He took the money; but as they were turning to go, the chief kisaeng came along clapping her hands:
“Come on, Ch’unhyang, do as you are told! I’m as constant as you are! I’m as chaste as you are! Why are you
making such a fuss about being chaste and faithful? Just for the sake of your virtue, you pretty little miss, the
whole yamen is in trouble and everyone is likely to lose his job. Come on quickly! Get along fast!”
Ch’unhyang came reluctantly out of the gate, leaving her retirement:
“Don’t treat me like this, madam. You have your position and I have mine. We must all die once, and no one
can die twice.” So they hobbled along together to the yamen.
“Ch’unhyang’s here.”
When the governor saw her, he was delighted:
“It is Ch’unhyang, indeed. Come up on the dais.”
She went up and meekly sat down. The governor, entirely bewitched, gave an order:
“Go to the office and tell the treasurer to come here.”
The little treasurer was already on his way in. The happy governor said:
“Look at her now. That’s Ch’unhyang.”
“Mmmm … she’s a pretty little piece. Very well formed. When we were in Seoul you kept talking about
Ch’unhyang. She’s worth looking at.” The governor laughed:
“Will you play the marriage-broker?” The treasurer sat down:
“Oh, you shouldn’t have called her yourself first. It would have been more proper to send a go-between.
Things have been done a little carelessly. But now you have gone so far, there’s really nothing you can do but
marry her.” The governor enjoyed the joke, and then said to Ch’unhyang:
“From today you must dress yourself properly and stat to attend in the yamen.”
“Your commands must be respected, but since I am married I cannot do as you say.” The governor laughed:
“A pretty girl, a pretty girl! And a virtuous woman too! Your chastity is wonderful. You are quite right to reply
like that. But young Yi is the eldest son of a famous family in Seoul, and do you think he regards you as anything
more than a flower he plucked in passing?
“You are a faithful child and while you keep faith the bloom will fade from your face, your hair will grow
white and lose its luster. As you bewail the vain passing of the years, who will there be to blame but yourself?
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However faithful you remain, who will recognize it?
“Forget all that. Is it better to belong to your governor or to be tied to a child? Let me hear what you have to
say.” Ch’unhyang replied:
“A subject cannot serve two kings and a wife cannot belong to two husbands; that is my principle. I would
rather die than do as you say, however many times you ask me. Please allow me to hold to my ideal: I cannot have
more than one husband.” The treasurer spoke to her then:
“Look here, now; that lad is fickle. Life is no more than a mayfly, and men are all the same. Why should you
take so much trouble? His Excellency proposes to lift you up in the world. What do you singing girls know about
faithfulness and chastity? The old governor has gone and the new governor has arrived: it’s proper for you to obey
him. Stop talking strangely. What have loyalty and faithfulness to do with people of your sort?”
Ch’unhyang was amazed. She relaxed her posture and said:
“A woman’s virtue is the same for high ranks and low. If you listen I will explain.
“Let’s talk about kisaeng.\fn{“Government's legal entertainers, required to perform various functions for the state … Korean professsional singing and dancing girls.”W } There are no virtuous ones, you say; but I will tell them to you one by one:
Nongson of Haeso died at Tongson Pass; there was a child kisaeng of Sonch’on who learned all about the Seven
Reasons for divorce; Non’gae is so famous as a patriot that a memorial was erected to her and sacrifices are offered there; Hwa- wol of Ch’ongju had a three-storied pavilion raised in her memory; Wolson of P’yongyang has
a memorial; Ilchihong of Andong had a memorial erected in her lifetime, and was raised to the nobility: so do not
belittle kisaeng.” Then she turned to the governor again:
“Even a mighty man like Meng Pen\fn{ A note reads: A Chinese hero during the Warring States period (403-221BC), who
could pull the horns from an ox’s head.} could not wrest from me my determination to stay a faithful wife and keep the
oath, high as the mountains and deep as the sea, that I made to young master Yi. The eloquence of Su Ch’in\fn{ A
note reads: A political theorist (d.317BC) and adviser to the states of Yen, Chao, and others .} or Chang Yi\fn{A note reads: Minister of
King Hui of Ch’in (278-272BC).} could not move my heart. Chu-ko Liang\fn{ A note reads: A great statesman and strategist
(181-234) of the Shu han who served its first ruler as chancellor .} was so clever that he could restrain the southeast wind, but
he could not change my heart. Hsü Yu\fn{ A note readsd: A legendary recluse. When Emperor Yao wished to make him his successor, Hsü was so horrified by the suggestion he went to the river to cleanse his ears .} would not bend his will to Yao; Po I and
Shu Ch’I would not eat the grain of Chou.\fn{A note reads: Po I, together with his brother Shu Ch’I, disapproved of the conquest
by Chou of their overlord the Shang king, and retired to Shou-yang mountain; resolving “not to eat the corn of Chou,” they died of starvetion.} Were it not for Hsü Yu there would be no high-principled ministers; were it not for Po I and Shu Ch’I there

would be many more criminals and robbers.
“I may be of humble birth, but I know these examples. If I forsook my husband and became a concubine, it
would be treason as much as it is for a minister to betray his king. But the decision is yours.” The governor was
furious:
“Listen, girl: treason is a capital offense, and insulting royal officers is equally serious. Refusing to obey a
governor meets the same punishment. Don’t put yourself in danger of death.” Ch’unhyang burst out:
“If the rape of a married woman is not a crime, what is?”
The governor in his fury pounded the writing desk with such force that his hatband snapped and his topknot
came undone. His voice grew harsh:
“Take this girl away!” he shouted.
The yamen guards and servants answered, “Yes, sir,” and ran forward to catch Ch’unhyang by the hair and
drag her away.
“Slaves!”
“Yes, sir!”
“Take this girl away.” Ch’unhyang trembled:
“Let go of me!” She had come halfway down the steps when the slaves rushed up:
“You stupid woman, if you talk to the officers like that, you’ll never save your life.”
*
They pulled her down to the ground of the courtyard. The fearsome soldiers and yamen servants swarmed
around her like bees and grabbed her hair, black as black seaweed, coiled like a kite-string on its reel in springtime, like a lantern on Buddha’s birthday, coiled tightly. They threw her down on the ground. It was pitiful. Her
white jade body was crumpled up like a figure six; she was surrounded by grim soldiers holding spears, clubs,
paddles, and red cudgels,
“Call the executioner.”
“Bow your heads, the executioner comes!” The governor had recovered a little, but he was still trembling and
panting:
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“Executioner, there is no need for any interrogation of this girl. Bind her to the frame immediately. Break her
shin-bones and prepare the writ of execution.”
See what the jailers do while they bind her to the frame? The noise they make as they pile the paddles and
clubs in armfuls beside the frame makes Ch’unhyang faint.
Watch the executioner! He tries the paddles one by one, tests them for strength and suppleness, chooses one
that will break easily and raises it over his right shoulder waiting for the governor’s order.
“Receive your orders: if you pretend to beat her harder than you do, because you pity her, you will be punished
on the spot. Beat her hard.” The executioner replied loudly:
“Your orders will be obeyed, Why should we pity her? Now, girl, don’t move your legs; if you do, your bones
will break.”
He yelled as he danced about her brandishing the paddle. Then he stood still and said to her quietly:
“Just stand a couple of blows. I can’t avoid it, but thrash your legs about wildly, as though it were hurting more
than it does.”
“Beat her hard.”
“Yes, sir, I’ll beat her!”
At the first stroke the broken pieces of the paddle flew through the air and fell in front of the governor. Ch’unhyang tried to bear the pain but ground her teeth and flung her head back, screaming:
“What have I done?”
During the practice strokes, the executioner stood alone, but from the time he took the paddle to give the legal
punishment, a servant stood facing him. Like a pair of fighting-cocks, as one stooped to beat, the other stooped to
mark the tally, in the same way that ignorant penniless fellows in the wineshop mark on the wall the number of
cups they have drunk. He drew a line for the first stroke. Ch’unhyang cried untestrainedly:
One heart undivided,
Faithful to one husband,
One punishment before one year is over,
But for one moment I will not change.

All the townsfolk of Namwon, old and young, were gathered to watch what was going on:
“It’s cruel! Our governor is cruel! Why should he punish a girl like that? Why should she be beaten so? Look
at the executioner! When he comes out, we’ll kill him!”
Everybody who saw and heard was weeping. Then came the second stroke:
Two spouses are faithful,
Two husbands there cannot be;
Though my body is beaten,
Though I die for ever,
I’ll never forget master Yi.

The third stroke came:
Three rules for a woman’s life,
Three principles of behavior, and five relationships:
Though I am punished three times,
I will never forget my husband,
Master Yi of the Three Springs Vale.

Then came the fourth stroke:
The governor is father of the people,
But he ignores the four social classes;
He rules by force and power
And has no love for the people
In the forty-eight quarters of Namwon.
Though my four limbs are severed,
Alike in life and death
I’ll never forget young master Yi,
My husband.

The fifth stroke came:
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The five relationships remain unbroken:
Husband and wife both have their station; Our fate was sealed by the five elements,
Sleeping or waking, I cannot forget my husband.
When the autumn moon shines on the paulownia where he is,
Will he send a letter to me?
Will there be a message tomorrow?
My innocent body does not deserve death.
Don’t convict me unjustly.
Oh, oh, the pity of it!

The sixth stroke came:
Six times six is thirty-six,
And though I die sixty thousand times,
The body has six thousand joints,
All bound in love,
How can I change my heart?

The seventh stroke came:
If I have not broken one of the Seven Rules
Why should I receive seven punishments?
Take a seven-foot sword,
Cut me up and kill me quickly.
Executioner, do not spare me.
The seven jewels of my face must be destroyed.

The eighth stroke came:
The eight characters of my horoscope
Brought the governors of the eight provinces to meet me.
Are the governors sent
To rule the people well,
Or are they sent to do them evil?

The ninth stroke came:
In the nine organs of my body
My tears have made a nine-years flood.
The tall pine trees of the nine hills
Are cut and loaded on a riverboat
To go quick to Seoul
And lay my case before the king
In the ninefold palace.
When I leave the nine courts
I will go to the Three Springs Vale and meet my love,
To relieve my heart and refresh my soul.

The tenth stroke came:
Though I live the tenth time
After escaping death nine times,
My mind is made up for the rest of my days
And a hundred thousand deaths will not change it,
But I cannot escape.
Ch’unhyang at six and ten,
Poor devil under the cudgels,
Is hardly alive.

Ten strokes were expected, but she was beaten fifteen times:
The moon shines bright on the fifteenth night,
But is hidden in the clouds.
My beloved is hidden in the Three Springs Vale.
Moon, bright moon, do you see him?
Why can I not see where he has gone?
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Twenty strokes would have been enough, but they went on to twenty-five:
Playing the lute of twenty-five strings,
In the moonlight I cannot restrain my sorrow.
Wild goose, where are you flying?
If you go to Seoul,
Take a message to my beloved,
Who lives in the Three Springs Vale:
See what I look like now;
Take care you don’t forget.

Her young mind craved to flee above the thirty-three heavens to the throne of the heavenly emperor. Her jadewhite body was covered with blood, and she was bathed in tears. The blood and the tears flowed together, like
peach petals in the water when the man of Wuling found the hidden vale. Ch’unhyang cried in her bitterness:
“Do not treat a girl like this. Better kill me quickly, and when I am dead my soul will become a cuckoo like the
bird of Shu, crying in the empty hills on moonlit nights and breaking the dreams of young master Yi after he has
gone to sleep.”
She could not finish her words before she fainted.
*
The officers and servants turned their heads and wiped their tears. The executioner who had beaten her also
turned away, wiping his eyes:
“No son of man should do such things.” All the onlookers and officials standing round also wiped their eyes
and looked away, unable to bear the sight.
“We shall never see anyone who takes a beating like Ch’unhyang. Oh, it’s cruel, it’s cruel! Her chastity is
cruel; her virtue is from heaven.” Men and women, young and old, all alike were weeping, and the governor was
displeased:
“Now, girl, you have been beaten for insulting the governor. What good has it done you? Will you persist in
your disobedience?” Half dead and half alive, Ch’unhyang answered proudly:
“Listen to me, governor; don’t you understand an oath that binds till death? A faithless woman brings frost in
summer weather. My soul will fly to the king and present its petitions. You will not escape; please let me die.”
The governor was exasperated:
“The girl is beyond reason. Put her in a cangue and send her to the prison.”
The big cangue was fastened round her neck and sealed. The jailer took the weight of it and as they came out
of the third gate the group of kisaeng saw it:
“Poor Ch’unhyang! Keep hold on your senses! Oh, how piteous!” They stroked her limbs and offered her
soothing drugs. They wept to see her. Just then the tall and stupid Fading Spring appeared:
“What on earth is going on? It looks as though the board for a memorial gate is being brought in.” When she
came closer and saw what it really was, she said:
“Poor Ch’unhyang! How awful!”
*
While the commotion was going on, Ch’unhyang’s mother heard these words, and rushed wildly forward to
throw her arms round her daughter:
“Oh! Why should this happen? What is her crime, and why was she beaten? Jailers! Chief clerk! What has my
daughter done! Officers! Executioners! What enemy has ordered this?
“Oh dear, it’s all my fault! I’m nearly seventy and I’ve no support. I have no sons and I brought up my only
daughter so carefully and properly. I taught her to read and to study the rules of propriety for women, and she said
to me:
“‘Don’t cry, mother, don’t cry. Don’t be sad because you have no son. Can’t my children offer sacrifices for
you when you die?’
“Her great devotion to her mother was not surpassed even by Kuo Chu\fn{ A note reads: Of the Later Han (25220AD), one of the twenty-four paragons of filial devotion .} or Meng Tsung.\fn{A note reads: One of the twenty-four paragons of
filial devotion.} Does social class make any difference to love for one’s children? My soul will never rest. My sighs
are wasting my heart away.
“Sergeant Kim! Sergeant Yi! Even though your orders were strict, why did you beat her so cruelly? Look at my
poor daughter’s wounds! Her legs were as white as snow, and now they are red with blood. If she had been the
daughter of a well-born family, even a blind girl! But she is only the daughter of the kisaeng Wolmae. How can
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such things happen? Ch’unhyang, keep hold on your senses! Oh dear, oh dear, the pity of it!
“Hyangdan, go outside the yamen and hire two runners. I am going to send them to Seoul.”
*
When Ch’unhyang heard that the runners were being hired, she said:
“Mother, don’t do it. What are you thinking of? If the runners go to Seoul and Mong-nyong sees them but does
not know what to do about it, the worry will make him ill, which will make matters worse. Don’t send them; I will
go to jail.”
She was carried on the jailer’s back to the prison house, with Hyangdan bearing the weight of the cangue. Her
mother walked behind. When they got to the door of the jail:
“Keeper, open the gate. Are the keepers asleep?”
This is what the jail was like: the wooden bars were rotten, and a piercing wind came through them; through
the cracks in the crumbling walls lice and fleas came in and attacked the whole of her body …
2
… Meanwhile Yi Mong-nyong was in Seoul studying poetry and composition night and day. He made himself
master of a hundred authors; he was comparable to Li Po\fn{ A note reads: T’ang poet (701-762) known in Korea for his
poems on the moon and wine.} in poetry, and his calligraphy would compare with that of Wang I-chih.\fn{ A note reads:
Famous calligrapher (303-c.365) of the Chin (221-206BC; the first true empire in Chinese history, whoses name gave rise to the name
‘China’).}

Soon there was an extraordinary examination, and he took his writing materials to the examination ground.
Looking around, he saw a great concourse of people, crowds of scholars bowing before the king\fn{ The King of
Korea; he began to style himself Emperor only in 1897; and this lasted only until the country was occupied by Japan in 1910:H } at one
time. The royal orchestra was playing court music, and the parrot dance was being performed.
The rector of the National Academy announced the theme appointed by the king, and the chief secretary posted
it on the vermilion board. The subject for composition was:
“Springtime in the examination ground is the same today as yesteryear.”
Mong-nyong found the subject to his liking. He spread out his paper and slowly ground his ink while he sought
for inspiration. Then dipping his golden weasel-hair writing brush into the ink he began to write.
He wrote in the style of Wang I-chih and according to the model of Chao Meng-fu.\fn{ A note reads: A great painter
and calligrapher (1254-1322) of the Yüan (1279-1368).} His brush flew over the paper, and he was the first to finish. When
the chief examiner saw Mong-nyong’s composition, every stroke was perfect and the couplets were like jewels on
a thread. His calligraphy was strong, like dragons flying through the heavens. The verses had the rhythm of a
flock of wild geese descending on the sand-flats.
He was the genius of his time.
After the list of successful candidates had been announced, and he had received three cups of wine from the
king, he was declared the top graduate of the examination. When he came out from the royal presence, he had the
winner’s sprays of pink paper flowers fixed on his hat, and he was wearing the yellow silk robe of his new rank,
with cranes embroidered on the back and chest.
After the usual three days of celebration, with processions and games in the streets, he paid his respects to the
family graves and then presented himself before the king. The king spoke to him personally:
“The hopes of the court are set on you.”
Then he called a royal secretary and appointed Mong-nyong Royal Inspector of Cholla province. It was the
post he had always wanted. His embroidered robes of office, his heavy brass warrants and his brass yardstick were
delivered to him. He left the royal presence and went to his own home. His official hat made him look awesome
as a tiger from the mountain valleys.
He said goodbye to his parents and set off for Cholla.
*
Outside the South Gate of the capital, at Ch’ongp’a post station, he mustered his scribes, agents and postmen,
and mounted his horse.
When Mong-nyong and his men had parted for their several ways, Mong-nyong prepared himself for his journey. See what he looked like?
No one would recognize him. His battered straw hat had no crown and was bound with wisps of barley straw;
its hat strings were of the cheapest cord. The headband was all that remained of his topknot-cap. It had bone buttons, and was fastened with string. He wore a deceptively shabby coat, tied round the waist with a hank of yarn.
Nothing remained of his fan but the ribs, and the two pine-cones hanging from its cords. It was his only protection
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against the sun …
In every town, prefecture and magistracy he heard what was going on and tried to catch the feeling of the people, investigating the things that had been done by the authorities. All the yamens were in consternation. The
minor officials were afraid, and those who had charge of public money were prepared to take flight, for it was
known that the inspection teams were coming.
Eventually he came to Imsil, and in the fields at Kuhwa he found the farmers working. They were singing a
farmer’s song, and great was the din they made:
Oyoro! Sangsadwiyo!
Peace and prosperity reign through the land,
High is the virtue of our king!
Once again the children sing
The songs that pleased the emperor Yao—
Oyoro! Sangsadwiyo!
*
The emperor Shun with highest power
Invented the art of making brass dishes
And plowed the fields of Li-shan—
Oyoro! Sangsadwiyo!
*
The Divine Husbandman made the hoe,
And it has lasted from then till now.
Wasn’t that a mighty thing?
Oyoro! Sangsadwiyo!
*
Yü of Hsia, the gentle king,
Brought an end to nine years’ floods;
Oyoro! Sangsadwiyo!
*
T’ang of Yin, the gentle king,
Suffered seven years of drought;
Oyoro! Sangsadwiyo!
*
We keep up the farmer’s skill,
Pay the king our tax in grain,
Keep what’s left to feed ourselves, .
Looking up to serve our parents,
Looking down to wife and children.
Oyoro! Sangsadwiyo!
*
So we set the hundred plants,
Tend them meetly in due season,
And they all bring forth their fruit—
Oyoro! Sangsadwiyo!
*
What hope have we of rank and office?
What is finer than a farmer?
Oyoro! Sangsadwiyo!
*
Tilling dry fields, plowing paddy,
We feed our mouths and fill our bellies.
Oyoro! Sangsadwiyo!

Yi Mong-nyong stood leaning on his stick listening to them for a while:
“It looks like a wonderful harvest this year.”
But to one side there was a strange sight.
Some wiry old men were banded together at work in a stony field. They were wearing reed hats, and as they
raked the soil they sang the Song of the White-headed Men:
Let’s send up a petition!
Let’s send up a petition!
Send a petition up to God
And see what he will say.
*
Let the old men never die,
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Let the young men not grow old.
Let’s send God a petition.
*
Oh how hateful, oh how hateful!
White hairs are our enemies.
We try to stop white hairs,
*
With an axe in one hand
And thorns in the other,
But white hairs come round behind.
They take away our ruddy cheeks,
Bind us in blue cords,
Bind us so we can’t escape.
*
Rosy cheeks will fade away,
White hairs will surely come,
Wrinkles form beneath the ears,
All our black hair will turn white.
*
In the morning fresh and bright,
In the evening white as snow,
Time is heartless in its passing.
Youth’s a season full of pleasure,
But the days run swiftly by;
Time’s nature is to fly.
*
I want to ride a spanking pony,
Ride the highway up to Seoul,
I want to see the hills and valleys
Just once more before I die.
I want to meet a pretty maid
And sit beside her at a feast.
*
Morning flowers, midnight moonlight,
All the glories of the seasons
Are things I cannot see or hear,
Because my eyes and ears are failing,
And there is no remedy.
*
Oh how sad, how sad, my friend,
Whither are you going now?
Like the falling leaves of autumn
Slowly, slowly you’re declining,
Like the morning star at daylight,
You are ever growing weaker.
*
Where’s the path that you are taking?
Oyoro! This work of tilling!
This life of ours is nothing
But the dream of a spring morning.

After a time one of the farmers straightened his back and said:
“Let’s have a smoke, let’s have a smoke!”
In their pointed reed hats, they walked along the balks between the paddies, proudly holding their soapstone
pipes. They took their leather tobacco pouches out of the back of their belts, spat on the tobacco and rammed it
into the pipes with their thumbs. They lit a fire of chaff and stuck their pipes into the embers, drawing on them
with a noise like the squeaking of baby mice. That is the farmers’ way. Their cheeks swelled, their nostrils flared,
until the pipes began to draw. Then they stood up to smoke.
Mong-nyong addressed them in familiar language:
“Let me have a few words with you.”
“What is it?”
“Is it true that there’s a girl in this county called Ch’unhyang, who has entered the governor’s household and
takes so many bribes that the ordinary people suffer through misgovernment?”
A farmer grew heated:
“Where do you live?”
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“Oh, here, there and anywhere.”
“Oh, you live anywhere! Have you no eyes and ears? Just because she won’t go into the governor’s household,
Ch’unhyang has been beaten. You don’t see many kisaeng’s daughters make such faithful wives. Because some
filthy beggar like you lusted after her white body, she can’t eat and she’s likely to starve. That young beggar Yi,
who went and left her, has never sent a word of news to her. I don’t care what rank he has risen to, he isn’t worth
the water in my chamberpot.”
“Here, what do you think you’re saying?”
“Why, what does it matter to you?”
“It doesn’t matter, but you’d better watch your language.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about, you don’t.” Mong-nyong broke off the conversation and turned
away:
“That’s right, it’s only a matter of disgrace and humiliation. You carry on with your work.”
“Yes, sir.”
*
Mong-nyong had barely turned the next corner after leaving the farmers when a youth came toward him
dragging a stick and chanting a poem, half sijo and half sassol:
What’s the date today?
How many days will it take
To cover the thousand ri to Seoul?
If I had the fine gray steed
On which Chao Tzu-lung crossed the river,
I might get there today.
But, more’s the pity, poor Ch’unhyang,
Always thinking of young master Yi,
Shut up in prison,
Hovering on the point of death,
Never gets a word of news
From that wicked gentleman.
There’s the gentry for you!

When Mong-nyong heard this, he said:
“Boy, where do you live?”
“In Namwon.”
“Where are you going?”
“To Seoul.”
“What for?”
“To take Ch’unhyang’s letter to the old governor’s house.”
“Let me look at it.”
“You’re a fine gentleman! You don’t know your manners.”
“What’s that?”
“Well, just think: it’s bad enough to want to look at a man’s letter, but you are asking to see a letter from
somebody else’s wife.”
“Now listen:
The traveler about to set out on his way,
I open the letter once again.

Said the T’ang poet Chang Chi.\fn{A note reads: T’ang poet (768-c.830) and a protégé of Han Yü.} Let me have a look.
What does it matter?”
“You look bad, but your knowledge of books is extraordinary. Look at it quickly and give it back.”
“You ill-mannered oaf!”
Mong-nyong took the letter and unfolded it. This was what it said:
I have had no news of you since we parted, but I pray that you and your parents are in good health. I have fallen foul
of the governor and been beaten. Now I am more dead than alive. I expect I shall die soon and my soul will pass into
the shades, but even if I were to die ten thousand times I could not serve more than one husband. Whether I live or die,
I do not know what will become of my poor mother. Please be kind to her and look after her for me.

At the bottom of the letter was written a quatrain:
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Some time last year he left me.
Winter has gone, and autumn has returned;
Midnight winds and rain like snow—
How have I become a convict in Namwon?

The letter was written in blood. It was as regular as a flight of wild geese landing on the sandflats, but every
letter cried in pain.
When Mong-nyang saw it his eyes filled with tears that dropped upon the paper. The youth said:
“Why do you cry at somebody else’s letter.”
“You silly boy, even somebody else’s letter, if it is sad, will make a man weep.”
“Look what you’ve done!—pretending to sympathize, you’ve messed the letter up with your tears. That letter
cost fifteen yang\fn{To be written at dictation, by a professional letter-writer.}—you must repay it!”
“Listen. Young master Yi was one of my childhood friends, and he was coming down to the country with me,
but on the way he stopped in Chonju. He promised to meet me tomorrow at Namwon. If you come with me, you
will meet him.”
The youth changed color:
“Do you think Seoul is just over there?” He tried to grab the letter:
“Give it to me!”
Mong-nyong resisted him. The other caught the edge of his coat, and saw underneath, that Mong-nyong was
wearing a silk purse at his waist, containing something that felt like a flat dish—the brass warrant. The youth
stepped back:
“What’s that you’ve got? Is that the way the wind blows?”
“You fool! If this matter gets out, I won’t be answerable for your life.”
*
Mong-nyong carried on toward Namwon. As he came over the Paksok Pass into the town, he looked around
and saw the familiar hills and streams. He came to the South Gate:
“Kwanghan Pavilion, how have you been? Magpie Bridge, is all well?”,
The willows are green and fresh before the hostel
(That was where I tied the donkey)
The clear stream falls like a blue mist of water
(That was where I washed my feet)
The green trees line the road to the Ch’in capital
(That was the road I came and went on).

A group of girls were washing clothes under the Magpie Bridge:
“You know …”
“What?”
“I feel very sorry for poor Ch’unhyang. He’s a cruel man, our governor, a cruel man. He tried to force her to
serve him, but her faithfulness is beyond belief. Did he really think that the fear of death would break her iron
will? Oh, he’s heartless, that young master Yi, he’s heartless!”
As they squatted over their washing, chattering away, they might have been the Princess Ying-yang, the Princess Lan-yang, Ch’in Ts’ai-feng, Kuei Ch’an-yüeh, Po Ling-p’o, Ti Ching-hung, Shen Niao-yen, and Chia Ch’unyün, all the girls of A Dream of Nine Clouds,\fn{By Kim Man-jung (1637-1692), a landmark novel of Korean literature .} but
where was Yang Shao-yu, their hero?
Mong-nyong went up into the pavilion and looked around again.
*
The sun was going down in the west, and the birds were flying home to roost in the woods. Over there was the
willow tree where Ch’unhyang’s swing had hung: he fancied he could see it flying to and fro again.
To the east in the green shade of Changnim woods was Ch’unhyang’s house. The garden would be the same as
ever, but beyond that high stone wall was the cruel prison where poor Ch’unhyang was languishing.
The sun was dipping behind the hill and dusk was gathering when he arrived at the gate of her house. The gatelodge was dilapidated and the main building was losing its plaster.
The phoenix tree still stood in the grove, but looked sad and neglected in the wind. The white cranes inside the
walls must have been worried by the dogs as they walked about, for their feathers were bedraggled and they were
crying mournfully.
The old dog lay feebly in front of the gate. It did not even recognize an old friend, but got up to bark.
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“You silly dog, stop barking. I’m as good as your master. Where’s your mistress gone? Why are you the only
one to meet me?”
He looked up at the gate of the inner court where he had written and posted a Chinese inscription. The character for loyalty had lost its top part, so that only the bottom part, ‘the heart,’ remained. The inscription he had written for the name of the building, The House of the Crouching Dragon, and the spring mottoes had been torn by
the wind and were fluttering sadly.
He went slowly into the house. Everything was quiet. See what Ch’unhyang’s mother does? She was cooking
gruel:
“Oh, dear, it’s all my fault! He’s cruel, he’s cruel, young Yi is cruel! My daughter will die, and he has forgotten her completely. He has cut her off without news. What grief is ours!
“Hyangdan! Bring some more fuel.”
She came out, washed her hair in the runnel in the corner of the yard, combed it, and offered a bowl of clean
water at the stone cairn in the garden, prostrating herself and praying:
“Spirits of heaven and earth, sun, moon, and stars, unite to hear my prayer! I have nurtured my only daughter,
Ch’unhyang, like a golden nugget, so that her children should remember me with sacrifices. Now she has been
cruelly beaten and shut in the jail although she is innocent. There is no hope for her life. Heavenly spirits, exert
yourselves, raise Yi Mong-nyong of Seoul to honor and glory, and save my daughter, Ch’unhyang!” When she
had finished praying, she called:
“Hyangdan! Light my pipe for me.”
She took the pipe and puffed at it, sighing.
When Mong-nyong saw her devotion, he said to himself:
“I thought my success was due to my ancestors, but now I realize it was due to my mother-in-law.” Then he
said aloud:
“Is there anybody in?”
“Who is it?”
“Me.”
“Who do you mean, ‘me’?” He went inside:
“It isYi.”
“Oh, youngYi! I see, the ward officer’s son?”
“Oh, mother! Don’t you know me? You’re getting old—don’t you know me?”
“But who are you?”
“A son-in-law is a perpetual visitor, they say. Do you still not know me?”
Wolmae was delighted:
“My dear, my dear! What has happened? Where have you been? How have you come now? Have you been
blown here by some great wind? Have you been carried on the clouds? Have you heard about Ch’unhyang? Have
you come to save her? Come in, come in quickly.”
She took him by the hand and led him inside. They sat down in the candlelight, and she looked at him closely,
amazed to see that he looked like a beggar among beggars. She exclaimed:
“What on earth has happened?”
“When a gentleman’s fortunes change, the results are beyond description. I went up to Seoul, but lost all hope
of advancement. The family fortune vanished, my father is teaching in a little school and my mother has gone
back to her parents. We are all scattered, so I came to see Ch’unhyang in the hope of getting a little money, but it
looks as though both our families are ruined.” Ch’unhyang’s mother was astonished when she heard this tale:
“You heartless man! After you left here you sent no news at all. What sort of manners are those? You were
going to do so well in the examinations, and now see what’s become of you! Your bolt is shot, you are like water
poured out. I don’t know who to blame. But what will become of Ch’unhyang?” She leapt forward in a fury, bit
his nose, and beat him.
“Is it my fault or my nose’s fault? You can send me away. Heaven is heartless, and storms and thunder will
always come.” She was sarcastic:
“When a gentleman gets into trouble, he can always make light of it?” Mong-nyong, deliberately trying to find
out how she would react, said:
“I’m very hungry. Give me a bowl of rice, please.” The woman answered:
“There isn’t any rice.” Of course there was rice in the house, but she was very angry with him.
Just then Hyangdan returned from the jail. She heard her mistress shouting and rushed in without ceremony.
She recognized Mong-nyong immediately and greeted him profusely:
“I am so glad to see you back! Is your father well? How is your mother? You must be tired after your journey.”
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“Hello! You have been having a hard time.”
“I am all right. Madam, please stop scolding him. He’s come all this way to see us. You can’t treat him like
that. If Ch’unhyang hears about it, she will be terribly upset. Don’t be so hard on him.”
She went into the kitchen and put some green peppers and kimchi and soy sauce with a little cold rice and a
bowl of cold water on a table and brought it to him:
“Eat this first, while I cook supper.” Mong-nyong said gratefully:
“O rice, it’s a long time since I saw you!”
He mixed all the food together and, ignoring the spoon, ate it with his fingers. The food disappeared as quickly
as a crab draws its eyes in from the wind. Ch’unhyang’s mother said:
“Yes, indeed! He’s obviously learned to eat like a beggar.”
Meanwhile, Hyangdan was thinking about Ch’unhyang’s troubles. She could not cry aloud, but wept quietly to
herself:
“What can we do, what can we do? How can we save my lovely mistress? What shall we do? What shall we
do?” Mong-nyong saw her silently crying and said:
“Don’t cry, Hyangdan. It’s hardly likely that your mistress will die. Anyone as good as her is sure to be all
right in the end.” Ch’unhyang’s mother heard him:
“You’re still the proud aristocrat. Why do you carry on like that?” Hyangdan said:
“Don’t take any notice of what she says; she is old and her mind is feeble. Now all this has happened to us, and
she gets so angry that she never speaks without raging. Please eat some supper now.”
Mong-nyong took the tray of food. Suddenly he was overcome with anger and could not face eating:
“Hyangdan, take the tray away.” Knocking the ash out of his pipe, he said:
“Mother, shall we go and see Ch’unhyang now?”
“Yes, of course. What sort of man would you be if you didn’t go to see her?” Hyangdan said:
“The gates are closed now. Let’s wait until curfew rings.”
*
At last they heard the curfew bell. Hyangdan carried a tray of gruel on her head and held the lantern. Mongnyong followed behind. When they arrived at the gate of the jail there was no one about. All was quiet; not even
the jailer could be found.
Ch’unhyang, either dreaming or daydreaming, thought she saw her husband coming. He had a guilded cap on
his head, and wore a red court robe. They fell upon each other’s necks and began to talk of their love for each
other …
“Ch’unhyang!”
She did not answer. Mong-nyong said:
“Try calling louder!”
“We can’t do that: the garrison is nearby, and if we call too loudly the governor may hear about it and start
investigating. We must wait a little.”
“What do you mean? What sort of investigating? Wait while I call: Ch’unhyang!”
Ch’unhyang heard him calling. She was startled:
“Is that voice real, am I dreaming? It’s a strange voice.” Mong-nyong grew agitated:
“Tell her I’ve come.”
“If she hears you are here, she may faint from shock. Keep quiet.”
Ch’unhyang heard her mother’s voice. She was surprised:
“Mother, why have you come? If you wander about after your daughter, you will fall over and hurt yourself.
Please stop coming.”
“Don’t worry about me. He’s come.”
“Who’s come?”
“He’s come.”
“I can’t stand it. Tell me what you’re talking about. I just had a dream that I met my husband and talked to him.
Have you heard from him? Is there some news? Has he been gazetted? Tell me quickly!”
“Whether it’s your husband or somebody else’s, some beggar has come here.”
“What are you talking about? Has my husband come? I was dreaming of him. Has he really come?”
She grasped his hand between the bars. She could hardly believe it was true.
“Who are you, really? It must be a dream. After all this time, have you come like this? I can’t take any more, I
shall die. Why were you so heartless? Mother and I are ill-fated. Since you left I have passed the days and nights,
waking and sleeping, thinking of you. I have been beaten till I was almost dead. Look at me now: have you come
to save me?”
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She was so glad to see him that she talked at length, but when she looked at him closely, how could she fail to
grieve anew?
“I don’t care whether I live or die, but what has happened to you?”
“Ch’unhyang, don’t grieve. Man’s fate is decided in Heaven. I am sure you will not die.” Ch’unhyang spoke to
her mother:
“When he was in Seoul, I longed for him as people long for rain after seven years’ drought: did he also long for
me? People\fn{The text has here: Please.} don’t knock down their own pagoda or trample on their own saplings. I am
beyond help now. Mother, when I am dead, let there be no regrets. The silk coat I used to wear is in the inlaid
wardrobe: take it out and exchange it for the best ramie cloth and make him a decent set of clothes. Sell my best
white silk skirt and buy him a hat and headband, and some shoes. You will find my silver hairpin, my amberhandled knife and my jade ring in my jewel box. Sell them too and make him clothes of hemp. I shall die soon, so
I don’t need those things any more. Sell the wardrobes and the cedar chest for what you can get and use the money to buy him proper food. When I am dead, look after him as though I were still alive with him.”
Then she turned to Mong-nyong:
“Tomorrow is the governor’s birthday. If he gets drunk, he will probably send for me. I am already so badly
beaten that I shall hardly be able to stand. My head is dizzy and I shall stumble if I try to walk. I shall die of my
tortures. Pick up my body like a bearer’s load, and take it to the quiet Lotus Cottage where we spent our first night
together.
“Lay me out with your own hands and comfort my soul. Don’t remove my clothes, but bury me as I am in a
sunny place. Then later, when you have achieved high office, come back and re-bury me in a fine linen shroud;
have me carried in a decorated bier away from these hills and up to Seoul, so that I can be buried near your
ancestral graves. On my gravestone simply write the eight characters:
Grave of Ch’unhyang
A Constant Wife
Unjustly Killed
“That will be enough for me. The sun that sets behind the western hills will rise again tomorrow, but poor
Ch’un-hyang, once she has gone, will never come again. Requite my wrongs!
“Oh, the pity of it! My poor mother will lose me and all her belongings. She will become a beggar, asking for
food from house to house, sleeping here and there out of doors. When her strength fails and she dies in some corner of the hills, the jackdaws will come from Mount Chiri, flapping their wings and cawing as they peck out her
eyes, and she will have no daughter to stand by and scare them away.”
She wept bitterly. Mong-nyong spoke to her:
“Don’t weep. Even though the sky should fall, there will be a hole to creep into. What do you think of me, that
you should be so despairing?”
*
They left her and went to her house. Ch’unhyang, having seen her husband so unexpectedly in the darkness,
was now left alone lamenting:
“When God created men, he made them all equal. What sin has brought my misfortune on me? I lost my husband at sixteen and lived in lonely misery; I was tortured and beaten, and brought to jail.
“Now for three or four months, day and night, I have waited for him to come back. At last I have seen his face
again, but it has increased my sorrow. When I die and go to the Yellow Springs, what shall I be able to say to the
kings who sit in judgment there?”
She wailed bitterly, exhausting her strength, more dead than alive.
*
Yi Mong-nyong came out of Ch’unhyang’s house intending to spend the night in spying out the situation in the
city. He went to the yamen and heard the chief clerk saying to one of the dispatch carriers:
“I have heard that Yi, who lives outside the West Gate of Seoul, has been appointed an Inspector, and a few
minutes ago a suspicious character in ragged clothes and a battered hat was seen with Ch’unhyang’s mother,
carrying a light lantern. Tomorrow at the governor’s birthday banquet we must have a special place prepared in
case he comes. Make absolutely sure that nothing goes wrong.”
When Mong-nyong heard this he thought to himself:
“So they have guessed what’s going on.”
*
Then he went on to the courts of justice. See what the commandant of the soldiers was doing: he was speaking
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to the guards:
“Just now there was a strange beggar hanging about near the jail. He may have been a secret inspector. Make a
careful record of what he looked like.” Mong-nyong said to himself:
“These devils know everything.”
He went on to the Office of Supply, where he heard the same sort of thing. After he had visited all six offices
of the yamen he returned to Ch’unhyang’s house.
*
The next day, after morning muster in the yamen, the officials from the nearby towns began to come in: the
commandant of Unbong and the magistrates from Kurye, Koksong, Sunch’ang, Okkwa, Chinan and Changsu
each arrived in turn. The military and civil officials were lined up on either side and the governor sat in the middle
as host. He called an underling and said:
“Tell the butler to send in the refreshments. Tell the butcher to kill a big ox, and the secretary of the Office of
Rites to send the band; and get a servant to hang out the big canopy. See that the guards keep uninvited people
out.”
It was an animated scene. Flags and banners were waving, the air was full of the sound of music, and the
kisaeng in their brightly colored dresses danced before him, their white hands and billowing gauze skirts moving
to the rhythm of the music: Chi-ya-ja, tung-dong-sil! The sound was deafening and Yi Mong-nyong was dazed by
it all.
“Guard! Go and tell your officer that I am a beggar who has come a long way for this fine banquet. Ask him to
give me some tidbits!” See what the guard does:
“I don’t care who you are, the captain says no beggars are to be admitted. There’s no point in asking.”
He pushed Mong-nyong away; obviously he was hoping for promotion. The commandant from Unbong saw
what was happening and said to the governor:
“That beggar looks shabby enough, but he has a gentlemanly air. What about giving him a place at the bottom
there and letting him have a cup of wine?” The governor said:
“Do as you like, but …” The “but …” sounded reluctant. Mong-nyong thought:
“Ah! You think I may steal something, but it is you who will be caught today.” The commandant ordered the
guard:
“Let that man come in.”
Mong-nyong came in and sat down quietly. He looked around him and saw all the local magistrates sitting
there with trays of wine and dainties in front of them. While they were performing the music, he looked at the
table that had been put in front of him, and how could he but be angry? It was a broken little table with coarse
wooden chopsticks; on it were plain boiled bean sprouts, pickled radish, and a bowl of cloudy rice-beer. He
kicked the table over and pointed to the commandant’s dish of beef-ribs:
“I should like one of those ribs.”
“Help yourself,” said the commandant, and then went on: “On an occasion like this, music alone is not enough;
we should have a verse competition. How if we were to compose a verse of poetry each?”
“A good idea!”
The commandant set the rhyme-words: ko, meaning “high,” and ko meaning “flesh”; and they began to compose their poems. Mong-nyong said:
“I studied a book of model verses when I was a boy; now I have come to a fine banquet and enjoyed the food, I
can hardly depart without thanks. Let me try my hand at a verse.”
The commandant was delighted to hear this, and had a brush and inkstone brought.
Mong-nyong composed two couplets such as the rest of them could not match. He wrote about the people’s
feelings and the governor’s style of administration:
Fine wine in golden cups is the people’s blood,
Viands on jade dishes are the people’s flesh;
*
When the grease of the candles drips, the people’s tears are falling.
The noise of the music is loud, but the people’s cries are louder.

The governor was puzzled over the meaning of the verses, but when the commandant saw them, he thought to
himself:
“There’s trouble brewing here!” Mong-nyong left, and the commandant called the chief secretaries and said to
them:
“Be ready for trouble.”
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He called the officer of works to check the buildings, the commander to check the post-horses, the steward to
check the catering, the jailer to check the prisoners, the executioner to check his equipment, the secretaries to
check the documents and the captain to check the duty roster. When he returned after all this activity, the governor, who had noticed nothing out of the way, asked him:
“Where have you been?”
“I went to relieve myself.” The governor commanded:
“Bring Ch’unhyang here quickly!”
He was getting drunk.
*
Meanwhile Mong-nyong was collecting his troop. He made a sign to his scribes.
See how the scribes and agents respond: they organized the post-horsemen, walking up and down between
them. The men were wearing plain headbands and kerchiefs with new felt hats pressed well down, long puttees
and new straw shoes. They had clean new hempen suits, and heavy cudgels hung from their wrists by loops of
deerskin. Hither and thither they moved, swarming the streets of Namwon.
See what the Ch’ongp’a postmen do: lifting high the round brass warrant, shining like a golden sun, they shouted:
“The royal inspector comes!”
The mountains shook with the sound, and heaven and earth quivered. Trees and grasses, birds and beasts, all
were afraid. At the South Gate, they said: “He’s coming!;” at the North Gate, they said: “He’s coming!;” at the
East and West Gates, they cried: “He’s coming!” till the blue sky reverberated with the noise.
“Summon the chief secretaries!” came the call.
The whole yamen was terrified. Whips were cracking.
“I am ruined!”
“The officer of works!” The officer of works heard the call and came in:
“I was only doing what I was told. I dared not disobey.” The whips cracked.
“I am being torn to pieces!”
The lieutenants and the deputies went pale, the head clerk and the chief secretary were scared out of their wits.
All the soldiers rushed about busily. The local magistrates took flight.
See what they do: dropping their seal-boxes, grabbing the fruit, dropping their diplomas and grabbing ricecakes, losing their scabbards and wetting themselves in fright. Lutes were broken and drums were smashed; the
governor, fouling his trousers, ran into the yamen office like a mouse hiding in a roll of straw matting:
“It’s cold! The door’s coming in! Shut the wind! … The water’s dry—give me my throat!” The butler dropped
the tray and ran in with half a door on his head, the inspector’s soldiers close behind him.
“Save me! This is the end!” Then Mong-nyong gave orders to his men:
“This town was once my father’s responsibility. There must be no disorder. Withdraw to the guest house.”
When he had set himself up in the yamen, he said:
“Remove the governor from office and suspend the administration.” He posted a board on each of the four
great gates, saying:
“The governor’s administration is suspended.” Then he called the keeper of the jail:
“Bring out all your pnsoners.” When the prisoners were brought, he investigated their offenses and released
those who were innocent.
“What has this girl done?” The jailer said: “She’s the daughter of the kisaeng Wolmae. She was jailed for creating a disturbance in the yamen.”
“What did she do?” The jailer replied:
“The governor summoned her to serve in his household but she said that chastity and constancy prevented her,
and she created a fuss in his presence. She is Ch’unhyang.” The inspector said:
“Do you think that a person like you can create a disturbance in the yamen on the pretense of being faithful,
and hope to live? You deserve to die. Will you refuse to enter my service?” Ch’unhyang was in despair:
“All you officers who come here are the same. I beg you to listen to me. Can the winds wear away the high
rocks-of a mountain cliff? Can the snow change the greenness of the pine and bamboo? Do not ask me to do such
a thing. Have me killed quickly.” Then she turned to her maid:
“Hyangdan, go and look for my husband. When he came to the jail last night he gave me hope for deliverance.
I wonder where he has gone; he cannot know that I am about to die.” The inspector ordered her:
“Raise your eyes. Look at me.”
*
Ch’unhyang lifted her head and looked up to the dais. There was no question that it was her husband, who had
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come as a beggar, sitting up there now as judge. Half laughing and half crying she said:
Wonderful, marvelous!
My husband is the royal inspector.
Autumn had come to Namwon,
And now it is passing away.
*
Spring has come to the guesthouse,
Plum blossom and spring breezes have brought me to life.
Is it a dream or is it true?
I am afraid I shall wake up.

While she was rejoicing in this fashion her mother came in. What can express her happiness? Ch’unhyang’s
virtues now shone resplendent, and who would not be happy?
*
When Yi Mong-nyong had finished his work in Namwon, he sent Ch’unhyang and her mother and Hyangdan
to Seoul. Their cavalcade was splendid, and everyone who saw it praised them. When Ch’unhyang left Namwon,
although she was going to a life of honors, she could not help feeling sad at leaving her old home:
Goodbye, Lotus Cottage,
Where first we loved and slept,
Kwanghan Pavilion and Magpie Bridge,
Goodbye, Yongju Hall!
The grass of spring grows green each year,
But the sons of men cannot return.
That is true for me:
Everyone has his own farewells.
And I bid you stay in peace—
I know not when I’ll come again.

111.85 The Creation Of The Universe: A Folktale\fn{by Kim Ssangdol (1855Hamgyong Province, North Korea (F) 2

)}

Pon’gung-ni Village, South

When earth and Heaven came into being, it was Miruk\fn{ The Korean reading of the Chinese character for Maitreya, the
who made them. Heaven and earth were stuck together; they were not separated. Heaven was
separated to the north; at the four corners of earth, he erected copper pillars.
At that time, there were two suns, and there were also two moons. He broke up one moon and made the seven
stars of the North Pole and the seven stars of the South Pole. Miruk broke up one sun. He made large stars. The
little stars he made to be the stars of destiny for the people.\fn{ Of which there are nine, which influence the individual destiny according to the year, month, day and hour of birth .} The big stars he created as the stars of destiny for the king and the
great officials of state.
As Miruk had no clothes, he wove some. He had no cap. On this mountain, on that mountain there were arrowroot plants growing everywhere. He dug them up, cut them in strips, wound and bound them together. Beneath
Heaven, he wove the strands. In the midst of the clouds, he wove the threads together. Weaving back and forth, he
wove the cloth. The arrowroot plant he made into hemp-like clothing. The large portion was the body, the small
portions the sleeves. The body was five cha\fn{1 cha=⅓ meter.} wide, and the collar was three cha wide.
He made a cowl for himself. When he made it one cha and three ch’i\fn{1 ch’i=one tenth of a cha.} it didn’t go
beneath his eyes. When he made it two cha and three ch’i, when he put it on his head, it didn’t go beneath his
ears. When he made it three cha and three ch’i, when he put it on his head, it went beneath his chin.
When Miruk was born, in Miruk’s Time, he ate things raw. He didn’t put things on the fire; he ate rice raw. He
ate a sok\fn{1 sok=180.30 liters.} of rice raw. He ate a mal\fn{1 mal=18.039 liters.} of rice raw; he couldn’t do anything
else.
“Since I came to be, there is no water; there is no fire. I am alone. I must use these things.”
He caught Grasshopper. Putting him on the place of justice, he began to beat him about the knees.
“See here, Grasshopper! Do you know the origin of water? Do you know the origin of fire?” Grasshopper said,
“By night I eat the dew; by day I eat the sunlight. How can a living animal know such things? Please ask Frog
who was born before I was.”
He caught Frog. He began to beat him about the knees. Miruk said,
“Do you know the origin of water? Do you know the origin of fire?” Frog said,
Buddha of the future.}
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“By night I eat dew; by day I eat the sunlight. How can a living animal know such things? Please ask Mouse
who was born two or three times earlier than I.”
He caught Mouse, and began to beat him about the knees. Miruk said,
“Do you know the origin of water? Do you know the origin of fire?” Mouse said,
“What reward will you give me?” Miruk said,
“I will give you all the rice boxes under Heaven.” Then, Mouse said,
“Go to Kumdong-san.”
In one hand Mouse had a piece of quartz. In the other hand, he had a piece of iron. When he struck them, fire
appeared. They went to Soha-san. A spring was the source of water. When Miruk knew the origin of water and
fire, he said,
“Let’s make man!”
Long, long ago, Miruk held a silver tray in one hand and he held a golden tray in the other hand. He offered up
a prayer to Heaven, and insects fell down. Five insects fell onto the golden tray and five insects fell onto the silver
tray. Those insects grew. The golden insects became men and the silver insects became women. When the silver
and golden insects grew up fully, they became married couples.
The people of the world had come into being. In the Time of Miruk, they ate a sok of rice; they ate a mal of
rice. There was peace in the Time of Man.
However, Sokka\fn{Sokka-nim is the Korean reading of the Chinese character for Sakyamuni, the historic Buddha .} came
down. He came to abolish this Time. Sokka said,
“The Time of Miruk has passed. Now, I will make my time.” Miruk said,
“Let’s have a contest to decide if Time is yours or mine. Filthy Sokka, let’s put bottles in the midst of the Tonghae sea.”\fn{The term used in Korea for the Sea of Japan; they call it the “East Sea.” }
Miruk put a gold bottle tied with a golden chain, and Sokka put there a silver bottle tied with a silver chain.
Miruk said,
“If the chain of my bottle breaks, Time has become yours; if the chain of your bottle breaks, Time has not become yours.”
Sokka’s chain broke in the midst of the Tong-hae sea. Sokka lost. He again challenged Miruk to a contest.
“Can you freeze over the Songch’on-gang river in summer?”
Miruk waved the Wand of Winter; Sokka waved the Wand of Early Spring. Miruk froze the river; Sokka had
lost. Sokka again challenged Miruk.
“Let us go into a room and lie down. If a peony blossoms on my knee, Time is mine; if it blooms on your knee,
Time is yours.”
Sokka had the mind of a thief; he only half slept. Miruk slept well.
A peony flower blossomed on Miruk’s knee. Sokka stealthily plucked the flower and put it on his knee. Miruk
arose and said,
“Filthy Sokka, the flower blossomed on my knee, but you plucked it away and planted it on your knee!
Because of this flowers won’t bloom for ten days. If they are planted, they won’t live for ten years.”
Miruk despised Sokka’s trickery. He gave Time to Sokka, and said,
“Filthy Sokka, when Time is yours, every village will have a sottae.\fn{A pole set up where shemanic rituals might be
performed.} When Time is yours every family will have a kisaeng;\fn{A village prostitute.} every family will have a
widow; every family will have a mudang;\fn{A female shaman.} every family will have rebels; every family will
have butchers.\fn{A despised class of people in traditional Korea, considered beyond the pale of respectable society, because they
killed life, in contravention of basic Buddhist teaching .} When Time is yours, three thousand Buddhist monks and one thousand hermits will come out. Thus, your time will become the Final Age.”
Thus, three days later, three thousand Buddhist monks and one thousand hermits came.
Then Miruk fled.
Sokka took the monks away. They went to a mountain. There were deer there. They caught the deer and skewered thirty pieces of meat. They cut down mature wood in the mountains, roasted and ate the meat.
Amongst the three thousand monks, there were two monks who got up. When they were given the meat, they
said,
“I will become a holy man. I will not eat this meat.”
When these monks died, they became the rocks of every mountain; they became the pine trees of every mountain. That is why now, people in the third and fourth months, in the shade of the spring foliage, have the kkot-chon
nori, the hwajon nori.\fn{The “Flower Fête,” a spring folk custom where people would go to the hills, dance traditional dances and in
some regions eat fried foods made with flowers.}
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287.132 Address Before A Joint Meeting Of The U. S. Senate And House Of Representatives (July 28,
1954)\fn{by Syngman Rhee (1875-1965)} Haeju, South Hwanghae Province, North Korea (M) 2
Mr. Speaker, Mr. President, honorable Senators and Representatives, ladies and gentlemen, I prize this opportunity of speaking to this august body of distinguished citizens of the United States.
You have done me great honor by assembling in this historic Chamber. I shall try to reciprocate in the only
way I can—by telling you honestly what is in my mind and heart. That is part of the great tradition of American
democracy and free government, and it is a tradition that I have believed in for more than half a century.
Like you, I have been inspired by Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln.
Like you, I have pledged myself to defend and perpetuate the freedom your illustrious forefathers sought for
all men. I am Korean, but by sentiment and education I am an American.
I want first of all to express the unbounded appreciation of Korea and Koreans for what you and the American
people have done. You saved a helpless country from destruction, and in that moment the torch of true collective
security burned brightly as it never had before. The aid you have given us financially, militarily, and otherwise in
defense of our battlefront and for the relief of the refugees and other suffering people of Korea is an unpayable
debt of gratitude.
We owe much also to former President Truman, whose momentous decision to send armed forces to Korea
saved us from being driven into the sea, and General Eisenhower, the latter as President-elect and now as Chief
Executive, for their help and knowledge of the enemy peril.
The President-elect came to a Korea which for 40 years had been under a cruel Japanese subjugation. Few foreign friends had ever been permitted on our soil. Yet here, for the first time in history, because your military might
alone regained our freedom, came the great man you had chosen as President. He came to see what could be done
to help the Koreans.
I cannot bear to pass this occasion without mentioning our deep and heartfelt thanks to the American war mothers. We thank them for sending their sons, their husbands, and their brothers in the American Army, Navy, and
Air and Marine Corps to Korea in our darkest hours. We shall never forget that from our valleys and mountains
the souls of American and Korean soldiers went up together to God. May the Almighty cherish them as we cherish their memory.
Ladies and gentlemen of the Congress, these noble compatriots of yours had magnificent leadership in Generals MacArthur, Dean, Walker, Almond, Ridgway, Clark, Hull, and Taylor. Then, too, in 1951 General Van Fleet arrived in Pusan to command the Eighth Army. It was he who discovered the soldierly spirit of the Korean youths
and their fervent desire for rifles with which to fight for their homes and their nation. Without much ado he gathered them together in Cheju Do, Kwang Ju, Nonsan, and other places and sent Korean military advisory group officers to train them almost day and night. Within a few weeks they were sent to the front line and they performed
marvelously.
Today this army is known to be the strongest anti-Communist force in all Asia. This force is holding more than
two-thirds of the entire frontline. So General Van Fleet is known in Korea as the father of the Republic of Korea
Army, the hard ROK’s as the GI’s called them. Now, if the United States could help build up this force, together
with the air and sea strength in adequate proportion, I can assure you that no American soldier would be required
to fight in the Korean theater of action.
Yet many, many Americans gave all they had to give to the good cause; but the battle they died to win is not
yet won. The forces of Communist tyranny still hold the initiative throughout the world. On the Korean front, the
guns are silent for the moment, stilled temporarily by the unwise armistice which the enemy is using to build up
his strength. Now that the Geneva Conference has come to an end with no result, as predicted, it is quite in place
to declare the end of the armistice.
The northern half of our country is held and ruled by a million Chinese slaves of the Soviets. Communist
trenches, filled with troops, lie within 40 miles of our national capital. Communist airfields, newly constructed in
defiance of armistice terms and furnished with jet bombers, lie within 10 minutes of our national assembly.
Yet death is scarcely closer to Seoul than to Washington, for the destruction of the United States is the prime
objective of the conspirators in the Kremlin. The Soviet Union’s hydrogen bombs may well be dropped on the
great cities of America even before they are dropped on our shattered towns.
The essence of the Soviet’s strategy for world conquest is to lull Americans into a sleep of death by talking
peace until the Soviet Union possesses enough hydrogen bombs and intercontinental bombers to pulverize the air fields and productive centers of the United States by a sneak attack.
This is a compliment to the American standard of international morality; but it is a sinister compliment. For the
Soviet Government will use the weapons of annihilation when it has enough to feel confident that it can eliminate
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America’s power to retaliate.
We are obliged, therefore, as responsible statesmen, to consider what, if anything, can be done to make certain
that when the Soviet Government possesses those weapons, it will not dare to use them.
We know that we cannot count on Soviet promises. Thirty-six years of experience have taught us that Communists never respect a treaty if they consider it in their interest to break it. They are not restrained by any moral
scruple, humanitarian principle or religious sanction. They have dedicated themselves to the employment of any
means, even the foulest—even torture and mass murder—to achieve their conquest of the world. The Soviet
Union will not stop of its own volition. It must be stopped.
Does this necessarily mean that the United States and its allies must either drop bombs now on the Soviet factories or stand like steers in a slaughterhouse awaiting death?
The way to survival for the free peoples of the world—the only way that we Koreans see—is not the way of
wishfully hoping for peace when there is no peace; not by trusting that somehow the Soviet Government may be
persuaded to abandon its monstrous effort to conquer the world; not by cringing and appeasing the forces of evil;
but by swinging the world balance of power so strongly against the Communists that, even when they possess the
weapons of annihilation, they will not dare use them.
There is little time. Within a few years the Soviet Union will possess the means to vanquish the United States.
We must act now.
Where can we act?
We can act in the Far East.
Ladies and gentlemen, the Korean front comprises only one small portion of the war we want to win—the war
for Asia, the war for the world, the war for freedom on earth.
Yet the Republic of Korea has offered you its 20 equipped divisions and the men to compose 20 more. A mil lion and a half young Koreans ask for nothing better than to fight for the cause of human freedom, their honor and
their nation. The valor of our men has been proved in battle and no American has doubted it since General Van
Fleet’s statement that a Korean soldier is the equal of any fighting man in the world.
The Government of the Republic of China in Formosa also has offered you 630,000 men of its Armed Forces
and additional reserves.
The Communist regime on the mainland of China is a monster with feet of clay. It is hated by the masses. Although the Reds have murdered 15 million of their opponents, thousands of free Chinese guerrillas are still fight ing in the interior of China. Red China's army numbers 2,500,000, but its loyalty is not reliable, as was proved
when 14,369 of the Communist Chinese army captured in Korea chose to go to Formosa, and only 220 chose to
return to Red China.
Furthermore, the economy of Red China is extremely vulnerable. Sixty percent of its imports reach it by sea
and seaborne coastal traffic is its chief means of communication from north to south. A blockade of the China
coast by the American Navy would produce chaos in its communications.
The American Air Force, as well as the Navy, would be needed to insure the success of the counterattack on
the Red Chinese regime, but, let me repeat, no American foot soldier.
The return of the Chinese mainland to the side of the free world would automatically produce a victorious end
to the wars in Korea and Indochina, and would swing the balance of power so strongly against the Soviet Union
that it would not dare to risk war with the United States.
Unless we win China back, an ultimate victory for the free world is unthinkable.
Would not the Soviet Government, therefore, launch its own ground forces into the battle for China, and its air
force as well? Perhaps. But that would be excellent for the free world, since it would justify the destruction of the
Soviet centers of production by the American Air Force before the Soviet hydrogen bombs had been produced in
quantity.
I am aware that this is hard doctrine.
But the Communists have made this a hard world, a horrible world, in which to be soft is to become a slave.
Ladies and gentlemen of the Congress, the fate of human civilization itself awaits our supreme resolution. Let
us take courage and stand up in defense of the ideals and principles upheld by the fathers of American independence, George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, and again by the great Emancipator, Abraham Lincoln, who did
not hesitate to fight in defense of the Union which could not survive half free and half slave.
Let us remember, my friends, that peace cannot be restored in the world half Communist and half democratic.
Your momentous decision is needed now to make Asia safe for freedom, for that will automatically settle the
world Communist problems in Europe, Africa, and America.
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288.60 Excerpt from The Autobiography Of Kim Ku: “Our Family And My Childhood”\ fn{by Kim Ku (18761949)} Haeju, South Hwanghae Province, North Korea (M) 16
1\fn{Not chapter divisions, but divisions (by the author) within the first chapter}
We belong to the Kims of the Andong region and are descendants of King Kyongsun of Silla. If you are interested in knowing how King Kyongsun, the last king of the Silla Dynasty, married Princess Nangnang, the daughter of Wanggon, the founder of Koryö Dynasty, and became our ancestor, you should consult Samguksagi\fn{History of the Three Kingdoms, compiled c.1145AD} and the clan genealogy of the Andong Kims.
The first direct ancestor of our clan is Lord Igwon, the second son of Lord Ch’ungnyol, the eighth lineal descendant of King Kyongsun. I am the twenty-first lineal descendant of Lord Igwon. Both Lord Ch’ungnyöl and
Lord Igwon were Merit Subjects of the Koryo Dynasty,\fn{ 918-1392} and our ancestors traditionally made a living
as men of letters and scholar-bureaucrats in the dynastic capital even well after the founding of the Chosön Dy nasty.\fn{1392-1897}
The fortunes of our lineage suffered an abrupt decline when Kim Chajom, our collateral ancestor, committeed
treason and our clan was faced with its extermination. In order to escape from the impending threat to him and his
family, our ancestor in the eleventh line of descent fled from Seoul with his family and, after a long journey, settled for a hiding place on the foot of Yangga Peak below Mt. P’albong in Paegunbang T’otgol, an area about 80 ri
west of Haeju in Hwanghae Province.\fn{1 ri = c.2.6 miles}
On a clearing to the back of this mountainside spot rest the graves of our eleventh great-grandparents and of
our subsequent ancestors on the ancestral line of descent. My grandmother also rests here.
The only way that our ancestors could avoid being exterminated was to hide their social status of yangban\fn
{The literati that constituted the ruling class of Chosen } and disguise themselves as ssangnom.\fn{A derogatory term used by
yangban to describe non-yangban classes of society} Upon their arrival in this Totgol, our ancestors put on the appearance
of peasants and started their lives as peasants by tilling abandoned farm fields.
When they came to plow fields called kunyokchon, they officially became ssangnom, as those living off this
kind of land were subject to military conscription when called upon by the nation. As you know, military service
was a base, degrading thing since the social hierarchy had civil service at its top and military service at its bottom.
It goes without saying that this societal disdain of military service and prestige of civil service was a major rea son for the decline of our nation. Our ancestors thus became ssangnon for good and objects of contempt and scorn
for generation after generation by the Kangs of Chinju and the Yis of Tóksu in neighboring villages who paraded
themselves as yangban. It is said that while daughters in our ancestral families sometimes married into these
yangban clans, sons in our families never married into one of them.
Despite these humiliations, it appears that our clan came to be fairly prosperous later, as evidenced in a large
number of houses with kiwa slates\fn{Slate roofing tiles, normally used in the houses of the well-to-do } and big tombstones
on our ancestral burial sites. Even when I was about ten years old, I remember that there was a certain man named
Yi Chong-gil who always came to our house and attended to our needs whenever there was a big event such as a
marriage or a death in our family. When I later learned that he used to be a slave belonging to our family, I was
greatly shocked. What a cruel fate to have been born as a slave in a ssangnorn family like ours!\fn{“Slavery in Choson society was a unique phenomenon not found in other traditional East Asian societies of the time.” }
After our ancestors had moved to Haeju to settle there, our ancestor lineage counts a fair number of scholars
but none famous and a far greater number of idle complainers.
My paternal great-grandfather, I once heard from the elders of our clan, was an impostor, as he posed himself
as an amhaeng ösa. He was caught doing this and was imprisoned inside the barrack gate of Haeju Castle. He escaped punishment only after obtaining a petition letter from a Seoul yangban who pleaded on his behalf.
Amhaeng ósa was the position of secret inspector whom the king sent on inspection tours of the provinces.
Traveling incognito and dressed in plain clothes, an amhaeng ösa was charged with powers over local government authorities and, as such, was much feared by local magistrates.
Among the four who were great-grandfathers to me by degrees of relationship, one was still alive when I was
about five years old, as were my grandfather and all his brothers. Also alive at that time were my father and all of
his three brothers. But I do remember the death of my uncle Paegyöng around that time and of me mourning for
his death along with my elder cousin brothers.
My father, Sunyong, was born as the second oldest of four brothers and, being from a poor family, could not
get married until the late age of 24. After he got married to a 14-year old daughter of the Kwaks of Hyönp’ung
through a strange marriage arrangement method called samgak honin, he lived in the house of his great-grand-father for three years. At the end of these three years, he left his grandfather’s and started a separate home.
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I was born after this departure.
My mother was born into the Kwak family of Hyönp’ung in Munsanchon, Kambang, Changyönmok. She was
17 years old when I was born. She always told me that she had had a dream before my birth in which she took a
red chestnut from a blue chestnut bur and kept it hidden.
*
I was born at chasi\fn{The “Watch of the Rat”, the period between 11pm and 1am } on July 11, 1876 (this was the day of
memorial rites for my late grandmother) in the house where my grandfather and uncle lived that was called
Ungt’ongi K’undaek. I was later to learn that my birth, as if foretelling the rough life that lay in store for me, was
exceedingly painful and prolonged, as seven days of delivery labor nearly threatened my mother’s life. After all
efforts at facilitating delivery, both medicine and superstition, proved ineffective, the elders of our clan became
quite worried and insisted that my father put an ox packsaddle on his head and [go]\fn{ The text has: went} up on top
of the roof to imitate the sound of an ox crying.
After resisting for a while, my father complied only after receiving a strict order to do so from my grandfather.
I was born only after this.
Given that our family was poor and my mother was only seventeen years old at that time, it is said that my
mother sighed in despair, saying that she wished I was soon dead. Moreover, because breast milk was lacking, I
was fed thin rice soup, and my father carried me in his bosom to neighboring houses where there were women in
childbed and begged them to breastfeed me. I heard that Chikp’odaek, a distant relative and a grandmother to me
by degree of kinship, took me in and breastfed me even at late night without showing any signs of displeasure.
After she passed away when I was just over ten years old, I always paid my respects to her whenever I passed
before her tomb.
I had measles when I was about four years old. As my mother did not know that it was measles, she treated it
as if it was a usual case of boils, using a bamboo needle to squeeze out the pus. Because of this, the marks on my
face from measles are large.
*
Our family moved to Kangnyong Samgari when I was five years old (1880). The area was perched on a mountainside and directly faced the ocean. The families of my granduncle, grandfather’s cousin and third cousin all
moved there, so my family also moved.
We lived there for two years. The place was so isolated that it even happened one time that a tiger passed by
our doorsteps dragging a man by its teeth.
I never stepped outside at night.
During the day, my parents would be out, tending to farming or going to the ocean to catch some fish. As for
me, going to Yi Saengwon’s house in nearby Sinp’ung and playing with the children there was the daily routine.
One summer afternoon, I was playing in Yi Saengwon’s house with the children there. As was usual for the
children in the countryside at the time, I was only wearing pants and the upper half of my body was naked. Among the children there, there were some who were of the same age as I was but some were older than I by two or
more years. These latter conspired to team up and beat me up severely, saying I was a stranger from Haeju.
Upset over this, I went home and picked up a kitchen knife, deciding to return there and to kill the children. As
entering the house through the front entrance was likely to be noticed, I decided to enter through the rear and was
making a hole through the house fence using my knife for a surprise attack. However, a daughter of Yi Saengwon,
who was about seventeen at the time and was standing in the inside yard, saw me entering the house with the
knife in my hand and yelled at the top of her voice for her elder brothers. As a result, I was seized by them and
beaten up again, this time losing even the knife to them. I thus had to return home dejected and pretended to not
know anything when my mother searched for the knife, saying it had suddenly disappeared.
Another day, I was sitting at home alone quite bored when I heard a wheat-gluten vendor passing by and shouting,
“Buy wheat-gluten with used brass bowls or broken spoons!”
Though I wanted to eat wheat-gluten, remembering my elders’ saying that wheat-gluten vendors cut off children’s penises and take them away, I locked up the room door firmly and shouted for the vendor. After punching a
hole through the paper door, I used my feet to stamp on and break the spoon my father was using for meals and
stuck a broken half of it outside through the hole, keeping the other half inside the room. I broke the spoon because I thought that the vendor took only used or broken spoons.
The vendor took the broken spoon I offered him and thrust inside through the hole a lump of wheat-gluten he
had just made. I was in the middle of devouring the wheat-gluten when my father returned home. I had the wheatgluten and the broken spoon with me. When he asked me what was happening, I told him the truth. Father told me
never to do something like that again but did not flog me.
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Yet another day, I saw my father exiting the house after leaving 20 nyang of brass coins under the mattress in
the room. Alone and bored, I was aware that they were selling rice cake at a street vendor outside the East Gate.
So, I took out all the money and, wrapping them around my body, left home to go the rice cake vendor. On the
way, I met a third cousin of my grandfather.
“Hey you, where are you going with all that money?”
“I am going to buy some rice cake,” I answered matter-of-factly.
“If your father sees you, you will be flogged big time. Hurry home immediately.” He then took the money
from me and passed it on to my father.
Deprived of my chance to eat some delicious rice cake, I was upset and came home. Soon, my father followed
me home and, entering the room without saying anything, bound me tightly with a clothesline and hung me from
a cross-beam. He then flogged me so hard that I thought I was dying. As my mother was not yet back home from
the field, there was no one to stop him.
At this time, a cousin of my grandfather called Grandfather Changnyön happened to be on his way past our
house and came running in. This grandfather was a practitioner of traditional medicine who adored me. It was that
he heard me crying at the top of my voice and, greatly surprised, rushed in.
He immediately took me off from the cross-beam and then asked my father what was the matter. Then, without
even hearing my father’s explanation to its end, he took the whip from my father's hand and, though he was of the
same age as my father, flogged my father on the head and on the legs for quite a while with the authority of an uncle. Only afterwards, he scolded my father, saying,
“You should not flog a little one so mercilessly.”
I was very much pleased to see my father being so flogged and also very much grateful to Grandfather Changnyon.
Grandfather Changnyón took me on his back and went outside to the fields, where he bought me melons and
watermelons. After I ate them to my heart’s content, he took me on his back and brought me to his house. Grandfather Changnyon’s mother, who was a great-grandmother to me and who lived there, also reproached my father
after hearing the story and told me,
“What your father did was detestable. Don’t go home and live with us here.”
She then fixed me a delicious meal with rice and side dishes.
I was so happy and, thinking of how my father was flogged by Grandfather Changnyon, offered myself hearty
self-congratulation. I then stayed there for several days and only afterwards returned home.
One day, it was summer monsoon season and rain caused many little streams to form on the earth near our
home. I took out bottles containing dyestuffs of various colors and went outside. I then released red dyestuff in
one stream and blue dyestuff in another, watching how red streams and blue streams merged into bigger streams
of mixed colors. While happily doing this, I was caught by my mother and severely flogged.
My great-grandfather passed away here, and the funeral coffin was taken to our original home village in Haeju
over a distance of hundred ri. To make the carrying easier, a wheel was attached to the funeral casket and a man
pulled the casket along, but I remember along the way people saying that it was actually more inconvenient this
way and that the wheel was thus taken off and the casket borne over shoulders.
*
In the year when I turned seven (1882), our close relatives who were living here returned one household after
another to our original home village in Haeju. Our family also returned to Haeju and I remember being carried
over the backs of my father and uncles.
After we returned home to Haeju after these two years, our family continued to live by farming. As for my fa ther, though unlearned and barely able to write his name, he was a great talker, given to drinking, and intolerant of
injustice whenever he saw the strong trampling on the weak. Because he would beat up the Kangs and the Yis
who paraded themselves as yangban whenever he met them, he often found himself jailed in Haeju prison several
times a year and would create much commotion in doing so.
The yangban in the neighborhood hated my father very much but could not do anything about it. According to
the custom in the countryside at the time, when a man was beaten and wounded by another man, he was brought
to the house of the man who had beaten him and was left lying on the floor as people gathered around him and
waited to see if he would die or regain his consciousness.
Although my father was often drunk when he beat up people, there was always a reason behind his actions.
Because he could not tolerate seeing the weak being abused by the strong, he would beat them up whether or not
they were personally friendly to him. In this, my father resembled one of the warrior-heroes of the novel Suhojon. \fn{The Water Margin, or All Men Are Brothers, a Chinese novel about the deeds of Robin Hood-like characters living during the
North-ern Song Dynasty during the years 1191-1125AD } As our neighbors knew about this fiery character of my father, the
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ssangnom among them respected him while the yangban avoided him out of fear.
At the end of every year, my father would prepare a lot of chicken, eggs, tobacco and the like and sent them
somewhere. In return, he would receive almanacs, ink-sticks and the like. What I realized when I became about
nine years old was that this was a way for my father to protect himself in suits brought against him by the yangban, which were filed several times a month. As the yangban could flatter local governors and judges into acting
on their behalf, my father had to come up with a way to protect himself against this, and the method he chose was
to give gifts to individual lower-level government functionaries in the local administration and to get them on his
side. Befriending local functionaries in this way was called kyebang.\fn{This was advantageous to them because these people—who ran the day-to-day administration of local government—“were non-salaried” }
Because my father used kyebang, he was able to effectively escape all punishment even if he was caught and
put into detention barracks. On the surface, it would appear that he was imprisoned, but, in reality, what happened
was that he would lead a comfortable life in the same room as did the officials who looked after him.
If it came to him receiving some corporal punishment, the executioners would only pretend to beat him and he
would only have to pretend that he was suffering.
What was more, if my father filed suits against the yangban and they were caught and put into detention barracks, then they would suffer greatly in the hands of the tiger-like functionaries who were on my father’s side no
matter how much they bribed the local governor or the judge. In this situation, the yangban would be forced to
spend away a great deal of money in order to be released, and I heard that about a dozen wealthy yangban every
year in Hwanghae Province lost all their wealth in this fashion and went bankrupt.
Thus, the neighboring yangban who were afraid of my father recommended to the local government authorities
that they appoint him to the position of tojonwi\fn{Tax collector} in an apparent gesture to placate him. My father’s
conduct once in office, however, was very different from that of other tojonwi, as he was hard on the yangban
while generous and kind towards the poor and the humble.
When he was collecting taxes, for example, he was never exacting towards the poor. In fact, he would even occasionally pay their taxes for them. For these reasons, he eventually had to resign from office three years later
when he was falsely accused of embezzling official funds.
As a result, my father became an object of hatred for the neighboring yangban to such an extent that even their
family members ground their teeth in anger at the very mention of his name.
My father’s childhood nickname was hyoja.\fn{Filial-pious son} He got this nickname on the occasion of his mother’s death. As my grandmother was dying, he cut off his left third finger and dripped the blood into her mouth to
save her life. In response, she came back to life and lived for three more days.
Among my father’s three brothers, the eldest, Paegyöng, was an ordinary farmer, and there was also nothing
unusual about the second youngest, P’iryong. The youngest, Chunyng, however, was somewhat unusual, not unlike my father. Being slow to learn, he failed to master even the first letter in the Korean alphabet during an entire
winter.
As a prodigious drinker, he was quite beside himself when drunk, stirring up trouble whenever drunk. Unlike
my father who acted rough only towards the yangban when drunk, Uncle Chunyöng dared not pick a fight with
the yangban no matter how badly he was drunk.
Instead, he would beat up members of his own household.
I remember him getting flogged by my great grandfather one time when he went off on one of his typical drinking binges.
*
When I was nine years old (1884), my grandfather passed away, and there took place quite a scene on the day
of the funeral.
Uncle Chunyong got drunk and beat up all the pallbearers. Things got to a point where the neighboring yangban families spared us what it must have seemed to them a great favor by each sending us one of its servants so
that the funeral bier could be borne. But Uncle Chunyong beat up even these servants and chased them away.
Finally, he had to be bound with a rope and left behind at home so that the funeral bier could be borne.
After the funeral, my eldest great-grandfather convened a clan meeting at which it was decided to cut off the
heels of Uncle Chunyong’s feet so that he would remain a cripple the rest of his life and thus would never again
bring shame upon our clan. Accordingly, the heels were cut off, but, because it was done out of a fit of anger, the
muscles were not damaged to the extent that he became a cripple.
However, I heard him crying out like a tiger lying on the floor of the living room of my great-grandfather’s
house, and became so scared that I did not even dare go near there. Looking back on this event now, I cannot help
but think that this foolish and cruel act reflected ssangnom’s true nature and conduct. My mother told me at this
time,
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“Almost all the evils taking place at your home are caused by drinking, and, if you also grow up and take to
drinking, I will certainly commit suicide so that I won’t have to see the sight of you drinking.”
I took these words of my mother into my heart.
2
By this time, I had learned the basics of the Korean language and was able to read story books written in
han’gul.\fn{“The alphabet that has been used to write the Korean language since the 15 th century”:W} I also mastered Ch’onjamun (Thousand Characters)\fn{A standard textbook of 1,000 basic Chinese characters “widely used in education of children in
Choson Dynasty Korea”} as a result of learning from various persons.
There was a compelling reason behind my determination to become a scholar.
One day, I heard the following from elder men in my clan. There was a marriage in one of the families belonging to my clan several years ago. The father of the bride had traveled to Seoul before the wedding and bought a
kat\fn{A type of conical hat worn only by yangban as a public sign of their status } on the way. When it was discovered by the
yangban that he wore this kat when he greeted his new in-laws, they tore the kat to pieces and saw to it that nobody in our clan ever wore a kat again.
Upon hearing this story, I was overcome with indignation, and I wept. I asked my elders how they had become
yangban and we had become ssangnorn. They answered that the Kangs of Pangame and the Yis of Charaso both
had ancestors less illustrious than ours but that each had no less than three chinsas\fn{People who had passed the licentiate examinations offered by the government for employment in the civil service } alive in their clan. I then asked how one became a chinsa. The answer was that the way to become a chinsa was to study hard and pass the civil service examination.
After hearing this reply, my mind was filled with a desire to study.
As I continually asked my father to send me to a sodang,\fn{A private elementary school} my father could not help
but hesitate. This was because our village had no sodang and the only way for me was to go to one in a neighboring yangban village. However, it was uncertain whether or not a yangban’s school would accept me. Furthermore,
even if I were to be accepted, I would have a hard time studying there with all the harassment I was bound to receive from yangban’s children.
After much indecision, it was finally decided to open a new sodang for children of our village and of the
neighboring ssangnom village. The new teacher for the institute was to be a Yi Saengwon of Ch’ongsuri, a yangban whose knowledge of letters was not good enough to receive a teaching appointment at a södang for yangban.
On the day when Yi Sönsaeng\fn{An honorific term meaning “teacher”; he would be called: “Teaher Yi” } was to arrive at
our village, I combed my hair, put on new clothes and went out with my father to greet him. As a tall, elderly gentleman appearing to be in his fifties approached us from the other side, my father bowed to him first and told me
to pay my respects. I bowed politely and looked up to my new teacher. My teacher appeared to me so dignified
and erudite that I could not tell whether he was an immortal sage or a god from heaven.
As a preliminary arrangement, our drawing room was to be the classroom, and our family would take care of
the teachers lodging and meals. I was twelve years old at this time (1887).
On the first day of school, I learned the five characters of Masangbonghansik.\fn{ A phrase meaning “one receives a
cold meal on horsetop”, the first phrase of a poem written by Song Zhiwen (656-712AD), a poet of the T’ang Dynasty } Afterwards, I
daily read new characters. Repeating them aloud, I studied with a glad heart whether or not I understood their
meaning. At night, I repeatedly memorized them while helping my mother do mil maegari.\fn{The grinding of wheat
and peeling off its husk} At dawn, I would get up early and go to the teachers room earlier than anyone else to learn
new characters.
After three months at my family’s home, Yi Sönsaeng moved to the home of Sin Chonwi in San’gol. I walked
over hills to this new location for school carrying a luncheon rice bowl over my shoulders. On the way between
school and home, I was constantly reciting the characters. Although some among my school friends knew more
characters than I did, I was always the first in class when it came to reciting the characters from memory in front
of the teacher.
After about half a year, a discord arose between Yi Sönsaeng and Sin Chonwi so that Yi Sönsaeng finally had
to leave. Although Sin Chonwi gave the reason that Yi Sönsaeng was eating too much food, the real reason was
that Sin was jealous of my excellence in learning in contrast to his son who was not doing well.
It even happened that on one occasion, when we were about to take a monthly test, Yi Sönsaeng called for me
in private. Explaining that my superior performance on tests was incurring the jealousy of others, he asked me to
intentionally refrain from doing my best on this test. I promised to act as requested and did so accordingly. As a
consequence, Sin Chonwi’s son scored the highest in the class on a test for the first time. Very happy over his
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son’s performance, Sin threw a party on that day for Yi Sönsaeng with chicken and other sumptuous dishes.
*
Yi Sönsaeng had to leave eventually, however, for the sin of not giving Sin Chonwi’s son the number one spot
in the class on every test. One day, when I was about to eat breakfast, Yi Sönsaeng came to our house and called
me out to say farewell greetings. I was so sad that I almost became dizzy. As I clung to Sönsaeng’s bosom and
cried aloud, Yi Sönsaeng also sobbed. For several days after Yi Sönsaeng’s departure, I did not even take to meals
and only cried.
Later on, I continued my studies as we took in another teacher like Yi Sönsaeng. This time, however, my father
became paralyzed all of a sudden and had to lie down in bed. I had to abandon my studies and attend to my fa ther’s needs instead.
Because our family was poor, going to doctors and obtaining medicine almost wasted our family fortune.
When my father’s conditions improved so that he could use half of his body, I thought Heaven had come to our
aid. However, since we could not live with father half paralyzed, mother set out on a journey with father with a
deermination to find a cure for him at all costs. She was resolved to find a doctor with the cure even if finding
such a doctor meant begging for food along the way. As a result, our house and all other possessions were sold
off, and I was entrusted to a great aunt’s family for care.
*
As I spent time roaming about hills and mountains shepherding oxen with my cousins, I came to miss my parnts so much that I left my great aunt’s house to join them on their sojourns. After journeying with my parents for a
while, however, I was again entrusted to a relative’s home when my parents returned to our village for grandather’s taesangje.\fn{Memorial sacrifice, offered on the second anniversary of a person’s death }
Since this relative’s household lived by farming, I would go with my relatives to mountains in order to cut
wood. Because I was so young, when I was walking with wood packed on my back, the sight looked like a pack
of wood walking by itself while I was hidden beneath its bulky volume.
I experienced this kind of hard work for the first time in my life, and it was unbearably painful. In addition, the
presence of a big sodang and the sound of voices reciting phrases day and night stirred within me feelings of unspeakable envy and sadness.
After my parents had sojourned for a while in various places, my father’s condition miraculously improved so
that he could use his limbs in the paralyzed half of his body even though they were not fully healed. My parents
thus returned to our village.
Though we came back to our village, we did not have the wherewithal to start a family life. After receiving
help from various relatives, we were able to put together a place to live. I started to attend sodang again.
Although I could borrow books from others, there was no money to buy chip’ilmuk.\fn{Paper, writing-rushes and
ink sticks} When my mother bought me the chip’ilrnuk with money earned from doing kimp’un and kilssamp’urn,\fn{Weeding and weaving as a conracted laborer} I could not find words to thank her.
*
By the time I turned fourteen, I was feeling dissatisfied with every new teacher I was meeting. A teacher’s
scholarly ability was judged on the basis of the number of som of rice given to him for tuition. Not only did these
teachers lack scholarly abilities but also their character and conduct did not seem to be those of someone qualified
to teach others.
Seeing my dilemma, my father offered me an advice. His words were to the effect that, as changt’ar-yong\fn
{Begging to collect alms} was best for feeding one’s stomach, I should also learn something practical rather than wasting efforts tryhing to become a big scholar. His advice was that I should learn haengmun, or the skill of calligraphing documents used in official government business or in rituals such as marriage and ancestral rites. This
included land documents such as that starting with the phrase Umyongmunsudan (i.e., “this document is …”); petitions such as that starting with Ugunjinsojidan (i.e., “this etition concerns …”); writen prayers such as that starting with Yusech’agamsogo” (i.e., “I humbly offer this prayer on such day of such month of such year …”); marriage letters such as that starting with Pokchijegijamiyuhangnyo (i.e., “One of our sons still has not found a match
…”); and formal letters such as that startring with Ponfgmisim (i.e., “As I knelt down, I did not look carefully
enough …”).
As I took my father’s advice and did practices to acquire this skill, I became somewhat of a man of learning in
a village lacking in educated persons. The expectation was building in my clan that I would one day become at
least a chonwi.\fn{A local official}
However, although my learning was now only on the level of songmun,\fn{One skilled in popular, as distinct from
learned, literature} my ambitions were much greater than those of becoming a mere village chonwi. Whenever I was
reading the classics such as T’onggam and Saryak\fn{Ancient works of history} and came across stories about ancient
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heroes and sages (such as the words of Chin Sung, “How can there be other seeds of royalty, generals and ministers?”; Yu Pang, who took out his sword and sliced a white snake; and Han Sin, who, it is said, “begged for and
received food from a woman who was washing clothes”), I found myself excited and uplifted. I wanted to con tinue my studies by all means.
Given our family means which precluded my going to a famous teacher, however, my father could do nothing
but worry about me.
*
Then, a door was opened for me to study.
A scholar named Chong Munjae was teaching in a town about ten ri from our village. Although his class status
was ssangnon, Chong was a highly-regarded teacher of kwamun,\fn{Readings preparing one to take the civil service examinations} and many scholars from all around gathered under his tutelage. Since this Chong Sonsaeng happened to be
a distant relative of one of my aunts, my father begged him to accept me as a student gratuitously.
After Chong Sonsaeng gave his approval, I commuted to his town every day on foot over more than ten ri of
rough mountain road. Often, I arrived at the school in early morning even before students boarding there woke up.
In learning to compose poems, I learned the basic Taegop’ungsipp’algu\fn{A style of classical poetry in which poetry
was written without rhyming} For studies of the classics, I learned Han and Tang poetry as well as Taehak\fn{The Great
Learning} and T’onggam. For practice of calligraphy, I used only [the] Punp’an.\fn{A piece of board treated with powder
tempered with oil}
3
About this time, which was the year of imjin (1892), there was a proclamation announcing a kyonggwa\fn{An
in Haeju. This was to be our nation’s last civil service examination.
One day, Chong Sonsaeng told my father that I needed to practice calligraphy on changji\fn{A type of high-quality
thick, heavy Korean paper} so that I would be able to write well on myongji\fn{The answer sheets} that is used at civil
service examinations. Because changji was very expensive, my father got hold of five sheets of it only after much
effort. I practiced on these until all of them became thickly covered with black ink.
As the day of the exam drew near, my father and I took with us chopssal\fn{Hulled millet} to eat during the
exam period and went to Haeju with Chong Sonsaeng. Since we could not afford to stay in an inn, we lodged in a
room at a house belonging to a friend of my father whom he had gotten to know through kyebang.
The day of the exam arrived. The scene of the exam was quite a sight, as rows of straw ropes tied to poles
erected on the ground surrounded the place and a mass of scholars gathered carrying long wooden sticks flying
white flags on top. On these flags were written these scholars’ chob\fn{School} names, such as Sandong-chob and
Soktam-chb. Wearing top’o\fn{Traditional Korean fulol-dress attire} and head-covers made of black hemp cloth, the
scholars in groups following their own chob flags came into the exam site in waves and created quite a commotion as they vied with one another to secure good seats for themselves.
I was told that, as a tradition, civil service exam sites are chaotic places full of examinees of all stripes, both
young and old, humble and highly-born. Furthermore, what was even more of a spectacle was the scene of old
scholars yelling and praying for success on the exam. With their heads poking through a noose made of a straw
rope, the scholars were crying loudly and weeping while they told their stories about how they were now over
seventy years old after having taken, and failed to pass, the exam every year of their adult life. As I watched them
cry and say aloud that they would be able to die in peace if only they could pass the exam even at this late stage in
their lives, I felt both disgust and pity at this unseemly sight.
It was agreed that Chong Sonsaeng would compose the answers and I would only write them down. I also
asked Sonsaeng to compose under my father’s name, saying that I, being young, would have many more chances
at passing the examination later in life. Upon hearing this, Sonsaeng seemed to have been moved and readily
agreed.
However, when a scholar heard this conversation, he agreed to do the writing in my stead, saying his writing
was better than mine and that I could study further and do my own composing and writing at future examinations.
Although I regretted that I could not take the exam using my own composition and writing, I was hoping that my
father would be able to pass the exam with the borrowed talent.
Now, it must be pointed out that the practice of using borrowed talent was widespread to the point that almost
no one used his own skills. Those with power and wealth all took the exam with answers borrowed from those
who could compose well and with writing from those who could write well. Even this, however, was less corrupt
than what went on behind the scenes among those with the connections. A letter from a powerful government official or a set of silk given as a bribe to the mistress of the exam administrator was a far more effective way to
ad hoc civil service examination}
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pass the exam than handing in the writings of a venerable scholar.
Needless to say, writings submitted by people like us would not even be read by the exam administrator. Since
the exam outcomes were more or less predetermined, the exam was nothing more than a mere formality.
I was greatly disappointed at this civil service examination. No matter how great one’s learning was, I realized
that it was nigh impossible for him to become a yangban in this corrupt society through his scholastic abilities
alone. Even if one were really outstanding in his scholastic abilities, working as one of these scholars at these examination sites who sold their talent to those with money and power would be about as far in life as he could ad vance, I thought.
*
When I returned home and told my father how I was disappointed by what I had seen at the exam, he told me
that I had come to the right realization and gave me an advice.
My father’s advice was that I take up a study of geomancy or of physiognomy. His rationale was that a good
knowledge of geomancy would enable me to choose good sites for my ancestors’ burial, which would in turn
bring happiness and good fortune to my descendants. Likewise, skills in reading people’s faces and telling their
fortunes would bring me opportunities to meet great persons of saintly character and to benefit from forming relationships with such people.
I thought that this advice of my father was a very sound one. I thereupon asked him to borrow from someone a
copy of Mauisangso, a book on physiognomy, and spent the next three months sitting in a room studying the subject. The way I went about doing this was that I watched my face in a mirror to learn names of the various parts of
a face and the absence or the presence of positive and negative characteristics in them.
However, the more I looked at my face, the more I learned that mine had none of the characteristics for those
of high-birth, or wealth, or of other such good fortune. Instead, I could find only characteristics of low-birth, poverty and bad fortune.
Since I hoped to find some consolation and hope in this new study of fortune telling after the disappointment at
the civil service exam, I now became even more depressed. Was I born to live like an animal and then die one day
after a life without any meaning or purpose? I had no wish to continue my life in this world.
As I sank deeper and deeper into despair, the only source of hope I could draw upon was a verse Mauisangso.
*
“A good health and physical well-being is preferable to a good facial appearance, and beauty and goodness of
heart is to be preferred over a good physical well-being,” the verse read.
*
Upon reading this verse, I formed a strong determination to become a person of good heart and character. As I
searched for ways and means to become such a person, however, Mauisangso proved to be of no help to me. So, I
turned to books on geography. Finding not much of interest in these books either, I started reading books on military history and strategy, such as Sonmuja,\fn{The Art of War, the most famous of all books on military strategy among the classics, written by Sun Wu (544-496BC) } Ogija,\fn{The Wuzi, written by Wu Qi (440-381BC), said to be he second most famous of all
such books} Samnyak\fn{The Three Strategies, said to have been written by the Huang Shigong (3 rd century BC)} and Yukto.\fn{Six
Secret Teachings, traditionally believed to have been written by Tai Gongwang (W says by Lu Shang, aka Jiang Ziya) at some time during
the 11th century BC, but put into its final format during the Warring States Period (c.475-221BC). These formed four of the so-called Seven
Military Classics. The other three were: The Methods of the Ssu-Ma (developed during the 4th century BC); Wei Liaozi (another writing of
the Warring States Period); and Questions and Replies Between Tang Taizong and Li Weigong (which takes the form of a dialogue between
the Tang emepror Taizong (599-649AD) and one of his generals, Li Jing (571-649) }. Some parts of these were difficult to under-

stand but I kept on reading until I came across the part which expounded on the qualities of a warrior chieftain.
*
The way to fight a hundred times and never lose:
Let not your heart be agitated even when the earth shakes,
Live good and hard times together with your soldiers,
Be tiger-like in advancing and retreating,
Know others and know yourself,” were the words.

*
I was seventeen years old when I read this verse. Afterwards, I spent nearly a year teaching letters to children
in my clan and at the same time reading books on military strategy which I did not even fully comprehend.
4
At about this time, rumors were rife of strange happenings and signs in various places both near and far away.
It was said that a “man of truth” (chinin) appeared at some place to stop freight ships on the ocean and let them go
29

only after receiving from them tolls for use of the sea lanes. Even more strange, a Chong Toryong was said to be
going to appear at Mt. Kyeryong\fn{ A famous haven for people undergoing moral or spiritual disicpline and training } and proclaim a new nation under a new social dispensation. The rumor had it that it was necessary for one to be at
parimmok\fn{Some auspicious place to be sought out in times of trouble } in order to become a yangban in the new nation
and that some persons had already sold off their possessions and moved into Mt. Kycryong.
Furthermore, I heard that a person named O Ungson and another named Ch’oeYuhyon were living in a village
about twenty ri from our home. It was said that these persons were studying Tonghak\fn{ The writings of an indigineous Korean religion so-called:H } after they had learned it from a Tonghak teacher named Choe Tomyong in Ch’ungchong Province. The rumor went that they were able to enter a room without opening the door, to disappear suddenly into thin air as well as to fly in the air so that they could visit Choe Tomyong Sonsaeng overnight and return
instantaneously.\fn{“Formulated in the 1860s, Tonghak was an indigenous Koean religion that combined elements of Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, shamanism and other sources” founded by one Ch’oe Cheu (1824-1864) }
I became very curious about this Tonghak and decided to make a visit to these people. After avoiding foods
with strong odor, and bathing and putting on new clothes, I set out on my way to their village. I had my hair
combed, tied into a long knot, and wore a blue top’o with a green strap around it. I was told that this kind of dress
attire was required for acceptance into Tonghak.
This was early in January of the year when I turned eighteen (1893).
When I arrived in front of the Os' house, I could hear voices of people reading something which sounded more
like a singing chorus than voices reciting the classics or poems.
When I called out for someone, a tidy-looking young sonbi\fn{Scholar} wearing a t’ongch’on’gwan\fn{A crown
commonly worn by yangban.} came out to greet me. As I politely bowed to him, he likewise bowed to me in return.
Stunned and too flattered, I told him my name, family lineage and said that he was being too polite, as a yangban
sonbi, to bow back to a child who had his hair tied in a knot. The sonbi seemed to have been moved by my reply
and said that, as a follower of Tonghak, he was acting according to the teachings of his sónsaeng in treating everyone fairly without regard to his social status or wealth.
When I heard these words, I felt as if I had come to a heavenly world. I then told him about my intention to
learn the way of Tonghak, upon hearing which he gladly explained to me the origins and principles of Tonghak.
What he told me was that Tonghak was originally founded by Yongdam Ch’oc Suun\fn{ Ch’oe Cheu’s pen-name}
Sonsaeng but that Ch’oe Sonsaeng already had died in martyrdom\fn{ He was beheaded by the government on account of
“having misled his followers into evil and unrighteous ways” } and that his uncle Ch’oe Haewol Sonsaeng was now the
Grand Head of the movement. The purpose behind the founding of this movement lay in reforming a degenerate
mankind of this end-time in world history to produce a new people for a new nation to be set up at Mt. Kyeryong
under a Chinju (True King), he said.
I was very glad and happy when I heard this explanation. As I had earlier realized that my facial appearance
was bad and thus determined to become a person of good character and heart, I readily took to the Tonghak teaching that one can have the indwelling presence of Heaven in oneself and thus carry out in one’s action the way of
Heaven. In addition, since I had come to deeply resent the unjust social hierarchy which assigned to my family the
status of ssangnom, I was filled with gratitude at Tonghak’s egalitarian principles.
To the Tonghak teaching that the days of the corrupt Yi Dynasty were coming to an end, I could only agree
wholeheartedly after having seen the rampant corruption in government as manifested at the Haeju civil service
exam.
I became very eager to join the movement and asked about procedures for induction. The answer was that a
mal of rice,\fn{About three liters} three sheets of white paper and a pair of yellow candles were required for the induction ceremony. After having perused the scriptures of Tonghak such as Tonggyongdaejon, P’alp’yon gasa and
Kungulga, I returned home.
When I told my father what I had heard from O Sonsaeng and my intention to join Tonghak, he immediately
gave his consent and obtained for me the items to be used in the induction ceremony. In this fashion, I became in ducted into Tonghak.
After the induction, I studied hard and worked to evangelize. My father also joined Tonghak. At this time,
there were far more ssangnom than yangban in the Tonghak movement. Only a few months after my induction, I
gained nearly several hundred new proselytes. This caused my name to be widely-known, and some came to me
from afar to ask about the way. Some people even spread false rumors about me.
The question that I received the most often from these people was how I had benefited from embracing Tonghak. They were interested not in learning a way of life but in gaining some quick-and-easy powers such as skills
in magic.
Whenever I received this kind of questions, I always answered that to do good and shun evil was what Tong30

hak was all about. Although this was my honest and legitimate answer, the listeners seemed to be thinking that I
was hiding my “secret powers” from them.
Some of these people were even telling others stories such as that they had seen Kim Ch’angsu. [I had by this
time given up Ch’angam, my childhood given name, and adopted this new name] walking high up in the air. In
this fashion, all manner of stories about me spread far and wide, making my name well-known not only in
Hwanghae Province but also as far down as South Pyongan Province. As more than several thousand proselytes
gathered under me that year, I became the chopchu with the most proselytes in all of Hwanghae and Pyngan Provinces despite my youth and inexperience.
*
In the following year, the year of kyesa (1893), a notice sent by the Grand Chopchu Ch’oe Haewol reached O
Ungson, Ch’oe Yuhyon and others. It asked that lists of names of proselytes in our areas be sent for a report.
When a group of fifteen respected Tonghak sonbi was selected to pay a visit to the Grand Chopchu in person, I
was included among the fifteen.
Our proselytes obtained the money to pay for my transportation, and we brought with us Haeju hyangrnok\fn
{Ink-stick, famous for its quality througout Chosun Korea} as gifts for the Grand Chopchu. When we arrived in the village
where Haewol Sonsaeng resided after a journey on both land and water, we noticed that the houses in the village
were full of voices chanting the incantations of Tonghak such as: “Chigigumjiwonwidae-gang”\fn{“May supreme
spirit and will descend down upon us.” } and “Sich’onjujohwajong Yongsebulmangmansji.”\fn{“If one is in accord with Heaven, then harmony reigns, he is never forgotten, and he may know the principles and the Way of all things.” }
All the houses were full of people as the village was crowded with an unending stream of visitors on their way
in to see Haewol Sonsaeng or on their way out after having seen the Sonsaeng.
After we submitted a list of our names to the person who came out to greet us, we waited for more than an
hour before a notice summoning the sonbis from Hwanghae Province came from the Grand Chopchu. Following
the guide who took us to Haewol Sonsaengs residence, the fifteen of us came before the Sonsaeng and bowed to
him in unison.
In a sitting position, the Sonsaeng bowed to us in return with his arms on the floor and offered us simple words
of consolation for having traveled a long distance to come and see him. Then, as each of us presented the gifts and
the lists of proselytes we had brought, the Sonsaeng called for an attendant to receive and take care of them. We
had traveled a long distance not only to meet the Sonsaeng in person but also to see if we could receive from the
Sónsaeng some special revelation or power. However, we were party to no such bestowal of special favor.
The Sonsaeng looked about sixty years old,\fn{ Indeed, in 1883 he was 67} with handsome whiskers, a slightly dark
complexion, and a small face that made for a tidy appearance. He was attending to his work wearing a big black
kat and an inside jacket. Inside a pot on a metal brazier placed in front of the door to the room was boiling toksamt’ang\fn{A mixture of water and ginseng} that was giving off steam. This was medicine for the Sonsaeng, we were
told.
Inside and outside of the room were several disciples. Among them, those who were the closest to the Sonsaeng were figures such as Son Unggu,\fn{ 1861-1922} Kim Yon’guk,\fn{1857-1944} and Pak Inho.\fn{1855-1940}
Son was a tidy-looking young man who was to become Uiam Son Pyonghui, Haewol Sonsaeng’s future successor
in inheriting the title of Grand Tochu.\fn{Which he did in 1897}
Appearing to be about forty years old, Kim Yon’guk looked like a down-to-earth farmer. Both of these men
were Haewol Sonsaeng’s sons-in-law, I was told. Son appeared to be knowledgeable and apparently had skills in
calligraphy as well.
While we were in Haewol Sonsaeng’s company, a report came in, informing that Chon Pongjun\fn{ 1855-1895}
in Kobu, Cholla Province, had already raised an armed force for a fight. Soon afterwards, another report arrived,
informing that a town magistrate in a certain area had imprisoned all the members of a proselyte’s family and
seized all of their property. The Sonsaeng became enraged at hearing these reports and said in a strong Kyongsang
dialect,
“We cannot just sit and die when a tiger attacks us. We must fight, even with a wooden bat in our hands.”
These words of the Sonsaeng were, in effect, orders for a mobilization. Chopchus from various regions who
were waiting on the Sonsaeng all turned angry in their faces and began to make preparations for return to their
home areas. Each was going to raise an armed force for a fight.
Our group from Hwanghae Province also officially received seals of confirmation appointing us as chopchus.
After paying our farewell respects to the Sonsaeng, we left for home, with a short sightseeing trip to Mt. Songni
on the way.
*
We were already meeting here and there big groups of people as well as men dressed in plain clothes carrying
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swords. When we reached the market at Kwanghyewon, a large Tonghak armed force numbering nearly ten thousand was camping out and inspecting passersby. What was quite a sight was to see the yangban who had in normal times persecuted Tonghak sitting out on the roadside making straw sandals.
Our company passed through safely after showing our identity cards. Many times, we encountered on the road
people from villages carrying meals they had made to nearby toso.\fn{Local headquarters of Tonghak forces} We also
saw farmers harvesting rice on rice fields throw out their sickles and running away at the sight of a massive Tonghak force approaching.
In Seoul, we met a government troop marching towards the Three Southern Provinces.\fn{ Ch’ungch’ong, Chlla,
and Kyongsang} It was September in the year of kabo (1894) when we arrived at Haeju.
Tonghak proselytes in Hwanghae Province were also agitated. Persecution and repression from yangban and
government officials made their lives unstable, and a continuous stream of notices arrived from the Three Southern Provinces requesting them to move down there. As a consequence, the Tonghak chieftains of Hwanghae Province including the fifteen chopchus held a conference and decided on rising up with an armed force. The first general gathering of forces was to take place at Haeju Chukch’onjang, and official notices were sent out to Tong-hak
proselytes all over the Province.
Since I was living below Mt. P’albong, I chose “Palbong” as the name of my chop and made a large flag out of
blue silk with the large characters, “P’albongdoso” written on it. As our slogan, I wrote “Ch’ogwae,
Ch’ogyang” \fn{“Expel Japan, Expel the West”} and also had this flying high from the flag pole.
In order to fight against Government troops and Japanese forces, I decided to select among my proselytes those
with fire arms and form a separate troop with them. As I was originally from a remote and isolated place in the
mountains and a ssangnoni by birth, there were many mountain gunners among my proselytes so that they numbered almost seven hundred. This made my chop superior to anyone else’s in terms of armed strength.
I also confiscated some defensive weapons from a nearby mansion of a rich family.
*
The strategy decided on at the chief chopchus’ conference was first to seize Haeju Castle, the capital of
Hwanghae Province, and to execute all the corrupt government officials and the Japanese caught there. It was also
decided that Palbong Chopchu Kim Changsu would lead the forces in the vanguard. Although my familiarity with
books on military strategy and the large number of gunners in my troop probably figured in the decision to have
me lead the troops, I figured that the more important reason was that none of the others wanted to expose his life
at the front of the troops to the bullets fired by enemy forces.
However, I cheerfully accepted the proposal to have me lead the troops and instructed other troops to follow
my troop. I got on a horse and advanced at the front of the troops towards Haeju Castle. We camped outside the
west entrance of the castle at Mt. Sonnyo and waited there in anticipation of an order for a general assault.
Soon afterwards, the order arrived from the general headquarters, stating that authority for planning the attack
strategy was now in my hands. I devised the following strategy, reported it to the headquarters and then started
our operations.
Since government troops had not yet arrived and the castle had only two hundred undisciplined soldiers and
seven Japanese soldiers, I ordered an advance force to assault the south gate first to tie down the castle’s defenders there while I attack the west gate. The headquarters was to watch the situations as they develop and send in
reinforcements where needed. Consequently, an advance force marched towards the south gate from the headquarters as I had planned.
At this juncture, several Japanese soldiers on top of the castle fired a few times into the air, and a surprised advance force began to flee. Seeing the soldiers flee, the Japanese fired repeatedly at them. At this, I commanded my
troops to start a fierce attack towards the west gate. However, a sudden order for retreat arrived, and our troops
had to turn back.
Even before we turned back, we saw troops that had been following us behind flee here and there. When I
stopped a fleeing soldier and asked him reasons for the retreat, he said that a few Tonghak soldiers had been killed
by bullets outside of the south gate.
Seeing things develop in this way, I could not have only my troops stay near the castle. We thus retreated in a
fairly orderly fashion to a place about eighty ri west of Haeju and stayed at the house of Kwak Kamyok in Hoehwaktong. I was proud that all the armed soldiers and almost everyone under my command were still there with
me.
*
Angry at the turn of events this time, I determined to exert all my efforts in raising a well-disciplined army.
Without regard to whether or not one was a Tonghak proselyte, I recruited someone on generous terms to train our
soldiers if he had prior experience as a military officer. Not only practices in gunnery but all manner of training
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were given, including how to march as an army, and gymnastic exercises. This was because I believed that creating a well-trained army was the secret to winning in battles.
One day, two strangers named Chong Tokhyon and U Chongso from an area below Mt. Kuwol came to see me.
When I asked them the reasons for coming to see me, the answer they gave was surprising:
“Tonghak soldiers are all worthless. But, since we heard that you are a little better than all the rest of them, we
came to see you.”
My subordinates who were with me were enraged at these impolite words of the two men, but I sent them out
and sat down with the two strange guests. I called these two men “Sonsaeng” and, after thanking them for having
come to see me, expressed my wish to learn some good tactics from them. At this, Chong said in an even more ar rogant manner,
“I doubt if you will even understand what I will tell you. Furthermore, you probably are not qualified to put
into action what I will tell you.” After jeering at me a little, he said in an even more forceful voice,
“Tonghak chopchus are full of blind confidence and enthusiasm. They look down on sonbi as if we are puppy
dogs. Aren’t you one of them?”
He stared at me. I responded in an even more polite manner,
“You will know if I am different from other chopchus only after you have at least taught me once.”
They both looked more than ten years older than me. At these words of mine, Chong finally held out his hands
and held my hands in his. He advised me to follow the following points:
First, forbid the practice among Tonghak soldiers whereby they bow to one another and address one another with
honorific expressions.
Second, to win the hearts of the civilian population, forbid Tonghak soldiers from committing any acts of extortion
and theft such as pillaging villages for food and money.
Third, to recruit men of character and talent, widely circulate announcements seeking such men.
Fourth, gather the entire force at Mt. Kuwöl and train them.
Fifth, seize the two thousand som\fn{The text has: sum} of rice that the Japanese have bought and piled up in storage at Chaeryong and Sinch’on. Store them at P’aeyop Temple in Mt. Kuwol to use them as military provisions, etc. …

I readily agreed to this plan and decided to carry it out in action. I gathered the entire troop on the training
ground and proclaimed that Chong and U were now commanders. I ordered the soldiers to receive the two men
with utmost respect. Afterwards, we began preparations for the move to Mt. Kuwol.
*
In the midst of our preparations, a secret messenger came to us one day from An Chinsa of Ch’onggyedong.
An Chinsa’s name was T’aehun and his eldest son Chunggun was the person who later shot Ito Hirobumi of Japan
to death.\fn{Very famous event; he is now a national hero in both Koreas—not so much for the assassination itself, but because he did it
with a sense of humility and without malice to the Japanese as a person:H } A person well versed in letters and in calligraphy,
An Chinsa was well-known even in Seoul. As he also was a man of great intelligence and political sensibility,
even the most powerful men in the royal court treated him with respect.
When the Tonghak movement rose up in armed forces, An Chinsa set up in his house headquarters for an uibyong\fn{Righteous army} to crush the Tonghak forces.\fn{ This An was originally deeply conservative, anti-Japanese and antiWestern, but with many others one who “generally regarded Tonghak with contempt and saw them as nothing more than bandits bent on
disturbing the Confucian public and moral order.” Only later on did he broaden his attitude as his force became more and more augmented
with peasants and ex-soldiers from the nataive Korean army which the Japanese disbanded in 1907 } With his own sons and an army

of gunmen numbering three hundred, he already had registered a big success in defeating the Tonghak forces
around Sinchon. As a consequence, all the Tonghak chopchus in the region were afraid of him and kept an watchful eye on his actions.
I asked Chong Tokhyon to meet the messenger. According to Chong’s report, An Chinsa sent the messenger
out of concerns for me. Pointing out that his Chonggyedong and my Hoehaktong were only twenty ri apart, An
Chinsa wanted me to know that he could not guarantee my survival in case I recklessly initiated any attack against
him. The messenger was sent as An Chinsa did not want to unnecessarily lose a worthy person in a battle that
could be avoided.
At this, we held a strategy meeting and concluded that a secret agreement should be signed between the two
sides that provides for mutual non-aggression and mutual aid and comfort in case of either side needing help.
*
As planned before, I gathered all my troops at Mt. Kuwol. The rice at Chaeryong and Sinch’on was also
moved to P’aeyop Temple at Mt. Kuwol.
Military training now went on every day. In addition, in order to restore peace and order among the civilians, I
sent down an order to catch and punish persons calling themselves Tonghak soldiers and pillaging the villages.
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This was quite successful, as law and order were soon restored.
I also sent out a proclamation to seek out persons of ability. As a result, learned men such as Song Chongho
and Ho Kon joined us.
At that time, a learned Buddhist priest named Haundang was residing at P’aeyop Temple with hundreds of
monks, both male and female, under his tutelage. After hearing about Haundang, I sometimes went to the Temple
to listen to his teachings.
In the meantime, a report came in, saying that government and Japanese troops had occupied Haeju, captured
Ongjin, Kangnyong, and were on their way through Hakkogae. It was not difficult from this to draw the conclusion that they were headed towards Mt. Kuwol.
However, the real problem for us was not with the government or the Japanese troops but with the troops of Yi
Tongyop, a Tonghak chopchu like myself.
Yi Tongyop was the Tonghak chopchu with the strongest power base around Mt. Kuwol, and his soldiers trespassed into our turf at will to steal. Because our soldiers arrested and punished them without mercy, mutual hostility grew between the two sides. In addition, among my soldiers also were those who had been disciplined for pil laging and thus harbored grudges against me. An increasing number of these, along with those who wanted to
steal and plunder at will, defected to Yi Tongyop’s side. As a consequence, the strength of Yi Tongyop’s army
grew day by day while that of mine diminished every day.
After discussing this matter at a top strategy meeting, I decided to renounce the title of a chopchu and entrust
the command of the army to Ho Kon. This was not really a move to strip me of my command of the army but,
rather, a tactical ploy to save our army and myself. At this, Ho Kon sent Song Chongho off to P’yongyang with a
letter of introduction to Chang Homin in an effort to resolve the situation politically. What Ho Kon wanted was to
solicit the understanding and intervention of Hwangju Pyongsa.
I was nineteen years old at this time,\fn{ The same age as the Marquis de Lafayette when he offered his services to General
Washington:H} and it was December in the year of kabo (1894). It came to pass that I came down with a fever and
headaches. Abbot Haondang had me lie down alone in his private room and personally attended to my recovery.
After a few days, my illness was diagnosed as the measles. At this, Haondang laughed and said,
“A commander of armies who is not even past the age of having the measles!” The abbot then instructed an old
monk with experiences in treating the measles to take care of me.
As I was lying down in illness, an urgent report came in saying that Yi Tongyop was advancing in full force towards P’aeyop Temple. Soon afterwards, sound of guns firing rang in my ears, and a fight broke out in the temple compound between the two sides. However, because my soldiers were low in morale with their commander
lying in illness and because they were caught in a surprise attack, my army was decisively defeated and the enemy
soldiers captured our headquarters.
Surprised and demoralized, my soldiers fled from the temple scattered in a disorderly manner. Shortly afterwards, Yi Tongyop shouted in an order,
“Anyone who touches Kim Ch’opchu will be executed. Seize Yongjang Yi Yongson and kill him!” Hearing
this, I jumped out of my blanket, ran out, and shouted,
“Yi Yongson acted under my orders. If he did something so that he deserves to die, kill me!”
Yi Tongyop ordered his soldiers to hold me still and went out dragging Yi Yongson. Soon, the sound was heard
of a gun firing near the east gate, and Yi Tongyop’s soldiers all left the temple.
Upon hearing that Yi Yongson had died, I ran down towards the east gate. He had been surely shot to death,
and the clothes he was wearing were still burning in fire. I wept aloud holding his head in my arms and took off
my jacket to cover his head. This jacket was the first silk jacket that I had ever worn in my life, as it had been
sewn and was given to me by my mother for the reason that I had become a leader who commands authority over
others.
Seeing me sitting naked on white snow-covered ground and crying, villagers brought some clothes and put
them on me. Together with the villagers, I buried the body of Yi Yongson in the ground.
Originally from Chungp’yong, Hamgyong Province, Yi Yongson was skilled in gunnery and had leadership
abilities. I had made him commander of our firearms squad because of these merits of his.
After burying Yi Yongson, I did not return to P’aeyop Temple but went to Chong Tokhyon’s house in Pusandong. After he heard from me what had happened, Chong said,
“You are now a person who has done all that he could have done. So, rest comfortably for a while, and let’s go
together to do some sightseeing.” Chong even made me give up my plans to avenge Yi Yongson’s death.
*
That Yi Tongyop attacked us was tantamount to an act of self-destruction. Chong Tokhyon’s prediction that
Yi’s assault on me would prompt government and Japanese troops to hasten their attack on him proved to be ac34

curate, as Yi Tongyop was later caught and executed while Chong and I were living in hiding near Monggump’o.
Now that my army and Yi Tongyop’s were destroyed, Tonghak forces in all of Hwanghae Province were annihilated.
5
After hiding out near Monggump’o for three months, I struck out on the road with Chong Tokhyon to visit my
parents at T’otgol and, as advised by Chong, to visit An Chinsa at Ch’onggyedong. I was going to entrust myself
to the care of An Chinsa.
I was at first unhappy about the prospects of going under the care of An Chinsa, a former enemy of mine, and
receiving the treatment accorded to a captured enemy. However, Chong strongly insisted that An Chinsa was a
man of fine character who loved men of ability. Chong also pointed out that An Chinsa had previously sent me the
secret messenger precisely in order to welcome me to him in a difficult time such as this. After hearing Chong’s
words, I agreed to follow his advice.
After seeing my parents at our home in T’otgol, Chong and I bade farewell to them and set out on our way to
Ch’onggyedong. We arrived there after crossing over Mt. Ch’onbong.
Surrounded on all four sides by beautiful, towering peaks, Ch’onggyedong had about fifty houses within its
precincts. A stream was flowing in front of the east entrance to the village and on top of a rock there was a framed
piece of calligraphy by An Chinsa which reads;
“Ch’onggyedongch’on”\fn{It means a noted mountain with a great scenery in which a stream flows and immortal sages live }
A small peak stood almost covering the east entrance and on top of the peak was a sentinel post. A sentinel
standing on the road asked us to identify ourselves. We gave him our name cards and waited for a while. Soon, a
soldier came and guided us to An Chinsa’s house.
In front of the house gate was a pond with a small pavilion in the middle, where An Chinsa and his five brothers would usually have drinks and recite poems. On the wall of the main residence building was a piece of cal ligraphy written horizontally. After greeting us in the main guest room, An Chinsa said at first,
“I knew that Kim Soksa had gotten out of danger at P’aeyop Temple, but I was getting concerned because I
could not find out where you were despite the efforts of people I had sent out to trace your whereabouts. I am very
grateful that you came to visit me today.” And then, he asked,
“I heard that your parents are both alive. Do they have a place where they can live comfortably?” When I an swered negatively to this question, An Chinsa immediately ordered O Ilsön,
“Go today to T’otgol and see to it that you bring Kim Soksa’s parents here safely. Confiscate the horses grazing nearby and use them to bring all of the family possessions here.”
O Ilson left right away with thirty armed soldiers. It thus happened in this fashion that my family came to
dwell in Ch’onggyedong. This was in February in the year of ulmi (1895) when I turned twenty years old.
*
I ended up staying in Ch’onggyedong for only about four or five months. However, the time I spent at Ch’onggyedong marked a very important period in my life. This was for two reasons.
First, I came to meet and got to know a person of great character in An Chinsa.
Second, I received guidance and teachings from a morally upright scholar named Ko Sallim.
An Chinsa's family had lived in Haeju for more than ten generations. When An Insu, An Chinsa’s father, who
was the magistrate of Chinhae, saw that the fabric of the society was increasingly falling under the sway of decline and disorder, he decided to withdraw from the world and live in seclusion. Consequently, he gave away his
sizable wealth to poor families and moved to Ch’onggyedong with about 300 som of rice left for his family. In
Ch’onggyedong, he found a place of serene beauty where he could live a life away from the turmoil of the world.
This was when Chunggun, An Chinsa’s eldest son, was two years old.
An Chinsa had five brothers all of whom could rightly be called men of learning. However, among all the six
brothers, An Chinsa, the third oldest, was especially high-spirited and large-minded. His piercing eyes endowed
him with a powerful presence. Although he had spent years in Seoul as a guest of Kim Chonghan\fn{ 1844-1932, a
Korean literary figure and politidcian who, starting about 1910 “walked a pro-Japanese path” } and had become a chinsa after passing the civil service exam, he gave up the intention to enter government service and returned home.
With his five brothers, he was living a life of drinking parties and poetry, finding meaning and pleasure of life
in befriending men of noble disposition. Given the greatness of An Chinsa’s soul, it was said that even high-ranking court officials were naturally compelled to experience feelings of respect towards An Chinsa when meeting
him in person.
During the course of my stay in Ch’onggyedong, I could see that An Chinsa was very down-to-earth and kind,
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even to uneducated lower-class people, without the slightest sign of condescension. People of all classes, both
high and low, liked him. His face was bright and fair.
The only flaw that one could think of was that the tip of his nose was red from heavy drinking.
As An Chinsa had a good sense of rhyme in poetry, he often recited his own poems. To me also, he at times
merrily recited poems he had just composed. When he was in a good mood from drinking, he would write Hwang
Sokkong’s Soso, post it on the door of the wall closet, and read it aloud in a loud voice.
*
Chunggun, An Chinsa’s eldest son, was sixteen years old at this time. With his hair tied in a sangt’u\fn{A topknot, like men of the yangban class in Choson Korea. He had married in the previous year. } and covered in a handkerchief,
Chunggun was always out hunting with a short rifle called tombangchong. Endowed with a dynamic spirit, he had
the best shooting skills in Ch’onggyedong and was famous for never missing an animal or a bird at which he had
aimed.
Chunggmn was always hunting with his uncle T’aegon. Deer and birds which they had caught were used as
food for the soldiers of Ch’onggyedong and for drinking parties of the six brothers.
The second and the third oldest sons of An Chinsa were both studying the Confucian classics with their hair
tied in a long knot. Whereas An Chinsa sometimes worried about these two sons not studying hard, he did not
seem to worry at all about Chunggun.
Ko Sallim’s name was Nungson and his family had lived at Pidong outside of Haeju for generations. A student
of Chungam Yu Chunggyo and a classmate of Uiam Yu Insok, Ko Sallim was a widely-known scholar in western
Hwanghae Province. He also was living in Ch’onggyedong at the invitation of An Chinsa.
I first met him in An Chinsa’s living room. When he invited me to visit him in his living room, I was greatly
moved and went the next day to his house to see him. With a happy expression on his face, Sonsaeng kindly received me and called out his eldest son Wonmyong to meet me.
Wonmyong looked intelligent and about thirty years old. However, he did not seem to be the equal of his father in his abilities or in the greatness of character. His eldest daughter looked about fifteen to sixteen years old.
Ko Sonsaeng’s living room was full of books and on its four walls were posted sheets of paper on which were
written words of ancient sages and of the Sonsaeng himself. Sonsaeng would sit still cross-legged to meditate and
would sometimes read books on military strategy such as Sonmuja and Samnyak. Sonsaeng said to me,
“I know you are going over to An Chinsa’s house every day to pass time. However, why don’t you also come
to my place every day and discuss with me current affairs and your studies?”
*
I was moved to tears and filled with feelings of gratitude at the fact that a great scholar such as Ko Sonsaeng
would care to bestow upon me such favors. Hence, I told Sonsaeng about my resolve to become a person of good
heart and said that I would entrust my life to Sonsaeng’s teachings.
At this time, I was in a state of almost having given up on myself after the disappointments of the civil service
exam and of physiognomy as well as the subsequent failures of the Tonghak movement.
Could someone like me come to live a worthy life as a human being through the guidance of a great scholar
like Ko Sónsaeng? I had to ask myself. When I told Sonsaeng these feelings of mine, he answered,
It is not easy for a person to come to know himself. How much harder, then, it is to know others! Therefore, I do not
have the ability to foretell your future. However, one thing I can say with certainty is that you should aim to become a
saintly person and follow in the footsteps of saintly persons.
Among those who set such goals and make efforts to follow such paths, some reach their aims while some do not.
Since you have firmly resolved to become a person of good heart, do not be discouraged when you stumble and err
along the way.
Even if you fall in the wrong direction several times, stick to your original resolve and correct your mistakes so as to
continue on the right path. In this fashion, you will certainly reach your destination some day. Therefore, do not be
grievous in heart and only exert your utmost to do what is right.

From this point on, I went to Ko Sonsaeng’s house every day.
Sonsaeng told me his assessments of great figures of both ancient and modern times. In addition, he taught me
points that he had himself learned through his own studies. He also showed me pertinent passages from books
such as Hwasoaon\fn{A work on the moral principles of the Universe according to Confucian learning } and Chujabaekson.\fn
{A compilation of 100 pieces from the works of Chu Hsi, a great Neo-Confucian scholar of the Song Dynasty }
*
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The point that Sonsaeng especially emphasized concerned one’s loyalty to others. Sonsaeng taught that even
when one has great abilities, his abilities can be a source of trouble rather than blessing if he is not loyal in his
dealings.
In his teachings, Sonsaeng did not go through the classics one after another but took the faster approach of assessing my mind and disposition and then teaching from the classics those parts appropriate for fulfilling my
particular needs. Sonsaeng seemed to have concluded that I lacked decisiveness and taught that one’s abilities to
think clearly and come to the right conclusions would be of no use unless accompanied by a decisiveness and an
ability to put thoughts into action. The phrase that he explained with a special emphasis was the one that read:
“Tuksubanjimujokki hyonaesalsujangbua.”
The meaning of this phrase was that whereas it is only natural that one clings to the branches when one climbs
high on a tree, it is becoming of a courageous man to let go of his hands when holding onto the edge of a cliff.
An Chinsa sometimes came to see Ko Sonsaeng and the two would talk about affairs of the world, both ancient
and modern. It was an exceedingly rewarding experience for me to sit by and listen to these talks whenever they
happened. Sometimes, when I was over at Ko Sonsaeng’s house, I would have dinner and discuss national affairs
with Sonsaeng late into the night until the surroundings became all very quiet.
*
Ko Sonsaeng said that it is a law of history that all nations must eventually decline and come to an end even if
they had once prospered greatly. However, it is also true that some nations decline and come to an end in a dignified manner while some do so in a disgraceful way.
If a nation perishes after its people have fought valiantly and reached the limit of their strength, this is a case of
a nation coming to an end in an honorable manner. In contrast, a nation comes to an end in a disgraceful fashion
when its people are divided into factions that fight against one another. As each faction attaches itself to a foreign
nation and becomes a pawn of that foreign power, this infighting and shameful appeasement of foreign powers
result in a disgraceful demise of the nation.
Now, the power of Japan was all over this land to the extent where the Japanese were controlling even the
royal court and what went on there. Our nation was more or less an extension of Japan. Although no nation can
last forever and nobody can escape death, we now had to at least sacrifice our lives to repay our country for what
it had given us, Sonsaeng told me with a sad yet determined expression in his eyes. Not able to contain my feelings of anger and sadness, I wept.
“Is there any way that we could save our nation from further decline?”, I asked. To this, Sonsaeng replied,
“It is desirable that our nation establish close ties with Qing China. China definitely wants to avenge its defeat
to Japan in 1894. We need to send an appropriate person from among us to China to learn about current situation
over there and also to form personal ties with people in that country. This is so that our two nations can cooperate
with each other closely when an opportune time comes in the future,” Sonsaeng explained.
Upon hearing these words, I was deeply moved and there arose within me a strong desire to go over to China.
However, I began to doubt if a young man like me could accomplish anything by going over to China. When I
told Sonsaeng about my doubts, Sonsaeng reproached me and said that one needs to act on his convictions even
alone by himself when he is convinced that what he believes is right.
Sonsaeng emphasized that a great enterprise or a task is accomplished when everyone does what is rightly required of him without waiting on others to do it for him. Thus, it followed that when people in diverse areas of
endeavor such as politics, business and the academia all perform their appointed lot in a responsible manner, the
society as a whole progresses.\fn{Which is, of course, the fundamental philosophy of Confucianism:H}
After hearing this, I made up my mind to go to China and told Ko Sansaeng about my decision. Sonsaeng
cheered greatly for me and said that he would see to it that my parents are well taken care of after my departure.
*
In consideration of my friendship with An Chinsa, I thought it was proper that I bid farewell to him before my
departure. Ko Sonsaeng, however, was opposed to this idea. The reason was that An Chinsa seemed to possess
intentions of embracing Catholicism, and this, to Ko Sonsaeng, was tantamount to surrendering to Western barbarians, an action contrary to high purpose. I thus should not discuss an important matter such as my departure
with An Chinsa at this time, Sonsaeng advised. Since An Chinsa was certainly a great man, however, I could
always consult with him later.
Ko Sonsaeng thus advised me to leave this time without seeing An Chinsa.
Determined to act according to whatever Ko Sönsaeng instructed, I prepared for a long trip to China….
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227.132 Autobiographical Statements: 1. Patriotic Declaration 2. Reasons For Assassinating The Japanese
Resident-General Of Korea\fn{by An Thomas Jung-Geun (Chung-gun) (1879-1910)} Haeju, South Hawanghae Province,
North Korea (M) -1
1
I have ventured to commit a serious crime, offering my life for my country. This is the behavior of a nobleminded patriot.
2
15 reasons why Ito Hirobumi should be killed.
1. Assassinating the Korean Empress Myeongseong
2. Dethroning the Emperor Gojong
3. Forcing 14 unequal treaties on Korea.
4. Massacring innocent Koreans
5. Usurping the authority of the Korean government by force
6. Plundering Korean railroads, mines, forests, and rivers
7. Forcing the use of Japanese banknotes
8. Disbanding the Korean armed forces
9. Obstructing the education of Koreans
10. Banning Koreans from studying abroad
11. Confiscating and burning Korean textbooks
12. Spreading a rumor around the world that Koreans wanted Japanese protection.
13. Deceiving the Japanese Emperor by saying that the relationship between Korea and Japan was peaceful when in truth it was full of hostility and conflicts
14. Breaking the peace of Asia
15. Assassinating the Emperor Komei
*
I, as a lieutenant general of the Korean resistance army, killed the criminal Ito Hirobumi because he disturbed
the peace of the Orient and estranged the relationship between Korea and Japan. I hoped that if Korea and Japan
be friendlier and are ruled peacefully, they would be a model all throughout the five continents.
I did not kill Ito misunderstanding his intentions.\fn{ Prior to his death, Ahn requested that the warden of the prison he was
incarcareted in help him to finish an essay entitled “On Peace in East Asia”. I could not find a translated copy of this essay, but I did find a
copy of the original, and it is printed below:H}
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13.1 & 263.1 1. Halmom 2. Excerpt from The Heartless\fn{by Yi Kwang-su (1892-1950)} Iksong Village, Chongju
County, North Pyongan Province, North Korea (M) 11
1
“Young missus, what’s that sound?” asked the old woman servant who had been polishing brassware in the
front yard for Chusok,\fn{A note reads: Chusok is the biggest holiday for Koreans next to the New Year. It is the Korean equivalent of

Thanksgiving, and people celebrate the new harvest by visiting relatives’ houses and ancestors’ graves. Being the 15 th of August by the
lunar calendar, it usually falls in late September or early October, and marks therefore the beginning of cool, though not cold, days .}

when they heard the keening of hired funeral palanquin bearers passing their house.
“That’s a funeral procession,” answered the young mistress, without looking up. She was sewing on the floor
in the living room, deftly moving her needle.
“Is that a dead man being carried away to the grave?” Halmom asked in her heavy accent.
“Yes.” Halmom moved her toothless mouth for a good while and then asked carefully,
“Young missus, can I go out to take a look?”
The young mistress said, “Yes, of course,” and kept on sewing.
The old woman carefully put on the rubber shoes she had bought the day before for 85 cents and ran toward
the middle gate like a child. The lugubrious keening of the coffin bearers continued to float by. After Halmom’s
footsteps died away, the young mistress turned and called her husband, who was reading in the inner room.
“Yes?” the young man answered without looking up from the book.
“Halmom’s just like a child,” the young mistress laughed and said, “She went to look at a funeral passing,” and
laughed again. The young man did not laugh but came out to the living room with a cigar and a match and an
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ashtray.
“She’s got a lively curiosity, like anybody from the country,” he said, striking a match and lighting the cigar.
The young mistress ignored the generalization and went on:
“Oh, listen to me. She went out to look at a funeral the day before yesterday and she said she lost her way in
front of the police station. How could she have lost the way here from the police station?”
The young man sat down on the edge of the floor and swung his legs,\fn{ A note reads: In a Korean house, rooms are
built on an elevated plane above the ground, and one must step up from the yard to the rooms and step down to the yard from the rooms.
The edge of the living room floor is therefore frequently used as seats or momentary visitors or for brief rests between work in the yard, or
for any casual relaxation. There are usually a few stone steps on which shoes are left, as Koreans do not wear shoes in the rooms .} and

instead of agreeing with his wife, queried,
“Dear, isn’t she a very good woman?”
“Oh yes, she is. The old woman’s got a heart of gold. She’s rather stupid, like many country people, but she’s
hard-working and she never cheats us. I don’t feel like scolding her even when she breaks things. But she says
she’ll go home before Chusok. She says she’d die of cold if she stayed in Seoul after Chusok, so she’ll go back to
her home and stay in her warm room and mend her grandchildren’s rags. She says she won’t stay here even if we
let her sleep in the inner room and give her thick covers. She says she has to go home before Chusok. She won’t
stay with us even if we raise her salary. She says she doesn’t need money.
“Darling, why is she like that? If she stayed here she’d be well fed and she’d make money, too.”
The young mistress, as if worried about the old woman servant and her unreasonable obstinacy, stuck the
needle in the collar of her blouse and turned to face her husband. The young man also looked interested and
asked,
“Is she going away?”
“Yes. From the first she said she’d go back by Chusok, and now she talks about going home every day. Yesterday she said she’d like to buy silver hair-slides for her daughter and daughter-in-law, so I took her to the night
market. When she was told a silver one costs one won and eighty cents, she said if she bought two silver ones she
wouldn’t have the train fare home, and thought for a long time and said she couldn’t buy them, and hurried out of
the market. Isn’t that funny? Maybe she thought silver hair-slides cost ten or twenty cents apiece.” She sat thinking for a while and then said in an impressed tone,
“Isn’t it nice of her, to work so hard to earn money and then think of buying presents for her daughter and
daughter-in-law?”
“What does her son do?”
“Her son seems to be a real bad sort. He hates working, and he sells off anything in the house. So she says she
didn’t tell her son she was, coming to Seoul when she left, but that she kept looking back for miles to see if her
son was coming to ask her to go back. She said she was going to go back if the son came after her and insisted on
her going back home. But he didn’t show even the tip of his nose, so she cried. What a worthless son he must be!”
“Then she doesn’t have a house of her own?”
“She has a small house of her own. Her husband left money for her to buy one when he died. Well, maybe that
son of hers has sold it by now.”
“Her husband bought her one?” the young man asked.
“Yes. The old woman was widowed at thirty-five, and she didn’t have any means of livelihood with her children, so she remarried. The second husband had sons and some property, too, and before he died he told his son to
buy the old woman a house, so she has a small house of her own,” the young mistress said, turning over her sewing. “She calls that husband’s family the big house. I guess she was his ‘small house.’\fn{ A note reads: To be the
“small house” of a man means to be his mistress, or extra wife. Such a relationship was usually permanent, and men entered into such relations as much for the purpose of procuring heirs or for other reasons of convenience as for amorous reasons. Women usually entered into
such arrangements to secure means of support.}

“She says she goes to stay at the big house often even now. She says her husband’s son is always inviting her
to come to live with him and his family.”
The older mistress of the house called “Halmom! Halmom!” from the back yard. The young mistress laughed
and shouted,
“She’s gone sightseeing.”
“Sightseeing? What sight?” the older woman, who was still out of sight, shouted back.
“She’s gone to see a funeral procession,” the young mistress answered, raising her voice again. The older mistress was slightly deaf. At last she came out through the kitchen door with unsteady steps, saying,
“Oh, she might lose her way again. Why is she so fond of looking at coffins? Has she been out long?” She
stepped up into the living room. The young mistress said,
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“Oh no she won’t, mother,\fn{A note reads: It is hard to tell from the contents of this story whether the mother here is the young
wife’s mother-in-law or her own mother. It is unusual for the wife’s mother to live with a married couple, and if such were the case, it would
have been mentioned; on the other hand, the informality of the relationship here suggests it. The translator has assumed that it is a regular
household, with an unusually fond mother-in-law and daughter-in-law.} not again.” Right then the old servant woman came in
with slow steps. The older mistress laughed and asked,
“You didn’t lose your way this time?”
“No. I was afraid of that, so I didn’t follow it but looked at it standing right in front of this house,” the old woman said, blinking her soft dim eyes. Everybody laughed aloud. Halmom, not knowing what it was about, followed suit. The older mistress lit her pipe at the brazier and asked,
“Well, was it an interesting sight?”
“What?” the old woman asked back, not understanding.
“Was the coffin palanquin colorful and nice to look at?”
“Oh no. There were only a few people following the coffin, and only the hired bearers were keening. It must
have been a lonely man,” the old woman answered and began scrubbing the bowls again.
“Then it couldn’t have been nice to look at. Only sumptuous coffins with a lot of bereaved kinsfolk are good to
look at,” the older mistress said and glanced at the old woman. The old woman did not understand “sumptuous”
and “bereaved” but said,
“Well, what’s the difference? They’ll all rot after they get buried,” and scrubbed hard.
“But people don’t look at it that way.” The older mistress relighted her long pipe and went on,
“They say death is as important as birth. So people prefer to be buried well. You and me, neither of us has long
to live. Don’t you think so? How old are you?”
The old woman said, “Sixty-five,” without emotion, and scrubbed harder, as if she was out of temper.
“Sixty-five …” The older mistress exhaled smoke with a sigh and said,
“Then, wouldn’t you like to be carried to the grave in a big colorful coffin?”
“Why, of course I would.” She was now beginning to clean the chamber pot, and said,
“I’d like to be buried well, but I haven’t got any money. The likes of me are lucky if we get buried in a proper
coffin. These days I’d be happy if only my son would mind me a little.”
Everybody laughed. Halmom laughed, too. The young mistress said comfortingly,
“It doesn’t matter how you get buried, as long as you go to a good place afterwards.”
“I’ve done nothing good, so how can I go to a good place?” said Halmom, scooping cold water from the water
jar and drinking it.
The older mistress was silent for a while and then, putting aside her pipe, recited, “ Ohm Jirijiri Baura Badara
Hohmbata,” and fingered her prayer beads.
The young mistress gazed at the toothless mouth of her mother-in-law and then signaled to her husband in the
inner room to look at his mother.
The young man looked at his mother’s mouth. The old servant, with one hand in the chamber pot, also gazed at
the older woman’s mouth. A fly made as if to alight on Halmom’s eyelash but changed its mind and flew away.
The young mistress, unable to suppress her laughter, giggled. Halmom laughed and the young man also laughed.
The older mistress, opening her eyes wide as if startled out of a reverie, also laughed. The young mistress
squeezed her sides and mimicked,
“Oh, mother, hahaha! Ohm Badara Hombatang.”
The woman servant turned and said eagerly, “Missus, this Ohm Badara, would I go to a good place if I learned
to say that?” The old mistress turned to look at her and replied,
“Who knows if there’s anywhere for souls to go? They say chanting the scripture will do good for the soul, so
—”
“Then can I learn, too? Oh, the likes of me have no memory. Ohm Badara Hambakdang.” The old woman
tried with her hardened tongue. The young mistress corrected her,
“No. Ohm Baura Badara Hohmbata. Now try.” The old woman tried,
“Ohm Baura Hohmbatak.” She had omitted “Badara.” This time the older mistress taught her,
“Ohm Baura Badara Hohmbatang. “
“Oh, I can’t do it. I keep forgetting.” She gave up and scrubbed the chamber pot hard.
“Halmom, don’t go back to your home but stay with us. Then I’ll teach you the scripture verses. Yes? Do stay,”
the older mistress earnestly pleaded with her.
“How can I, in the cold? I heard it’s killing cold in winter in Seoul.”
She gave her usual excuse. The young mistress joined in,
“Look, Halmom, we’ll give you clothes and covers. Don’t go, Halmom. Will you stay, please?” Halmom could
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not give a cold answer to such earnest pleas, so she hesitated for a while and said,
“Well, I’ll go back after Chusok, then.” Before her dull eyes loomed her son and daughter and the countryside
in which she had lived and toiled for nearly seventy years. Then Halmom said again as if she had made a big
decision,
“Yes. I’ll go after Chusok, then.”
Everyone became solemn. Nobody spoke. Seeing that the shade spread now over more than half the yard, Halmom went into the kitchen. The old woman who had borne many children and labored hard all through the nearseventy years of her life fed logs into the stove without any sign of complaint on her face.
3
English instructor Yi Hyong-sik finished teaching his two o’clock fourth-year English class at the Kyongsong
School, and set out for the home of Elder Kim in the Andong District of Seoul.
He was sweating in the June sunshine as he walked. The Elder had hired him as a private tutor to teach English for
an hour every day to his daughter Son-hyong, who would be going to study in the United States the following year.
They would begin their lessons that day at three o’clock.
Hyong-sik was still single and had never socialized with women other than his female relatives. Like many an inexperienced, chaste young man, he was shy in front of young women, and blushed and hung his head bashfully. Such
behavior could be considered foolish in a man, but better such a man than those sophisticated fellows who will find
any excuse to approach a woman and have a word with her.
He was now preoccupied with several thoughts. How should he greet her when they first met? Should he speak to
her as if to a man?
“Pleased to meet you. My name is Yi Hyong-sik.”
But for now, I am the one who is teaching, and you are the one who is learning, he thought. Surely a distinction
should be made between the two. Perhaps he ought to wait for her to greet him first. So much for that problem. Ever
since he had received Elder Kim’s invitation the day before, he had been thinking about how to conduct the lesson,
but no brilliant thought occurred to him.
Shall I place a desk between us and sit face-to-face with her as I teach? Then our breaths would meet. Her upswept
hair would occasionally brush against my forehead. Our knees would touch ever so lightly beneath the desk.
Hyong-sik blushed and smiled at the thought. No, no, he thought. What if I should sin, if only in my thoughts? I
know what I will do!—I will sit as far as possible from the desk, and if her knees touch mine, I will move away with a
start. It would be rude to a woman for me to have bad breath, though. I have not yet had a cigarette since lunch, but
just in case, he thought, and breathed against the palm of his hand. He could test for bad odors by smelling his breath
as it reflected against his hand and into his nose.
Alas, he thought, why am I having such thoughts? Am I that weak? He clenched his fists and tried with all his
might to rid himself of these feeble thoughts, but strange flames began to rise in his breast.
“Mr. Lee! Where are you going?”
Startled, Hyong-sik raised his head. It was Sin U-son, striding down the street, wearing a straw hat\fn{ Note: A
straw hat woven of thin pieces of wood } pushed back on his head. He was known among his friends for his happy-golucky cheerfulness. Worried that U-son might read his thoughts, Hyong-sik assumed a glad expression as he tried
to keep from blushing again.
“It has been quite some time,” Hyong-sik said stiffly and shook Sin U-son’s hand.
“What do you mean, ‘it has been quite some time’? I thought we agreed to use informal speech with each other
the other day.” Hyong-sik felt embarrassed and turned his head away.
“Perhaps it is because I am not yet used to using informal speech with you, but …” Hyong-sik said and could
not finish his sentence.
“Where on earth are you going? If it isn’t urgent, have lunch with me.”
“I have already eaten.”
“Then have a beer.”
“Me, drink?”
“Nonsense. How can a man not drink? Now then, enough of the small talk, and let’s get going.” Sin pulled him
by the hand to a Chinese restaurant in front of the Andong District Police Station.
“No, really. Any other day I would not refuse your offer, but not today.” Hyong-sik’s heart pounded as he
wondered whether or not his words sounded suspicious.
“You see, I have some business to take care of today.”
“Business? What kind of business? What would keep you from having a drink?”
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Anyone else would simply say that they had urgent business to attend to, and thereby have put an end to the
matter. However, Hyong-sik, who was honest and weak-willed by nature, could not tell even the slightest lie. He
hesitated, then said,
“I have to give a private lesson at three o’clock.”
“English?”
“Yes.”
“Who is this person who gets their own private lessons?”
Hyong-sik could not speak. U-son peered curiously into Hyong-sik’s face with eyes that seemed to pierce all
the way to his lungs and heart. Hyong-sik lowered his head as if dazzled by U-son’s gaze.
“Who is it, that you cannot speak, and are blushing?” Flustered and nervous, Hyong-sik rubbed at his throat
and laughed vaguely.
“It’s a woman.”
“What do you know! Congratulations! It seems that you have an iinazuke\fn{Note: The arranged betrothal of a couple
in childhood, through their parents’ agreement, and can refer to either one of the betrothed couple. It can just mean a fiancé(e), too}
Hmm, I see. And you haven’t said a word to me about this? Now see here!”
U-son slapped Hyong-sik on the hand. Hyong-sik felt so disconcerted that he dug at the ground with his shoe.
“It is no one you would know! You see, there is this Elder Kim—”
“Of course, it’s the daughter of Elder Kim. Wasn’t it last year? She graduated first in her class from Chongsin
Girls’ School, and will be going to the United States next year. So that is who it is. Very good.”
“How do you know about her?”
“Did you think I wouldn’t know a thing like that? It is the least that one would expect of a newspaper reporter.
So when were you engaged?”
“No, I am on my way there today for the first time because they asked me to teach her English for an hour
every day, since she is preparing to go to the United States.”
“Don’t try to fool me!”
Hyong-sik scoffed at U-sin’s words. U-son laughed.
“She is known to be a beautiful woman. Try your best to please her, though knowing you, that isn’t saying much.
Well then, see you later.”
Sin doffed his straw hat and fanned himself briskly as he headed down Kyodong Street. Hyong-sik had always
found fault with his friend’s reckless ways, but today he rather envied him for his untrammeled spirit and cheerful
personality.
*
The words “beautiful woman” did not displease Hyong-sik, but the words iinazuke and “engagement” made
Hyong-sik particularly happy for some reason. Then Sin had gone on to say,
“Try your best to please her, though knowing you, that isn’t saying much.”
It was true. Hyong-sik was powerless. He did not have the power of money, in a world dominated by money.
Nor did he have the power of knowledge that people would look up to in an era of knowledge. He had believed in
Jesus for some time, but since he had never had much interest in church, he was not particularly well regarded there
either. He felt nauseated when he saw youths who lacked any knowledge or virtue frequent the homes of the pastor
or the elders, showing off and thereby becoming deacons and stewards, and putting on airs in church.
Hyong-sik had absolutely nothing with which to attract the affection of a fashionable young woman. The
thought made Hyong-sik depressed and pessimistic.
Just then, Hyong-sik arrived at a residential front door that had a nameplate that read Kim Kwang-hyon . The Elder
was a disciple of Christ, who had taught his followers not to own so much as two sets of clothing. Nevertheless,
once Kim had been enlightened in the ways of modern civilization, he too purchased land, and kept dozens of servants.\fn{Note: The 1918 Sinmungwan edition revised this sentence: Nevertheless, once Kim had been enlightened in the ways of modern
civilization, he too purchased land, saved money in the bank, bought stocks and a spacious house, and kept dozens of servants } He was
considered the second or third wealthiest man in the Seoul Presbyterian Church, and, moreover, a yangban.\fn
{Yangban were the educated elite} His home was quite large, with more than ten rooms sprawled about on either side of
the front door, for servants’ quarters.
Intimidated by such status and wealth, Hyong-sik felt frightened on the one hand, and had unpleasant qualms on
the other. He cleared his throat and called out for a servant to answer the door.
“Is anyone home?”
No matter how hard he tried, though, his voice did not sound authoritative, but young and quavering, exactly
like the voice of a person who has just come to Seoul from the countryside for the first time and is calling out for a
servant to answer the door. A maidservant answered and said,
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“You are invited to please enter.”
Hyong-sik passed through an inner door in yet another layer of wall, his heart pounding again, and stepped up into
the living room. In former times, a guest would never have been allowed past the inner door; just being allowed to enter
the inner door was a big change from the old ways. The living room was decorated partially in Western style, with glass
doors, a table covered with a patterned cloth in the middle of the room, four or five chairs upholstered in red
mojon\fn{Note: Fabric made with animal hair (such as sheep’s wool) that is processed with heat, or crushed; or rugs woven from animal hair
and other fiber such as ramie} and piles of traditional and modern books\fn{Note: Traditional books would have been piled one on top
of the other} in a shelf that extended along the length of the northern wall.
Elder Kim came out onto the veranda of the living room smiling, and waited for Hyong-sik to untie his shoes, then
took him by the hand and led him inside. Hyong-sik bowed politely to the Elder in the traditional manner—kneeling
and touching his head to the floor—before seating himself in a chair that was offered him.
Elder Kim was a clean-cut, middle-aged man of forty-five or six. A yangban who had held the official posts of
bureau chief (kukchang) and provincial governor (kamsa), he had joined the church a little over ten years ago, and
last year he had become a church elder. He offered Hyong-sik a fan.
“It’s very hot. Please use this fan.”
“Yes, it seems to be the first hot weather we’ve had this year.”
Hyong-sik took the fan and fanned himself twice, then put the fan down on a desk. The Elder rang a bell on
the desk twice.
“Yes?”
A voice answered from a room that was off of the living room, and a pretty fourteen- or fifteen-year-old girl
set a glass bowl and a silver, Western-style spoon on a tray, and placed the tray before Hyong-sik. It was a bowl
of omya tea, with peaches, honey, and pine nuts, and a handful of ice. The mere sight of it was refreshing. It
seemed to have been prepared ahead of time in expectation of a visitor.
“It’s hot. Please, have some of this.”
The Elder picked up the spoon himself and gave it to Hyong-sik. Hyong-sik saw no reason to decline, and
drank a dozen spoonfuls one after the other. He wanted to take the bowl in both hands and gulp the drink down all
at once, but he thought it might seem disgraceful, so he held back his thirst and stopped and put the spoon down.
Just that much was enough to chill his stomach, stop the sweat and make his mind feel weak.\fn{ Note: The fruit of the
Maximowiczia chinensis is used to brew a tea that is consumed cold. It is believed to be good for the lungs, and for stopping perspiration
and diarrhea}

“I mentioned this to you the other day. I would like you to help my daughter. I know how busy you are, but there is
no one else I can ask! There are many who know English. However, uh, that is to say, there aren’t many people like
you.” The Elder paused for a moment and looked at Hyong-sik as if to say,
“You are someone I can trust.”
Hyong-sik was happy and proud that someone would believe in his character enough to entrust him with their
young daughter, but he felt shame and guilt surging up within him when he thought of how he had put his hand near
his mouth and checked his breath earlier.
Actually, though, the Elder had contracted this arrangement because he completely trusted Hyong-sik’s character,
having heard other people’s opinions about Hyong-sik and having seen Hyong-sik himself. Otherwise, he would not
have trusted a young instructor for an hour every day with his precious daughter, whom he was sending all the way to
the United States.
“Please take on the responsibility of teaching her for a year, so that she knows something,” the Elder said.
“I feel distressed by your request, since I don’t know anything,” replied Hyong-sik.
“Not at all. I have heard of your learning in other subjects besides English, and am well aware of your sagacity.” The Elder rang the bell again, and the same girl appeared.
“Take these dishes, and tell my wife to come here with my daughter.”
“Yes sir.”
The girl took the tray and went into another room. The sound of whispering could be heard from the other
room. Hyong-sik felt agitated, his heart pounded and his cheeks were flushed, as though he were awaiting an important first-time experience in his life. He straightened his collar, trying not to attract the Elder’s notice, corrected his posture, and tried as much as possible to have the dignity of an older person.
After a while, a sliding door was lifted and slid open in the doorway of the room adjoining the living room, and
a woman who seemed to be about forty approached the table in the living room, wearing a pale jade-colored
Korean blouse and skirt of ramie. Behind her was a young woman student dressed the same way.
Hyong-sik lowered his head, stood up and bowed politely. The woman and girl bowed and sat down on the
chairs that the Elder pointed out to them. Hyong-sik sat down as well.
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*
“This is Yi Hyong-sik, the man I have always been talking about,” the Elder said, motioning towards Hyongsik. “He is young, but very learned, and well-known for his writing. When I asked him to teach Son-hyong English, he thought nothing of how busy he is, but gave his consent. He will be coming here every day from now on,
so if I am not here, I want you to take good care of him, dear.”
“This is my wife,” he said to Hyong-sik. “And that is my daughter. Her name is Son-hyong. She graduated last
year from a place called the Chongsin School, but she is just a child who doesn’t know anything.”
Hyong-sik nodded his head towards no one in particular. Mrs. Kim and Son-hyong nodded in return.
“Thank you for helping my daughter,” said Mrs. Kim. “When could such a young man have learned so much?
You are truly blessed.”
“You are too kind,” said Hyong-sik.
He raised his head as if to look at Mrs. Kim, but looked at Son-hyong instead. Son-hyong sat about a pace behind
her mother, so that half of her body was hidden from sight. Her head was lowered, so he could not see her eyes, but
her black, natural eyebrows were like the contours of spring mountains drawn distinctly across her broad, white forehead. She had not pomaded her black hair, and it seemed to have been combed some time ago, for two loose strands
fell against her red, peach blossom-like cheeks, and, wafted by a breeze, struck against her tightly pursed lips. Her
skin, which was of a healthy complexion, glowed through her thin ramie Korean blouse with its closely fitting neckline. The hands that lay on her lap seemed to be made of jade, and seemed as though they would be transparent if
held up to a light.
Mrs. Kim had been a famous kisaeng\fn{An officially sanctioned Korean female entertainer} named Pu-yong in Pyongyang. She was beautiful, could write well, was outstanding in singing and dancing, and had been known as the
Ch’un-hyang of Pyongyang.\fn{Note: Ch’un-hyang was the heroine of the Korean sung narrative Ch’un-hyang Ka (Song of
Ch’un-hyang), the love story of a beautiful young woman, Ch’un-hyang, who is the daughter of a kisaeng, and a handsome
young man named Yi Mong-nyong} She had been Elder Kim’s concubine for over a decade, having found favor in his

eyes when he was in Pyongyang while his father was provincial governor there. Kim had been a student in his twenties—a connoisseur of wine, women and song—preparing for the civil service examination. Then, when his first
wife died, she had become his wife.
Some might consider him to be in his dotage, having a kisaeng as his wife, and ever since he had begun to
believe in Christ, he had come to regret having a concubine; yet he thought it would be wrong to abandon a woman
with whom he had had a child, and with whom he had lived for many years. Then, as luck or misfortune would have
it, his first wife had died, and he resolutely made this woman his wife, casting aside his relatives’ and friends’ pleas
for him to take a new wife.
Mrs. Kim was over forty now and had fine wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, but one could still see the lovely,
gentle beauty that had melted her husband’s heart. Son-hyong’s eyebrows, and the area around her mouth were
exactly like her mother’s, and these alone would have been enough to qualify her as a beauty.
Hyong-sik thought of Son-hyong as a younger sister. This was how he always thought towards young women
who were not his relatives. He did not know any other way to think of them.
What he could not understand, though, were the strange flames that rose within his breast. These were inevitable
when a young man and woman came into close contact, like the sparks that fly when positive and negative charges
react—something that had been ordained when heaven created the universe. These feelings were restrained only by
the strength of morals and cultivation, for the sake of maintaining social order.
“Why don’t you start your lesson now,” the Elder said to his daughter when he saw Hyong-sik sitting speechlessly. “Where did Sun-ae go? Let her study with you. I would like to learn some English too whenever I have the
time.”
“All right,” said Son-hyong.
She went to the adjoining room and returned with a book and a pencil. Behind her came a young girl the same age
as Son-hyong, carrying a book and a pencil. The girl bowed politely.
“This is Sun-ae, my daughter’s friend,” said the Elder. “She is a pitiful child with no parents and no home.”
Hyong-sik thought of himself and his younger sister, and looked at Sun-ae’s face again. She wore her hair and
clothes the same way as Son-hyong, so it was obvious that the two were very close. Her face, however, bore the
unmistakable signs of having encountered the turmoil and commotion of the outside world from an early age. It
was the same look that Hyong-sik saw when he looked at his face in the mirror, and when he looked at his pitiful
younger sister.
As he looked at Sun-ae, the pounding in his chest subsided, and a feeling of fear came over him instead.
Unconsciously, he heaved a sigh of pity, and looked at Sun-ae again. Sun-ae looked at Hyong-sik, too.
The Elder and his wife went to the adjoining room, and Hyong-sik and the two girls sat facing each other.
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“Have you ever studied any English before?” he asked as calmly as he could, and expected to hear the two
girls’ voices for the first time.
The two girls hung their heads down, however, and said nothing. Hyong-sik too sat dumbfounded for a few
moments, then repeated the question.
“Have you ever studied any English before?” Only then did Son-hyong lift her head and look at Hyong-sik
with eyes as clear as water in autumn.
“This is the first time for me. Sun-ae knows some English, though.”
“No, I don’t. This is the first time for me too.”
“Then what about the alphabet?” Hyong-sik asked. “Of course, I’m sure you must know the alphabet.”
A woman is always embarrassed to admit that she does not know something, and Son-hyong’s already red
cheeks grew even redder.
“I memorized it before, but I have forgotten it.”
“Shall we begin with the alphabet, then?”
“Yes,” the two girls answered together.
“Then give me those notebooks and pencils. I will write down the alphabet for you.”
Son-hyong put her pencil on her notebook and handed the notebook to Hyong-sik with both hands. Hyong-sik
opened the notebook and, after checking the pencil point, wrote the letters of the English alphabet, “A, B, C, D
…” clearly and the pronunciation in Korean underneath the letters. Then he returned the notebook to Son-hyong
with both hands, and took Sun-ae’s notebook and did the same.
“Let’s just memorize the letters today, and study reading and writing beginning tomorrow. Now, let’s
pronounce the letters out loud: ‘A’”.
The two students said nothing.
“Repeat after me: ‘A.’ Read it out loud: ‘A.’”
Hyong-sik was taken aback and sat dumbfounded. Son-hyong was biting her lips trying to hold back her laughter, and Sun-ae was looking at Son-hyong and also trying not to laugh. Hyong-sik felt embarrassed and frustrated,
and felt like getting up and leaving right then and there. Just then the Elder emerged from the next room.
“Read, you stupid things,” he said. “Why don’t you read like the teacher told you.”
Only then did the girls stop laughing and look at their notebooks. Hyong-sik had no choice but to try again.
“A.”
“A.”
“B.”
“B.”
“C.”
“C.”
They read through the alphabet together three or four times, and the girls agreed to memorize the letters and
pronunciation by the next day. Then they bid one another goodbye, and ended the lesson.
*
Hyong-sik left Elder Kim’s house and returned directly to his boarding house on Kyodong Street. He walked like a
drunkard, aimlessly, unaware of where he was going, and found his way home out of mere force of habit formed while
he had been living there for over a year. In other words, it was not Hyong-sik who went home but his feet that dragged
him home. The landlady was preparing his dinner table, but paused and wiped her hands on her skirt.
“What’s new, Mr. Yi?” she said and smiled at him in a strange way. Hyong-sik’s eyes grew wide.
“Why do you ask?”
“Oh, it’s nothing to be shocked about.”
“Why, has something happened?”
Hyong-sik stood still and stared at the landlady. The landlady laughed to herself, amused at the way Hyong-sik
was pretending not to know what she was talking about and was acting surprised.
“A pretty young woman came to see you at about three o’clock. She wore her hair like a student, but no matter
how I looked at her, I could not help but feel that she looked like a kisaeng. I didn’t know you had friends like
that.”
“A young woman? A kisaeng?” Hyong-sik shook his head in bewilderment as he untied his shoes and stepped
up onto the verandah.
“There isn’t a single woman in the entire city of Seoul who would come to see me. She must have been mistaken.”
“Listen to you, pretending that you do not know her. She clearly asked for Mr. Yi Hyong-sik of Pyongyang.”
Hyong-sik sat as if oblivious to what she was saying, and looked up at the sky.
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“I just can’t think of whom it might be. Did she say anything else?”
“She said she would come again in the evening, and she seemed to be very disappointed when she left.”
“Did she say she knows me?”
“Why would she come looking for someone she doesn’t know? Why don’t you go to your room and eat your
dinner, and wait for her. Your dinner will taste different tonight.”
Hyong-sik could not comprehend the landlady’s teasing. He really did not know any women who would come
to see him. Kim Son-hyong or Yun Sun-ae might visit him in the future, but what woman would seek him out at
present? Let alone a kisaeng.
Hyong-sik put the dinner table before him. No matter how hard he tried, he could not think of whom the woman
might be. The landlady said she would come again soon, so he would know then.
He began to eat his dinner. When he had finished his dinner and was reading the newspaper, someone came to
the front door.
“Now you just watch and see what I mean,” the landlady said and winked at him as she went to the door.
*
“Is Mr. Yi back yet?”
A young woman followed the landlady into the courtyard. Just as the old woman had described her, she was
dressed in a Korean blouse and skirt of ramie, and wore her hair braided and pinned up like a student. Hyong-sik
and the young woman said nothing, and the landlady stood still with a befuddled expression, wondering why they
said nothing. The young woman looked at Hyong-sik for a moment, then asked the landlady,
“Is Mr. Yi at home?”
“That is Mr. Yi,” the landlady said, finding it all rather odd.
“Yes, I am Yi Hyong-sik. Who are you?”
The young woman winced as though surprised, then stepped back and lowered her head. The sun was already
setting, and, in all the houses, lamps began to blink their eyes open. Hyong-sik realized that the woman had a
reason for coming to see him, and he stood up quickly, lit a lamp and spread a quilt on the verandah.
“Please come in. I hear you came by earlier. I’m sorry I wasn’t in then.”
The woman raised her head. There were tears in her eyes.
“Won’t it affect your reputation for a woman like me to visit you?”
“Not at all. Please, come in. What brings you here?”
The woman bowed gently, and stepped up onto the verandah. The girl she had brought with her also stepped
up onto the verandah and took a seat. Hyong-sik sat down too. The landlady watched the scene from the konnonpang, smoking a pipe and not even bothering to light a lamp. Hyong-sik looked for some time at the woman’s
face, which appeared pale in the lamplight, then bowed his head and closed his eyes, as if reminded of something.
“Do you not recognize me?”
“Well, your face seems familiar.”
“Do you remember Pak Ong-jin?”
“Pak Ong-jin?”
Hyong-sik’s eyes widened, and he was at a loss for words. The woman collapsed on the desk before her and
wept. Tears fell profusely from Hyong-sik’s eyes.
“Ah, it is you, Yong-ch’ae, it is you,” Hyong-sik said in a tragic voice. “Thank you. Thank you for coming to see
an ungrateful scoundrel like me.”
Neither of them said anything for some time, and there was only the sound of the young woman weeping. The
girl who had come with her clung to her hand and cried too.
*
It had already been over ten years ago. A man named Scholar Pak had lived in a neighborhood a little over ten li
to the south of the town of Anju in South Pyongan Province. He had spent over forty years as a scholar, and everyone
in nearby towns knew his name. His relatives had once numbered dozens of households, and the family had been very
powerful in the town of Anju for generations as wealthy yangban. Then in 1871, when foreign ships arrived at Kanghwa Island and caused a disturbance, his relatives were cruelly purged as enemy sympathizers, and only Scholar Pak’s
household had somehow survived.
About fifteen years ago, Scholar Pak then traveled to the state of Qing and brought back dozens of different kinds of
new books published in Shanghai. He got an idea of what the situation was like in the West, and conditions in Japan,
and realized that Korea could not go on as it was at present; thereupon, he tried to begin a “new civilization” movement. First, he gathered youths in his study, had them read the books he had bought in Shanghai, and lectured
occasionally on new thought. People at the time, however, refused to listen to talk of “railroads” and “steamships,” and
they said that Scholar Pak was crazy. One by one, the students who had gathered in his study left.
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Scholar Pak then took in needy children who wanted to study but had no teacher, and began to teach them. After
about three years, twenty to thirty students had received an education from Scholar Pak, and he had personally paid for
all of their clothing, food, writing paper, writing brushes and ink.
Just then, a new movement\fn{Cultural Nationalism} arose in Pyongan Province, new schools emerged everywhere,
and there were many people who wept.\fn{Note: The phrase “and many people wept” could refer to nationalists weeping for the
nation} Scholar Pak immediately cut his hair short and put on black clothes, and he had his two sons do the same.
At the time, cutting one’s hair and wearing black clothing was a very courageous decision. It symbolized the shattering of established customs that had been followed for over four thousand years, and adopting completely new
ways.
Then he built a school next to his home, went to Seoul and recruited instructors, and obtained school equipment.
He urged neighborhood adults, and children and youths to come and study at his school. After a year, there were about
thirty students at the school, and he hired two more instructors. The students were ages seven to thirty years old.
In addition to being personally responsible for the costs of running the school, Scholar Pak continued to nurture
and raise about a dozen youths. Yi Hyong-sik had been one of those youths.
*
Hyong-sik had lost his parents at the time, and had been drifting about with no one to turn to when he heard that
Scholar Pak was offering youths an education, and went to see him.
Scholar Pak particularly loved Hyong-sik since Hyong-sik was intelligent, had good character, and was talented,
and Hyong-sik’s father and Scholar Pak had been friends of the same age. Scholar Pak’s sons were four or five years
older than Hyong-sik, but they were behind him in scholarly ability and, moreover, had to learn math and Japanese
language from Hyong-sik.
Several of Hying-sik’s classmates therefore teased Hyong-sik both jokingly and in jealousy, saying that Hyong-sik
would become Scholar Pak’s son-in-law in the future. In their opinion, Scholar Pak was the greatest teacher in Korea.
Scholar Pak’s daughter, Yong-ch’ae, had been ten years old at the time, so she would be nineteen now.
Though others laughed at him, Scholar Pak ignored them and sent his daughter to school. When she returned from
school, he would teach her texts such as the Elementary Learning\fn{Note: A primer compiled by Zhu Xi in 1189} and
Biographies of Virtuous Women, and the summer she turned twelve years old, he taught her the Classic of Poetry too.
Scholar Pak was dignified, compassionate, serious, yet cheerful, so that youths and children thought of him as both
an awe-inspiring teacher and a good friend. He tried to devote his personal wealth, his home, his body, his heart and
even his life to serving others.
The neighborhood people, however, did not feel grateful for his heartfelt efforts, but scorned him as a crazy man.
After about seven years, his wealth, which had not been substantial to begin with, was completely gone, and he had to
go without eating breakfast.
Thus, there was no way he could go on operating the school.
Scholar Pak then visited wealthy men in town, or sent others, to ask them to take on the responsibility of funding
the school he was running. He had devoted all of his personal wealth, his heart and his strength to the school, for the
sake of others, and now he was willing to entrust it to someone else, but no one stepped forward to take on the responsbility. On the contrary, people sneered at him, thinking he was only making the offer because he had nothing to eat.
Scholar Pak’s hair turned completely white, though he was not yet sixty years old. The students in his study scattered because there was nothing to eat, and the only ones left were the oldest student, who had the surname Hong, and
Yi Hyong-sik, who was the youngest.
Hyong-sik was sixteen years old at the time.
In the autumn of that year, a robber broke into the house of a wealthy man who lived about ten li from the school,
stabbed the master of the house in the side, and stole over five hundred won. The robber was the student named Hong
who was living in Pak’s study. Unable to bear the sight of his benefactor’s poverty, Hong said he had at first intended to
just threaten the wealthy man into giving him money.
He said had killed him, however, because the wealthy man had been so rude and had said that he would report the
incident to the military gendarmes. Hong set the five hundred won before Pak.
The latter was startled.
“Why have you done this? Heaven feeds and clothes those who work hard. Ah, why have you done this?”
Pak told him to return the money immediately and plead for forgiveness. Hong was arrested on his way back to the
wealthy man’s house, and Pak and his two sons were arrested that morning on suspicion of instigating and conspiring
to commit robbery and murder. The only people left in Scholar Pak’s household were his two daughters-in-law, and
Yong-ch’ae and Hyong-sik. Yong-ch’ae’s mother had died less than two months after she gave birth to Yong-ch’ae.
Several of the students from Pak's study were taken in for questioning, and Hyong-sik was summoned as a witness,
but was released after two days of questioning.
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Two months later, Hong and Scholar Pak went to Pyongyang jail on life sentences. Pak’s two sons were each
sentenced to fifteen years in jail, and the others received five- to seven-year-sentences.
As a consequence, the two daughters-in-law had no choice but to return to their maternal homes. Yong-ch’ae went
to live with relatives on her mother’s side.
Hyong-sik once again lost his sense of purpose, and drifted through a quiet, lonely world, like a floating weed. He
sent letters twice to the prison in Pyongyang, but received no reply, nor were the letters returned. When he visited Anju
last summer, strangers were laughing and playing Korean chess in Scholar Pak’s house.
Now he and Yong-ch’ae had met again for the first time in seven years.
*
The memories flashed through Hyong-sik’s mind like lightning, and he wiped his tears away and looked at
Yong-ch’ae, who had put her head down on the desk and was weeping. The girl who, ten years ago, had clung to
his shoulder, smiling, and pulled at his hand, calling him “older brother,” had become an adult. What kind of
hardships had she endured over the past seven or eight years?
If Hyong-sik, who was a man, had spent the years in suffering and tears, how much more painful and bitter
must it have been for a frail, young girl? He wanted to know what had happened to her during that time. He shook
her by the shoulder.
“Please don’t cry. Let me hear what you have to say. Please sit up.”
Hyong-sik himself could not keep himself from crying, so it was understandable that Yong-ch’ae would weep.
“Please, sit up.”
“I could not help crying.” Hyong-sik was silent.
“Seeing you again is like seeing my late father and brothers,” Yong-ch’ae said. She started to cry again, and lay
her head down on the desk again.
Her late father and brothers? Had Scholar Pak and his sons passed away? Pak had lost his home and all his
wealth. Had he finally lost his life as well? Yong-ch’ae had been the daughter of a well-to-do family that had
rescued impoverished, needy Hyong-sik. Yet, in less than five years, had she too become a needy person as he had
been?
How could one believe in anything? If one could not have confidence in a young person’s life, how much less so
could one believe in money or status, which were like bubbles on the water.
If Scholar Pak had passed away, he would have died in prison. Had he met his sons while staying in the same
prison, then? Who would have given him a last spoonful of water, or closed his eyelids for him? Alone in death,
had his body been wrapped in a straw mat and been given as food to the crows? Who would have mourned for
him? Who would have wept for him when he set out alone for the nether world?
The world for which he had wept did not think about him any more, but rather, oppressed and abused his only
living flesh and blood. If there was a will to heaven, then one could only resent its heartlessness. If heaven had no
will, then there was nothing in life\fn{So the 1971 edition; the 1917 and 1918 editions use the word for “human character” } in
which to believe.
“Has Scholar Pak passed away?”
“Yes, Father passed away two years after he went to prison. My two older brothers passed away two weeks
after father died.”
“But how … how could they both have died two weeks after your father died?”
“I don’t know the details. The authorities told me they died of illness. But one of the prison guards told me that
father starved himself to death. Then my eldest brother starved himself to death too. The day that my eldest
brother died, my other brother hung himself.”
Yong-ch’ae sobbed. Before he knew it, Hyong-sik was sobbing too.
*
The landlady had first thought Yong-ch’ae was a vulgar woman who had come to try to seduce Hyong-sik, but
after hearing her story, it seemed to the landlady that Yong-ch’ae was from a good family and, moreover, had a truly
pitiable life.
The landlady went out to the street and bought shaved ice and some pears. She shook Yong-ch’ae gently.
“There, there now. Have a bowl of shaved ice. You will feel refreshed. What is the use of crying now? One must
think of all this as fate, and endure.
“I became a widow when I was young, and lost a fully grown child, but I am still alive. To be without parents is
nothing compared to being without a husband. You have your whole life ahead of you, why worry?
“Now then, stop crying and have some shaved ice. Eat some pear too.” The landlady hurried to the kitchen and
fetched a rusty knife, and began peeling a pear.
“Why Mr. Yi, you are crying more than she is, instead of making her feel better.”
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“I cannot help crying when my heart is breaking. This is the daughter of the benefactor who raised me for five
years. But he died in jail on unjust charges, and his two sons died too. Between heaven and earth, this woman is his
only living flesh and blood. For eight years I scarcely knew whether she was alive or dead. And now that I see her
again, how can I help but feel sad?”
“But what is the use crying, no matter how sad you feel?” The landlady cut a piece of pear, and put an arm around
Yong-ch’ae to pull her up from the desk.
“Suffering in youth leads to happiness later. Don’t be too sad. Here, have a piece of pear.”
Yong-ch’ae was moved by the landlady’s kind words, and wiped her tears away and accepted the piece of pear.
Hyong-sik looked at Yong-ch’ae’s face again. She still looked the same as before. Her large eyes, moreover, reminded
him of Scholar Pak. Yong-ch’ae too regarded Hyong-sik’s face. His face seemed longer than before, and he had a
mustache, but his face as a whole looked the same. As the two of them looked at each other, events from over ten years
ago flashed through their minds like a motion picture.
The events appeared vividly before their eyes as though it were yesterday. The happy times they had spent together.
How the household had lamented when Scholar Pak was arrested. How the family had scattered one by one. How generations of the Pak family had come to ruin. The day Hyong-sik left, he had said to Yóng-ch’ae,
“Who knows when we will see each other again. I will not be able to hear you call me ‘older brother.’”\fn
{Note: The word oppa means “older brother,” but can mean an older male friend}
“Don’t go. Take me with you,” Yong-ch’ae had said, falling into his arms and weeping.
Hyong-sik wanted to hear about what had happened to her over the years, and began to ask her about her life.
*
Hyong-sik and the landlady pleaded with her so much that Yong-ch’ae finally wiped her tears away, sat up, and ate
some of the pear and shaved ice. Her eyes, red from weeping, and her flushed cheeks looked even more pathetic and
lovely.
Hyong-sik thought of Son-hyong. She and Yong-ch’ae were both beautiful and had been adored by their parents, but
why were their fates so different? One of them had parents, a home, and wealth, and could attend school in peace and
ease, and was even going to the United States the next year, whereas the other had no parents or siblings, no home, and
no one to rely on, and spent her days in tears.
If Son-hyong had been shown Yong-ch’ae's plight, she would most certainly have considered her a person from a
different world. She would have thought that she was someone who could never become like Yong-ch’ae, and that
Yong-ch’ae could never become like herself. She was someone who had been especially favored by heaven, whereas
Yong-ch’ae had incurred heaven’s divine wrath and punishment.
Rich people thus ignored the poor and treated them with contempt. They considered the poor as unworthy of their
notice. When people who lived by what was called their “own means” saw beggars on the street who were shivering
from starvation,\fn{The 1917 edition has “beggars said to be starving; the 1918 edition has “beggars shivering from starvation” } they
would treat them with contempt, as if the beggars were dogs or pigs, and make fun of them, and spit at them, and kick
them.
But where is the beggar who does not have a rich ancestor, or a rich person who does not have a beggar for an
ancestor? Looking at a rich person, one would think they had been rich since creation, and would be rich until the end
of the universe. But one of their ancestors once fought over cold, leftover rice with the dogs at the front door of another
rich man’s house, and before long there would come a day when their own descendants would do the same.
Looking at Scholar Pak eight years ago, who would have thought that Scholar Pak’s daughter would come to this?
All people were human beings alike; how much richer or nobler could one person be than others? It was like
climbing onto a small rock and looking down at other people and saying,
“You there, I am above you.”
How much higher could a person be than others?
Someone else, moreover, had stood upon that very rock the day before, and someone else would be there the next
day. To feed a cold spoonful of rice to a beggar today was to ask that beggar’s descendants to do the same favor to
one’s own descendants; and likewise, to mistreat and ridicule a beggar today was to ask that beggar’s descendants to do
the same to one’s own descendants.
Who knew how wealthy and noble Yong-ch’ae might be in the future, and how poor and lowly Son-hyong might
become?
These were Hyong-sik’s thoughts as he opened his mouth to speak. …
13.3 A Tale Of Rats\fn{by Yi Ki-Yong (1895-1984)} Hoeryong, North Hamgyong Province, North Korea (M) 4
It’s along about midnight of a nippy early-winter evening. All is dead quiet; surely the humans are wandering
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in dreamland. Yes, indeed, this is the time when rats everywhere are masters of the world.
In Yangji Village too the rats are stirring above the ceiling of Rich Man Kim’s house. Papa Rat calls his family
to attention.
“Want to run around a bit? Or maybe we ought to find some food—my stomach’s growling.”
“Food! Let’s find some food!” say Mama Rat and the children. And off they go toward the kitchen.
This family of rats lived for a time in Su-dol’s house in the neighboring village before moving recently to Rich
Man Kim’s. Everyone called Papa Rat the Thunder Giant, for he was as fearsome as that terrible being. It wasn’t
just his glaring, protruding eyes or the long, thick whiskers extending far to the sides. It was also his strength: he
was large as a puppy, could bound across your average ditch, and not even cast iron could stand up to his firmly
rooted, closely set row of inward-arching teeth.
Once he had alarmed his comrades by snatching at the whiskers of a cat dozing in the sun. But it was the time
before that when in broad daylight he pissed on the face of Rich Man Kim during his nap that he had become the
stuff of legend. And so his comrades grew even more fearful of him, and the Thunder Giant’s wife bragged about
how well she had done in finding a husband.
*
The Thunder Giant had four mouths to feed—apart from himself there was his aging wife and a son and
daughter. His married daughters lived with the in-laws, and many other sons lived apart with their own families.
Still other children had been killed by the cat, and many had lost their lives in rattraps.
As soon as they moved to Rich Man Kim’s they tunneled straight into his shed, and from there they dug branch
tunnels to his storeroom and cowshed. And so they could snitch as much rice and other grain as they could eat.
But every so often when they hankered for something really tasty they raided the kitchen, as they were doing
tonight. On one of those raids they had been spotted by Hook Nose, Rich Man Kim’s eldest daughter-in-law, and
had barely escaped her fire poker.
Speaking of narrow escapes, the Thunder Giant had ventured out to the main verandah the previous day and
been spotted by Rich Man Kim. He scurried out to the courtyard, and when he realized he was about to be caught
by the tail, he produced a loud squeak and sunk his teeth into the back of the rich man’s hand. Fortunately the man
let go and the Thunder Giant escaped with his life.
Listening in wide-eyed surprise to this account, the Thunder Giant’s wife grew deeply worried. What if he had
been caught? Shouldn’t they instead make late-night raids or else simply get along on the grain they already had?
“Hmph!” snorted the Thunder Giant. “There’s no problem. You just try and live till the day I get caught,” he
boasted.
In truth the Thunder Giant was as robust as his word, though his wife was a feeble old thing. And so his
children praised his daring even more. With a wide grin his daughter nestled into his lap.
“Father, when I have a daughter I’m going to find her a husband just like you!”
Mama Rat was lost to the world as she gnawed away at some grains of rice, but when she heard this she
tittered.
*
When the Thunder Giant had proposed moving to Rich Man Kim’s house the rest of the family were all
opposed. More than anyone else, his wife harped on the dangers involved. It was a long way to Yangji Village; the
trip wouldn’t be safe for the little ones. More important, a rich man’s house would probably have a cat and some
rattraps. Did the Thunder Giant want to die before his time?
But the Thunder Giant would have none of it.
“Listen to you—you sound as if you’re afraid of your own shadow. Who’s to say a fire won’t break out right
here, this very night? The main thing is, we’re going hungry because here, the humans themselves don’t have
enough to eat, and nobody’s going to give us food.
“Besides, the people in this house are poor, and it wouldn’t be right to consume what’s theirs. So instead of
wasting our time arguing about it like this, we’re going to a rich man’s house where there’s mountains of grain.
We don’t have to feel guilty about taking food there. Why, they could feed us and still have something left over!
Woman who doesn’t have any sense—stop your fussing, and let’s be off!”
In the end, these words of the family head convinced the others. It was like the Thunder Giant had said. Now
that they had moved, they could fill their stomachs. That was the best thing. True, there was the daughter-in-law
with her poker, and the Thunder Giant’s hair-raising experience with Rich Man Kim. But here they could find
tasty food and scraps of meat.
Even so, the Thunder Giant’s wife found one thing unpleasant: Rich Man Kim’s house was crawling with other
rats, and every once in a while the Thunder Giant was unfaithful and returned home late. But she realized she was
getting on in years, so what was the use of being jealous? And so she turned a blind eye to it all. As you might
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expect, she soon stopped burdening herself with various thoughts, and instead enjoyed a filling meal and a warm
bed while looking forward to her children growing up healthy and free.
*
“Let’s have some meat!” the children said one day, and off went the Thunder Giant for the inner kitchen. Rich
Man Kim’s house was thronged with people that day, and there was a general commotion.
Some tasty food would be in the offing, guessed the Thunder Giant. And sure enough, when he arrived at the
kitchen he was greeted with the aroma of meat. But it looked like all the meat had been stuffed into a cast-iron
kettle, and that heavy lid wouldn’t be easy to open. Yes, today’s trip had been a wild goose chase, thought the
Thunder Giant in utter exasperation.
There was nothing to do but return.
But then it occurred to him to take a look into one of the rooms. Beneath the shelves he found the hole that led
to the side room, and he ventured through it. The sliding door between the side room and the family room was
open a crack, and there in the bright light of the room was Rich Man Kim, absorbed in counting his money.
The rich man was by himself. Had his good-for-nothing wife gone out again for a tryst? From the room across
the verandah came the tattoo of fulling sticks on cloth together with the chirping laughter of girls who had
probably stuffed their stomachs at supper and now were chattering away. Rich Man Kim, wearing his headgear
with the ox-horn ornaments, was seated on the floor in front of a stack of bank notes and piles of silver and copper
coins. He must have earned it all from selling rice amid the general commotion of that day.
Suddenly Rich Man Kim was seized by a coughing fit. It happened that the room lacked a chamber pot, so he
slid open the far door and went out to the verandah, still coughing. As he stood at the edge of the verandah,
clearing his throat and spitting, the Thunder Giant stole into the room, sank his teeth into the huge wad of bank
notes, and scurried away.
*
His family had been patiently awaiting a windfall of pilfered meat, but when they saw what the Thunder Giant
had brought them, their eyes opened wide in disappointment. The Thunder Giant’s daughter stepped forward.
“Father, what’s this! What happened to our meat?”
“This is what they call money,” said the Thunder Giant.
“What’s it for? All I see is scraps of paper.”
“Well, people who have ’em can get meat, rice, whatever they want to eat.”
“You mean these scraps of paper have some way of making those things appear?”
“Yes, it’s marvelous. It’s just like the magic hat in the old fairy tale.”
“And so you get food and stuff without giving up anything?”
“Sure! All you do is give this paper, and you get rice, meat, fabric—anything.” The daughter sat wide-eyed for
a time, unable to swallow what she had just heard, then said,
“Well, those scraps of paper can’t turn into rice or meat, so how do you get those things by giving them paper?
Are there really people that foolish, who would give you things in return for scrap paper?” She looked up at the
Thunder Giant.
“Yes, there are. But there are also dullards like Su-dol who don’t know that this money is like a magic hat, that
it’s created by clever fellows to take advantage of nitwits. And there those no-goods sit with their money, doing
their stealing plain as day, and they call us thieving good-for-nothings. Those humans see a thief, and they have
the gall to call him a ‘thieving rat.’”
Until then the Thunder Giant’s wife had been silently gnawing on rice. But now her head jerked up toward her
husband.
“How come Su-dol’s family are so poor, anyway? They do their farming every year.” The Thunder Giant
stroked his whiskers in a dignified manner.
“It’s because people with this thing called money have taken everything away from them and forced them to
accept money in return.”
“If that’s the case, then it looks like we’re not the only thieves around,” said the Thunder Giant’s son as he
jumped up and down in delight.
“Son, we tend to be honest as far as thieves are concerned. In a rich man’s house like this one here, it’s no
crime to take what they don’t use. After all, we were born and given life, just like they were.” The Thunder Giant
turned to his wife:
“Woman, why do you always say we’re snitching food? I know it sounds terrible, but we’re not snitching—
we’re taking! Since they won’t give it to us, then what else are we supposed—”
“So from now on we’ll be snitch—I mean, taking—food.”
“That’s right! But just this morning I saw that idiot Su-dol here. He was kowtowing to the old fart:
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“‘Sir!’ he begs him, ‘we’re starving. Can’t you lend us five bushels of rice? We’ll pay you back for sure, at
high interest too.’
“Well, it’ll never work! You know, this Kim is a stingy fellow, and you think he’ll lend to someone like Sudol? Not on your life! What I’d like to know is why Su-do didn’t just snatch the rice. Is he afraid of getting
caught? Because that would be even better—in prison you get food and clothes free!” The Thunder Giant spoke
heatedly, even though this matter did not directly concern him.
“Giving in to someone who does wrong just makes it all the more likely that the wrong will be repeated.
Hoping for generosity from someone like that is like wishing a crow would turn into a white crane. If it came to
that, I’d rather kill myself! A lousy existence is hardly worth—”
“But here’s what I heard Su-dol say once: ‘There’s no limit to what you’ll think of doing if you go hungry for
three days. But I don’t think I’d ever turn to stealing’—them’s his words.”
“He’s right! Yes, he is! You’ve got to give a person credit if he can starve to death without stealing. But we’re
not talking about stealing here. When you have nothing to eat it’s not stealing to take from a family that’s well off.
Why, it’s your rightful share for the work you’ve done. Why go to a thief and ask for something? Begging for
food that’s already been stolen—that’s even worse than stealing.”
“I almost forgot,” said the Thunder Giant’s wife. “Su-dol’s wife was in the kitchen a little while ago begging
for rice.
“‘Young miss,’ she says, ‘we been without food for three days now. The little ones are starving. Won’t you lend
us just three little measures of rice? You can think of it as a good deed. Well, two measures. All right, just one
measure …” She begs in every possible way, but that Hook Nose has a sharp tongue:
“‘We don’t have rice to give away. Now get out of here! No one asked you to go hungry. The two of you come
around here so uppity—husband in the morning, wife in the evening. Get out!’ And she drives her away.
“Su-dol’s wife goes off with an empty basket, crying her eyes out. It’s cold these days, but she’s still wearing
her summer bloomers, and they look like shredded rags.”
“How could she!” said the Thunder Giant, his temper flaring. “That Hook Nose—ain’t she some bitch! One of
these days we’re going to have to piss on her face. Woman, you piss on her face, too.”
“But Su-dol and his family aren’t blameless, either. They won’t snitch—I mean, take—food and whatnot, like
we do. Why do they have to be so cowardly?
“Oh, those humans are so worthless and ignorant! We rats are born handicapped, so there’s a limit to what we
can do. But poor folks like Su-dol—they’re people too, so why should they have to put up with it?
“Rich Man Kim, that worthless creature, he ought to be torn in half. If that kind of thing happened now and
then, those rich dogs would fling open their granaries without so much as a peep. But because everyone comes
and grovels in front of those no-goods, the sons of bitches get more and more arrogant.”
“Poor Su-dol and his family! Even though we’re animals, we’ve never once gone hungry. And to think humans
could go three or four days without eating. Gee, how are they supposed to suryive?”
“Yeah, but the two of ’em seem to be doing a lot of keeping together, if you look at how many children they’ve
produced. I hear Su-dol’s wife got knocked up again and her stomach’s big as a mountain. In her situation she’s
going to have another kid? Those morons—”
“But maybe that’s the only joy they get out of life.”
“Joy? Yeah, just like some of us rats have fun eating crab apples.”
“Among the humans, are there families worse off than Su-dol’s?”
“You can bet on it—here in Choson alone there must be millions of people, easy, who are like that.”
“But them humans, do they still think they’re supposed to be superior?” the Thunder Giant’s daughter broke in,
jumping up and down.
“Sure, they claim humans are the noblest creatures in the universe.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means people are the most noble of anything between heaven and earth.”
“Did you ever hear of anything so ridiculous? This human hell, full of starving ghosts …”
Mama Rat and her son tittered once more. With a forepaw the Thunder Giant stomped for silence, then spoke
again:
“If there’s ever a rat like that fellow Kim, a rat who fills his belly while the rest of us starve, then watch out!
He won’t get away with it—we’ll tear him in half on the spot.”
“You know, I wouldn’t let a fellow like that get away with it, either!” one of the children heatedly exclaimed.
“Me neither!” said the other.
*
The Thunder Giant lovingly embraced his family, then began another dignified admonition. The others listened
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attentively.
*
“My precious children, when it comes time for you to go forth in the world, you must have your wits about
you. Because when life in the world of people becomes as difficult as you see it now, life becomes just as difficult
for us, too.
“If you’re going to survive in this world, what it comes down to is this: without power you can’t live. Your life
becomes a living death.
“Su-dol’s family are like that. A life without power is what people call incompetency. Now incompetency ain’t
something wicked; it’s just a lack of power, and that’s a fact. But since there’s no life to speak of when there’s no
power, in the end you can’t help but look at incompetency as a kind of crime—the crime of a person not being
able to save his own life.
“No matter how evil a person is, as long as he has power he has life: Where there’s life, it follows that there’s
also goodness, beauty, and truth—because power can sustain knowledge that’s put to the good … and so it’s this
power, this very power, that both of you must cultivate.
“Think about it: a bird flying in the air, a flower blooming in the garden—aren’t both of them expressions of
power? Symbols of power? Where there’s life there’s power.
“Let there be no more misunderstanding: power is something that must be used with knowledge that’s put to
the good. It absolutely cannot be used for personal greed. Children, do you understand?”
“Yes! I’m going to be powerful like Father, and be a great woman.”
“And I’m going to be a great man,” said his son. The Thunder Giant gave them an affectionate pat on the
rump.
“Now let’s count the money! How much do we have here? The old fart’s going to have a hard time stomaching
this. One … two … three … ten in all. I tell you what—let’s use this money to paper our den floor before we go to
sleep tonight. This smooth, shiny money will make first-rate floor paper. You too, Mama, lay out one of those 1
bills … and we’ll set up a screen like this to keep out the draft … and the rest of the money we’ll give to Su-dol.”
“Hey, that’s a great idea. Give him mine, too.”
“Here’s a lot of money here already, so you don’t have to give up your bedding. If we give them too much, Sudol will faint. I’ll bet he’s never laid hands on so much money in his life. All right, we’ll scrap the idea of a screen
and give that bill to Su-dol as well. That’ll make his share a total of six bills,” said the Thunder Giant.
“But how are we going to get to Su-dol’s?” worried his wife.
“Heck, I’ll take it over right now.”
So saying, the Thunder Giant rolled up the money, put it in his mouth, and was off.
His wife begged him to take care. The Thunder Giant shot like an arrow to Su-dol’s house, and there in the
feeble lamplight flickering in their dark room he could see the children lying languid from hunger. He dropped the
money on the floor, and immediately returned home.
When he arrived at the den he found his wife and children waiting up, along with a mound of rice that they had
husked for him. And so they enjoyed a bedtime snack before snuggling into comfortable places on the spread-out
bills.
The next day Su-dol’s family awakened to find a windfall of sixty won, and Rich Man Kim’s entire household
was in an uproar over the loss of a hundred won.
64.120 The Cow\fn{by Chun Young-taik (1896-

)}

P’yongyang, North Korea (M) 5

“Cook-a-doodle-do!”
The rooster awoke and heralded the coming of a new day while the crescent moon still hung over the western
mountains. There was as yet no sign of the rising sun.
“Coc-cluck, coc-cluck, coc-coc-cluck.” The hen in turn called attention to her achievement: she had laid an
egg. In response to her indignant cluck, the rooster hurried over to praise and comfort her before he announced the
news to the world.
“Cock-a-doodle-do.”
Nearby in the kitchen quarter of the farmhouse a plump little woman with a tangled mop of curly hair was
polishing barley. When she heard the clucking of the hen, she hurried toward the chicken yard, kicking a young
puppy out of her way.
“Ah, it is still warm. What a big egg! I love my little hen.” As she spoke, she reached for the fresh egg with her
bran-covered hand, carried it to the storeroom, and laid it carefully in the jar. She gazed happily at her treasures
before leaving the room with a handful of the polished barley which she sprinkled on the ground. Leaving the
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chickens to peck greedily at the grain, she turned toward her work again when she saw the puppy licking up the
bran which had stuck to the grain mortar. After striking him angrily with a broomstick, she picked up the heavy
pestle and resumed her task of pounding the barley.
“Let me see. How many more eggs do I need to make three dozen? My neighbors’ hens lay eggs only once
every few days, but mine lay every day. Good! Just four more eggs will make three dozen. If we sell them in the
market, we shall make a good deal of money and then we can buy another hen. And if the four hens lay eggs
every day, it won’t be long until we have twelve dozen, enough to buy a pig. But no, we’d do better to buy a calf.
It will soon grow up to be a cow, and she will give us another calf. Then in about five years, we shall have ten
cows. By that time we can sell some of them and buy some land, and our first son can be married. Oh, how nice
that will be!”
Her husband had also risen early that morning because he was going to the city to barter his produce. As he
stood in the stable brushing his cow, he happened to glance into the kitchen and saw his wife smiling as she
worked.
“What are you dreaming about? Are you as happy as you look?”
“Yes, I am. You see, my hen lays an egg every day. She never fails. Pretty soon we’ll have three dozen, and
when we sell them we’ll buy a few more hens.”
The husband smiled. He knew her wish: she was so eager to make money that she would not give her family
enough to eat, not even a single egg for their beloved little son. He found her avarice pitiful, but also somewhat
hateful. He spoke sharply as he continued to brush the cow’s flanks.
“Don’t be too serious about making money. Feed some of your eggs to the child, and eat some of them
yourself.”
“What! I won’t cook these eggs even for you. How can we eat such precious things as eggs? The next hen we
buy will be strictly mine.”
He was not paying much attention to her words, but they did remind him of something.
“By the way, tomorrow is your birthday. I had almost forgotten it. I will bring you some meat from the
market.”
“Are you crazy? Meat for us? No, no, it will be a long time before we can have meat.”
In the evening she sat at the loom, weaving plain cotton cloth of the yarn made from their own cotton and
waiting for her husband to return from the market. When at. Last he entered the gate, she saw that he was carrying
a little package. She greeted him with furious words.
“You really are crazy. I told you not to buy any meat. Have you already forgotten our agreement? It’s only
three years since we made it. You have done a terrible thing! You have broken your word to me. You used to tell
me that I didn’t have any sense. Now you’re the one who hasn’t any.”
He turned away without replying, laid the parcel of meat on the table, and went to wash his hands and face.
Soon he stepped outside and started to sweep the yard, reflecting moodily on the last three years of his life.
*
Mr. Hong had come three years ago to this mountain village, Oyoul, in Chunchen County of Kangwon Province. A silent, serious man already past thirty, he was respected in the village although he did not make friends
readily among the young people. They knew little about him except that he had studied in Japan, taught school for
a few years, and served as an official in the county office. Because most of the villagers were illiterate, he wrote
their letters and filled out official documents for them. Thus he had earned the name of Hong-jusa.\fn{ A note reads:
Jusa is a title of respect used by country people in addressing officals of the government .}
At the time of his arrival in the village, he had made several firm resolutions about his new way of life. First,
he would be a village farmer; second, he would raise cows, and he himself would work as hard and faithfully as
the beasts which served him;\fn{ A note reads: All Korean cattle work had, pulling plows and wagons and carrying heavy loads .}
and finally, he would be self-supporting, raising what he needed instead of buying it. His wife, a strong, healthy
woman, had agreed to do her share: she would weave the cloth for their clothing, and she would not buy any meat
or fish. They had promised each other that they would keep this agreement until their son Yongduk, now two
years of age, was ten.
Only when his most intimate friends from the city of Chunchon had come to visit, did they kill one of their
spring chickens; except for this one occasion, they had not tasted meat, nor had they eaten even an egg. They did
not buy the rubber shoes so commonly worn throughout the country, wearing instead the native straw or hemp
shoes, which he himself wove. His wife’s pleasure came from raising her chickens, and he gained his satisfaction
from his cattle. As a hobby, he engaged in the culture of honey bees. He was thus able to give honey to their child
and even to his friends in the village, whom he encouraged to raise bees too.
*
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“Daddy, daddy, come out and look!”
Yong-duk had risen early and was now calling excitedly for his father to share his delight in an unusual event.
But his father already knew about it; he had even been participating in it. Now he was weary and was indoors
trying to get a little rest.
Yong-duk was by this time more than ten years old, and the circumstances of the Hong-jusa family were much
improved. They now owned new rice paddies and they had enlarged their house so that it had a separate reception
quarter. Their livestock numbered two cows and more than ten pigs, counting the ones they had farmed out to
other families.\fn{A note reads: The usual rule in the rural districts of Korea has been as follows: if a rich man buys a calf or a young
pig and gives it to a poor farmer, the farmer raises it at his own expense and with his own labor. When it is grown, it is sold. From the sale
price, the rich man takes out his capital investment. Then the rest of the money is divided equally between the rich man and the farmer .}

That morning when Mr. Hong had gone out to clean the stable and to feed the pregnant cow with good fodder, she
had given birth to a calf. Happily he had washed the new-born creature with warm water and had covered the mother with a blanket made of old sacks to protect her from the chill of the autumn morning. Somewhat weary from
the excitement and feeling that he was catching cold, he had gone in to lie down for a while.
“Daddy, the cow has had a calf, and the baby can walk too. Come out and see.”
“I’ve seen it already,” his father answered.
But Yong-duk was so insistent that Mr. Hong got up and went to the stable to look at it again. Then he turned
toward the kitchen and remarked to his wife:
“It’s a fine big calf. Don’t you agree?”
“Yes, it is big, but I think it’s a bull calf. Give him to Yong-duk for his very own. Then when the other cow
brings forth a heifer, it will be mine. Yong-duk, this is yours. The next one will be mine.”
“Well, if this one is Yong-duk’s, he will have to take care of it. Do you think he can?”
As he spoke, Mr. Hong envisioned a rosy future with his grown son caring for his creature and riding it as it
worked in the fields. Filled with satisfaction, he returned to his rest. His wife fell to daydreaming again.
“Instead of waiting for the next calf, .he can buy another cow for me now. It’s a much better idea for the welfare of our family.”
*
At this moment, the sound of the gate opening broke into her dream. Jang-son’s mother, who lived just across
from her house, entered quietly and remarked politely:
“Your cow has just had a calf. It is beautiful and so big.”
“Yes, this one belongs to Yong-duk.” She proudly patted her son’s shoulder as he stood beside her, still looking at the calf. Then poor Jang-son’s mother timidly held out her dipper and asked in a meek voice to borrow
some barley.
“Oh, dear neighbor, I’m sorry, but I cannot spare any just now. Most of the barley was sent to the govern- ment
center, and we have already lent the rest to somebody else. We ourselves shall be short.”
Hearing these unkind words, the poor woman flushed with shame and disappointment, and went sorrowfully
away.
At that moment, Mr. Hong appeared and sighed dispiritedly as he saw her misery. Even though the woman had
said that she would repay what she borrowed, he knew that she would be unable to do so. Her little children were
crying for food. Had she been concerned only with her own hunger, she would never have humbled herself to beg
for food.
As he picked up his broom and went about his task of sweeping the yard, Mr. Hong gave serious thought to her
pitiful situation. At last he went to his wife, reproaching her for being so heartless and asking her to take some
grain to the needy family.
“If you are so sympathetic, why don’t you take the food to her yourself? She ought to be ashamed to go around
carrying that gourd. She is a brazen-faced begger. How many times must I say no to her? She must return what I
have already lent her before I’ll give her any more. Why should I support her family?”
Mr. Hong looked after her regretfully as she disappeared into the house, and he continued to sweep, whispering to himself:
“Oh, poverty, poverty.”
He was thinking, as he often did, not only of Jang-son’s home, but of the poverty of all the people; and as he
thought of his. Wife, he remembered that in the past she too had been kind to the poor. Lately, however, as her
home was getting better and better, she had become callous to the misery of those less fortunate.
*
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At twilight, after the hot evening sun had set, Mr. Hong was grazing his cow on the bank of the stream that ran
near their houses when he saw Jang-son cutting grass nearby. Again he was reminded of the painful scene in his
house that morning. Although Jang-son was pretending not to see him, Mr. Hong went closer and spoke to him.
“Later this evening, come to my house with a bag. I will give you some grain. You’d better come to me instead
of my wife.”
“Well,” said Jangson slowly, “you see, the new barley crop is not quite ripe, and all our food is gone. My
grandmother and the children are weak with hunger. My mother could not bear to see them suffer without doing
something. I told her not to go to your house any more, but she could not help doing it. Well, later, even though
the new barley is not ripe, we cut some of it and ate it for our meal today.”
Mr. Hong just nodded; he could not speak.
“By the way, Hong-jusa,” Jang-son added politely, “would I be presumptuous if I asked you to buy a calf and
let me take care of it? My situation at home will soon improve, and my mother will not then go around asking to
borrow grain.” As he spoke, Jangson looked longingly at Mr. Hong’s cow that would soon bear a calf.
Jang-son had lost his father when he was very young, and since then he had tried hard to earn a living for his
mother, grandmother and brothers by farming the hillside fields, among them one of Mr. Hong’s. Although he was
already twenty-five years old, he had been unable to marry until last year because of his poverty. Finally, one of
the men of the village who had noted his diligence and devotion to his family had given him one of his daugh-ters
in marriage.
Mr. Hong considered his request, but he did not answer at once He was, however, favorably disposed: Jang-son
worked hard, and he did not drink or smoke; last year, at the time of his wedding, Mr. Hong had given him a
bushel of rice for a present. It seemed a pity for a young man of such good character to have such a poor life. He
was pleased by Jangson’s request for a cow, but he was planning to do even more for him and did not give him a
definite answer.
He was thinking also of the time before he had come to Kangwon Province when he was living around Inchon
and Seoul. While he was in the Anbyon area, he had known real poverty, and the recollection of this bitter
experience made him sympathize with the Jang-son family.
“If someone gives them a little help, they will get back on their feet,” he mused. “I would never have survived
my trouble if I hadn’t had a boost from my friend in Chunchon.” At last he spoke to Jang-son.
“Well, I will think it over. If you need help in your present distress, I will be glad to give it to you.”
Returning home, Mr. Hong Chang-su continued to consider the problem. In the village there were many families in the same circumstances as Jang-son’s and he could not help all of them. At last he decided to try an experiment with Jang-son.
*
“I guess it’s time for me to leave this village,” Mr. Hong muttered to himself as he started at the mountain
highway by which his wife had left only that morning. His family problems weighed on him.
Keeping his word to Jang-son, Mr. Hong had gone to the cow market and bought a calf. He then simply gave it
to Jang-son, with no conditions and no expectation of repayment. When Jang-son protested at this unusual
arrangement, Mr. Hong’s words silenced him.
“Don’t say anything more. I am making you a gift. Just take good care of the calf and improve your family’s
circumstances. Remember me as a good neighbor.”
Thus the matter was settled, but Jang-son’s mother was so grateful that she went to his wife and poured out her
thanks to her too.
That was the beginning of Mr. Hong’s trouble.
His wife disapproved of his generosity because she was planning to buy a young cow for herself. Without
consulting her, he had spent the money for Jang-son’s cow. They had quarreled bitterly throughout the night, and
in the morning she continued to berate him. Although he explained his reasons patiently and begged her to
understand, she would not listen to him; she did not want to understand.
“Do you think our property is yours to do with as you please? I went without food and clothing to get it, and I
too worked from morning until night. That is how we got the property we have!”
She sobbed bitterly.
Even before this quarrel was forgotten, their son Yong-duk had an attack of stomach trouble, and her husband
blamed her because she had been careless and unsanitary in the preparation of his food. Again she wept hysterically, but he remained silent and unforgiving while her anger mounted steadily. The next day was the celebration
of the full moon of the eighth month in the lunar [indecipherable word], a great family holiday throughout Korea.
All the members of a family came home for its celebration. But she was too angry to care, and she left her own
home to go to her mother’s house, leaving her husband to face a lonely day with the sick child.
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After some weeks she returned, but their home was never the same again.
*
Five years elapsed, crucial years for all Koreans during World War II. The hardships under the Japanese yoke
were [indecipherable word].
During this time Yong-duk fell ill and died of pleurisy.\fn{ Pleurisy is an inflammation of the pleurae, the moist, doublelayered membrane that surrounds the lungs and lines the rib cage, which impairs their lubricating function and causes pain when breathing.
This illness is in its turn caused by pneumonia and other diseases of the chest or abdomen.W } The wife, who had been a strong,

vigorous woman, became so weak and nervous that she was often in bed.
Mr. Hong had to do compulsory laber with the so-called Patriotic Volunteer Group. Practically all his crops
were taken to the Japanese collection center so that he and his family had neither proper food nor clothing. Although his strength was failing, he continued to tend his farm and to raise cows, pigs and bees. When he could, he
bought cows to give to the poorer farmers and thus helped the whole village. The village people often said:
“Through the help of Hong-jusa, our lives are made bearable while his grows worse.”
*
World War II ended with the unconditional surrender of the Japanese, and Korea was liberated from the Japanese yoke. All Koreans throughout the peninsula celebrated the event. When Mr. Hong Chang-su heard the happy
news a few days after liberation day, August 15, he called the village people together and advised them not to act
hastily, for the Japanese regime had collapsed and a new government had not been formed. They voluntarily
agreed to maintain the peace until a new government could be organized. He visited his friends in the city of
Chunchon to get information for the prople, and he set an example for them by keeping up his farm, taking care of
his cows, and tending his bees. Autumn and winter came and went, and in the spring he was again preparing to
plant his crops.
“Haven’t you a drop of blood in your veins? All your friends have gone to Seoul and to other big cities, and
they have good positions. Now they are making fortunes. This is the time to make something of yourself! Are you
content to stay here in this village and be just a farmer?”
Thus his wife constantly voiced her criticism and complaints.
Mr. Hong’s village was located just a mile south of the 38 th parallel and belonged to South Korea. Although he
was free to act under the principles of democracy, he had no desire to become involved in the political chaos, and
he decided to stay in the village.
“Some of us have to stay in the rural districts to run the farms. If everyone goes to the cities, who will produce
the food? Let us stay here and live as we have before.”
Mr. Hong tried to appease his wife and to convince her of the wisdom of his decision.
“No, I cannot live here any more. I am not as strong as I was, I can’t work as I used to. Anyhow, I don’t like it.
Our hardships in the past were enough for us. Now we deserve a better life. We should go to a city where we can
rest and eat and live well.” His wife’s words were full of determination.
“Your words sound all right, but I don’t think we’ll have any luck in the cities. This place where we have
settled is the place for us to stay.” Mr. Hong’s words were equally determined.
“All right. You live here. I will not. I will sell the cows and go to Chunchon or to Seoul.”
“Sell the cows? What will you do when you have sold them?”
“I shall go into business. I heard that the chief of the next village has made a fortune in some secret business
by making trips into North Korea. Why shouldn’t I?” She spoke aggressively.
“Do you think that you can run a business all by yourself? Furthermore, aren’t the cows like members of our
family? Are you willing to sell members of our family? Are you willing to break up our family life and scatter its
members?”
“I don’t know and I don’t care. Those cows are mine, and I am going to sell them. Moreover, if you keep the
cows, the people of the north will rob you. I heard that Jang-son’s cow was stolen. Next time it will be our turn to
be robbed.” She gave these words special emphasis because she still held a grudge against Jang-son and his cow.
“Well, as you say, the cows belong to you; but they have always worked hard for us. You know that nobody in
this village can afford to buy them, and you will have to sell them in the market. Then without doubt they will be
killed for meat. You might as well kill them yourself.”
“Oh, a cow is only an animal. What’s the use of having pity for an animal? It’s nonsense.”
“Nonsense? Cows are noble beasts. Most human beings are inferior to them. They are faithful, they work hard,
and they don’t complain. You should respect them. And lately you complain too much.”
“I don’t agree with you, and I don’t care anyway. I will not live here any more.”
Shouting her words, she began to sob, and he was filled with pity for her. Though he did not share her desire to
leave the village, he understood her feelings: her life had been hard. He had nothing more to say to her.
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*
That night Mr. Hong slept poorly. He got up early and was walking toward the gate when he met Jang-son.
“Mr. Hong, I feel so bad about that cow.” Tears fell from his eyes as he told his story.
“I just learned that some fellows from the north killed our cow and ate her. I heard that a cow strayed up to the
north from this side, and that they killed her right away. No other cow but ours went up that way. What can we do
to get even with them?”
Mr. Hong wept too, for Jang-son and for the cow.
“What kind of men will kill and eat their countryman’s cows? How terrible it is that people do not know how
to love one another,” he murmured to himself.
Unable to shake off his depression, he went up the mountain, where he spent the afternoon, sighing not only
for the cow, but for the future of the nation. He forgot to note the passage of time, and night had fallen when he
returned. As he entered the house, he saw that it had an air of desolation, with possessions scattered about in a
haphazard way. His wife sat sewing a skirt and refused to greet him.
Because he found no comfort in his home, he returned to the mountain and looked down on the villages to the
north and south, divided recently by an artificial frontier at the 38 th parallel, a political boundary. His heart was
heavy with thoughts of his estranged wife, the village affairs, and the future of his country. He had hoped to gain
composure from the stillness of the night, but he had found no peace.
As he sat there, torn by his inability to make the necessary decisions, he heard the noise of a crowd at the foot
of the mountain, and soon the young men of his village advanced, muttering angrily as they came. Jang-son was
among them. They were pulling a cow up the steep slope. It was one which had strayed from the north—from
North Korea, as the region was now called. Just as they were on the point of killing the poor creature, Mr. Hong
ran to them.
“They killed our cow. Now we’ll kill theirs!”
“No, no, my friends. Stop! That’s not the way to do. You know that the people of the north and south are compatriots. Return the cow to the north. Please, I beg of you! If you really want meat to eat, I will give you a cow.”
Leaving them to think over his words, he hurried down the mountain to his house, intending to return to the
young men with a cow. In spite of his love for his cow, he meant to make good his promise.
He went to the stable, only to find it empty. He looked outside and searched everywhere but to no avail. Then
he went into the house. It too was empty.
On the floor lay a piece of paper on which a few words had been scratched in his wife’s handwriting:
I am going away with my cows. Don’t expect me to return.

The poor man stood staring at the paper until it dropped from his trembling fingers. Then he continued to stand
senselessly, head and shoulders bent in defeat.
*
Some time later he went slowly to his money chest and opened it. She had not taken the money. He counted
out the amount needed to buy a cow and walked over to Jang-son’s house, where he handed it to Jang-son’s
mother and talked with her for a moment.
He had no heart to meet the young men on the mountain.
Then he returned to his house, took the remainder of the money from the chest, and disappeared into the
darkness.
No one in the village of Oyoul ever saw Mr. Chang-su Hong again.
254.76 Excerpt from The Hour Of The Tiger\fn{by Induk Pahk (1896-1980)} “Monyangtul, … the last village to the
west of the port of Chinnampo in North Korea, on an inlet of the Yellow Sea,” South Pyongan Province, North
Korea (F) 8
1
It was the evening of my eighth day on retreat. In the dusk of the small chapel I had been on my knees at the
prayer rail for almost half an hour.
Like sentinels, two altar candles stood before me, tall and straight and white. Their pale flames flickered, casting long, wavering shadows. Through the open door came a light spring breeze, fragrant with the scent of myriad
growing things, for this was mid-May, and all the flowers and shrubs, the magnolias, dogwood, and apple trees,
were beginning to burst into bloom.
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Within myself, I felt only a great weight. Silently I prayed that it might be lifted from me and that I might feel
something of the tranquility of my surroundings. I had reached a point where I could not go on much longer. Something had to happen.
Six months had passed since I received the greatest blow of my life. It was not so much the material loss as it
was the betrayal by one in whom I had placed my trust that rankled.
Ever since then I could hardly say that I was alive. It would be more accurate to say that I existed. It was not so
much a pain that I bore within me as a great emptiness—an emptiness that would not let me rest.
I knew the critical moment for me was not far away. That was why I was here. If I were ever to have a chance,
it would be here, in this restful place of retreat.
I had been on my knees for the last seven nights in this quiet chapel. It had become my special haven.
But in this past week I felt nothing. I experienced nothing, no peace—not the release I was seeking—rather a
mounting tension as time passed and I was given no sign. I knew well enough that if I did not find peace here,
under these conditions, then I would never find it. I wanted to cry out,
“Why, God, hast Thou forsaken me?”
My eyes followed the flickering candle flames. I concentrated all my faculties in a supreme effort to make
contact with the Infinite as the only source from which I could draw my strength.
And then the spring breeze died away. The silence in the chapel grew intense. The pale yellow flames wavered
no more, but stood straight up, as erect and straight as the candles themselves.
Into the silence fell a sound, the soft, deep chiming of a clock striking the hour of midnight—each note slow
and separate and silver. And as the last note struck twelve, out of nowhere came the word—softly, softly, in the
sleepy voice of a railroad conductor—
“Kyoto! Kyoto!”
Another midnight, another critical moment in my life, far, far across the world and long ago. And I found the
experience was still vivid in my mind.
*
I was traveling across Japan by train, before World War II, bound for Yokohama where I was to board a ship
for America. I had just been through a difficult time. It was very fortunate for me that while I was going through
this emotional upset, kind friends in the United States had made it possible for me to go there and start life anew.
But I had not yet been able to put from me the burden of unhappy memories. En route to Yokohama, I was halfdozing in the railway carriage when I heard the conductor call out,
“Kyoto! Kyoto!”
Kyoto! It had always been a magic name to me. It is Japan’s most beautiful city: the citadel of antiquity, a place
of gnarled pines, formal gardens, and lovely temples. There is a Japanese saying that one works in Tokyo to be able
to live in Kyoto.
I knew that we were scheduled to reach that city at midnight. The Japanese are so punctual in the running of
their trains that when the conductor spoke the word “Kyoto,” it was as if a clock had struck the hour.
I sat up in my seat. All around me people were sleeping. The conductor and I were the only moving figures in
this shadow world. The train windows were dark. But beyond them, in my mind’s eye, I could see this magical
city.
The strangeness of it all—the half-light, the hour, the stirring of my imagination—had a mysterious effect on
me. Kyoto! Midnight! The dividing point. The darkness of deep night had ended; the new day had just been born.
And so it was with my life. The past with its suffering was behind me. My new day had begun. Here, in this
little chapel in western Massachusetts, once more I had the same feeling. Peace—and with it, strength—came to
me.
I got to my feet and started up the stairs to bed. On a landing stood the clock, a lovely old Westminster grandfather clock, which had chimed the hour of midnight in such mellow tones.
An impulse came over me to speak to that clock as to a faithful friend. I paused on the landing, smiled, and
said in my mind,
“Thank you, Mr. Big Chime Clock. I am a changed person. I want you to be the first to know.”
I went on up the stairs to my room. My bed was placed so that I would sleep facing the window. I undressed
and went to bed, lying there for a moment looking out at the sky, so bright with stars.
Gently, almost without knowing it, I drifted off to sleep.
Some time later I was startled out of my slumber by the sound of a harsh, ugly voice. The voice was speaking
to me, saying,
“It cannot be done!” Still not quite awake, I heard my own voice answering,
“What? What can’t be done?” Again the voice spoke, still gratingly,
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“You cannot win your case! Your school will never be built!”
By this time my heart was beating so quickly and so loudly, that I felt I was about to suffocate. The same
sensation I had known so often in recent months came over me once more, the sensation of sinking. Then,
holding my hand against my heart to quiet its beat, I sat up in bed, and called out in a firm, strong voice,
“It can be done! It will be done!”
*
Up until the moment of my great blow, the pattern of my life from the very hour and place of my birth had
appeared to be shaped in the direction of a single purpose.
I was born in the Hour of the Tiger, the Day of the Dragon and the Year of the Monkey. The village of my
birthplace was situated halfway between the mountains—the Tiger’s lair—and the sea—the domain of the Dragon.
The name of the village was Monyangtul, which means “remote place.” In a way it was remote, for it was the
last village to the west of the port of Chinnampo in North Korea, on an inlet of the Yellow Sea. But growing up
there also gave me a sense of being a part of the world, for from the hill behind our house I could see the ships go
by bound for far places: Mukden, Yokohama, Hong Kong, Singapore, and sometimes even San Francisco.
The village was a cluster of about twenty tan, mud-walled houses, thatched with yellow rice straw. All the
people who lived there made their living by farming, walking out every day with their oxen to work on their land.
In Korea, farmers prefer to live together in a single village, rather than in separate houses off by themselves as in
America.
Since there was no other way to earn a livelihood except by farming, and my father had long ago decided to
devote his life to being a scholar, my mother supported the family by going out every day to work on the farm.
Our farm had been in the family for a long time. It had belonged to my “inside grandfather,” that is, my
father’s father. Since my father was his only son, my grandfather always had a splendid dream for him—that he
should try for the greatest honor in the land, which was to take the Royal Examination. Whoever came out first in
that examination would have a chance to become Prime Minister of Korea.
That was all my grandfather ever thought about—the day when my father would become Prime Minister. My
grandfather was the kind of man who set his heart on one goal and then subordinated all else to it. In his view, it
was Number One—or nothing.
This feeling was so strong in him that on the day my father was born he planted two trees, not very far apart, at
the foot of the slope just beyond the end of his farm. When his family inquired why he had planted the trees in
that way, he told them they were for the acrobats.
“But why acrobats?” the family asked. My grandfather did not hesitate in replying.
“On the day my son wins first place in the Royal Examination, then we will know that he is going to be Prime
Minister. We will hold a big celebration here to honor the event. And the main feature of the celebration will be
the acrobats who will perform on the tightrope stretched between those two trees.”
My grandfather could have planted birch trees or larch which grow quickly, but it was also characteristic of
him that the trees he planted were pine trees which take a long time to grow.
He said he chose pine trees because they remained green the year round and were therefore unchanging; also,
they would grow strong and straight and tall. All these traits, he said, were the ones he expected his son to have,
too. But even many years later when I went back to visit my home, I noticed that the two pine trees had scarcely
yet grown tall enough to support a tightrope.
My father, who was a Confucian, spent every minute of the day poring over his books, or practicing his
calligraphy, mastering the brush strokes to make the 250,000 characters of the Mandarin.
After many years he accomplished the first step in his projected career: He won first place in the provincial
competition. At last he was eligible to compete in the Royal Examination which was held in the emperor’s palace
in Seoul, the capital of the country.
All this took place in the last days of the Yi Dynasty. A great flowering of Korean culture occurred under this
dynasty which lasted for five hundred years. The most valued man was the scholar, who was often also both poet
and artist.
The primary purpose of the Royal Examination was to select the country’s most outstanding scholar. The
highest post in the land, short of being emperor (which was hereditary), was open to the one who triumphed.
The hopeful contenders were required to compose a poetic work, all on the same assigned topic, which was
usually some aspect of Korea’s natural beauties, such as a rock, a spring, autumn, a pine tree, or a waterfall. They
were also judged on the skill and beauty of the brush strokes with which they rendered the Chinese characters.
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All this took place before I was born. But my mother never tired of telling me of our scholars and the old traditions. She was so proud of my father. She loved especially to recount the story of how he went to take the Royal Examinations.
Three times he made his way on foot to and from the palace in Seoul where the examination was held. This was a
distance of 150 miles. Three times he failed. How disappointed he must have been!
My mother told me, in the year I was born he was ready to go again—for the fourth time. But in that year the
institution of the royal examination was abolished forever.
My father would never have another chance. But he did not sit around and brood. Not by any means. That was
not my father’s nature.
There was no school in our village so the following year he started one. He gathered around him all the neighborhood children and all of those from villages nearby. Seated under a tree in the outer court of our home, he
taught them how to write the beautiful Chinese characters and he passed on to them what he had learned of literature and philosophy. He had joy out of it, and satisfaction, too. I was too young to attend, but looked on from a
distance. My father used to say to me,
“What a pity you are not a boy. Born in the Hour of the Tiger and on the Day of the Dragon! Such a rare and
wonderful combination. What a shame it has to be wasted on a girl!”
I know now what was in his mind. Of course, I could never take the royal examination. But if only I had been a
boy, I could have done something. Oh, yes, I could have done something!
*
My father had a great feeling for the pleasures of ordinary life. He loved his food and Korean wine. And he
loved his tobacco, too. When I was six an epidemic of cholera swept the countryside and my father became very
ill. I remember being in the room with him when he said,
“Bring me my tobacco. I want to feel the shreds with my fingers.”
I went to get the tobacco but my aunt wouldn’t let me back into the room, snatching the pouch from me and
closing the door quickly. I couldn’t understand why she kept me out. I hadn’t done anything wrong. It was only
later that I realized she did not want me to see my father die.
*
It was not until many years afterward that I got a glimpse of what a scholar’s life must have meant to my
father.
There was a certain courtyard in the palace in Seoul called the Secret Garden, which was private to the royal
family and was only opened on the occasion of the examinations. When I was grown and living in Seoul, I read in
a newspaper one day that this garden was about to be opened to the public daily for the first time in history. All
the stories my mother had told me about my father came back to me. I would go there at the first opportunity. I
must go!
It was a lovely day in early spring when the chance finally came. Three or four friends went with me. We came
up to the palace grounds. I was filled with anticipation. The heavy wooden gate, bound with iron bands, stood
open.
What a feeling came over me as I first looked on that garden. It was just as my mother had described it, just as
I had envisioned it for so many years. How I wished she could have seen that garden.
A cloak of silence enveloped the courtyard. It was still with the stillness of the past—except for the gentle
splashing of a fountain, with the water falling down, then running off into a little brook at one side.
The azaleas were in bloom, creating banks of flaming pink against the boulder-bordered paths, beneath the
more delicate pink of the cherry trees. Overhead, the boughs of weeping willows were bent in silent benediction.
And all at once the Secret Garden was empty no more.
In my mind’s eye it was peopled with ghostly figures, so quiet, so solitary, so dignified; each in his white scholar’s robe; each with his tall, narrow stovepipe hat, containing his long braids bound tight with a horsehair net.
Each of these phantoms carried in his hand his roll of rice paper, and in his podari (personal bundle) he had the
soft, sharp-pointed Chinese brush and ink stone and ink cake for inscribing the Chinese characters.
And then—I could imagine that I saw my father! What a handsome man! So dignified, and at the same time so
vibrant with life!
Only here, in this setting, on the scene of his testing, could I fully appreciate his achievement—the spirit, the determination he must have had to go through it all.
The examinations were always held about this time of year in the open garden outdoors. Here, on just such an
afternoon, he had faced the ordeal. He must have sat cross-legged with the other scholars and worked at top speed
in total absorption. How great must have been the suspense, the tension. For at the end of those hours one came
out of that secret garden either a hero—or a nobody (at least in my grandfather’s view).
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Three times my father had undergone that test—and three time he had failed. If the examinations had still been
held he would have gone back again to try a fourth time—and a fifth. And I knew he must have wished that a son
could take it after him.
But the Yi Dynasty came to an end with the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese conflict and the Royal Examination
was no more. Then I remembered a remark my father was said to have made on the day I was born,
“Ah, well, I expect a girl-child is better than no child at all.” I wished at this moment I could pluck at his
sleeve, the sleeve of the white scholar’s robe, and call out to him,
“But Father! Do you have reason to be disappointed in me? I have my B.A. degree from Wesleyan in Macon,
Georgia, and my M.A. from Columbia. It is true that I do not have my Ph.D. But I have published a book,
Septem-ber Monkey. Even though I was not a boy, have I then turned out so badly in your eyes?”
I seemed to feel my father’s presence. I seemed to hear his voice in the whispering of the wind in the willows.
Can those we love hear us, even though they are no longer here? Sometimes I think so; the human yearning to reach
them is so powerful that I feel there must be some basis for belief.
It was only when I came to write this book that I realized there was a channel, a direct line going on, in spite of
disappointments, down through the generations.
I had one brother younger than myself. A month after my father’s death he, too, died. Now we were alone in
the world, my mother and I. Just the two of us, two women together.
My mother had lost everything that she valued—her husband and her son. What did she have left? Not much—
just me, little “September Monkey”—but, well, as my father had said, a girl was better than nothing at all.
*
You see, in Korea, the aging father and mother are not sent to an old age home; there are no such places. They
are cared for by their sons so long as they live. But what good is a daughter? At that time in Korea there was no
school nearby to which a girl could be sent. (The first schools for girls had been started by missionaries, but they
were mostly in Seoul, far from where we lived.)
There was nothing for which a girl could be trained.
A girl was fit for marriage—nothing else.
And I was not even a very good prospect, since I had no dowry.
The relatives appointed an heir to inherit the estate of my father, according to custom. When the estate was
settled, the oxen were gone, the rice fields were gone, our lovely house with its inner and outer compounds was
gone.
My mother was left with her share—the equivalent of about fifteen dollars—and a daughter on her hands to be
reared.
But my mother did not sit in a corner and weep. She got busy at once.
My mother was a remarkable woman of indomitable character. Brought up a Buddhist and without formal education, she was naturally endowed with a kind of primal wisdom—something like a quality that you in the West call
horse sense. All my days, when I found myself in strange places, in unfamiliar situations, some phrase of hers, some
bit of philosophy, some fragment of her teaching, came forth to sustain me.
She was a handsome woman, too, of medium build but sturdy, always composed, yet at the same time dynamically energetic. She never made a movement unnecessarily, nor wasted any words. She was also very clever
with her hands, doing, among other things, some beautiful weaving.
I inherited her physique, and I suppose it was because she fed me and cared for me so well in my early childhood that I have enjoyed the best of health myself under many conditions, thriving on a regime of hard work and
strenuous schedules all my life.
*
At some point during the period of mourning we were visited by a distant cousin who had become a Christian. He spoke to my mother of the solace of God’s mercy in times of sorrow.
My mother responded at once to the idea of a loving, caring, personal God, a concept she had not encountered
in Buddhism, and to the way of love to be found in accepting Jesus Christ. Mother wanted to know where she
could learn more about this beautiful new way, and my cousin told her.
In the port town of Chinnampo in North Korea, about three miles from our village, was a Methodist church.
Mother made up her mind we would pay the church a visit.
I remember well the day we set out. It was biting cold; the wind howled with an eerie sound and blew the snow
into drifts. Mother had bundled me up with a yellow padded jacket, trousers over my pink shirt, and little padded
boots. (Mother still wore white as a sign of mourning.)
As we drew near the church, I could hear the sound of singing.
It was Christmas Day; the congregation was singing, “Joy to the World!”
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Ah, the indelibility of impressions when one is seven years old! The spirit! The lift! The joyousness! I always
loved singing. My mother had a beautiful contralto voice. But I had never heard such a spontaneous outburst as
from these massed, uplifted voices rolling out across the snow.
I did not know it was Christmas; I would not have known what Christmas was. There was no tree—there were
no decorations of any kind—just the ringing voices and someone telling a story about the Child of Bethlehem.
How many, many happy Christmases I have enjoyed since then, with my own family, with my daughters and
my grandchildren, or with friends and their children in places far away. But none of them has ever surpassed in
vividness that first awed, bewildered, scarcely understood contact with the faith that was to sustain me throughout
my life.
Mother and I went in. The church was built in the shape of an “L.” The women sat along one branch of the L,
and the men along the other. According to Confucian principles which governed Korean society at that time,
males from the age of seven upward were not permitted to sit in the same room with females—and with the exception of relatives, they were not to have any contact with them whatever.
The pulpit was placed in the angle so that the minister could speak to both the men and the women. We
listened to more hymns—and I loved them all. Then more speaking, and still more hymns.
At the end of the service, a woman greeted us with a smile and urged us to stay, explaining that gifts were
about to be distributed to the children. We children stood around in a circle, tongue-tied, waiting, our eyes wide
with expectation. The presents were all the same: a pencil for each boy, handkerchiefs for all the girls. But when
the dispenser of gifts came around to me, I was handed not a handkerchief but a pencil!
*
How amazing it is that a small event can influence the direction of one’s life, just as a branch, fallen from
above, can alter the course of a stream.
That pencil! It had a green eraser, I remember, and a big “No. 2” which meant it was not too hard and not too
soft. How can people today, who have so much, feel what I felt at the sight of that pencil! It was yellow, the color
of sunlight. The green at the tip symbolized spring, youth, hope—hope renewed, life everlasting.
I turned it round and round in my hand. It was so straight, so smooth. And it was mine! Why—in all of our
village, there was not another child, boy or girl, who owned a pencil! Unlike the other children, I had no father
now.
But I did have a pencil.
I looked at it in fascination. One of the missionaries said it came from a place called F. W. Woolworth’s store,
far, far across the sea. Somehow it stuck in my mind, so that years later—but I am getting ahead of my story. My
pencil was blunt at the end, of course, and I could hardly wait for it to be sharpened.
My mother and I started across the snow, back to our village. I wanted to carry that pencil. But my mother
would not let me have it. She knew I could so easily drop it in the snow, and then it would be gone forever.
In our village, there was an aging scholar who had been a friend of my father’s. Mother sent for him to come
and teach me the Korean alphabet. It is a phonetic alphabet, which has ten vowels and fourteen consonants—
twenty-four letters in all—forming one hundred forty phonetic symbols.
*
I still remember the day the scholar appeared at our house. I could not take my eyes off his topknot, which he
wore piled high on the top of his head and tightly bound in its horsehair net. This was the mark of an educated
man.
Mother sharpened my yellow pencil with a kitchen knife and sat me down on the floor, which was heated by
the pipes passing beneath it from our ondol stove. Mother watched me with a vigilant eye. She wasn’t going to
fool around wasting money on trying to teach me if I did not have the brains to learn (at that time in Korea brains
were considered to be the exclusive property of the men).
My work with the alphabet must have satisfied her, for she appeared to have made up her mind then and there
that I could be educated. But since I was a girl, this decision of hers posed a problem. The only schools for girls in
Korea had been started by the missionaries, and the nearest one was in the city of Pyongyang forty miles away.
Mother, not knowing what to do, went off by herself and prayed. For a solid week she prayed. King Solomon
prayed for wisdom; Mother prayed for an idea.
Then an old, old story which she had heard as a child flashed into her mind, a story which had never been
written down. It concerned a Chinese girl in the misty past who had a burning desire to become a general. She did
her hair like a boy, dressed as a boy, and became a line soldier. She rose through the ranks to become a general as
she had dreamed, and no one knew her secret. Then she fell in love with another general, was forced to reveal
herself, and finally married her counterpart, to live happily ever after.
In this story Mother found her idea.
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She would disguise me as a boy and send me to a boy’s school.
*
Not far away in the village of Dukdong there was such a school where a distant cousin was headmaster.
Mother schemed with our cousin so that I could enter there. She rented a room next to the school so that I could
go home any time I wanted to.
It was easy enough to change my name from the feminine Imduk to the masculine Induk, the name which I
have kept. I stayed in school at Dukdong for a year.
I must say I got great enjoyment out of being a boy. I reveled in the freedom, in hunting for birds’ eggs, making
whistles, and flying kites.
Mother seemed very pleased with me, too. In the village markets she sold enough of her weaving to buy some odds
and ends, tied them up in her pack and set out on foot to make her living as a peddler. It has sometimes occurred to me that
in a sense I followed in my mother’s footsteps. I too sell notions\fn{“Items used in sewing, such as buttons, pins, and hooks.”W }
—only notions of a different sort.
It was not until many years later, when I began writing my second book, in fact, that a friend pointed out to me
the following thought:
Was it because I had pretended to be a boy in a boys’ school that the suggestion of my founding a “Berea in
Korea” for boys fell on such fertile ground when it was first made to me? Was it all a part of some extraordinary
plan for my life? If so, I had carried my inspiration all these years in my subconscious.
One of my strong motivating forces has always been to help the women of Korea. Although my school experience
served as a signpost toward helping the boys of Korea, I later realized that in educating the boys, I was indirectly
bringing about a better life for the women of my land, also.
For thousands of years the women as well as the men of Korea had been forced to spend long hours at heavy
farm labor on a small plot of ground because of the old-fashioned farming procedures. I wanted to work toward
the day when wives and daughters would be freed from these tasks for a richer and more rewarding life.
I had just finished my first year at Dukdong when Mother learned of a new school for girls which a Methodist
missionary had just started at Chinnampo. She decided to enroll me there. I was able to live at the school while
Mother, making her base at the house of my uncle, slung her peddler’s pack over her shoulders and took to the road
again to earn my tuition.
It must have been a hard life. But Mother seemed happy enough to make this sacrifice in order to see that I got
educated.
The ocean had always fascinated me from the time I was a small child. Our village was three miles from the
port of Chinnampo. It was on high ground. From a nearby hill, I could see the Yellow Sea with the plumes of
smoke rising from the ships in the distance. I used to lie on my back among the daisies and say to myself,
“What’s beyond the clouds? What’s beyond the mountains? What’s beyond the sea? Some day—some day I
shall go and find out.”
*
The school which I attended now was also on a hill, and quite near the water. I could see the ships with their
unfamiliar flags bound for nameless ports up north—or headed east for Japan, or for San Francisco, an unimaginable distance away on the other side of the sea.
More strongly than ever the desire to travel was implanted in my imagination—to go there, to see it all for
myself some day.
The school was new and there were twenty girls, only two of us in the first class, my dear friend Simsung Yun
and myself. Perhaps this affected my life, for when it came time to graduate we both had to make talks. The
teacher gave me the topic, “From the seed of suffering springs joy.” I am certain now that she assigned this for my
benefit, because she knew full well how hard my mother had to work to keep me in school for four years, and also
how very, very poor I was.
I must pause and pay tribute to my teacher, my first teacher of speech. Like my mother she was energetic, but
unlike my mother, she was very austere. When she said, “Do this,” you did it. There were no two ways about it.
First she rehearsed us in the classroom after hours. Then she took us up to the church on top of the hill. The
years have not dimmed the memory of her square-shouldered figure, topped by her broad face with its flashing
eyes, as she roared at me like a major general:
“Chin up! Don’t droop. Do you want to drop your words on the floor?
“Don’t mumble! Why do you bother to speak at all if you can’t make people understand what you say?
“Pronounce every syllable clearly so that I can understand. There—that’s better.”
The day came for graduation. We must have looked rather forlorn—just the two of us in our white graduation
dresses between the pots of red azaleas on the huge platform in the church, before an audience of two hundred.
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But I must have done fairly well for the applause was enthusiastic. In the audience I caught a glimpse of my mother’s face, wearing a proud look. That was enough for me.
When I was twelve years old, the girl who was my fellow classmate announced that she was going to Ewha in
Seoul and invited me to go along. I was terribly excited by the idea of going to the big city far down south.
Simsung Yun with her father, and my mother and I, walked the forty miles to Pyongyang, the largest city in the
north, for no train passed through our village. The Mukden Express came roaring into Pyongyang with its big
steam engine breathing smoke and fire. This time instead of watching it roar away bound for strange and
mysterious destinations, my classmate and I climbed aboard. We were going to see for ourselves. What a great
moment that was!
Mother came to wave good-by. She stood there on the platform absolutely dry-eyed, smiling, and full of instructtions. I did not think anything about it at the time. I was too excited over the idea of going to Seoul.
It was only in later years, when I had to take leave of my own daughters, that I understood how she must have
felt.
I was her only chick—all she had in the world—and she let me go, leaving her all alone, without showing any
emotion. Mother gave me a dollar and fifty cents, saying it was her tithe, or 10 per cent of her estate. Sixty cents
went for the ticket, and I had ninety cents left. I murmured something to the effect that I hoped my education
wouldn’t be too hard for her. Whereupon Mother replied,
“I have no trouble with difficulties. Difficulties only have trouble with me.”
It did not bother me in the least that the school had never been told I was coming.
*
Night had fallen by the time my classmate and I reached Ewha High School. My companion had a room ready
for her. I tagged along. Everyone at the school seemed to assume that arrangements had been made for me also.
Promptly at ten o’clock, the light in the ceiling went out, turned off by a master switch in the office. We were
plunged into darkness. I would have been frightened if my curiosity had not been aroused by this phenomenon.
I had never seen anything like this before—a light that could be turned on and off from somewhere else. I had
known only the flickering oil lamps of the villages. My friend explained that this was something called an electric
light. Then she went on to tell me that this lamp had been invented by a man in far-off America, who had also inventted the talking machine. His name was Thomas Edison.
For some reason her story caught my imagination. Right then and there I made up my mind that I would cross
the ocean and go see the country where such marvelous things were invented. Although at that time there seemed
little chance of making my wish come true, the thought was never very far from my mind.
The next morning the principal called me to her office. As I stood before her desk, she asked me,
“Do you have anyone to pay for your room and board?”
“Isn’t this school free?” I asked.
“The tuition is, but your lodgings will cost one dollar and fifty cents.”
“Well, that’s all right,” I said proudly, holding out my hand. “I have ninety cents.”
“But you need sixty more cents to stay just for one month. Can you make up the balance?”
“Of course I can. Let me work for you. I can certainly work one dollar and fifty cents worth a month.”
The principal looked skeptical and I could tell she was ready to refuse. In my desperation I rudely burst out,
“I want to go to school! I have to go to school! I’ll study hard and I can take care of myself. I won’t bother
anyone.”
*
In the end I was allowed to stay and after a while the principal and I became good friends. Some time later she
said to me with a smile,
“Induk, do you remember the interview we had that first morning in my office? Well, you didn’t know it, but
that was when you passed your entrance examination.”
My teacher at the elementary school, who had drilled into me the rules of good public speaking, would have been
proud of me for I was chosen to give the Christmas message to the school that year. Already my career was being
shaped. As I look back on it, I think God was preparing me for the work He wanted me to do.
During my beginning year at Ewha High School, I was put in contact with my first friend in America. All I
knew about him in the beginning was that he was blind, and upon the recommendation of the school, he was
willing to help me gain an education.
It was thanks to his generosity that I was able not only to continue three years at Ewha, but to go on for four
more years at Ewha College.
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Years were to pass before I was to meet my sponsor in person; it was a moving moment for me as I shall
describe later on. But in the meantime I suppose my desire to answer his letters and to keep up a correspondence
with him proved my greatest spur to learning English.
What a thrill it was for me when I received my first communication from him. His letter was typewritten,
single-spaced, and three pages long. I had to take it to the principal to ask her to translate it for me. He wrote that I
brought a new interest into his life and that he prayed we would meet some day.
“I hope that you will study hard,” he said, “the whole world lies ahead of you.”
In one letter he had managed to establish a deep personal relationship. I never ceased to feel grateful to him. In
attempting to do what I could to repay his generosity, I obtained scholarships for sixty boys and girls in Korea,
and working-aid scholarships for thirty-one Korean men and women to come to the United States.
*
I graduated from Ewha in due time, first in my class. Then, for a number of years, I taught in the schools of
Seoul. During this period I married a football player and had my two daughters, Iris and Lotus.
I was twenty-eight years old when the opportunity arose for me to enter the United States to continue my education. A missionary friend of mine got a scholarship for me from Wesleyan College in Macon, Georgia, through Dr.
William F. Quillian, who was then president of the college.\fn{ This would seem to be a reference to William F. Quillan, Jr.
(1913-2014)}
No chance like it would ever come again. But I would have to leave my two darling little girls behind. It was
the hardest decision I had ever been forced to make.
My marriage had not worked out, for my husband preferred the old ways and I was committed to the new. But
my husband’s mother, “Inside Grandma,” had begged to be allowed to care for Iris and Lotus, and continually
urged me to take advantage of the opportunity.
My husband was alive, but I had the sole responsibility of educating my daughters. By accepting this opportunity for advanced study in America, I knew that in the long run I would be able to do much more for them.
My mother’s strength of character and her courage, more than anything else, sustained me during this difficult
time.
*
The moment came to say good-by to my mother and to my two little girls. The tears stung my eyes. I remembered what my mother said to me, so firmly, when I told her of my decision to go.
“If it’s going to make you cry, then you shouldn’t go. If you know you must go, then you shouldn’t cry.”
How many times in later years when my emotions threatened to give way under stress, have I heard my
mother’s strong voice saying,
“Induk, whatever it is, if it’s going to make you cry, don’t do it.” …
111.93 1. Three Brothers Killed By An Old Woman In The Mountain 2. Why Koreans Wear Hats 3. The Nineheaded Giant 4. The Traveler And The Fox: Four Folktales\fn{by Kim Hoyong (before 1923- )} Hamhung, South
Hamgyong, North Korea (M) 2
1
Long, long ago, in a certain place there was a mother who raised three sons.
One day, the three boys all went together to play in the mountains. They went into a house which they happened upon in the mountains. There was an old woman living in that house. It was decided that the three boys
would spend the night at the house in the mountains.
In the middle of the night, two of the brothers awoke to find that the second oldest brother was not in his bed.
His two brothers became very worried. Hearing them, the old woman came into the room and said,
“There is no need to worry. The boy has just gone to the toilet.”
But the boys could not relax. They waited and waited, but their brother did not return. The brothers did not get
a wink of sleep because of worrying.
The following morning when the old woman went out to gather firewood, the two brothers searched the house
from top to bottom for their brother. Beside the outhouse, they found a large hole and there they found their
brother’s corpse.
The two brothers were devastated. They tried to escape from that place, but unfortunately they ran into the old
woman. She threw both of them into the deep hole.
After much difficulty and suffering, they managed to escape from the deep hole, but once again they came face
to face with the old woman. The old woman beat them to death.
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The mother of the three boys searched high and low for her sons, but her search proved futile.
It was then that a three-star constellation appeared in the heavens. People say that the constellation is the three
brothers whom the old woman murdered.
2
Long ago when men were even rougher than they are today, men fought constantly with each other.
King Tan’gun\fn{The legendary ancestor of the Korean people .} passed an edict that every man should wear a broad
pottery hat. If they lost their hat or broke it, they would be caned and sent to prison.
From that time on, men restrained themselves from fighting. It is said that the satkat\fn{A conically-shaped bamboo
rain-hat.} originated from the pottery hat.
3
Long, long ago, there was a mountain behind a certain village. In that mountain there lived a giant ogre.
Whenever the giant came down to the village, he would capture and take away one of the villagers. The villagers
were at a loss and wondered,
“How can we get rid of this giant ogre?”
One day, when a beautiful young woman from the village and her servant were on their way to the well to
fetch some water, they were abducted by the ogre. The young woman’s husband set out to rescue his wife. At the
foot of a mountain, he came across a hut in which an old woman lived. The man asked the old woman if she knew
the whereabouts of the ogre. The old woman said to him,
“Keep going on a little further up the mountain. You will come to another hut. Ask the old woman who lives
there. She will be able to help you.”
So, he continued on. Just as the woman had said, he came across another hut. He went in and introduced himself to the woman who lived there. He told her of his predicament. Whereupon, the old lady gave him an insam
root\fn{A wild ginseng root that grows in the form of a young child and is believed to have magical properties .} and said to him,
“The giant is extremely strong. You will never be able to defeat him. When you have eaten the insam, go over
and try to lift that rock.”
However, he could hardly move it. So, the old woman gave him another insam root. After he had eaten the second insam root, he was able to lift the rock to his knees. The old woman continued to give the man insam roots
until he was able to lift the rock above his head without any difficulty. It was at this point that the old woman presented him with a long dagger and said,
“Go along this path for a while and you will trip over a stone. Lift up that stone. Underneath it there will be a
hole. That hole will lead you to the giant’s house.”
So, he followed her directions and could find the giant ogre’s cave easily.
At first, when he entered, the cave was narrow. But, the further he went, the wider it became until he found
himself in another world.
He came to a huge mansion outside of which were nine large gates. The man climbed up and hid himself in a
willow tree which stood beside the well near the front gate of the ogre’s house.
After some time had passed, a young girl came to fetch some water from the well. On closer observation, he
realized that it was his own servant. To attract her attention, he began to throw some willow leaves into her water
bucket. Not realizing why the leaves had landed in the bucket, she blamed a sudden gust of wind saying,
“My, how strong the wind is today.”
She emptied her bucket to fill it again. Once again, the man began to throw willow leaves into her bucket, but
once again the servant failed to realize why the leaves had dropped into her bucket and refilled it. On the third
time, she finally looked up into the tree and discovered her master hiding there. Calling him down from the tree,
she said,
“Master, the giant has gone out stealing, so you can come and hide in a storeroom.”
After that she rushed to where his wife was, told her that her husband had come to rescue them, and bade her
to come to where he was hiding. However, his wife showed no desire to see her husband. Instead, she remarked,
“Well would you believe it? Haven’t I made a fine catch today, without even leaving the house.”
The husband was devastated when he heard that his own wife was now prepared to betray him. He waited for
the ogre to return. Soon a frightening pounding noise could be heard. The man asked his servant,
“What is that noise?” The servant answered,
“That is a sign that the giant has come within ten ri of this house.”
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The noise grew louder as the giant came nearer the house. Then the servant told her master,
“That’s a signal that the giant has come within five ri of this house.”
The noise was as loud as thunder when the giant ogre finally reached his home. The man’s wife began to boast
to the ogre about the wonderful catch she had made despite not having left the house. Hearing this, the servant ran
to where her master was hiding and said,
“Please escape as fast as you can!”
But instead, the man came out from hiding and bravely fought the ogre. One by one, he chopped off each of
his nine heads.
Of course, he killed his disloyal wife.
Afterwards, he went and examined the ogre’s storerooms. One he found filled with gold, another with rice, and
in another many people who were only half-alive. With the help of his servant and some hot water, he managed to
revive some of the people whom the giant ogre had left to die.
He gave these people the ogre’s country, and taking great riches with him, he returned to his own world. He
married his servant, and they lived a happy life together.
Of course, on the way back home, he stopped off to repay the old women who had helped him when he was on
his way to fight the giant ogre.
4
There was once a traveler who got completely lost in the mountains. He came upon a house with a light on,
called out, and asked to be allowed to spend the night.
A beautiful, young woman answered his call. She gladly granted him his request. She showed him inside and
gave him supper. She lived alone in that house.
The traveler began to worry about that and in the end couldn’t get to sleep at all. In the middle of the night, he
was frightened by the sound of a sword being sharpened which he could hear coming from the kitchen. He opened
the front door of the house to make it look as if he had run away, but hid behind it.
The beautiful young woman was really a fox. The fox came rushing into the room. When she couldn’t see the
guest anywhere and saw the door thrown open, she ran off carrying the sword into the mountain in search of the
traveler.
Then the traveler came out from behind the door and escaped up the mountain. After a while, he heard the
sound of whistling coming from inside a house. The traveler was delighted and calling out for help, ran inside.
However, the owner of the house said,
“You have caused my mother to suffer!”
He ordered his servants to imprison the traveler. The traveler gave up all hope.
*
Eventually the fox who claimed to be the owner of the house came in carrying a big sword and said that she
was going to kill the traveler. The traveler asked to be given one last wish before dying. He said,
“I am so thirsty, please give me just a jar of water.” The fox agreed, saying,
“Only someone who really likes water could drink that amount.”
The traveler dampened the clay wall with the water. Then he kicked open an escape hole. However, when he
went through the hole, there was a cliff on the other side.
Just when he jumped from the cliff, a tiger happened to be passing underneath. The traveler landed on its back.
The tiger took the traveler back to her cave as food for her cubs. The tiger scratched the traveler’s face with her
claws and left him there for her cubs to drink his blood.
When the tiger left the cave, the traveler stood up quickly and slew the cubs. Then he left the cave and hid up a
tree near the cave’s mouth. Then the fox came with some other foxes and went into the tiger’s cave to recapture
the traveler.
Just then, the tiger returned to her cave only to find all her cubs dead. Seeing the foxes there, she supposed that
they had killed them. A big fight broke out. The tiger killed all the foxes but then the tiger died from exhaustion.
The traveler then came down from the tree and went back to the foxes’ house. He helped himself to the gold
and riches which he found there and carried them back home. Thereafter, he lived a happy life, eating only the
most delicious foods.
265.141 Excerpt from Quiet Odyssey: A Pioneer Korean Woman In America\fn{by Mary Paik Lee (1900-1995)}
Pyongyang, Pyongyang Province, North Korea (F) 20
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1
Korea, a small country attached to the northeast of China, had been independent for centuries before 1882.
From 1882 to 1905 Korea had diplomatic relations with many important nations of the world; the United States
signed a treaty of amity and commerce with Korea in 1882.
In 1904 Japan requested the cooperation of Korea in its war with Russia. Japan asked permission for its
soldiers to pass through the Korean peninsula and made a solemn promise to guarantee Korea’s independence and
to withdraw Japanese soldiers after the war was over. Korea, relying upon the word of Japan, allowed the soldiers
on its territory, thus contributing to the latter’s victory over Russia.
But at the conclusion of the Russo-Japanese War, instead of removing its troops as promised, Japan took
advantage of the situation and started to take over Korea.
The Korean king vigorously opposed Japan’s actions, but since Japan had complete military control of the
situation, Korea found itself trapped in a hopeless situation. The king was virtually a prisoner in his palace with
no authority to do anything.
In 1907 he finally abdicated in favor of his son.
This tragedy began a long history of aggression against Korea and created the unhappy world in which the
Koreans have lived since 1905.
*
My paternal grandfather was a teacher, but he also raised mulberry bushes on his property and sold the leaves
to a nearby silkworm factory. He owned a stall in the village marketplace that sold dried vegetables, mushrooms,
and all kinds of dried sea-weeds.
Grandfather, being a very wise man as well as a scholar, taught Grandmother to read and write, encouraged her
to study his books, and gave her knowledge that was not then available to most women. Grandmother, in turn,
taught her daughter-in-law, my mother, so she had the advantages of a private tutor.
Since paper was a scarce item, Mother scratched the letters with a sharp stick on the earthen floor of her
kitchen. Mother told me that, unlike most mothers-in-law, hers treated her with love and kindness.
Two of the first American Presbyterian missionaries to come to Korea were Dr. Moffett\fn{ Samuel Austin Moffett
(1864-1939)} and Dr. Underwood\fn{Horace Grant Underwood (1859-1916)}; Moffett eventually settled in Pyongyang\fn
{1893-1936}.
My father was one of the Koreans who taught him to speak Korean. Dr. Moffett also learned the written language, translated the Bible into Korean, and built churches and hospitals. Our family had all converted to Christianity before I was born.
Paik Meung Sun, my older brother, was born on November 1, 1897, and I, Paik Kuang Sun, was born on
August 17, 1900. We were both baptized by Dr. Moffett.
*
Grandmother was so impressed and motivated after studying the Bible that she felt the urge to share it with her
friends and neighbors. She spent all of her spare time going from house to house, teaching the women to read and
write so they could study the Bible with her. As her circle widened, she obtained a donkey to help her go beyond
her village.
Then the idea of establishing a girls’ school became her real ambition. She convinced the mothers that their
daughters should also be able to enjoy the knowledge that they themselves were acquiring.
Due to her strong personality, patience, and perseverance, and to Grandfather’s influence in their community—
and in spite of much opposition and criticism from the men—she started the first girls’ school in Pyongyang in a
small thatched hut.
Her life story shows that whenever women get together and work for a good cause, miracles can happen. From
a most humble beginning, Grandmother saw her dream grow, bit by bit. Eventually the thatched hut became a
very large brick building, with hundreds of female students attending. Many years later, I met several women in
Los Angeles who had graduated from her school.
*
Although I do not remember the faces of my paternal grandparents, two experiences remain in my memory.
The first is waiting for my grandfather to come home in the late afternoon. He left home early every morning
before I was awake to attend to his business in the village marketplace. I always sat on the front steps, impatiently
waiting for his return. As soon as he turned the corner a block away, I would run out to meet him. He would pick
me up in his arms, laughing and pretending not to know why I was searching his pockets. He always had yut candy and other surprises for me. I can still hear his laughter and jolly voice. I was told many years later that yut
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candy is made from barley sprouts. It is naturally mildly sweet with no added sugar and is pulled like taffy and cut
into small pieces. It was children’s favorite candy in those days.
The second thing I remember is Grandmother strapping me on her back one morning and saying she wanted
me to see her girls at school. As we entered the room, I looked over her shoulder and saw a large room full of girls
who rose to sing a song, perhaps in greeting to their teacher. Grandmother spoke for several minutes and then
dismissed the class. That is my only remembrance of her, though we received a few pictures and many letters
from her and my uncle through the years we lived in America.
My uncle was the principal of the Pyongyang high school for many years; he was also a minister. His six
daughters grew up to be schoolteachers. My father had also studied for the ministry and was about to be ordained
when suddenly we were forced to leave Korea.
*
My maternal grandparents lived in Yangwu, a village some distance away.
I do not remember them at all. Most people at that time traveled on foot only, so with the exception of very
urgent matters, faraway relatives did not just drop by for visits. The marriage between my mother and father had
been arranged by a paid matchmaker, as was the practice in those days.
My mother’s family were poor farmers; perhaps that is why they did not mind her, their only child, moving so
far away to marry. Later on, my parents joked that her family had arranged the marriage because Father came
from a family of ministers and teachers, so they thought her marrying him would be a step up; little did they
realize that as soon as they came to the United States she would have to work on a farm again. Mother was sixteen
and Father was twenty-two when they married.
*
One afternoon in 1905, as I was waiting on the front steps for Grandfather, I saw two men attired in strangelooking clothes walking towards our house. As they stopped at our gate, I ran into the house to call Grandmother.
She came out to meet them. After a few minutes she returned, looking very serious, and said that we had to move
out right away.
This caused much talk and excitement during the evening meal. It turned out that the two strange men were
Japanese officers, and they wanted everyone to move out so they could use our home to house their soldiers. As
Grandmother told about the Japanese soldiers, my family sat in stunned silence. Although the news was no
surprise to them, it must have felt as though the sky had fallen on us.
Soon friends came over, asking what should be done. The only choice was to leave that night or to stay and
live with the soldiers in our home, which no one wanted to do. I don’t remember any of the details of what happened that night. It was so confusing.
In the next few days, every evening as our family ate dinner they talked about all the disturbing rumors from
other parts of our country. I felt a bit uneasy, but I was too young to realize the significance of these events and
soon forgot about them in play. My family must have made a decision about what to do when the soldiers arrived,
but I didn’t know about it until later.
The family decided to go to Inchon, the nearest large city with a harbor, to see what we could do for a living
there. It took several days and nights of walking with very little rest to reach our destination. We could only bring
our bedding, clothes, and food for the journey.
Father must have carried me on his back, but I must have slept most of the way because I don’t remember anything about the trip. Many of our friends and neighbors came with us. Mother said that God must surely have been
guiding us in the right direction.
*
There happened to be two ships in Inchon harbor, sent by owners of sugar cane plantations in Hawaii to recruit
workers. People were told that if a man signed a contract to work for one year, he and his family would be given
free passage to Hawaii. After that, he would be free to go wherever he wished. His wages were to be fifty cents
per day, working from dawn to dusk.
Father signed on, and that was how we went to Hawaii on the S. S. Siberia, arriving on May 8, 1905.
Before leaving Korea we had a family picture taken. The hour of parting must have been very sad and tearful,
each of them knowing that they would probably never see one another again.
Father was thirty-two, Mother was twenty-six, my brother Meung Sun was eight, and I was five when we left
Korea. Many of our friends left with us.
All I remember about that trip is that Mother never left her berth, and I was also very seasick at first.
After a few days, I felt a bit better and managed to find my way up to a deck where Father’s friends walked
around. They took turns carrying me on their backs and told me it was dangerous for little girls to be walk ing on
deck alone, because it was easy to get swept off by waves when the ship swayed back and forth. When I said that I
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had not eaten for several days, they took me down to the galley where a Chinese cook gave me a wonderfultasting bowl of hot noodles. I felt much better after that and forgot about seasickness.
2
Life Hawaii was not much different from that in Korea because all the people I came in contact with were
Orientals. I don’t remember seeing white people, at least not face to face.
There was a small group of Koreans in Oahu, where we lived, and a small church. Father preached there sometimes when he was not working on the plantations. He must have done hoeing or weeding: since he had not had
any farming experience, he could not do specialized work such as picking.
Mother wanted to work as well, but Father would not allow her to. He said,
“Even if we have to starve, I don’t want you working out in the fields.”
When I asked Father years later if we had eaten bananas in Hawaii, he replied that although a big bunch of
bananas sold for five cents, he could not afford to buy any. Since we had arrived with only the clothes on our
backs and our bedding, we never had enough money left over to buy bananas. We lived in a grass hut, slept on the
ground, and had to start from scratch to get every household item. Fortunately, the weather was warm, so we
didn’t need much clothing, but we never had enough money for a normal way of life.
*
While we were living in Hawaii, Mother didn’t have much housework to do in the grass hut, so she had time to
talk to us about why we were the only ones in our family to have left Korea. She told me that I had begged Grandmother to come with us, but she wouldn’t leave her school.
Grandmother had said that her students were depending on her to teach and guide them. She was certainly a
very remarkable woman, with much courage in the face of danger. It is women like her who get things started in
spite of opposition, and who accomplish what seem like impossibilities. I’m glad she lived to see her dream come
true. She loved all of her students as though they were her own children, and she wouldn’t desert them in their
time of need.
Uncle said the same thing about he young boys in his high school. Also, he had a wife and several children of
his own to care for. Of course, Grandfather would not leave without Grandmother. So only my father had no obligations to anyone except his own wife and two children.
Mother told me there had been a lot of discussion for several days before the final decision was made for my
parents, my brother, and me to leave Korea to find a better life elsewhere. Father was reluctant to leave, but his
parents insisted, saying that his presence would not help them.
They knew what would happen to them in the near future. They were prepared to face great hardship or worse,
but they wanted at least one member of their family to survive and live a better life somewhere else. Such strong,
quiet courage in ordinary people in the face of danger is really something to admire and remember always.
My second brother, Paik Daw Sun, was born on October 6, 1905, in Hawaii.
Father was desperate, always writing to friends in other places, trying to find a better place to live. Finally, he
heard from friends in Riverside, California, who urged him to join them: they said the prospects for the future
were better in America; that a man’s wages were ten to fifteen cents an hour for ten hours of work a day. After his
year in Hawaii was up, Father borrowed enough money from friends to pay for our passage to America on board
the S. S. China.
*
We landed in San Francisco on December 3, 1906. As we walked down the gangplank, a group of young white
men were standing around, waiting to see what kind of creatures were disembarking. We must have been a very
queer-looking group.
They laughed at us and spit in our faces; one man kicked up Mother’s skirt and called us names we couldn’t
understand.
Of course, their actions and attitudes left no doubt about their feelings toward us. I was so upset. I asked Father
why we had come to a place where we were not wanted.
He replied that we deserved what we got because that was the same kind of treatment that Koreans had given
to the first American missionaries in Korea: the children had thrown rocks at them, calling them “white devils”
because of their blue eyes and yellow or red hair.
He explained that anything new and strange causes some fear at first, so ridicule and violence often result.
He said the missionaries just lowered their heads and paid no ttenbon to their tormentors. They showed by their
action and good works that they were just as good as or even better than those who laughed at them. He said that
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is exactly what we must try to do here in America—study hard and learn to show Americans that we are just as
good as they are. That was my first lesson in living, and I have never forgotten it.
Many old friends came with us from Hawaii. Some stayed in San Francisco, others went to Dinuba, near
Fresno, but most headed for Los Angeles. We ourselves went straight to the railroad depot nearby and boarded a
train for Riverside, where friends would be waiting for us. It was our first experience on a train. We were ex cited,
but we felt lost in such a huge country. When we reached Riverside, we found friends from our village in Korea
waiting to greet us.
In those days, Orientals and others were not allowed to live in town with the white people. The Japanese, Chinese, and Mexicans each had their own little settlement outside of town. My first glimpse of what was to be our
camp was rows of one-room shacks, with a few water pumps here and there and little sheds for out houses. We
learned later that the shacks had been constructed for the Chinese men who had built the Southern Pacific Railroad in the 1880s.
*
We had reached Riverside without any plans and with very little money, not knowing what we could do for a
living. After much discussion with friends, it was decided that Mother should cook for about thirty single men
who worked in the citrus groves.
Father did not like her to work, but it seemed to be the only way we could make a living for ourselves. She
would make their breakfast at 5 A.M., pack their lunches, and cook them supper at 7 P.M.
But my parents did not have the cooking utensils we needed, so Father went to the Chinese settlement and told
them of our situation. He could not speak Chinese but he wrote hanmun, the character writing that is the same in
Korean and Chinese. He asked for credit, promising to make regular payments from time to time.
They trusted him and agreed to give us everything we needed to get started: big iron pots and pans, dishes, tin
lunch pails, chopsticks, and so forth. They also gave us rice and groceries.
The Korean men went to the dump yard nearby and found the materials to build a shack large enough for our
dining area. They made one long table and two long benches to seat thirty men. Father made a large stove and
oven with mud and straw, and he found several large wine barrels to hold the water for drinking and cooking. That
was the start of our business.
Mother had long, thick black hair that touched the ground. It became a nuisance in her work, so Father cut it
short, leaving just enough to coil in a bun on the back of her head. It must have caused her much grief to lose her
beautiful hair, but she never complained. We had already lost everything else that meant anything to us.
*
We lived in a small one-room shack built in the 1880s. The passing of time had made the lumber shrink, so the
wind blew through the cracks in the walls. There was no pretense of making it livable—just four walls, one window, and one door—nothing else. We put mud in the cracks to keep the wind out. The water pump served several
shacks. We had to heat our bath water in a bucket over an open fire outside, then pour it into a tin tub inside.
There was no gas or electricity. We used kerosene lamps, and one of my chores was to trim the wicks, clean the
glass tops, and keep the bowls filled with kerosene.
The Chinese men who had lived there in the 1880s must have slept on the floor. Father solved the problem of
where we were going to sleep by building shelves along the four walls of our shack. Then he found some hay to
put on each shelf. He put a blanket over the hay, rolled up some old clothes for a pillow—and that was a bed for a
child. I used a block of wood for my pillow. It became such a habit with me that even to this day I do not like a
soft pillow.
My parents themselves slept on the floor.
*
After our shelter was taken care of, I looked around and found that all our immediate neighbors were old
friends from Korea. Philip Ahn,\fn{ 1905-1978} who became a movie actor many years later, lived across from us.
His father was Mr. Ahn Chang-ho. Mr. Ahn and my father, who had been boyhood friends in Korea, felt like brothers to each other and kept in touch through the years. It was good to see so many familiar faces again, and we
felt happy to be there together.
Every day after school and on weekends, my older brother and I had to pile enough firewood up against the
kitchen shack to last until the next day. Father found some wheels and boards at the dumpyard to make a long
flatbed for carrying the wood, but we had to make several trips each day. An acre of trees grew some distance
from us, where we found plenty of broken branches to gather up.
Meung’s job was to keep the wine barrels filled with water so Mother could do her work. I cleaned the oil
lamps, kept our shack in order, looked after my baby brother, and heated the bath water for the men at 6 P.M. so
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they could bathe before supper. The workers’ bathhouse had just one large tub inside; I heated the water by building a fire under the floor. The men washed themselves with a hose before entering the tub.
Every Saturday Meung and I went to a slaughterhouse some distance away to get the animal organs that the
butchers threw out—pork and beef livers, hearts, kidneys, entrails, tripe—all the things they considered unfit for
human consumption.
We were not alone—Mexican children came there also. They needed those things to survive just as we did.
The butchers stood around laughing at us as we scrambled for the choice pieces. When I told Father I didn’t want
to go there anymore because they were making fun of us, he said we should thank God that they did not know the
value of what they threw out; otherwise, we would go hungry.
*
Meung started school at the Washington Irving School, not far from our settlement. When I was ready to go,
Father asked a friend who spoke a little English—a Mr. Song—to take me.
My first day at school was a very frightening experience. As we entered the schoolyard, several girls formed a
ring around us, singing a song and dancing in a circle. When they stopped, each one came over to me and hit me
in the neck, hurting and frightening me.
They ran away when a tall woman came towards us. Her bright yellow hair and big blue eyes looking down at
me were a fearful sight; it was my first close look at such a person. She was welcoming me to her school, but I
was frightened. When she addressed me, I answered in Korean,
“I don’t understand you.”
I turned around, ran all the way home, and hid in our shack.
Father laughed when he heard about my behavior. He told me there was nothing to be afraid of; now that we
were living here in America, where everything is different from Korea, we would have to learn to get along with
everyone.
The next day when I went to school with my brother, the girls did not dance around us; I guess the teacher
must have told them not to do it. I learned later that the song they sang was:
Ching Chong, Chinaman,
Sitting on a wall.
Along came a white man,
And chopped his head off.

The last line was the signal for each girl to “chop my head off” by giving me a blow on the neck. That must
have been the greeting they gave to all the Oriental kids who came to school the first day.
Because our Korean names were too difficult for them to remember, the children at school always said “Hey
you!” when they wanted our attention. I told Meung that it was too late to change our names, but we should give
American names to our siblings. So we started with Paik Daw Sun, who had been born in Hawaii, by calling him
Ernest. When another brother was born in Riverside on August 8, 1908, we named him Stanford.
Meung was only three years older than I, but he was extremely observant and considerate for his age. He told
me to stop playing around and to notice how much work our mother had to do. He said that to help her, every day
before school he would wash the baby’s diapers, and I was to hang them on the line. After school, before going
for firewood, I was to take them in, fold them, and put them away. Meanwhile he would fill the wine barrels with
water from the pump.
We followed this routine from then on. I was always taking care of the babies, bathing them every night, changing their diapers, and feeding them midnight bottles. He heated their bath water in a bucket outside so I could
give them baths in the tin tub inside our shack.
*
There was one large building for community meetings in Riverside, where religious services were held on
Sundays. We didn’t have a minister, but several persons read the Bible and discussed it. Father preached there
whenever he had time.
An American lady named Mrs. Stewart, who lived in Upland, used to come to our church on Sundays. She was
interested in the Korean people and brought presents for everyone at Christmastime. She gave me the first and
only doll I ever had.
*
Meung and I had a special “gang” consisting of six members about the same age. We ran to school together,
ran home for lunch, back to school, and home again. On the way to school there was a large mulberry bush growing in the front lawn of one house. Whenever we passed, we noticed the big blackberries that had fallen on the
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lawn. They looked so tempting that we just had to stop and see what they tasted like. They were so delicious we
couldn’t stop eating them. After that, every time we passed that house we helped ourselves, but we had an uneasy
feeling about whether it was right or wrong to take the fruit. We childishly de cided that it was all right because the
berries were on the ground and weren’t picked off the bush.
We had a big argument about it one day. When Meung said it was wrong to take something that belonged to
someone else, my girlfriend got so angry she picked up a piece of firewood and hit him on the head. When we
told Father about it, he said that the berries belonged to the owner of the bush, whether they were on the bush or
on the ground.
That settled our arguments. From then on we looked the other way every time we passed that house.
*
An old Chinese peddler used to come to our place once a week with fruits and vegetables on his wagon.
I told Philip Ahn to climb up the front of his wagon and talk to him while I climbed up the back and filled my
apron with small potatoes, lima beans, and corn, which we roasted in hot ashes. It was our first taste of such
vegetables, and they were so good.
But the old man got wise to us after a while, so whenever we approached his wagon, he used the horsewhip on
us.
*
One evening, as I was helping Mother wash the lunch pails the men brought back, I asked her what kind of
work the men were doing. She told me they were picking oranges, which gave me an idea, but I didn’t dare to tell
her about it.
After breakfast the next day, as I passed out the lunch pails, I asked some of the men why they never brought
me an orange. I said I had never seen or tasted one.
That evening as I took in the lunch pails, they felt a bit heavy; when I opened one I saw a beautiful orange for
the first time. I was so excited I told Father about it. He must have talked to the men, because there were only a
few oranges after that. It helped make the work of washing the lunch pails seem less tiring to find a few.
One night some time later, when I took in the lunch pails every single one felt heavy. I got really excited, but to
my surprise, each pail had a rock in it. When I asked why, the men said they were afraid I would scold them if
they didn’t bring something, but there were no more oranges to be picked. Everybody had a good laugh about it.
After the orange season was over, the men picked lemons and grapefruit.
In the fall there was work in the walnut groves. The men would shake the walnuts from the trees with long
poles, then the women and children would gather them up in sacks, take them to a clearing, and peel off the outer
shells.\fn{Hulls} They got paid by the sack for their labor.
Between the walnut harvest and the time to prune the orange trees, the men got a short rest. When there was no
work in the citrus groves, Father worked at the Riverside Cement Company on the edge of town.
*
Two incidents happened in Riverside that will always remain in my memory.
The first was when I told Father I needed a coat to wear to school. He said that he would see what he could do
about it.
He rode to town on his bicycle to buy some material, and he made a coat for me. Since we did not have a
sewing machine, he had to sew it by hand one evening.
It was a beautiful red coat; I was so happy to wear it. All the girls at school wanted to know where I had purchased it. They couldn’t believe my father had made it himself.
When I asked Mother how Father could do such a wonderful thing, she smiled and said that, among other
things, Father had been an expert tailor in Korea. He had studied to be a minister and had taught the Korean
language to missionaries, but tailoring was how he made a living.
My second memory is equally wondrous. One evening Father woke us up in the middle of the night and said a
wonderful thing was happening in the sky.
Looking out the window, we saw a big star with a very long sparkling tail that seemed to stretch across the
whole sky. The tail was full of small sparkling stars. It was a spectacular, awesome sight, a bit frightening to us
children. We didn’t understand what was going on and couldn’t sleep the rest of the night, wondering what it
meant and if everything would be all right the next day.\fn{ Apparently this was Halley’s Comet, which appeared in 1910}
3
We lived in Riverside for four or five years, but Father became concerned about Mother’s health—the work of
cooking for thirty men was too much for her. She was a small woman, only four feet eleven inches tall, and she
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was expecting another baby. So we paid off the Chinese merchants who had helped us get started, paid all our
debts to friends, and moved to Claremont, not too far away.
It was a quiet college town with many school buildings. We moved into a duplex building, where an old friend,
Martha Kim, was living with her parents. It was across the street from the railroad station and a huge citruspacking house.
Those were the days before frozen fruit juices, so after the choice fruit was packed, the culls were piled up in
boxes back of the buildings to be taken to the dump once a week. Because of this, we were fortunate that we
could enjoy all the discarded fruit.
*
Our move to Claremont turned out to be our first experience with the American way of living. The new house
seemed huge after our little shack. It had several rooms with beds, chairs, and other furniture. The kitchen had a
gas stove, electric lights, and a sink with faucets for cold and hot water. But all that was as nothing compared with
what we found in the bathroom. There was a big white tub with faucets at one end—I couldn’t believe it was the
place for taking our baths.
And the biggest surprise of all was the toilet. Father flushed it to show us how it operated. He must have seen
these wonders before somewhere, because he wasn’t surprised at anything. For the first time, I felt glad that we
had come to America.
Father found a job as a janitor in the nearby apartment buildings. He told Meung and me to ask the tenants if
we could do their laundry, and also to ask our schoolteachers the same thing.
On foot, Meung had to pick up the dirty laundry in a big basket and return it later. I helped with the laundry
before and after school and with the ironing at night.
In Claremont we had our first experience with an electric iron. Before this we had heated the old “sad irons,”
as they were called in those days, on the wood stove. It was such a relief to use the electric iron. No more going
back and forth to the wood stove for a hot iron. No more kerosene lamps, hunting for firewood, and outhouses.
Life was getting better.
Every Saturday Father bought a beef roast, and every Sunday we had pot roast with mashed potatoes and
bread. This was our introduction to American food, and it tasted wonderful.
A small group of Koreans lived in Claremont. They came together to worship on Sundays in an old building.
There was no minister, so Father preached there several times. Arthur was born in Claremont on December 2,
1910. The memory of our short stay there is a pleasant one.
Unfortunately Father’s wages were so low in Claremont that it was difficult to make a living. So, a year later,
we moved to Colusa in northern California, hoping to find work there.
*
It turned out we had made a disastrous move.
Father could not find any kind of work. There was a depression in 1911, and the situation was so bad the Salvation Army offered a bowl of soup and a piece of bread to each hungry person in town. But when I asked if we
could go and get some, Father said no.
He didn’t want us to be humiliated by asking for help.
The feeling towards Orientals in southern California had not been friendly, but we had been tolerated. In the
northern part of the state, we found the situation to be much worse. Although we found a house on the outskirts of
town, the townspeople’s attitude towards us was chilling.
Father told Meung and me to ask our schoolteachers for their laundry. Once again, Meung had to fetch and deliver, carrying a basket on foot. Since we lived on the outskirts of town, it was a hard job for him, but he never
complained.
But because of the negative feeling towards Orientals in Colusa, we never got enough clothes to launder, and
we could not earn enough money to meet our needs.
After paying the rent, light, water, and other bills, we had very little left over for food. Mother would tell me to
buy a five-pound sack of flour, a small can of baking powder, salt, and two cans of Carnation milk for the baby.
The two cans of milk had to last for one week: it was diluted with so much water, it didn’t look like anything
nourishing.
Mother made tiny biscuits each morning and served one biscuit and a tin cup of water to each of us three times
a day.
During the time we lived in Colusa, we had no rice, meat, or anything besides biscuits to eat. Nonetheless,
when we sat down to eat, Father would pray, thanking God for all our blessings. This used to irritate me. At the
age of eleven years, I couldn’t think of anything to be thankful for. Once he was sitting out on the porch smoking
after dinner, and I asked him what we had to be so thankful for. He said,
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“Don’t you remember why we came here?”
I had forgotten that the fate of our family in Korea was much worse than ours.
Nevertheless, my stomach ached for lack of food, and I had severe cramps. One evening the pain was so bad I
got up to fill myself with water, which helped somewhat. As I neared the kitchen, I saw Father and Mother sitting
across from each other at the table holding hands, with tears flowing down their faces.
I realized then how much agony they were suffering, and that my own feelings were as nothing compared with
theirs. I had been so absorbed in myself that the thought of my parents’ suffering had never entered my mind.
Seeing them that way made me realize how ignorant I was.
It awakened me to the realities of life.
*
I thought maybe I could get work cleaning someone’s home to help out. Since my schoolteacher was the only
one I could talk to, I asked her if she knew where I could get housework. She said that the principal lived in a big
house, that his wife might need someone to help her. So I went to the principal and asked if his wife needed
someone to do the cleaning in his home. He said that he would find out and let me know.
The next day I went to his office and found out that his wife was willing to try me.
She said I should work before and after school, and all day Saturdays and Sundays. The wages were to be one
dollar a week. In my ignorance, that sounded good to me. I asked where he lived and walked past it on my way
home. It was a big, beautiful house, quite far from ours, with a large lawn in front and colorful flowers all around.
When I told Father about it, he shook his head and didn’t say a word. As if he didn’t know it, I said that one
dollar would buy twenty loaves of bread, and that it would help feed the younger children who were hungry.
Bread cost five cents a loaf then. He said it was too much work for me, but I could try it. Father left the room and
went outside to smoke his pipe.
Many years later, he told me he had felt humiliated to hear his eleven-year-old daughter tell him that her onedollar-aweek wages were needed to feed the family. I was too young and ignorant to know how my words had
hurt him.
I was totally ignorant of what my employers expected of me, but I was stubborn enough to make the attempt.
My secret reason for wanting this job was that I was hoping to get something more than a tiny biscuit and water to
eat, but my punishment came in an unexpected way.
Before I left home in the morning, Father gave me advice about how I was to behave in my first American
home. He showed me how to set a table with napkins, and so forth. He said I should eat in the kitchen, never with
the family.
I left home at 6 A.M., reached the principal’s house before 7 A.M., and was surprised to see his wife. She
looked like the pictures of the fat lady in the circus—a huge woman. I also met her son, who was about twenty
years old. I helped the woman prepare breakfast and I set the table. Before they sat down to eat, she gave me a
cup of black coffee with no sugar, milk, or cream, and she took the trouble to slice a piece of bread so thin that,
when I held it up to the light of the window, I could see the outline of the tree outside. That was about the same
amount of food I would have had at home. I had to laugh at myself.
After the family finished eating, I cleared the table, washed the dishes, and cleaned up in the kitchen. Then I
had to walk to school while the principal drove in his car. His son had a car also. Very few people in town owned
cars, so two cars in one home was certainly unusual.
*
When I told Father about it, he said that it was surprising, considering the low salaries of teachers. About
fifteen years later, as I was passing a newsstand, I saw the principal’s name in the headline of a paper. I stopped to
read it. The article stated that Mr. So-and-So had been arrested for embezzling school funds. This had apparently
been going on for years. No wonder he had a big, beautiful home and two cars in the family.
*
After school I went back to the principal’s house, helped his wife prepare dinner, and set the table. Then I
cleaned the other rooms while dinner was being prepared. She gave me a piece of bread and a few spoons of this
and that for my meal.
When I cleared the table, she put all the leftovers in dishes, covered them tightly, and put them in the ice box. I
guess she was afraid I would eat their food. After washing the dishes and cleaning up the kitchen, I was told I
could leave.
On Saturdays, I had to wash all the sheets, pillowcases, towels, and clothes in a big washtub, scrubbing them
on a washboard in the backyard, rinsing them, hanging them on a line to dry, and taking them into the house after
they were dry. There were no washing machines in those days. Everything had to be done by hand.
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On Sunday mornings, I sprinkled all the clothes that needed ironing and ironed all day. By nightfall, I was so
tired I could hardly walk home. I had to admit to myself that the work was too much for me.
*
Finally, summer vacation came. Father said that he was going to Dinuba, near Fresno, to work in the fruit orchards there to try to make some money. Thus, I should stay home and help Mother while he was away.
I was really glad to have an excuse to quit my job. After that, I learned to listen to my elders and not to be such
a stubborn fool over things I knew nothing about.
*
One day we heard music outside the house. Looking out the window, we saw a small truck painted in bright
colors with a big picture of an ice cream cone filled with white ice cream. All my younger brothers had their faces
pressed against the window, wondering what the truck was. We had never tasted ice cream.
Seeing so many children, the man thought that surely someone would come out to buy from him. After waiting
several minutes, he gave up and left. The children looked around at Father with questions in their eyes, not daring
to say a word.
That must have been an agonizing moment for my parents. I looked at their sad, desperate faces and felt sorry
for them.
Father asked all of us to come into the kitchen and sit down at the table. He took out all the money he had and
said that we were not earning enough money to buy everything we wanted, and that we had to pay for several
things before we could even buy food to eat. Picking up a few coins, he said,
“We have to save this much every week in order to pay the rent for this house, otherwise the owner will not let
us live here. Then we have to pay so much for the electric lights, gas for the stove, water, and laundering supplies.
That is why we cannot buy enough food to eat three times a day. There is nothing left for such things as ice cream
cones.”
It was a lesson in economics that even a five-year-old child could understand. There were five chil dren in the
family then, and ice cream cones cost five cents apiece. Twenty-five cents was a lot of money when one did not
have it.
From then on, the children never looked out the window when the music sounded, and the ice cream man
never stopped at our house. The children never asked for anything after that.
When Father left for Dinuba, Mother, Meung, and I tried to keep going as usual, but we could not do any
better. We still had just one biscuit with a cup of water three times a day.
Father came back from Dinuba in September, looking so sick and tired it was pitiful. We were shocked at his
appearance and wished he had not left home. After paying for his room, board, and the train fare home, there was
little left over, but he said he had just enough for us to move out of Colusa.
4
While Father was working in Dinuba, he met a friend, a Mr. Kim, who was looking for someone to help him
on a farm that raised potatoes. They made plans to grow Burbank potatoes on Roberts Island, a big island in the
Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta.
So in 1912 we took the train to Stockton, where we boarded a small motor boat and traveled for several hours
to Roberts Island.
We didn’t have much to take with us, only our bedding and a few kitchen utensils and clothes. It was a relief to
leave Colusa, even though we didn’t know where we were going. But, as Mother always said, God was surely
leading us to the right place.
Moving to Roberts Island saved our lives and prevented our starving to death.
The motorboat ride was exciting. We saw many trees but very few houses along the banks of the river. After
several hours, the boat stopped, and the crew put up a plank of wood so we could land. As I walked up the plank, I
looked at a branch on a nearby tree and saw a green snake staring at me. That was our welcome to the farm, an
indication of things to come.
We had never seen a vegetable farm before. It looked like a heavenly paradise to us. Fish jumped up and down
in the river, and the banks were full of various vegetables growing wild from seeds scattered by former farmers.
We had plenty to eat and to be really thankful for.
The farmhouse was an ancient, wooden two-story building, barely standing. There was also a big old barn with
some hay in it, a few chickens, rats, and numerous snakes.
All of a sudden we were in a new world. We felt alive and eager to see everything. The younger children ran
towards the barn, but they stopped suddenly. They just stood there, looking in. I wondered why and went to see
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for myself. Their noisy approach had startled the creatures living there: rats and snakes of all sizes and kinds were
running around trying to avoid one another in their haste to leave the barn.
It was our first look at such wildlife. The sight fascinated as well as frightened us. We backed off to join our
parents, who were more interested in the old house. They were trying to figure out how to arrange things to make
it comfortable for everyone.
Father told us children that Mr. Kim would arrive in a day or two with twenty single men to work on the farm
and all the groceries we needed for cooking. The kitchen and dining areas took about two-thirds of the ground
floor of the house; the rest of the space became our bedroom. We were back to using kerosene lamps, a water
pump outside, and outhouses, but the house was about twice the size of our old shack in Riverside.
We were so hungry that we pulled up the vegetables growing on the banks, washed them at the pump, then
cooked and ate everything. It felt good to have something solid to chew on.
Father found some white butcher string and some old fish-hooks. He said he would show us how to catch fish.
He cut a long, slim branch from the willow tree, tied the string to the branch’s tip, and tied the hook to the other
end of the string. Then he dug up enough worms to fill a coffee can and put one of the worms on the hook. An old
rowboat belonging to the farm was tied with a long rope to a tree. He told us to sit in the boat and to let the worm
fall into the river. In a few seconds there was a pull on the line. We saw a big gray-black catfish coming up at the
end of the string. It was our first sight of a live fish—a very exciting moment. Father told Meung to take the fish
off the hook and to put another worm on it.
A large gray cat living on the farm jumped into the rowboat and sat on the back seat as we were fishing. When
Meung pulled up his fish, the cat stood up, trying to grab it. Meung took the fish off the hook and put it in an old
bucket that was in the boat.
The cat tried to eat it. It must have been very hungry, because although there were plenty of rats around, they
were so big and strong the cat was afraid of them and never went near the barn. When Meung took the fish out of
the bucket and gave it to the cat, she ate it right away.
The river seemed to be crowded with fish that kept jumping up as though looking for something to eat. I didn’t
want to put my hand in a can full of worms, so Father made some dough with flour and water. He told me to make
a small ball like a marble with it and press it over the hook. The fish didn’t seem to care what they ate: they liked
my bait just as well as the worms. It didn’t take long to catch enough for our supper.
Father made an open fire, put a piece of chicken wire over it, and cooked the fish for dinner. We also had
lettuce, celery, and carrots that grew along the river banks. What a wonderful experience after our ordeal in
Colusa! We all felt happy again.
*
Though vegetables grew wild on the property, the only trees in the area were the willow trees growing along
the river banks, which were too green to use for firewood. Father said he would have to buy wood by the cord.
Whenever we ordered wood, a loaded barge came by and threw the logs on the river bank. Then we had to pile
them up outside the kitchen door.
Father solved the problem of our beds just as he had in Riverside. He built shelves along the walls, gathered
hay from the barn, put blankets over the hay, rolled up some old clothes for pillows—and those became the
children’s beds.
Our parents slept on the floor.
We used a big old tin tub on the property for our bathtub. We had to heat the water in a bucket on a fire outside
the house. We never had toothbrushes or toothpaste—just a spoonful of salt and our forefinger for a brush.
Perhaps because we didn’t have sugar in the house, no one ever had toothaches or any other dental problems.
There was no furniture in the house. Upstairs, where the men were going to sleep, there were no beds. Father
said twenty men would have just enough room to sleep on the floor with their blankets. After all the excitement of
the day, the little children were tired, so we heated the water for their baths and prepared for bed.
As I stretched my legs on my shelf bed, I felt a cold, rough object against my toes. I threw back the blanket and
saw a red snake coiled up. It was as surprised as I was and slithered off outside. After that, we always pounded
our beds with a long stick before jumping in.
Then I woke up one night feeling a sharp pain on my nose and found myself staring at two black, beady eyes. I
screamed. Father came running to see what was wrong. A big rat about the size of a baby kitten had tried to eat
my nose. No wonder the cat was afraid of the rats.
The morning after we arrived, Meung and I got up early and caught enough catfish for our breakfast. Then we
looked into the problem of cooking for twenty men. The house evidently had been occupied by Chinese before we
came. There were big cast-iron pots, pans, and a Chinese-style wok—all the heavy equipment they had not
82

wanted to take with them. It was our good fortune to find almost everything we needed to get started. Mr. Kim
and his friends arrived that afternoon with the supplies we needed for cooking— rice, soy sauce, and so forth.
*
Suddenly there was a crowd. We had so much to do! Everyone helped. We filled all the huge wine barrels with
water from the pump so the red clay from the river could settle before we drank it or cooked with it. Some men
went fishing so there would be enough to eat for several days; others helped clean up everything around the house
and barn and chased all the rats and snakes away; yet others cleaned the out house. There were a few chickens, so
the men made a place for them to lay their eggs; but we had to watch them and get their eggs before the snakes
did.
After a while, the big rats and snakes stayed away. Maybe they came back at night, but we seldom saw them
during the day.
Some men started a garden, planting corn, cucumbers, Chinese cabbage, and watermelons. To ensure a regular
supply of fish, Father made a fish trap with a bushel basket. He put chicken wire around it, made an opening on
top, then tied a rope around it and attached it to a tree. He put several fish heads and scraps in the basket, stood in
the rowboat, and threw it into the river. I always got up early to pull it out, curious to see what had been caught
during the night.
There were several other kinds of fish besides catfish, small crabs, and lobsters. On weekends, some of the
men took the rowboat somewhere to dig clams. Once, Meung caught a striped bass about a foot long. It tasted
better than catfish, but that species rarely came our way.
At harvest time, when more men were needed, the extra help stayed in tents. I remember one man had a guitar;
it was the first time we ever had seen such a thing. Father sometimes hired twenty or so Sikhs to help us with the
harvest. They would sit around a large pot of melted butter and garlic, dipping into it with tortillas made of flour
and water.
The children had the job of weeding and irrigating plants in the garden.
Mother and I were relieved to find that she would not have to pack lunches for the men. The field was close by,
so they could come home for lunch. Plenty of good food helped all of us to recover our strength, and there was
much to be thankful for.
*
Meung and I went to school on the other side of Roberts Island. One teacher taught all eight grades, and the
whole school had only about thirty children. The teacher came to school on horseback. She looked very young,
about eighteen or twenty years old. We noticed that the boys and some of the girls were barefoot, so we asked
Father if we could go barefoot, too. We said our shoes were getting worn out. He told us it was all right if the
others were also barefoot. The soft soil on the island, known as peat, didn’t have rocks or anything in it to hurt our
feet. It felt so good to walk without shoes.
*
One evening Father woke us up in the middle of the night and told us to hurry, put on our clothes, and come to
the river bank. He wanted us to see something wonderful that happened only once a year, in June.
We rushed up the bank and looked down at a mass of shining silver glittering in the moonlight. At first we
were so startled we couldn’t tell what we were looking at. A solid silvery mass completely covered the water. Our
cat, who was with us, of course, seemed to know what it was. She went berserk at the sight. She ran down the
bank, jumped on top of the silvery mass, and ran back and forth over to the little island in the middle of the river.
Then we could see that a mass of very large fish were so jammed together that the water was hidden from
view. Father said they were shad coming from the ocean to spawn in the river. He had brought a long pole with a
chicken-wire basket that looked like a huge soup ladle tied to one end. The pressure of the fish had pushed our
rowboat halfway up the bank. Father stood at the end of the boat and forced the pole into the water. He brought up
several huge white fish and dropped them in the boat. He told us to go get some men to help us. He had evidently
prepared everything for this occasion.
The men laid the fish on a long board, rubbed off their scales and took out the roe, which was large and long.
Then they filleted the fish and cut them into pieces about three inches wide. The roe and fish were carefully laid in
wine barrels, where Mother salted them. This went on all night until several barrels were filled.
The salted roe is a favorite Korean delicacy, served with a special hot sauce. Before cooking, the fillets are
soaked in water to reduce the salt content. Then they are drained dry and cooked over an open fire. They are very
delicious, and we enjoyed them all that year on Roberts Island.
*
One day Ernest, who was six years old, became ill and refused to eat for several days. I knew he would not tell
Mother what he wanted, so I asked him when no one else was in the room. He said he would like some canned
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peaches, which surprised me because we had never eaten such a thing. Mother gave me some money when I told
her his desire; she sent me with Meung to a small store on the other side of the island. It took us a long time to
find the store, asking people along the way how to get there.
We bought a can of peaches and started for home. On the way back, we came to an irrigation ditch with just a
narrow board across it. As we crossed, Meung dropped the can of peaches. We were scared stiff. The water was
about six feet deep, and neither one of us could swim. We just stood there frozen with fear, staring at the can of
peaches on the bottom of the ditch.
Meung was fifteen years old then, but he acted like a man. He jumped into the water, grabbed the can of
peaches, and struggled to the side, where I helped pull him out. We both gave a big sigh of relief and rested for a
while. We did not dare say a word about what had happened, and we were relieved when Mother did not ask why
we were so late or why Meung was all wet. She just said she had been worried and left it at that.
Ernest was surprised and happy, and he ate the peaches. Maybe that was the medicine he needed, because he
felt better the next day and got out of bed.
Another member of our family arrived about then. Ralph was born on Roberts Island on February 16, 1913.
*
Our potato plants that year were big and healthy looking. Instead of men digging them up with pitchforks, as
they used to do, we now had a machine to make the work easier. As the horses pulled the machine, the plants were
uprooted. All the potatoes were exposed, so it was easy to pick them up and put them into sacks.
Almost as many snakes as potatoes came out of the ground. They were nonpoisonous, but we were afraid of
them anyway. The men had to work longer hours at harvest time, so they needed a “snack” between meals.
Mother made yeast doughnuts, which Meung and I took out to them with wine.
We had had a big harvest and were expecting a good profit from it, but Mr. Kim took a barge load to Stockton
one morning and returned a week later with a sad story.
He said the market price had dropped to ten cents for a hundred-pound sack of potatoes. He had not found
even one buyer and had had to dump the load in the river.
The depression that had caused us to move from Colusa was still in full force. We were so isolated from the
rest of the world, we didn’t know what was happening outside. No one came to Roberts Island and none of us
went outside.
Father had never farmed before, so he didn’t know about watching the wholesale market prices. It was a heartbreaking situation. Everyone had worked so hard all year, only to find that no one wanted to buy our crop. We
learned that just raising a good crop did not mean success.
Father became desperate. He wrote to friends everywhere, trying to find another place where we could make a
living. We were sorry to see the men leave; we had all become good friends.
A letter soon came from Mr. Byung Joon-lee, who was working for a quicksilver mining company in Idria, San
Benito County, California. He said to come quickly, that a few jobs were available.
Once again we had nothing to take with us, only our few clothes and blankets. The kitchen things did not
belong to us, and we could not take the food. We left them so that whoever should come after us would find
everything with which to start farming.
5
We were told that there were only a few quicksilver mines in the United States, the largest of which was in
Idria.
On the way to Idria, we had to stop in Sacramento, because Mother became very ill. We stayed at a boardinghouse owned by a Mr. and Mrs. Lee, where another brother, Young Sun, was born February 26, 1914. Mother was
so weary and ill she almost died that night giving birth.
Young Sun, also named (but never called) Lawrence, was born more dead than alive, a blue baby. Father and I
had to place him in hot and cold water alternately and massage him vigorously. It took a long time to get his
circulation going.
After a day or two of rest, we continued to Tres Piños, a very small village some distance south of San Jose, to
catch a wagon to Idria. It was a big haywagon with benches on both sides, hitched to four large horses, which took
us up the mountains. It took half a day to reach the place.
We crossed several creeks and stopped to move big rocks that had rolled down the road from the mountain.
The scenery was beautiful—tall pine trees and hilly country—with very few houses along the way. Every time we
moved, we came to a different kind of world.
This was the best so far. The pine trees smelled good, and the cool air made us feel refreshed.
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Mr. Lee had found an old house for us. It had four small rooms, and a shack in the back served as a kitchen and
dining area. There was a big oven in the shack and a picnic-style board table with benches on both sides. The
house had a small wood stove for heat.
The mines, the company buildings, the hotel, the store, the houses of a few Caucasian families, and the boardinghouse for Caucasian workers all had electricity, but there was no electricity in the shacks for the rest of the
workers—mainly Mexicans, with a few Koreans.
We were back to our old way of living, but we felt happy to be in such a beautiful, wild country.
Meung and I had to hunt for firewood again. There was a water pump outside the house, and the outhouse was
halfway down the hill.
Mr. Lee took Father to the company office and asked if he could work there. He was accepted and was given a
card to record the supplies from the company store which we bought on credit. Father bought kerosene lamps, a
sack of rice—and a big ham.
It was the first time we children had ever seen such a luxury. The ham tasted wonderful, and we enjoyed it very
much for several weeks.
Father got a basket and took us up in the hills to see what could be picked for food; he showed us what was
good and what to avoid. In a shallow stream, we saw crayfish, which hurried to get under the rocks when they
heard us coming, and soft green watercress, which grew on top of the water. All kinds of wild vegetables grew
there. They had a light green color. The celery had thin stalks and smelled a bit like the celery we buy in the stores
now. The lettuce looked like romaine, the same shape and size, but was soft green in color, with thin and very
tender leaves. Little cucumbers on vines climbed on the tall bushes nearby. Also, gooseberries and blackberries
took the place of other fruits that did not grow in that location.
Nature had provided a great wild vegetable market for all the poor people living there. As we sat around the
table for our supper that evening, Father thanked God for leading us to this place.
The short stay on Roberts Island had been a wonderful experience for us children. We learned a lot about all
the wild creatures who share this world with us. This new place, Idria, was yet another exciting experience—an
interesting new way of life.
*
Around the house of every Mexican family in Idria were two or three burros, one or two pigs, and some
chickens.
We found that burros were a necessity of life in those mountains. They were the only means of getting around
because of the numerous rattlesnakes. We needed two of them to bring the firewood down from the mountains, so
Father and I went to a neighbor who had several and asked if we could buy two. He brought the burros out to us
and told them in Spanish that this man was to be their new owner, that they should go with him and should stay at
his house and not come back.
The burros just blinked their eyes and stood waiting while Father paid for them. The owner patted their backs
and told them to go with us.
I asked if we should tie them up. He said that was not necessary, that they knew what to do. Also, he said there
was no need to feed them, that they would go up the mountains at night to feed on the grass there. I didn’t believe
him but waited to see what would happen.
The burros followed us home. All my brothers were so excited and happy to see them. They brought water for
them to drink and played with them all day. I thought the burros would run away at night and not come back, but
the next morning I looked out the window and there they were, standing meekly by the kitchen shack. It was a
wonderful surprise to see them there.
Meung and I took the burros up the mountains to look for firewood. There was plenty everywhere. We had to
chop the wood into shorter lengths so we could pack bundles on both sides of the burros. We first put down a
layer of sacks to protect the burros’ bodies; then we tied the bundles of firewood tightly. The burros knelt down to
let us tie the bundles with ropes around their bodies, but they would not get up when ordered.
We were told this might happen, so we just left them there and returned home. They came home later when
they felt like it. They must have received harsh treatment from others and expected the same from us. They were
showing their feelings in the only way they knew.
When they got home, we took off the loads, and the boys brought water for them and petted them. They
seemed to enjoy the attention and love shown to them.
After this happened a few times, they decided not to be so stubborn. They stood up after the loads were tied
and walked home with us. It was a joy to have such cooperation from them. On weekends we made as many trips
as possible to gather wood. We had to pile up a lot of wood by August, because our neighbors had told us that the
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winter might bring snow storms and that sometimes it might be impossible to get wood. We made a shelter for the
woodpile so it would not be covered with snow or get soaked with rain.
*
Father worked in the furnace area of the mining company, stirring the rocks so they would burn evenly. He had
to wear a piece of cloth over his nose so he would not breathe the poisonous fumes whenever the lid was opened.
It was a hard, nasty job that few men wanted to do, even though the pay was five dollars a day, an unheard of
amount in those times. But Father was desperate and felt compelled to take it.
The fumes from the furnace were poisonous not only to humans but to plant life as well. Nothing grew where
the fumes went. Because quicksilver was used to make explosives, soldiers guarded the entrance to the mines.
When the quicksilver was being shipped out, several soldiers accompanied the cargo to its destination. No one
was allowed to walk around the mining areas or furnaces.
*
One day Mother asked me to see if the store had fresh meat to sell. The clerk said meat was sold at the back. A
big hole had been made in the side of a hill and boarded up, just big enough to hang one side of beef and one of
pork. An electric bulb was hanging in the back. It was a spooky place; I had to chase a snake away from the
entrance. The so-called butcher asked how large a piece I wanted. I told him I wanted a small piece about the size
of my fist. He just cut off a section from the side of beef, put it on a piece of paper and gave it to me. I told him to
put it on my father’s account.
*
When we were fairly settled, we looked around for the schoolhouse. It was on top of a low hill not far from our
place. Meung and I discovered it was another one-room schoolhouse with a teacher who taught all eight grades.
We registered and started going to school the next day. There were about thirty Mexican children at that school,
mostly little ones, though some were big boys who looked about twelve to sixteen years old. They had never been
to school before and spoke very little English.
They were so noisy the teacher had a hard time. She didn’t have time for Meung and me. She was forced to tell
the boys to go home, but they couldn’t understand what she said. I had picked up a few words of Spanish, so I told
them what she had said.
They were so startled to hear me speak Spanish that they got up and left. After that, the rest of us could learn
our lessons.
There was a wood stove in the middle of the schoolroom. The teacher built a fire at noon and heated
something in a small pot which smelled so good I asked her what it was. She said it was a can of Campbell’s soup
that she had bought at the store.
That was my first introduction to Campbell’s soups. I told Mother about the soup, and she bought one can at
the store. She said it was good but that we couldn’t afford to buy enough for the whole family.
*
I noticed that there was no one to sweep out the schoolroom, so I went to the company office and talked to the
supervisor. He was a kindly man who listened to my story. I told him that I wanted to earn enough money to buy
my books when I got to high school. He decided to hire me. My job was to clean the blackboards, sweep out the
room, chop the wood for the stove, keep the outhouse clean, and ring the school bell at 8:30 A.M. so the children
would know it was time for school.
He would pay me twenty-five cents a day.
I had also been helping in the boardinghouse kitchen every evening. A couple there cooked and served about
forty men every day. The wife paid me twenty-five cents every night and gave me leftover roast meat and rolls,
which my family enjoyed.
One evening while we were all busy in the kitchen, the couple started to argue about something. The wife said
something that made her husband so angry he picked up a small can of lard and threw it at her. She screamed and
fell to the floor.
I was so frightened, I dropped everything and ran home.
Father told me not to go there anymore. Instead, he wanted me to do something for him. He told me to look for
two stones of a certain size and thickness. He said he wanted to make a millstone to grind beans, so we could
make our kind of food to eat. There were lots of big boulders around, but very few small ones of the size he wanted. It took me several days to find the right kind.
When I did, I loaded them on the burros and brought them home. Every day after work, Father would chip
away at the stones with a hammer and chisel. He made a beautiful two-piece mill. The top stone had a small
oblong hole on one side and a handle inserted on the other side. On its bottom was a small hole, exactly in the
middle. The bottom stone had a metal bolt, which fitted into the hole of the top stone. When the two stones were
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put together and the beans were put into the hole, the upper stone was turned around. It ground the beans into
powder—a very ingenious machine. It must have been invented by someone like my father in the ancient days.
He was always thinking up ways to improve our living conditions, always making things out of materials other
people had discarded. We never had much, but he always tried to make our lives as comfortable as possible—even
though harsh circumstances made that difficult most of the time.
*
Life in Idria was exciting; we had something new to learn every day. In the fall, when the cones on the pine
trees were large and ripe, the boys climbed up with hatchets and cut them down. They buried them in hot ashes.
The cones opened up in the heat, exposing the big nuts. They tasted better than peanuts and were very delicious.
Then the bright red holly berries and small trees made everything look like Christmas. We cut lots of berries
and pine tree branches to decorate the schoolroom and make it smell good. Meung cut a small tree for our house,
and I went to the company store and bought bright tinsel and decorations for the tree with the money I had earned
as a janitor. What a difference from our last Christmas in Colusa!
About two weeks after Christmas, Meung and I walked through the alleys in town to select the best tree that
had been put out for the trash man. We picked out one that had some tinsel on it. We took it home and decorated it
with strips of colored crepe paper. Our little brothers were happy to see it.
Our parents never said a word; they just looked at us with sad faces. I was too young at that time to realize how
they must have felt to see such a pitiful sight. On Roberts Island we had decorated a tall bush outside our house
and had pretended it was a Christmas tree. The little children were happy with anything we did to pretend it was a
special occasion.
*
In Idria the snowfall was heavy that winter. We couldn’t open the front door and had to crawl out the window
to shovel the snow away from the door.
In the spring, after the snow had melted away, the sun brought all the beautiful flowers to life. The moun tains
were covered with different flowers and were full of color. It was a wonderful sight. Their fragrance filled the air.
Every weekend people from San Francisco, Berkeley, and San Jose drove up to enjoy the scenery and to get some
flowers. All the children came out to pick flowers, which we sold for twenty-five cents a bunch.
We used to look forward to making a little money. The people were afraid to get out of their cars because of
the numerous snakes, especially the rattlesnakes. But somehow, none of the children ever got bitten, perhaps because we always made enough noise to scare the snakes away.
We saw tarantulas for the first time in Idria—giant spiders with big, round, black velvety bodies about two
inches in diameter, eight long hairy legs, and piercing eyes. They are scary but very fascinating creatures. They
dig holes in the ground and camouflage the openings so cleverly that it’s easy to pass by and not see them. We
were told that their bite is poisonous, so we always carried a long stick with a sharp point. Whenever they heard
any sound approaching their hole, they would lift the cover a bit and peek out. We just stood and watched them.
There were also ugly little horned toads in the mountains which were born fighters. The Mexican boys would
put two together in a box. The toads would squirt blood from their eyes and tear at each other until one was dead.
That was about the only amusement the boys had; they bet on their favorites and had as much fun as watching a
cockfight.
*
One hot July afternoon as I was walking in the hills, I noticed a strong, peculiar odor that was very unpleasant.
It seemed to get stronger as I climbed higher. I found a big pile of rocks with an opening in the middle, and when
I climbed up and looked down the opening I saw a curious, frightening event in progress. A huge gathering of
snakes was entwined and entangled, just moving around in one huge mass. A heavy silence in the air made me
shiver, so I quickly walked away.
I asked the teacher if there were large wild animals in the higher mountains. She said that mountain lions and
red foxes had been seen, but the Mexican men did not go hunting because they did not have hunting rifles.
Whenever it rained on a school day, all the mothers of the Mexican children in school got together and made
big tamales with everything good stuffed in them. One apiece was enough for each person.
The Mexican families were so generous—they always remembered to make extra ones for Meung and me.
They didn’t have much, but they were willing to share with others. Their generosity turned rainy days into
picnics.
*
I saw a motion picture for the first time in 1914. Some film company showed a cowboy movie in front of the
hotel. It was a free preview to advertise the real picture at the dance hall that night. The movie showed cowboys
drinking in a saloon. They were staggering out, laughing and firing their pistols. When they saw an old Chinese
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man walking home on the other side of the road, they said they wanted to see if he could dance. They started
firing at his feet, and they laughed as he kept jumping to avoid being hit. Of course, their aim was not accurate,
and he fell wounded. That made them laugh louder. They told him to get up. When he could not, they kept
shooting until he was dead. Then they walked away, laughing as though it were a big joke.
I was so shocked, I vowed I would never go to see the pictures again. That movie reflected the attitude toward
Orientals in those days.
Our Mexican friends didn’t like it, either. They remembered the days when their people were also treated that
way. They had bitter memories of how their country lost California.
*
During our stay in Idria, Mother had time to sit down and talk to us once in a while. We wanted to know how
our grandparents and uncle were getting along in Korea. So for the first time, we learned about the tragic events
that had taken place since we had left in 1905.
After Japan took possession of Korea, the Korean people were treated like second-class citizens. They were
not allowed to possess any kind of weapon to protect themselves; they could have only one kitchen knife to a
family. They were deprived of all their property and had no rights under the new Japanese laws. Names of towns,
streets, and persons were changed to Japanese; the teachers in all the schools had to speak Japanese and teach
from Japanese textbooks. All Korean books and Korean flags were destroyed. It was the complete humiliation of
an entire nation.
Since all letters leaving Korea were censored, the tragedy was unknown to the rest of the world. But there were
letters from people who had escaped to China or elsewhere.
We could not do anything to help our loved ones; we had only the agony of hoping and praying. Life was just
one crisis after another.
6
Meung and I graduated from the school in Idria. The teacher said that we were the only students to have ever
graduated there. She told us on the last day of school that we had passed the state tests and were now eligible to
go to high school.
So Meung and I talked about going to high school. We were so absorbed in our own plans, we had not noticed
what was happening to Father.
When we told him of our hopes, he said he was very sorry that he not only could not help us but also that he
needed Meung to help him support the family.
*
He had become quite ill and was unable to do much work. The effects of inhaling the poisonous quicksilver
fumes had caused his teeth to turn dark, and they were so loose he could not chew his food. He had been losing a
lot of weight, all of which we had not noticed because he never complained or talked about it. He said that he was
unable to care for the family by himself and that he had been forced to give up his job in the furnace area to take a
different job with half the pay.
He said that there was work for Meung, repairing roads and cleaning up the work areas. That was what all the
Mexican boys of his age were doing. Because Meung had such a generous nature, he could not refuse. He
consented to go to work.
After Father had left that day, I looked all over for Meung. Finally I found him behind the kitchen shack, crying.
I said I was very sorry, that I would stay and help, too, but there was nothing I could do in Idria.
Meung had always dreamed of going to high school; not being able to go was a very bitter disappointment for
him. That’s why, later in life, he tried to educate himself by reading books as much as possible. Time and circumstances beyond our control were always against us poor people.
Of course, he could have left home and made his own way, but his love and consideration for our family made
him stay. He was that kind of man, even at that early age.
*
I had been planning to go to Hollister, the nearest town, about sixty miles away in the valley. During my year
as janitor of the schoolhouse, I had saved some money to buy the books I needed. There wasn’t much left to buy
the other necessities, but I was determined to start school anyway.
I asked my teacher what I should do. She said to get a “schoolgirl” job. That meant room and board in exchange for working before and after school and on weekends, with no pay. It sounded good to me because it was
the only way I could ever go to high school.
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I ordered two dresses from the Sears Roebuck catalog, one for work and one for school. I didn’t have a
sweater, coat, or umbrella. My undergarments were made from the sacks for rice and flour. I was naïve enough to
think that would be enough. I bought a pair of shoes at the company store and two pairs of stockings, and I packed
everything in a little old suitcase we had at home.
Father tried to discourage me from going.
He said it would be too difficult to work so much while studying. He said I would not last more than three
months before being forced to come back home. I made a bet with him that I would not come home until the end
of the school year. My argument was that the children were all old enough to take care of themselves, and that
Mother did not need me to help at home. I guess he was too sick to say any more.
Before I left, he gave me some advice about how I was to conduct myself in an American home.
He said that I should eat in the kitchen and always watch the wife’s reaction to whatever happened and try to
please her.
He also told me to go to a Presbyterian church on Sundays, if possible. Up to that time, none of us had gone to
an American church, knowing that we would not be welcomed there.
He gave one piece of advice I have never forgotten: although girls and women were supposed to be soft and
obedient, they should also learn to think like men and make correct judgments. He told me to speak up when the
occasion demanded and to stand up for what is right. That advice gave me strength in later life.
Charlotte was born in Idria on September 6, 1915, the day before I had planned to leave for Hollister. After six
brothers, I was happy to see a sister join our family. I bathed her and gave her a bottle of milk. I didn’t know what
to do, but Mother said it was all right for me to leave as planned. So I left feeling worried and sad that I had not
thought about Mother’s condition.
It made me realize what a selfish plan I had made. At fifteen years of age, I should have noticed what was
happening. My going to Hollister should have been a happy day for me, but I felt guilty and regretted my hasty
departure. But it was too late to remedy the situation.
*
After a long ride on an old hay wagon, we reached Hollister. I went straight to the newspaper office to advertise for a “schoolgirl” job. Luckily for me, the man I talked to at the newspaper office said his wife was hoping to
find someone to help in their home. He said to wait a while and he would take me to his house.
After a short wait, he drove me to a house not far away. His wife took one surprised look at me and pulled her
husband aside and whispered to him. It was evident that she was not pleased with the queer-looking creature he
had brought home. He must have told her there was no harm in trying me out for a few days, because, though she
was angry, she gave in. She showed me a small room with a pile of boxes on one side and a cot on the other.
I left my suitcase there and followed her into the kitchen, where dinner was being prepared. I set the table for
two in the dining room. When her husband came in, he wanted to know where I was going to eat. My reply was
that my place was in the kitchen. He said,
“You should sit at the table with us.”
I glanced at his wife, who was looking daggers at him, trying to signal no. She was so furious she got red in the
face and could hardly eat dinner. I was nervous and uncomfortable and didn’t feel like eating, either. After dinner,
I washed the dishes and cleaned up everything in the kitchen. I could see that I was not wanted.
The next morning she gave me a long list of what I was expected to do before and after school and on
weekends. I had to do all the housework and the yardwork as well. I didn’t mind the work, but the atmosphere
was so unfriendly, I decided to look for another job.
*
After several weeks, I found a place not far from the high school. It was the home of Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins.
They had three boys, ages five, eight, and ten. The children made me feel at home, but I went through the same
scene at their house the first day. As usual, I set the table for the family and helped Mrs. Jenkins prepare dinner.
She didn’t say anything about my place, evidently taking it for granted that I would eat in the kitchen. She was
friendly in a way, but dubious about my ability to help her.
Mr. Jenkins, a plumber, came home at 6 P.M.—a big, heavy-set man with a happy smile. I liked him on first
sight. He shook hands with me and said I was welcome in his home. Then he looked in the dining room and asked
why my place was not set. One look at his wife told me she was very annoyed with him for asking. When I told
him why, he said,
“Not in my house. You bring your plate right here next to me.”
His wife was furious. The children watched this scene with open-mouthed interest. He served me first, which
further annoyed his wife. It was a very uncomfortable meal.
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After dinner, while the family was in the living room, I could hear them talking about the situation, and I
wondered what would happen to me then. I was shown the room where I was to stay. It had a single bed, where all
the unused household articles were stored. There was a bureau with a large mirror on top.
My first look at myself in the mirror was shocking. I had never seen a full view of myself before. At home,
Mother had a very small pocket mirror that didn’t show more than a few inches of our faces. I didn’t even know
what I looked like, and I had to admit I was a strange-looking thing.
Our family’s main goal was to earn enough money to buy food to feed all of us. There was never any left over
to do anything about our appearance. The first night when I sat on the bed in the Jenkins’s house, the springs were
so loose it felt like a hammock. Sleeping on that bed gave me a backache. Having slept on hard surfaces all my
life, it was unbearable, so I pulled the mattress onto the floor and slept there.
One morning Mrs. Jenkins asked why I was sleeping on the floor. She must have come into my room to get
something when I was asleep. When Mr. Jenkins heard about it, he said,
“Why didn’t you say something before? I’ll fix it when I get home tonight.” He was such a thoughtful man; he
made me feel welcome as a member of his household. His garage was in the back alley across from his house. It
used to be a barn where he had kept his horse and buggy in the old days. He said he had boards that could be
placed on top of the bed springs, and he fixed the bed that night.
Because I proved to be of a great help to her, Mrs. Jenkins and I eventually became friends, and my stay there
became a very pleasant one. For example, one evening while I was studying in my room, I heard Mr. Jenkins’s
angry voice in the living room.
When I asked what was wrong, he said it was his lodge night, but his wife had forgotten to get his suit pressed.
Showing me his wrinkled pants, he said,
“How can I go in this?”
I said I could fix it in a few minutes. I got the ironing board and electric iron, asked for a long piece of cloth,
which I dampened slightly, and then pressed the suit. He was so surprised and relieved when I finished. He asked
how a fifteen-year-old kid knew how to do that.
One evening, our of curiosity, I looked into one of the big boxes in my room and saw perfectly good clothes
with rips here and there, buttonholes that needed to be enlarged, and other such simple mending problems. I asked
Mrs. Jenkins about the clothes. She said that she didn’t know how to fix them but hated to throw them away, so
they were piled up in the box. I told her I could mend them, and she was glad to have me do the job. After they
were mended, I washed and ironed them. They looked like new, and she was pleased.
I had to get up at 5 A.M, to make breakfast for Mr. Jenkins and fix his lunch. He had his own business, which
was very successful, so he was quite busy. He had a large propane gas tank in his garage and, being a plumber, he
had laid down long pipes to pump the gas into the kitchen stove for cooking. It took about fifteen minutes to
pump the gas into the stove, but it made cooking easy. They also had a large water tank on the back porch.
I saw my first washing machine on that back porch. It had to be operated by hand. A long upright handle on
one side of the tub had to be thrust back and forth to stir the clothes around in the rub, but it was better than
rubbing the clothes on the washboard and was certainly easier on one’s hands.
Every day after Mr. Jenkins left for work, I cleaned the house a bit, cooked breakfast for the rest of the family,
and made lunch for the two older boys. Since nothing was said about my lunch, I didn’t dare take anything to
school. A little after eight, I walked to school, which was about twenty blocks away.
The books I had bought were not enough, but I didn’t have the money to buy any more, so I would copy the
next day’s lesson from a friend’s book during the lunch hour. The principal happened to pass by one time while I
was doing this. He said that students were not allowed to stay in the room during lunch hour, and he wanted to
know why I was not eating my lunch. When I explained that I had no lunch, he told me to come to his office.
*
He said that I was the first Oriental student in his school and he was very curious about my nationality. Of
course, he had never heard of Korea. I gave him a brief summary of the kind of life all Oriental people had to live.
He was amazed and shocked and said he had never heard of such conditions. He said he would talk to Mrs.
Jenkins about me.
I asked him not to do so and told him it would be difficult for me to find another place at this late date. He said
not to worry, that he might be able to help me somehow.
On the way home, my mind was troubled. I wondered what Mrs. Jenkins’s reaction would be.
As I entered the house, she acted friendly and said the principal had been there. She did not mention what he
had said, but she told me in the future to take whatever I wanted for lunch. She also gave me an umbrella and an
old sweater of hers, as the result of another incident in school.
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One morning when it rained, I used a layer of newspapers to cover my head. Of course, that kind of protection
didn’t last too long, and I was very wet by the time I reached school. So, I went down to the basement to dry out
near the furnace. The principal saw me and asked why I didn’t wear a raincoat and use an umbrella. I had to tell
him the facts of my life again.
During my early life, I had the very good fortune to meet kind people who helped me in times of dire need.
When my family came here in 1906, the feeling towards all Orientals was hostile and cruel. For Whites Only signs
were everywhere. We could not go to restrooms, theaters, swimming pools, barber shops, and so forth.
But in the midst of all this, there were also kind and courageous persons, like the principal, who helped me in
spite of their friends’ disapproval. That was a wonderful experience.
The two older Jenkins boys, Billy and Milton, were very friendly to me, but Paul, the youngest, did not like
me, perhaps because of his mother’s attitude at first. But something happened one day to change his mind, and we
became good friends afterwards.
There was no kindergarten in those days, so he was always home. One afternoon, as I came home from school,
he was in the back yard crying. I asked where his mother was, and he said she was visiting a friend. When I asked
why he was crying, he said he had had an “accident,” pointing to his pants, the odor of which was very noticeable.
I told him to take off his shoes and socks and to go stand in the bathtub. Then I took off his clothes and put them
in a bucket of water, just in case his mother came home early. I cleaned him, gave him a hot soapy bath, and put
clean clothes on him. He asked me not to tell his mother about this. I said,
“It will be a secret between us two.”
And we shook hands on it. He was so relieved and thankful, he went into the living room and fell asleep on the
sofa. I hurried to clean up the mess, washing his clothes just in time before his mother returned. Seeing the clothes
on the line, she asked why they were there. I said they were dirty, so I washed them, and that was that. I have to
laugh every time I think of this incident.
I found out that Mrs. Jenkins went to the Presbyterian church every Sunday, so I went with her but did not sit
with her. I thought it might embarrass her if I did. The minister was friendly. He said he wanted to speak with me
one Sunday and took me to his study. He was curious about my background and was very sur prised when I told
him that I had been baptized by Dr. Moffett in Korea. Every Presbyterian minister knows the history of Drs.
Moffett and Underwood.
He wanted me to join his church. I told him that his congregation might not like it. He evidently did not know
about the hostile feelings in the world outside of his church. I had to tell him about the kind of world I lived in. He
was surprised but stood his ground. He said a minister is the head of his church, so what he says “goes.” He
insisted for several weeks, and he asked if I would answer the questions that new members were required to
answer.
I hated to keep refusing him, so I agreed to do so. He was surprised when I answered everything correctly, and
he wanted to know where I had learned so much about the Bible. I told him my father was a Presbyterian minister
and an authority on Bible history. He then pressed me again to join his church. I had to fall back on the old female
excuse of not having anything to wear for the occasion, which for me was really true.
He must have spoken to Mrs. Jenkins, because she surprised me with a new dress, a simple one-piece dress
that was much better than my old one. I couldn’t refuse after that, so I became a member of the Hollister Presbyterian Church in 1916.
The minister insisted that I teach a Sunday School class of teenagers, about twenty boys and girls. They stared
at me as though I were something from Mars. That occasion was their first look at an Asian. I said, since it was
our first meeting, they were free to ask questions. One boy stood up and asked,
“Are you really a human being like us?” My answer was,
“I have two eyes, a nose, a mouth, two ears, two arms, two legs—just like all of you. The only difference is the
color of my skin and hair. I have black hair and dark skin. Do you know that there are more colored people in this
world than there are white people? Some are black, brown, yellow, or red. They are all human beings. They speak
their own languages, of course, but they love, fight, and hate—just like you. When you grow older and are able to
travel to other countries, you will see that America is not the only country in the world.”
By the time the class and I were getting to know each other, it was time for me to go home.
One Sunday Mr. Jenkins said that he had to see someone in the countryside, and he asked if I would like to go for a
ride. I was happy to see something besides school and church. Outside of town, the land I saw was mostly planted
with hay and alfalfa. But we also rode past acres and acres of sweet peas in bloom. The flowers were of every shade,
one mass of color after another. The air was heavy with their fragrance, a most beautiful sight. The C. C. Morse Seed
Company was then famous for its sweet pea flower seeds. There were Japanese women with babies strapped to their
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backs picking the seed pods in some fields. There were very few automobiles in town. One never saw more than a
dozen at any time.
Near the end of the school year, I learned that Father was planning to move to Willows, Glenn County, California. World War I was still in progress, and all grain products were in great demand. Many Koreans were going
to Willows to cultivate rice, in order to take advantage of the high market prices. Another brother, Edward, was
born on March 21, 1917.
I managed to stay in Hollister until the end of the school year. I was glad that I had stuck it out and had won my bet
with Father, but I felt weak and sick. I was very tired and weighed only ninety-eight pounds. I wanted to get back
home before I collapsed.
Mr. Jenkins was kind enough to buy my train ticket to Willows. I fell asleep as soon as I sat in a seat, and I don’t
remember anything about the train ride. I didn’t wake up until the train was almost there.
Father was waiting for me at the station.
I found to my surprise that I couldn’t remember the greeting in Korean, but the words all came back to me later.
7
I was surprised and shocked to see how much my father had aged during the short time I had been away. I
guess he was just as surprised at my forlorn appearance. We just looked at each other without words. It was
impossible to express our feelings then. We walked home in silence. Mother took one look at me and led me to a
bed in a small room, where I fell asleep, relieved and thankful to be home again.
It took days to relate all my experiences in Hollister. Father said that I had paid dearly for my education and
that he was sorry he was unable to help me.
The day after I arrived in Willows, I went outside to see where our family was living. We were about a block
from the railroad tracks outside the town limits. There were three old wooden buildings on one side of the dirt
road. A sign on our building read “Chinese Food.” A half block away were two other old buildings on one side.
My family was living in a long building with one long hallway in the middle and several small rooms on each
side. There was no bathroom and no hot water tank. A toilet was attached to the house outside the back door. The
building had one small kitchen with a gas stove and a small dining area with benches and small tables. There was
electricity for lights.
We were living in the so-called Red Light District.
An old Chinese man owned the café and the buildings. He sold liquor and opium, which we could smell at
night. Father said that it didn’t matter where we lived, as long as we maintained our own way of life and tried to
get along with everyone. We were in no position to judge what others did.
A large irrigation canal about half a block away brought water from the river to irrigate the rice fields and
provided plenty of fish for us to catch. Willows was a small town with just a few stores, one of each kind. The
attitude towards Orientals was rough and tough, a “take it or leave it” kind of treatment.
Father and Meung worked in the rice fields.
Charlotte was two years old and Eddie was three months old at that time.
Charlotte was afraid of me, this stranger who came to live in her house. When I resumed my old job of taking
care of the younger children, she resented my supervision and thought of me as an outsider. That feeling persisted
through the years. We never had the opportunity to get acquainted with each other.
On Sundays, about seven Korean families came to our house for services. We sang hymns, without music.
Father preached a short sermon, then Mother served lunch. Everyone stayed and visited.
We had a pleasant time together. It was good to see old friends again.
No matter where we lived, Father always invited people to come to our house for a brief time of worship. He
never asked for an offering, and Mother served whatever food we had for lunch. One Sunday, as Father was
praying, I noticed that the little children were sneaking out. I followed them and found them eating whatever food
they could find. The children could not help themselves; those were “hungry years” for all of us. Wages were low
and work was hard to find. It was the custom among us to take some food as a gift whenever we went to visit
friends.
Father laughed when I told him not to make his prayers so long because the children would eat up everything
in the kitchen.
My parents did not believe in whipping the children. I don’t remember Father ever striking anyone, and
Mother never raised her voice at us. She always spoke in a soft, calm voice, explaining why we should do this or
that. She insisted that we keep our house clean, even if it was an old shack. Each child had a box for his personal
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things and a few clothes. We kept an orderly home no matter what the circumstances.
Since Father was a minister, friends always came to him for advice on different matters. He could not speak
English, so he told me to interpret for them, and he told me what to say and how to say it. That’s how I got started
helping people with their problems. Mother gave me good advice about what my conduct should be in doing this.
She said never to talk about a person’s problems or sickness to anyone else, unless they were matters to be
discussed with families. Each person’s problems should be kept secret.
Listening to my parents’ philosophy has been a very interesting part of my life; I have learned a great deal
about human beings and their peculiar notions. I learned early in life about all the ills of the older generation,
which has helped me as I grew older. No matter how modern the world gets, human nature remains the same.
Mrs. Jenkins wrote twice asking me to come back to Hollister. She said she would pay me regular wages, but
Father said no, it was too much for me.
I started my second year of high school in Willows. The atmosphere in school was chilling: none of the students except one spoke to me, but my good luck was working for me again.
The girl who sat across the aisle from me in several classes was very friendly and eager to talk to me. Her
name was Margaret Finch.
Strangely enough, although there were many Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans cultivating rice in Willows at
that time, there were no Oriental students in the school, so I was an object of curiosity. During lunch and after
school, Margaret always talked to me and we became friends.
One day she asked if I would like to go to her church with her. She said she went to the Presbyterian church,
which was not far from our house. I asked Father about it. He said,
“Why not? Maybe times are changing.” He told me to go and find out. He was always the optimist.
I told Margaret I would meet her at church the following Sunday. Something told me to go early and find out
what kind of person the minister was, so I took three of my brothers and started out. As we neared the church, we
saw a man standing in the doorway. As we were walking up the steps, he placed his arm across the door and said,
“I don’t want dirty Japs in my church.” My reply was,
“Would it make any difference if I told you we are not Japanese but Korean?” He said,
“What the hell’s the difference? You all look alike to me.” He just glared at us with hatred in his eyes and told
us to “go to hell.”
So we came back home and told Father about it. He just shook his head and didn’t say a word. Margaret was
very annoyed with me for not meeting her at church. I told her what had happened. She said,
“I don’t believe it.” I shrugged my shoulders and replied,
“Well, it’s the truth.” The next day at school she said,
“My father wants to talk to you after school.”
She led the way to the Glenn County Courthouse, which was a few blocks from school. At the end of a long
hallway, she stopped. I looked up over the door from force of habit and saw a sign that read “Superior Judge
Finch.” As she opened the door, I saw a middle-aged man sitting behind a large desk. Margaret said,
“Father, this is the girl I was telling you about.”
He told me to sit down and to tell him exactly what the minister had said to me that Sunday. He listened very
intently, told me to go to church the next Sunday, and he guaranteed that I would be welcomed there. I said,
“Thank you very much.” We left his office and Margaret said,
“You’d better not forget. I’ll be there to meet you.”
Father was pleased when he heard. He said it often takes someone of courage and position to turn things
around.
The following Sunday I went by myself, wondering what would happen. The minister was evidently waiting
for me. He ran down the steps, shook my hand, and said,
“You are welcome in this church.”
He was like a different person; he went out of his way to introduce me to a surprised congregation. The minister in Hollister was right; the congregation follows the leader whether they like it or not. In time they all became
friendly and discovered that we, too, were human beings.
I have to match this story with another that involved Margaret’s mother, the Judge’s wife.
Sometime after I started going to the church, Margaret said she had had a birthday party and had received a lot
of presents that she wanted to show me. Father had told me a long time ago that I was not to enter my American
friends’ homes unless the mothers had invited me in.
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Margaret’s house was a few blocks from school. As we entered the backyard, we saw her mother washing
clothes in a tub on the washboard. She glared at me. I remembered my father’s advice and asked Mar garet to
bring her presents outside. After Margaret went into the house, her mother turned to me and said in a very angry
voice,
“Don’t you dare go into my house. I don’t want dirty Japs walking around in my home.”
I felt a chill running down my back. What a difference between her and her husband!
My stay in school was a constant battle of wits. My English teacher was an old lady with a sour face. It was a
common practice to give the nonwhite students lower grades than the whites, but one day she was so unfair, I
protested. Her eyes were blazing with hatred as she said,
“If you don’t like it, get the hell out of here. We don’t want you here anyway.”
My history teacher was something else. He was a young man in his thirties, a “good looker” and a “smart
aleck.” When we came to the pages about China and Japan, he referred to them as the lands of “stinking Chinks
and dirty Japs.” Looking straight at me in a taunting manner, he said that Korea was a wild, savage country that
had been civilized by the “Japs.”
That was the last straw. I was furious. I waited until the bell rang and all the students had left. I walked up to
him and said,
“Where did you learn Asian history? You don’t know a thing about the subject. If you ever say such things
again, I am going to stand up in class and in assembly meeting on Friday and tell everybody in school where you
go every Friday and Saturday night.” His face turned white, red, and purple, and he fell back in his chair. He
finally managed to say,
“What are you talking about?” I replied,
“My family lives in an old building across the road from the Chinese place where you always go every
weekend. I recognized the two girls with you, as one is from this class. I can ask them if you wish.” His mouth
fell open, he was speechless for a while, and then he asked,
“What are you doing there?” I said,
“My family and I are forced to live there because damned hypocrites like you think we are not fit to live in
town. We are forced to live there, but what about you? You go there because you like it. That’s the difference
between us!”
After that, he just turned past the pages about Asia; the class never learned about the subject.
Something happened that would change everything.
Ernest started high school at eleven years of age, which was very unusual. The Willows newspaper ran a frontpage item about him. It said that he was the youngest student ever to enter high school there. I kept the newspaper
clipping and the old pictures, but I lost them in a fire two years later. I had taught him at home to the third grade
level.
When he started school, the teachcrs gave him tests to determine his ability. They were satisfied that he could
start at the third grade; then, he skipped a grade or two later.
Our family had to save and sacrifice to get him a suit, white shirts, ties, and shoes for school. There was a rule
in high school that all boys had to wear dark suits. The girls had to wear simple dresses, no fancy party dresses.
Ernest was the object of great curiosity and hatred the first week of school. I was waiting for him in front of
school a few days later, but he didn’t show up. I went around to the back of the building and found him crying.
What a sight he was. He had been sprayed with water and sprinkled with flour. As we walked home, I was
furious. But I felt helpless, wondering what I could do.
Then I remembered Judge Finch and how kind he had been to me. I hastened back to town to the court house,
went to his office, and asked if I could speak to him. He was kind enough to listen to my story. I told him my
parents were unable to buy my brother a new suit, and his had shrunk up when it got wet.
The judge told me not to worry but to take my brother to school next day in whatever clothes we had at home.
He said he would talk to the principal, and there would be no more trouble for us in the future. I was so thankful
and relieved. It sure pays to have friends in high places.
I can imagine all the talking that must have transpired during the night between the principal and the teachers.
It was unusually quiet in school the next day: word must have passed down even to the students. No one said
anything even the teachers were subdued. The judge had really worked a miracle for us again.
In the late summer of 1918, influenza came to the United States. Called the “Spanish flu,” it was said to have
originated in Spain and spread all over Europe. Almost every family had someone ill, and there were many deaths.
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Father and several friends dug graves, and Father conducted the brief funeral services. The family across the road
from us lost a member.
Mother and I were with a woman who lived close by when she died. She asked us to take care of her daughter,
who was five years old.
We took the girl home with us; she slept with me for several weeks. Father helped with her mother’s burial.
Her Father went to Stockton to find a place to live, came back for his daughter, and left Willows. It was a very sad
time for all of us.
My parents did not get the flu, but the rest of us were in bed. I was the only one in danger, however. I had a
high fever and was unconscious most of the time for a month. One day I awoke to complete darkness; I couldn’ t
see at all. Father said he was going to get a doctor. I told him to get Dr. Walker, the one to whom I had been taking
Korean women who were ill.
Dr. Walker said I had severe malnutrition and that I should eat nourishing food, such as milk, eggs, and orange
juice. I laughed and said my family had never had such things in the house. He also said my eyes needed a complete rest, that I was to stay out of school for one year at least, that two years would be better, and I was not to
read even a newspaper. That meant the end of my hopes for a high school diploma.
While we were living in Willows, Mother told me why Father had taken the job working in the furnace in
Idria, knowing how dangerous it was and what it would do to his health. She said they had wanted to save enough
to send Grandmother Sin Bok Duk three hundred dollars to help celebrate her sixtieth birthday, which is called
Han Gop in Korean. The amount would be a small fortune when exchanged for Korean money.
In Oriental countries, the sixtieth birthday is considered the most important of all and must be celebrated accordingly. It is considered the duty of sons to make a big celebration possible, although daughters also help.
Father knew that Uncle could not do it alone, so he felt compelled to help, no matter what the consequences.
His desperate sacrifice ruined his health, but he felt relieved to have done his duty. Grandmother’s letter
expressing her love and happy thanks made Father feel that his privations had been worth the effort. She said that
everyone in town celebrated her Han Gop—all her students, as well as old and new friends. It was a very happy
occasion to be remembered by everyone.
*
My parents were constantly fearful of what might happen to their loved ones back home.
Their fears tragically came true.
Through the years, news of what was happening in Korea came out only in bits from persons who had escaped
to China and other places. Letters leaving Korea were severely censored, so there was no mention of conditions,
just family news. The Japanese, in trying to control twenty million people against their will, executed those whom
they suspected might influence others to rebel; countless others were jailed, beaten, and tortured for rebelling or
for complaining about the numerous restrictions. Free speech and the free press were abolished.
My parents told us that in 1895, when Japan was first trying to gain a foothold in Korea, Queen Min, who had
much influence and power in the country, was considered the first obstacle to be removed.
Japanese soldiers murdered her in the palace, soaked her body in kerosene, and burned it. Her three ladies-inwaiting were also murdered.
The king was taken away where he would have no contact with his people, and the crown prince was taken to
Japan, where he was forced to marry a Japanese girl years later. As long as their king was alive, however, Koreans
held their actions in check, hoping against hope that he might somehow manage to help them.
But when, in February 1919, the Japanese government announced the death of the king, claiming the cause to
be apoplexy, Koreans everywhere were convinced that he had been poisoned. The news of his death seemed to
release all their pent-up emotions, and they abandoned their previous restraints.
March 3, 1919, was the date set for the king’s funeral, and there was to be a rehearsal on March 1. Although
the Koreans had appeared to cower and submit to the superior force of Japan, they were secretly preparing to take
action when the appropriate moment arrived. It took plenty of patient planning to obtain the cooperation of
millions of persons to rally to one cause. It was done in such a manner that even the Japanese police were not
aware of anything unusual occurring. There were countless details to be considered and made known to everyone,
mostly by word of mouth. It is a tribute to everyone involved that such a gigantic plan worked out successfully,
especially when the people knew that their lives would be in danger if they were caught.
After much deliberation and many meetings in secret places, thirty-three patriotic men wrote and signed a
Korean Declaration of Independence, patterned after the American Declaration of Independence, knowing full
well that it meant their death sentence. Copies were printed secretly, along with directions on where to gather for
the parade on March 1, 1919. The information was circulated to every Korean home, and Korean flags were
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distributed by various persons, sometimes by Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts. None of the Koreans were armed with
any kind of weapon—it was to be a peaceful demonstration for all the world to witness.
The Japanese rulers were indeed taken by surprise. In their haste to quell the crowds, they used all kinds of
harsh measures. Just firing into a crowd did not accomplish anything, so they concentrated on all persons of
influence in their communities, such as schoolteachers, ministers, doctors, and lawyers.
Dr. Underwood wrote a letter to his friends in the United States, telling how the Japanese soldiers had rounded
up as many men as they could find, had herded them into a church, and had shot them to death. Simi lar events
were going on all over Korea. In Pyongyang, where my Paik family lived, my grandparents, uncle, and relatives
were all dragged off to camps where they were beaten and tortured to force them to admit that they had influenced
their students to rebel and join the parade.
My grandmother was blinded. When my relatives were no longer able to stand up, their friends were allowed
to take them home. Japan did not want it reported that such people had died in the prison camps.
As a result of so many tragic events and human sacrifices, however, the nationalist movement got organized.
The Constitution of the Republic of Korea was promulgated, and representatives of a provisional Korean government were elected.
They assembled on April 23, 1919, and elected Dr. Syngman Rhee as president, even though he was in Washington, D.C., when all this took place. The constitution was carved by hand on blocks of wood, and millions of
copies were printed by presses located in caves or in secluded graveyards.
We felt sad and troubled by all the tragic news from Korea, but we had to carry on and do the best we could
with our lives. …
1920
123.1 Jackals\fn{by Han Sorya aka Han Pyongdo (1900-c.1970)} Hamhung, South Hamgyong Province, North Korea
(M) 17
1
In a puddle behind the missionary’s cow shed little Sugil found a huge rubber ball. It was a little old all right,
but there was something special about its pleasant feel, and the way it had been worn down all nice and smooth.
“This must be my lucky day!”
Sugil was so happy he jumped up and down for a while. Then he tried throwing the ball into the air with all his
might, bounding after it with long strides to catch it as it came down. It wasn’t always that easy, but he felt a
foolish pleasure just chasing it, and that one time in five when he managed to jump up and catch it right away.
Then he tried kicking the ball. Watching it fall and roll away he wished someone was on the other side to kick it
back. He thought of the schoolchildren playing soccer in the school yard. Sugil looked around and around in the
hope that some children from the village would appear.
But in fact the place had been set up so that children couldn’t easily get in. The missionaries’ long fence went
all the way around, with barbed wire wrapped thickly around the tree trunks, so outsiders did not dare show
themselves. Why, not even the boldest pranksters considered trespassing, for everything was on the missionaries’
property, from the cow shed to the fruit trees on the slope beneath it—to say nothing of the missionaries’ residence itself, which nestled in the dark woods high at the crest of the hill.
Sugil’s mother was the missionary’s charwoman. She did the laundry, cleaned out the cow shed, helped milk
the cow at times, and picked fruit in the autumn. She lived with Sugil in a little hut attached to the cow shed. One
room there was set aside for Mr. Ch’oe, the old odd-jobs man. He had originally been a farmhand for the landowner “Piggy” Kang. He had been so naïve as to handle “Piggy” Kang’s night soil every day for ten years, a job
which in the village earned him the nickname of Old Sewer-Soaked Ch’oe. But as he got older and his back grew
bent. It became clear he would be cast aside despite his years of service.
As fate would have it, he had previously cleaned out the missionary’s stable, so it was here that he came to
work for good. As a result his status in the community rose somewhat. And soon people began referring to him
simply as Mr. Ch’oe. It was through this old man that Sugil’s mother had come here to work. Unlike Mr. Ch’oe
she was tough and shrewd, but since they were both kindhearted people they got along as well as poor neighbors
can, without any major differences.
All in all, there were a lot of poor people living around here. The missionaries had purchased the area for
twenty won upon arriving in Korea twenty years ago. Since then they had turned it into a scenic summer retreat,
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on which Reverend Yi and one or two newly-rich families had recently erected neat brick houses. But far from
benefiting from this, those who had always lived here in their rock huts just became more inextricably bemired in
poverty as time went on.
At least here (as in all poor neighborhoods) there was no shortage of children. Sugil had begun to mingle with
them soon after his arrival, and he enjoyed nothing more than joining them in games. So today too he dashed out
of the yard, taking his unexpected new toy with him. The children all took a turn holding the ball before beginning
to discuss the best way to play with it. Then they started to throw it up in the air, knocking their heads together in
their haste to get to it first. A boy on this side would punch it with his fist, whereupon a boy on the other side
would punch or kick it back. It was fun no matter what they did. Even the children who did not usually play with
Sugil came by to take a look, like the orchardist’s son, who always walked around with his hands in his silk
jacket, removing them only to sneak cookies and candies into his mouth. Reverend Yi’s son Yohan,\fn{ John.} who
had a little ball which he always played with alone, also tried to join in. But Sugil cried out,
“You can’t play! Yesterday when I asked you for a candy you just gave me the wrapper!”
Unable to take part in the game, Yohan was forced to stand and watch. Sugil could not abide this fellow. He
would turn his pale white face away whenever Sugil asked him for a cookie, saying
“Out of the way, your manure smell makes me sick.”
Even after Sugil got home, he could not stop thinking of what had happened. He talked to his mother to get it
off his chest.
“Today that Yohan fellow sure left with a red face,” he said, still savoring the ball’s pleasant touch.
“Yohan? You mean Reverend Yi’s boy?”
“That little squirt thought he could kick my ball.”
“You mean you didn’t let him?”
“Of course I didn’t.”
“Now we’re in for it! Reverend Yi is supposed to be a good friend of the missionaries. And what’s that school
called, the mission school you’ll be starting this spring? They say he’s more important there than the principal,
that his power is second only to the Westerners. You think you’ll be able to go if Yohan tells his father what happened?”
At this even Sugil felt a stab in his stomach. Already at the sight of the mission’s primary school he had begun
saying to himself “my school,” his body literally tingling at the happy words. Since his mother worked for the
missionaries, he had taken it for granted that he would be admitted.
“Do you think any other school would take such a poor child,” said his mother in a flash of temper, “and one
without a father at that—”
*
She stopped herself in time, unwilling to voice the thought which weighed constantly upon her: the thought
that she was without a husband, and her only son without a father.
Her husband had been seized by the Japanese in connection with the revival of the —— Peasants’ Union, and
after four and a half years languishing in pretrial custody had been sentenced to seven years hard labor. One cold
winter, with only one year left, he died suddenly while hauling bricks, before he could even once call Sugil’s
name, the name he had longed to call.
While he was in prison his wife, with Sugil on her back, would make the ninety li\fn{About 60 miles.} trip from
her farming village to visit him. Each time she was accompanied by old women of the village whose sons had also
been arrested. Without Sugil’s plucky, fast-talking mother with them they would have just stood helplessly before
the foreboding prison gates.
It was not out of the ordinary for one journey to prison and back to take four or five days, so they would make
millet cakes and tie them to their waists when they set out. They always slept huddled together on dark roadsides.
Too old-fashioned to impose on someone else for shelter, especially since they had nothing to offer in return, they
would seek out a cozy mountain bend or something and spend the night dozing fitfully.
Once these women slept in this way at the foot of the hill behind the missionaries’ house. That was when
Sugil’s mother chanced to meet Mr. Ch’oe, who arranged for her to become the missionary family’s charwoman.
*
Whenever she went to the prison, her husband earnestly asked her to raise Sugil well. Once she brought Sugil
along although he had come down with whooping cough, causing her husband to scold her sharply.
“Don’t come again until Sugil is better. No need to worry about me—just take good care of the child,” he said
angrily.
Her husband had always been a stern man, and even then his face showed no sign of sadness, but she knew
well how much the thought of Sugil’s illness pained his resolute heart. When she visited him shortly before his
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death, she intuitively felt that something was wrong with him. He was no more than skin and bones, and he had
difficulty holding his head up. When she asked about his health, however, he simply replied,
“I’m not sick. I’ve been a little under the weather after injuring my finger on a brick a few days ago, that’s all.”
Showing her a finger on his right hand, he gazed attentively at Sugil on her back.
“The spring after next Sugil will go to school; a year and a half to go,” he said with a satisfied expression.
Sugil could already walk on his own, but she kept him on her back, for the infernal wardens would otherwise
prevent him from entering the visitors’ room with her.
*
A few days later a young man with a pale and worn face came to see her at home. When he took off his cap in
greeting, baring his shorn head, she immediately thought of her husband. This man has just got out of prison, she
thought; the leucoderma on his skin\fn{An abnormal whiteness of the skin in spots, due to deficiency of the pigment .} was the
unmistakable mark of a prison stay.
“You’re Sugil’s mother, aren’t you?”
“Yes I am. Where—” She tried to control her racing heart as she spoke.
“I was together with your husband.”
“Really? When were you released?” The hope that the day would come when her husband too would appear
like this shone before her like the sun and moon combined.
“I’ve been out a few days now. I would have come sooner … your husband is all right. But he worries about
Sugil at times.”
“Sugil!”
She called, for rather than answer questions about the boy she wanted to show him to her husband’s friend
right away. But Sugil had gone somewhere to play.
“Sugil’s doing fine … but why don’t you come in for a while?”
“No, I’ll come back again. I’m staying nearby.”
“But where—”
“Just in front of that house with the brick chimney.”
“Ah, I see, and who—”
“My name is Yi Tonggon,” he said. After giving her the latest news about her husband he left.
*
It was only a few days later when, like a bolt from the blue, she received the news that her husband had died in
prison. Tonggon was the first person she went to see then, and he was the one who went with her to prison to
claim the corpse.
From then on he was the first person she turned to whenever she was in difficulty. For a time she contemplated
returning to her home village, but her fervent desire to have Sugil receive a good education made it hard for her to
leave. There was no school near her hometown, and there was no way that scratching furrows in the barren
mountain fields would enable her to send Sugil away to study. After mulling over every alternative she went to
see Tonggon, who agreed with her that it would be best if she stayed on as the missionary’s charwoman.
During these visits she got to know Tonggon well. He had started out as an errand boy at the provincial hospital, where his diligence and intelligence had enabled him to rise to the post of assistant pharmacist, before he was
sent to prison in connection with the Pacific Workers’ Union incident\fn{ Probably a reference to the 1929 strike of the dock
workers in the Pacific port of Wonson.} that had so surprised everyone.
While in the hospital he had passed on communications between comrades, used hospital medications to heal
them, and engaged in enlightening others. When a comrade had been injured by a bullet while fleeing from police,
Tonggon had taken him to an abandoned mine in the mountains, saving his life with his treatment.
Instead of taking time after his release from prison to recuperate properly, he immediately set about looking for
a job. After a while he told Sugil’s mother he had begun commuting by train to the —— Chemical Factory, where
he had found work.
She wondered why a man of such talents would take a job as a simple worker, but she continued to address
him as “sir.” When she had gone to see him a few days earlier about entrance examinations for her child. Tonggon
had been as concerned as if it was his own affair. He said there were still some of his old comrades among teachers in other primary schools, but was not particularly hopeful that anything would come of these connections,
and said it would be easier to get Sugil into the mission school. While regretting his lack of contacts in the church,
he reassured Sugil’s mother by saying,
“But Sugil is so bright, he’ll end up getting in. Go to the school and keep after the people there. I’ll go too.”
*
Sugil’s mother resolved to continue where her husband had left off and raise Sugil well. As she stroked his
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hair, the hope swelled in her that someday the door would be thrown open to a bright new future for her too.
She taught the boy to count to a hundred. She found out the missionary’s address and taught Sugil that it was
his address too. She also found out what other questions the teachers asked in entrance examinations and taught
him the answers. For all this she never ceased worrying, and had finally resolved that she would go to the missionary himself and plead with him no matter what.
But now, having heard Sugil had offended the son of the influential Reverend Yi, she felt as if her threadlike
hope had been snuffed out like a candle in the wind.
Then she thought “But it’s still the missionary’s influence that decides everything,” and deep inside she continued to place her hopes on Sugil’s admission after all.
2
Right after Sugil got up, he ascended one of the mountain ridges near his home.
The golden sunlight seemed to make the mountains and streams near and far glow in a dim green hue. It was a
fresh morning of the kind that made one want to fly from sheer restlessness. North of this road the mountain ridge
rolled gently until it neared the S—— river, where it suddenly grew more jagged, throwing a peak high into the
air. As it sloped downward it formed numerous little pleats, ridges, hills and valleys. Everything but the bare high
peak, which seemed to be wearing a Buddhist wimple, was covered with trees. Scattered through the ones at the
base of the mountain were the somber white and red buildings that housed the church, the mission hospital, and
the mission school.
Below the wimpled peak that faced the S—— river the base of the mountain stretched right and left like two
arms, its embrace forming a wide and concave shell. At the base of the peak, which stuck up like the shell’s crest,
was a grove in which the missionary’s white house could be seen nestling.
Surrounding it were apple, pear and peach trees, which separated the pine forests on the neighboring ridges.
The trunks of the apple trees were a purplish-red color in places, as they had been even in winter. Even more
striking were the whitish apricot trees on the west corner of the missionaries’ house, which were clustered
together so thickly that they already made one think of the blaze of laughing apricot flowers to come.
Looking at all this while he walked the ground suffused with golden spring sunshine, Sugil was overcome with
an almost unbearable happiness that made him want to run around and play as he pleased.
Sugil hurriedly ate his breakfast of millet, spilling half of it in the process. He then hurried with his ball to see
the children who lived in the houses down below. This day too was spent kicking the ball around with his friends.
As the children played, they became much more skillful in passing and receiving it. Some of them, trying to
imitate the middle-school students, kicked the ball with a very self important air. Some dribbled the ball, while
others stood aside, then dashed in and kicked it away from them. One child, who had watched the middle-school
students play, tried to head the ball, but as he did so he slammed into the boy standing next to him. Both tumbled
down on the spot. Seeing the ball drop behind them, Sugil ran and tried to kick it too quickly. He twisted his ankle
and hopped back holding his leg.
“You’re lucky I don’t have shoes on,” he boasted, massaging his feet, which were caked black as a crow’s with
dirt. He got to his feet again, limped to the ball, and was just about to kick it when someone quickly snatched it
away.
“Who stole my ball?”
It was the missionary’s son, Simon. His eyes livid with rage, he glared contemptuously at the children. None of
them said a word, but one or two inadvertently looked at Sugil.
Simon reacted by clamping his strong hand like a kite’s claw on the back of Sugil’s neck. Sugil at once drew
his head in like a turtle. Simon’s fist struck Sugil under his chin with a crack, sending him flying to the ground,
where he struck his head and rolled. As his bead rebounded off the ground, Simon’s boot came crashing down on
it so bard that even Sugil’s legs shook. The other children’s blood turned cold at the sight, and like little spiders
they scurried away in search of a hole to hide in.
With the bursting vigor of one fattened on milk—the milk brought every day by Sugil’s mother—Simon dealt
Sugil another blow to the chin that knocked him out entirely. Then be looked around for the others. They had
scattered. They had the fixed notion that they couldn’t possibly lay a hand on the fifteen-year-old Simon, although
they did not understand who had given him and his kind the right to do such things in Korea. With the ball in one
hand, Simon calmly began shambling home on his long, grasshopper-like legs.
“Simon!”
Surprised to bear his name called, the boy turned his bead sharply in the direction of the voice.
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“Father!” be shouted back, breaking into a run. The missionary, who bad just handled some matters at the
church, had watched the incident unfold while walking home up the bill. He stopped to wait for Simon to catch
up, pulling in the leash of his bulldog, which was straining to run forward.
“What’ve you got there?”
“It’s a ball. That thief from the cow sbed stole my ball.”
“Stole it?”
“Yes, so I took it back.”
“What, something those children have kicked and handled? Yecb, bow filthy! Throw it away at once; there
might be germs on it.” He watched as his son threw it down.
“Now Simon,” be said, adopting the grave voice be used when praying, “it is for God to punish thieves. We
Americans must not touch filthy people with our sacred bands, is that understood?”
“But father, we Americans have the right to beat blacks to death, don’t we? God forgives us for doing that.”
“That’s because blacks aren’t sons of God—”
“And Koreans are?” At this the missionary hesitated a while, then said,
“There are some sons of God among Koreans: Reverend Yi, Reverend Kim, Elder An—”
“Are they really sons of God?”
“Yes, because they swore they would become His sons, and because God has forgiven them. And after all, God
has very many sons—”
“But isn’t it true that thieves can’t become God’s sons? Just like blacks can’t?”
“For thieves … we have dogs. Just as a dog kills a thief with his teeth, you know, one mustn’t beat niggers
with bare hands but with sticks. In the same way …”
Slackening the bulldog’s leash, the missionary began walking again.
While he and his son were entering the house in the misty woods, Sugil was lying unconscious, attended to by
no one. Blood streamed from his nose. After a while a boy named Kyeduk and his friend timidly approached, but,
afraid to touch Sugil, they ran home. Shortly afterwards Kyeduk’s mother came running out. She too was a
widow, and a friend of Sugil’s mother, with whom she always spoke her mind. Seeing Sugil’s bloodied face she
thought of Kyeduk, her only son, and she felt a needle stabbing deep into her own flesh.
“Will Kyeduk end up like this someday?”
She felt a wave of terror and pity rush over her. Carrying Sugil firmly in her arms, she returned to her house.
She squeezed out a cold wet cloth, wiping his nose and cooling his forehead with it. His body felt as if it were on
fire. Under her fingertips she could feel his child’s heart racing softly like a little chick’s.
In a flash a searing thought occurred to her, and tying Sugil firmly to her back with a little quilt she ran without
resting to his mother’s house.
“I thought only the Japs kill people,” she kept thinking, “but the Americans too …” Unable to give voice to
such thoughts, she could only cluck to herself as she ran.
“The way Koreans are being killed from all sides there won’t be any of us left.”
The future she faced, raising her only son in this harsh world, seemed to her as gloomy as the longest of moonless nights. All the time she prayed to herself.
“Don’t die, please don’t die. Whatever happens, you’ve got to live. The heavens can’t stay so indifferent
forever.”
*
No matter how Sugil’s mother turned things around in her mind she could not control the rage inside her.
Her request to have Sugil admitted to school—and the hope that this might still be fulfilled despite every-thing
—had prevented her from running up the hill right away and wringing Simon’s neck, but after pacing back and
forth for a while she could bear it no longer. After all, what use was the school if Sugil died? In the twinkling of
an eye her precious only child had been reduced to this state.
Whether I live or die, I’ll get to the bottom of this, she thought. She half-ran, half-stumbled up to the missionary’s imposing house. The emotions bottled up inside her made her want to smash boulders with her bare hands.
Then she thought.
“He isn’t going to die, is he?”
Her surging thirst for revenge subsided somewhat before her desire to save her boy’s life no matter what. But
as soon as the missionary threw open his heavy front door the words burst out of her in an angry rush.
“My son is dying!”
At this the missionary blinked, as if poked in his sunken eyes with a fresh leaf. Then, raising his hand to block
the way, he assumed a stately air.
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“Uhh—”
“My son is dying because of your son,” she cried, her arms trembling violently, “now bring him out here!”
“Uh, what on earth are you talking about?”
“I love my child like everyone else. And in Korea we don’t beat someone to death for picking up a rubber ball
that’s been thrown in a filthy puddle!”
“Oh, the devil has gotten into you. Go away.”
“The devil? The devil is the one who attacked an innocent person, that’s who the devil is! Hurry up and bring
the bastard out here, I said. The son of a bitch, I’ll—”
Still blinking his sunken eyes, the missionary pulled his head back, as if slashed in the throat by her sharp,
hate-filled voice. Just then the missionary’s wife came running in.
“My dear, what is going on here?” She was as cunning a fox, and now her fear made her adopt a gentle
expression as, gushing “my dear,” she placed herself between her husband and Sugil’s mother.
“As if you don’t know? Go ask your son. Is this the way all the sons of God are? My son has been beaten
almost to death, I tell you, beaten by your son!”
“That’s impossible. Punishment awaits those who tell lies.”
“Lies? Who’s telling lies? Let’s have the village court decide!”
“We have nothing to do with those people. Our Simon is a son of God.”
“Is it right for a son of God to go around attacking people? Hurry up and bring him out here. Bring out the
vicious bastard. I tell you!”
“Oh, my dear! Your son will be punished.” Glaring down with her thin, fox-like eyes the missionary’s wife
said,
“Please go back home. We will pray to God for your son. If you cause a fuss it will only harm him.”
Suddenly everything went hazy before Sugil’s mother, and she saw in her mind a vision of her stricken son. It
seemed to her as if her son’s life was draining away while she stood here, taking to task people with hearts so
stony they wouldn’t shed a drop of blood if jabbed with a needle.
She also envisioned her neighbor,\fn{ Mr. Ch’oe.} so sympathetic to her despite his own poverty. Even more
vivid was Tonggon’s form, which rose before her like a lamp in the midnight darkness.
“Just you wait, I have people on my side too. You think all Koreans are dead?” Her eyes flashing, Sugil’s
mother turned and began to leave, but unable to suppress her rage after all, she cried,
“You’d better hope my boy doesn’t die. You think I’d let your son go on living the good life if he did?”
Her head held high, she stomped out past the couple, swinging her clenched fists.
*
Arriving home, she felt Sugil’s forehead and body, then rushed over to see Tonggon, who had just returned
from work. She was greeted cheerily at the door by his old mother and younger sister, but she was not in the
condition to exchange pleasantries.
“Our Sugil has been beaten so hard he’s going to die!” she burst out.
“Hold it, what are you saying?”
“I never thought I’d live to see such a thing!” She told them roughly what had happened.
“Sir, please go and take a look at him. I have no one else to turn to in the whole wide world.”
“All right, let’s go.”
With that the two hurriedly left. As soon as they reached the entrance of the orchard, Tonggon espied the
missionary’s wife looking down from the balcony of her house. She seemed to have seen him too, for she craned
her neck and peered down intently before going back into the house.
Upon entering the charwoman’s home, Tonggon felt Sugil’s forehead and body. Apart from the traces of blood
under his nose no exterior wounds were visible, but his face was ashen and he lay completely still, as if devoid of
any energy.
He was obviously bleeding internally. For a while Tonggon simply gazed down at the boy in silence. Not a
word escaped his lips. It was frustrating to see unfold before him yet another of the scenes he had hoped never to
see again. This was the kind of thing that could have been committed only by people who never consider the
consequences of their actions, let alone assume responsibility for them.
“Are they allowed to do this because he is Korean? Must Koreans always suffer murder at the hands of others?
Damn it, what gives them the right?!”
The more he thought about it the more furious he became. Here these people were, thrusting knives under the
noses of his countrymen at will, as if to say, what’s the problem with killing one lousy Korean?
“Sons of bitches!” Tonggon murmured the words that rose up in him almost of their own will. Then, turning to
Sugil’s mother, he said,
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“It’s better to have him admitted to a hospital than to keep him here.”
“A hospital?”
“Yes, let me think … I know a doctor. I’ll probably have to go and see him.”
“Oh, could you?”
“Then again, I’ve already caused him trouble so many times, even to where he’s been dragged around and
harassed …”
The man Tonggon had in mind was Dr. Yu.
The son of a penurious carpenter himself, Dr. Yu understood the situation of his poor patients, and refused all
compensation from those in particularly dire straits. He had also treated for free several members of the underground, for which he had not infrequently been called to the police station and interrogated. Just then the sound of
someone approaching broke into Tonggon’s thoughts.
*
“My dear?” said a strange voice, as the door opened with a creak.
It was the missionary’s wife. She held a white cloth to her nose with one hand, as if reluctant to enter a room
whose smell offended her so. In her other hand she ostentatiously brandished a transparent wax-paper bag of
cookies.
“My dear, I’ve come to offer my prayers.” She had adopted a gentler tone.
“Prayers?” Sugil’s mother could make neither head nor tail of the woman’s words.
“Yes, God … saves all people, every one.” Sugil’s mother said nothing.
“We are all God’s children.” Saying this, the missionary’s wife softly laid the bag of cookies next to Sugil’s
head. Unsettled at the sight of a strange man entering the servants’ quarters, she had asked her husband what to
do. The missionary, just as uneasy, had sent her down to check on things.
As far as they were concerned, Koreans were not to be taken lightly. They had been hacked into pieces by the
Japanese oppressors, to be sure, but each of those pieces still seemed to be throbbing. Back during the 1919
uprising the Japanese infantry and cavalry had soaked the streets with blood:\fn{ A declaration of Korean independence
from Japanese rule—Japan had annexed Korea in 1910—was read at a park in downtown Seoul on March 1, 1919, setting off months of
disturbances throughout the people in which more than a million people participated in various ways. The Japanese reaction to this is said
to have bordered on the hysterical; by May, military reinforcements had been summoned to help quell rioting, and the Japanese reacted to
subsequent protests of this nature with arrests, beatings, and even the burning of whole villages. By 1941, only four years before Korea
once more became an independent nation, there was one Japanese policeman for every 400 Koreans. } Even the firemen had taken

part, swinging their fire-axes down on people’s heads and yanking them back as if smashing their way through
burning houses.
But the Koreans’ procession never stopped. When sabers struck the heads of the vanguard those behind them
tore their own overcoats for tourniquets to stanch the flow of blood. The crowd then linked hands to carry the vanguard, forging ahead in defiance of the bayonets. Jabbed in their hind legs with steel prods, the mounted policemen’s horses charged off through the fences of an adjacent house. Knocked off the road by the angry wave of
people, the cops flailed their way back and forth in the open sewer.
But it wasn’t just the people on the streets. Students and citizens arrested by the police before the event kept
their promise to the nation, and began shouting “Long live an independent Korea!” at the same time as those outside. At their forefront were middle school students, including some members of the mission school.
One student, who had spent the night under brutal interrogation by the cops, leapt onto a chair and removed a
flag from under his clothes. Waving it, he began yelling “Long live Korea!” and immediately all in the interrogation room stood up as one and took up the cry. The detainees kept in the policemen’s judo hall and the other
interrogation and detention rooms quickly followed suit, rattling the roof-tiles with their shouts.
The chief cop and his counterpart in the military police lashed about with their swords as if to cut through the
forest of hands that had risen with the cheers. While the other cops brandished their guns, the judo bastards hurled
the detainees to the ground as if killing fish. Blood flowed, arms and legs were broken, but still the cheering knew
no end. One student was hit in the back of the head so hard that one of his eyes fell out, but he just pushed it back
in and continued shouting.
The police sent many to prison. They rounded others up at random on the streets, trussed them up like herrings,
then beat them in the fire station’s pump room before throwing them out.
But things weren’t over. The Korean people never gave up. Only a year and a few months later there was a
funeral for a mission middle-school student who had died after being imprisoned in connection with the uprising.
Students trailed the bier holding up two streams of white cotton cloth. They were in turn followed by ordinary
citizens.
Claiming they were blocking traffic, the police repeatedly ordered them to disperse, but the line always formed
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again quickly. On that day too, the missionary had stood on his balcony and watched the procession passing over
the bridge on the S—— River. He considered them savages for not fearing death, but to ingratiate himself with
the locals he would say,
“The Korean people are really quite magnificent. During the uprising I went to the police station and protested
on behalf of my Korean brothers and sisters. I said, those Koreans’ heads aren’t on fire, so why are you using fireaxes on their heads?”
For all this the missionary still had to wait five years before he could summon Reverend Yi back.\fn{ The editor
introduces an important note here: The legitimacy of the Korean communists’ rule rested largely on the claim that they alone had provided
meaningful resistance against the Japanese. It was no secret, however, that the uprising, which had posed a far more important threat to
Japanese rule than all Kim Il Sung’s exploits combined, had been organized mainly by Christian and other religious leaders, with the
Korean Marxist movement then too small to play a significant role. }

But of course things never really settled down. On the contrary; as time went on the wind spread, blowing with
ever-increasing force. Even stronger was the wind that swept in over the Tumen River.\fn{ Certainly a reference to
Communist revolution, but almost certainly to the Russian form, rather than the Chinese, since the author was prejudiced in favor of the
Russian, though both countries border Korea.} No one knew what would happen, or when and where it would take place.

This atmosphere had prevailed to this day.
The missionary couple was of course aware that Sugil’s father had died in prison after a long incarceration.
They found this somehow unsettling. Mary stole a glance at Tonggon and Sugil’s mother to assure herself they
had no weapons in their hands or on their bodies. Then she gently bowed her head, pretending to close her eyes.
“Oh God our father! Save this poor person. Forgive the sinner. Though he may have sinned. He has repented.”
Sugil’s mother, still eager to have Tonggon visit the hospital he had mentioned, cleared her throat and said
“sir” in a low voice. At this the missionary’s wife instinctively stole a sidewards glance at Tonggon and Sugil’s
mother. Just then she saw their gleaming eyes meet, as if they were making a silent pact of some sort. For an
instant disconnected images rose in her mind. She saw an iron hammer, a kitchen knife, the shovel in the stable,
the rake and the pickax in the storage room … then she saw all these things in the hands of Sugil’s mother and
Tonggon as they set upon her. The flash of images before her eyes made her confuse her words and thoughts.
“God our Father! From tonight the front and back doors must—”
The missionary’s wife caught herself with a start. She had almost voiced her intention to have vicious dogs
guard the front and back doors from that night on. She regained her composure and continued.
“Bestow fortune on this young child. Make him healthy and strong.”
But Sugil’s mother was already completely deaf to such talk. Turning to face Tonggon, she murmured.
“Sir! This child has to go to the hospital quickly … if we keep standing around …” She pressed her hand on
her chest, unable to finish.
“All right, I will go down and see. As long as there’s a vacant bed, I will do all I can.” With that Tonggon left.
The missionary’s wife glanced sideways again, then quickly closed her prayer with an amen. There might be a
hue and cry, she thought, if Sugil were to die tonight and be submitted to a Korean doctor’s autopsy—or even if
he were to remain alive in a Korean hospital for a while.
“Relax, my dear. He will soon be well again. There are good medicines and good doctors.” After these reassuring words she said,
“This room is not clean. It’s bad for the patient. He should be admitted to hospital.”
“As a matter of fact I just—”
“Ah, but our mission hospital is the best It has expensive medicines that one can only get from our country.
They can even bring the dying back to life.” Hearing this, Sugil’s mother seemed to calm down a little.
“I will talk to the people there. I’ll see to it they take care of the boy for free.”
“Well, that would certainly be—”
“We are all God’s children, all brothers and sisters in the same family. We have to love each other.”
As soon as the old fox had convinced herself that her ruse had worked, she left the room and ascended the hill
to the mission hospital, shaking her fat goose-like posterior as she walked. She walked straight into the office of
the director, Mrs. Mack, and told her roughly what had happened.
“Now, under no circumstances can we speak of a contusion; he must be said to be suffering from some kind of
disease,” she instructed, “so instead of letting another doctor see the boy you must always tend to him in person.”
“I understand.”
“First, administer an emergency injection and let a day or two go by. After that say it has some different kind
of fever, is that clear? Then there won’t be any trouble if it dies.”
“Don’t worry. Once he’s here we will have all kinds of ways to handle the situation.”
“Well then, send an ambulance immediately.”\fn{ This sounds completely heartless; and it is meant to. On the other hand, the
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only thing available to Western medical expertise at this time was to bore a hole in the skull to relieve the cranial edema—and consequently
the pressure against the brain—associated with severe blows to the head, and it would have been a very brave person indeed who would
have undertaken such an operation anywhere in Asia at this time, submerged as they all were among peoples to whom any sort of invasion
of the body was associated with sorcery and witchcraft, the practitioners of which were normally burned to death should any harm result
from their medications or operations. One does read about them—heroic Christian doctors who defied all local opposition in order to save
the lives of their patients—but they will have been necessarily few and far between. Then too, it has almost always been the primary
concern of missionary activity to be concerned with the health of the soul, as opposed to the body.}

So that evening Sugil, still unconscious, was laid on a soft hospital bed for the first time in his life. Gloom had
descended unexpectedly on him and his mother, but that night the missionary gave thanks to God for his beneficence, and vigorously embraced his wife as if she were a young bride.
“God made you especially wise,” he said admiringly. “We have been truly blessed.” As they went to the dinner
table they sang of the “beautiful world” they lived in, where they could take life with impunity.
*
That night an injection helped Sugil regain consciousness. His stomach was so empty that he ate almost the
entire bowlful of the hospital’s white gruel. He then asked for something cool and sweet to drink. His mother went
to borrow some money from Kyeduk’s mother, then bought a can of pineapple juice down in the village.
“Just get well quickly and I’ll buy you anything you want to eat,” she said.
“But we don’t have any money. I don’t want anything to eat anyway.”
“Come now, no matter how poor we may be, we can buy what you want to eat.”
Whenever she thought of her husband starving to death in prison she resolved anew not to let Sugil ever want
for anything. Even now she didn’t think there was anyone as obstinate as her husband had been. During one of her
first prison visits she had promised to arrange private meals for him, but he had flown into a rage at the idea, admonishing her to raise the boy well rather than worry about such trifles. Back then\fn{ The editor of this book has pointed out that nowhere in it are we specifically told when the story is set; but this obvious anachronism tells us that it was indeed set in the
time of the Japanese occupation.} one such meal cost only fifty chon, an affordable amount even for a woman in her

position, and all the other prisoners’ wives were having food sent.
But her husband refused to listen, even as he was gradually reduced to skin and bones. She knew that he was
only thinking of Sugil and herself, but it was still a source of eternal, ineradicable regret for her. The only way for
her to come to terms with her husband’s death was to raise her only son Sugil well.
“Mother, how many more nights must I sleep until I start school?” Sugil asked suddenly.
“Well, there are still more than thirty nights to go.”
“Thirty?” Sugil counted to thirty on his hands, then went on to count to a hundred.
“You don’t have to worry about getting into the school, because Christian schools actually prefer poor children.” She said this with a knot in her stomach, well aware now that the Christian schools were no different from
the others.
“When I get into school, I’ll be at the top of the class.”
“Of course you will, you think there’s another child like our Sugil?”
They were so immersed in their conversation that they did not notice nightfall. But after midnight Sugil began
to complain of a stabbing pain in his head again. Unable to bear it, he ground his teeth violently until, too exhaustted to continue, he lapsed back into a coma. After a while the nurse entered and peered at him.
“He has fallen asleep now, so you mustn’t wake him.”
Having said this, she left the room.
Unable to sleep a wink, Sugil’s mother kept watch over his bed all night. Sugil’s pain-wracked form was worn
and pale. The muscles in his discolored face and around his mouth were twitching violently. Something was
definitely very wrong indeed.
Sugil’s mother suddenly placed her hand on her chest. She felt a jabbing pain from the pit of her stomach down
to her toes, as if a needle was stabbing into her flesh and bones. But she was sure it was not her own pain but
Sugil’s that she was feeling. She gently laid a hand on Sugil’s head. Feeling the sharp heat deep in her flesh, she
told herself she was drawing his pain out of him. With one hand on his forehead and the other supporting the back
of his head she cried out silently.
“I don’t care how much it hurts me, just as long as you live!” Then she bent down over the bed, resting her
forehead once again on Sugil’s cheek. Closing her eyes gently, she murmured, as if in prayer,
“What is my pain, after all; I can die for all I care. If I can save Sugil that way, I’ll gladly die right now.”
Her eyes misted over with tears.
During the next morning’s round of visits the female doctor gave Sugil two more shots. These may have been
why Sugil was able to regain consciousness shortly after. Though his body remained exhausted and limp, and his
face dull and expressionless, his mother was happy that he was conscious at all. When his eyes finally opened it
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seemed to her as if a dark door had been thrown open to let in the morning sunlight.
“Sugil, do you know who I am?”
“Of course I know.”
“How about an apple?”
“I’m not hungry.”
How much like his father he is, she thought. Last year Sugil had had to go the hospital for an eye ailment.
After he had seen his mother’s empty purse one day, he had stubbornly refused to go back there, so following the
hospital’s instructions she had had to heat a flat stone and massage his eyes with it herself. His father too had been
stubborn until the day he died.
“He was worth a hundred men, but that didn’t stop the Japs from getting him, did it?”
The thought vexed her no end. And now Sugil, who was to have followed in this rare man’s footsteps, had
been reduced to this by those American vermin. She could no longer see or hear anything; she was blind and deaf
to the outside world. Guns, knives, and the sound of cannon fire formed one lament in her dreams. Her body was
like a hard bullet that would explode like a lightning bolt on contact with anything in its path.
“What bastard could do this to my son … no! They can’t kill my son!”
She cried out to herself. From somewhere, faintly, she seemed to hear an answer.
The injections still enabled Sugil to regain consciousness now and then. For some reason the old director
looked in regularly on the boy, and, perhaps because he was in more serious condition than the other patients,
often gave him his shots in person.
“They’re feeling guilty for what they did,” thought Sugil;’s mother.
Whatever the reason, Sugil was able to cling to life like this for over a week. His condition didn’t seem to be
getting better, but neither was it deteriorating significantly. After a few days, however, he would sometimes start
talking in his sleep after his shots, then would open his eyes a little and come to. His mother was happy just to
hear his voice; she saw it as a sign of recovery, which she attributed to the injections.
One day, leaning against the cold radiator, she managed to rest her tired eyes for a while. Half awake, she felt
as if she was holding something in her arms. Certain that it was Sugil, she tightened her embrace. Then she
realized it was an icy cold boulder.
Death! The consciousness of it suddenly sent a horrid fear running down her spine. In vain she tried to cast off
this feeling. Just then she was jogged by a pitiful call from somewhere.
“Mother … ahh mother …”
She opened her eyes with a start. She began to let out a sigh, but the terrifying sound of another cry stifled it.
She could hardly bear the tightness in her chest.
“Mother … that bad guy, that bad guy …”
Pressing both hands hard against her chest, she almost threw herself on Sugil’s bed. A fire raged inside her
throat, as if the sigh trapped inside her would explode.
“Simon, it was Simon … that guy—”
“Sugil!” cried his mother, embracing him tightly, “Sugil my child!”
Only when she could feel that his body was still warm was she freed of the tightness inside her, and she let out
a long sigh. But Sugil, lying there as limp as a wilted leaf, now lacked even the strength to talk in his sleep.
At times his mother was gripped by foreboding, but she didn’t know what to do. The women in the village
only added to her uneasiness. They would say
“What, you think they take good care of non-church members there?” or
“How well do you think they’re taking care of him for free?”
Such talk made her hair stand on end and her heart sink. An outsider could not see behind the scenes at the
hospital, said another woman, but one could imagine what it was like simply by looking at doctors who had
established their own practices after working there for a long time. As if by a conspiracy of some sort these
doctors, whether Dr. Ham or Dr. Ro, would first find out if a patient had money, and if so how much, before
treating him. If a patient had no money they would boot him out, telling him to go to a different hospital, even if
he was on the verge of death. At night they would see no patients at all, devoting themselves to a different kind of
business—in most cases, usury. It was said that they would place church members in their debt, and if the money
was not repaid in time they would seize property as payment, saying,
“Sons of God mustn’t lie, for God will punish them.”
Why, they had even taken a gold watch off someone’s wrist.
“And you think people so obsessed with money will be nice enough to take care of someone with none at all?”
By way of contrast the women would say how good other hospitals were, or how this and that doctor virtually
raised people from the dead. Of all those mentioned, Dr. Yu was said to be the best.
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“They say that gentleman has a lot of good medicines, so with one injection he can cure people who’d need
three injections somewhere else. And it’s inexpensive too.”
“In the village down there someone’s son started thrashing his head around and rolling his eyes, but they say
that doctor just extracted water from his spine and gave him a shot, and he was well again.”
Sugil’s mother ran to see Tonggon and told him all that she had heard. She then asked if it wasn’t too late to
have Sugil entrusted to Dr Yu’s care.
“Well, last time he said he’d take him, but it’s a question of how the church hospital will react. You go on up
already; I’ll go and have another talk with Dr. Yu, and then I’ll come up after you.”
Somewhat relieved, she returned to the hospital. After a while Tonggon arrived, telling her she could begin the
formalities of discharging the boy, as Dr Yu had agreed to take him. Sugil’s mother immediately sought out a
nurse and told her of her plans. She had not anticipated any difficulty, but the nurse, with a dignified expression,
told her she would first have to get the director’s approval.
“Wait a minute, he’s my son and I’ll take him where I want,” said Sugil’s mother. Tonggon told the nurse to
communicate this to the director. The nurse returned from the director’s office with a grave look.
“The director says that not even a parent can discharge a patient at will after he bas been admitted.”
She turned around and began disinfecting needles, as if to preempt any further questions. Sugil’s mother and
Tonggon went straight to the director’s office.
“Now really, even if he is to be released I will have to take one more look at him first.”
The old director’s face was unexpectedly friendly.
“As I’ve already said, he seems to be showing symptoms of a different illness … and now that he’s with us
he’s my responsibility. It’s too late today, so tomorrow morning I will take one more good look at him, and after I
give him the appropriate treatment … anyway, please leave things as they are for tonight.”
Feeling a little reassured, Sugil’s mother decided to wait until the next morning. Little did she dream that on
that accursed night Sugil was hastening towards his doom.
*
That night the missionary listened a little to what the director (Mrs. Mack) had to say. Then, excitement
creeping into his prayer-voice, he said,
“You are an American. For what have we Americans come to Korea to work, for what do we bestow God’s
grace on Koreans?”
“For America,” said his foxlike wife, picking up where he had left off, “for the American people.”\fn{ The fox is
used consistently here because of the widespread belief in Korean folklore that evil spirits inhabit the body of foxes .}
“And what is the life of one Korean child when weighed against the glory of the American people? I tell you,
why concern yourself any more with a life that even God knows nothing about?”
“One discarded by God is like a flea-bitten beggar,” chimed in his wife once more.
“I know; that’s why I didn’t let it leave,” said the director.
“You did well. But what’s the point of simply refusing to let it leave? A doctor has certain rights, certain
methods.”
“Well, that’s why I always said it wasn’t a contusion, but another disease that had manifested itself.”
“But the ignorant are brave. What do you plan to do if they come in at night and smuggle him out?”
At this his wife’s mouth twitched.
“That’s true,” she said, butting in again, “they could steal him away. Where’s your American wisdom? You
mustn’t become a Korean, I tell you, you mustn’t be contaminated by their ignorance. American wisdom, bravery
and virtue are vital.”\fn{I have encountered similar prejudice in reading about pro-Indian British colonials, many of whom were
accused of “going native” in their personal behavior. Perhaps one of the most famous of these is portrayed in Burmese Days (1934), itself
an indictment of British colonialism and based on its author’s personal experiences as a British policeman in colonial Burma .}

“We must be decisive. There are countless ways of dealing with the situation, are there not? I mean, just diagnose a dangerous contagious disease or something, and quarantine it at once. And don’t let anyone near it, do you
hear?”
“Yes, that is what I was thinking.”
“Gooood. Spoken like a true American. We need our own virtues, not Korean virtues or any others for that
matter.”
The director was silent.
“Not only that: we have to demand our virtues from others. And if it hasn’t got a contagious disease, then we
must give it an injection of bacillae and make it a contagious disease.”
“Let’s just say it is for the sake of the American people—“ put in his wife again.
“It won’t be difficult.”
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“Very good, director! But we have to think of an even better method. A contagious disease is all well and good,
but if it has to die within an hour no time can be wasted. There are several good injections for such a contingency,
are there not? Well, are there no such injections in our hospital?”
“Yes there are.”
“Good. I should hope so. The victory of the American people and its virtues requires more than just churches.
God also gives us bullets, airplanes and warships. What do you think the Bibles are, that we missionaries carry, or
our doctors’ syringes?”
The director said nothing.
“They are weapons for America and its people,” answered his wife with another twitch of her mouth.
“He who forsakes his rifle and is then shot by someone else is a pathetic fool. You have to use your weapon
first. You must take precautionary measures. If you don’t, your weapons are useless.”
“I understand, sir.”
“Good. If that’s the case I will, as God’s representative, ask you one question: What happens if the corpse of a
patient who has died of a contagious disease is subjected to a thorough autopsy by another doctor—by a Korean
doctor, shall we say?”
“Who is there who would do that?”
“You never know. Koreans are ignorant, and ignorant people are brave. Their lives mean nothing to them. If
they can fight the rifles of the Japanese with their bare hands, they can certainly spirit off their own son’s corpse.
In that respect they’re braver than people who respect laws and policemen.”
“So I should dispose of the body entirely,” said the director decisively.
“Ah! Right. Right. Americans are wise. The day when America rules the world is nigh. May you be imbued
with the glory of the American people.” The missionary raised his hands and pretended to pray for a moment.
Then he continued.
“Have the body cremated immediately, do you hear? A doctor has the right to do that. The Japanese police
won’t interfere.”
“Yes sir.” The director stood up. The missionary and his wife followed suit.
“God our Father!” cried the missionary. “Bestow glory on the American people. Aaamen.”
“Bestow fortune on Director Mack. Aaamen,” prayed his wife, as if to supplement her husband’s prayer.
*
The following morning Sugil’s mother went home to eat breakfast, then rushed back to the hospital. When she
got there Sugil was already gone. A vile antiseptic smell stabbed her nostrils. As if to escape it a pleurisy patient in
the neighboring bed had covered himself with his blanket. Hearing someone enter he poked out his face.
“Hey, where’s my boy?” she asked him.
“Well, they say he has a contagious disease. I was just lying here and it was like a bolt from the blue. There
was a real commotion.”
Just then a nurse with a huge hood-like mask on her face came running in, accompanied by a man in a medical
smock. They brusquely grabbed hold of Sugil’s mother and straightened her up, then sprayed her with a foulsmelling disinfectant. It stung her nose and made it difficult for her to breathe.
“Listen, where has my Sugil gone?” she shouted sobbing. The pungent disinfectant stabbed her tongue. “Our
Sugil is—”
“Your son has a contagious disease. That’s why we’re disinfecting you.”
“Contagious disease?”
“He’s been taken to the isolation ward.”
“Where’s that?”
“You can’t go there.”
“Well, where is it anyway?”
“I said you can’t go there, so just hurry up and go home.” With that, the two left.
For the life of her Sugil’s mother could not make head or tail of this. Her stomach churning with fear, she halfran up the stairs to the director’s office, only to be told that the director was out. Not knowing who to turn to, she
wandered around in confusion for a while. With nothing better to do she headed back in the direction of the sick
ward. She staggered up and down the hall on her shaking legs until she finally encountered a nurse who looked familiar.
“Excuse me miss, where is my boy Sugil?” She pleaded.
“Sugil, you say?” The nurse looked at her for a while. Then, as if suddenly remembering something, she said,
“Hold on, isn’t he in that ward?”
“Well, they said something about a whatchamacallit, an isolation ward—”
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“Ah, I see … well, you can’t go there.”
The nurse tried to get past but Sugil’s mother blocked her way.
“No, please, just tell me where it is.” Sugil’s mother drew close to her as if to grab her sleeve.
“Go home and stay there. Patients are well taken care of in this hospital. Please calm down and leave.”
“Just let me be with him in his room, I beg you.”
“That’s not allowed; you would be contaminated.”
“No I wouldn’t. And I don’t care if I am contaminated and I die, just let me be with him. I’ll do anything you
want.”
“That’s impossible. If the police find out they will take you away.”
With that the nurse disappeared into another room.
These medical people are all in it together, thought Sugil’s mother. Not knowing who to turn to or what to do,
she felt her chest tighten even more. She had no choice but to leave out the back door of the sick ward. She
walked around for a while peering into the various buildings, but there was no way of knowing what was what.
Squatting next to the flight of stairs that led to the director’s office, she waited for Mrs. Mack to turn up. It was
afternoon when she finally saw the director returning from some business outside. Like a mad woman Sugil’s
mother ran up the stairs and blocked the way to the office.
“Director! Where is Sugil?”
Her eyes pleaded even more forcefully than her voice. A little startled at first, the director looked at those eyes.
Then she quickly regained her composure.
“Your son has a contagious disease. He has gone to the isolation ward.” She tried to get past, but Sugil’s
mother, sticking to her like a magnet, forced her to stop.
“Director! Please let me go there, please.”
“That’s impossible. No one else is allowed there.”
“Then bring Sugil out to me.”
“That’s not allowed. A patient suffering from a contagious disease is not allowed to go anywhere. Please go
home.”
“No! Director!”
“Please get out of the way.”
“Director, give me Sugil. Let me have him and I’ll see he gets better, I promise.”
“I said no; now get out of the way before the police take you away.”
“No. He’s my child, and I can take him away if I want.”
“I told you no.”
“Director! Whether he lives or dies, let me be the one … please.”
“That’s impossible. Please get out of the way or I’m calling the police.”
“I’ll take my child away if it’s the last thing I do. You can kill me, but I’m not leaving here without him.”
“I told you to get out of the way. Hey, somebody over there!”
“No! Do you think I’d allow someone to kill the child I raised? I won’t allow it, I won’t.”
“Get out of the way I said! Hey, over there!” Straightening up as if to deliver a kick, the director again tried to
slip away.
“No!” cried Sugil’s mother, grabbing hold of her sleeve.
“Ah, my goodness!” The old director struggled to break free, her eyes wide-open in surprise like a trapped rat.
“Let me have my boy, let me have him!”
“Isn’t anyone going to help me?”
“Not so fast! I’ve asked you where you’ve hidden my Sugil. Let me have him!”
“Hey, there’s a crazy person here! Is anyone there?”
The lifelong spinster\fn{Considered an unnatural idea in Asian and non-Western societies in general, where barrenness itself is
normally associated in some negative way, either from personal approval concerning homosexuality to Divine disapproval from some
perceived sin.} bleated meanly, unable to find a hole to escape. Her head bobbed around like a puppet’s. By now her

spectacles had slid to the end of her nose and her sleeve had been pulled almost completely off her shoulder.
“I’m taking my child with me … hand him over, hand him over!”
Just then two nurses and a janitor ran up and latched on to her. The man grabbed her wrist, while one of the
nurses tried to pry her fingers loose.
The director managed to slip into her room. Looking down from her window she saw the janitor and a guard
pushing Sugil’s mother out the door. Only then did she let out a sigh of relief, and begin scrubbing her hands and
her sleeve with disinfectant.
“I wonder if I’ll ever get the dirt and the smell out …” Scrubbing her skin raw in the places Sugil’s mother had
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touched, she thought to herself,
“It will have to be done tonight … and he must be gone early tomorrow morning.”
Having been pushed and shoved to her home, Sugil’s mother waited for the hospital workers to leave. Then she
went to Tonggon’s house, but he was not at home. She returned straight to the hospital, only to be pushed away
again by the doorman. Climbing to the top of a hill behind the hospital, she gazed down blank1y at the red brick
buildings.
Somewhere in there Sugil was lying all alone, gasping for air. She envied the birds flying overhead. Then she
briefly clung to the fantasy that she could be taken on as a hospital maid and be allowed to see Sugil without any
problems. Above her the spring sky darkened with clouds, and the telephone cables hummed.
Just then she saw someone walking up the steep road. It was the hospital’s pharmacist. She had sometimes
seen him coming out of church with a Bible under his arm, and he had always seemed very dignified to her.\fn{ A
note reads: The news that Sugil’s mother had a favorable impression of a Bible-toting churchgoer is significant. Judging from the other
villagers’ comments earlier in this chapter, it seems that Sugil and his mother were not actual members of the church. But while reluctant to
tarnish his heroes by depicting them as bona fide Christians, Han knew he could not ask his readers to believe that a missionary would
employ a woman who was completely unsympathetic to the religion .} She had seen him a few times since then in the hospital.

She quickly caught up with him.
“Excuse me sir!”
After calling him a few times he slowly turned around. He was on his way home from work. After listening
indifferently to her trembling voice, he said in a prayer-like tone:
“Being entrusted to American doctors is like being entrusted to God.”
“But sir! What do you mean, entrusted to God?!” If anything, the pharmacist’s words only unsettled her more.
How could even the greatest god compare with a boy’s own mother?
“Americans don’t lie. Take a look around you. In Korea they build hospitals, establish schools … doctors
come, and preachers—”
“But sir!”
Just gazing down at the hospital buildings that contained her son was better than listening to this talk. All the
Koreans who worked in the hospital, all of them, were Korean in name only. Inside they were no different from
Americans. They seemed to her like people from a completely different world.
That night she went to see Tonggon again. Listening to the day’s events from start to finish he thought there
was definitely some unpleasantness afoot, but he had no way of knowing just what was being planned. But he
promised her that, no matter what happened, he would accompany her to the director’s on his way home from
work the next evening.
*
After almost an entire day and night without sleep, she was finally able to close her eyes at dawn and doze off
for a bit. No sooner had she done so than she began to dream. She was being chased by a terrifying thief. She tried
to flee but was unable to run. After struggling for a while she saw the thief before her eyes. But suddenly someone
took a sharp dagger and went and stabbed the son of a bitch. It was a welcome sight indeed. She was sure her
rescuer was her husband, but when she looked closer she saw it was Tonggon. She woke, stretching herself with a
deep sigh of relief. Now she could hear the sound of a nightingale from somewhere.
“What does today have in store?” she thought, with a tightening of her heart.
That afternoon a strange man came to see her. For some reason her heart sank as soon as she saw him. He was
a villainous looking man, with a dark face, droopy eyelids, and a nose that hung down like a steer’s testicles in
June.\fn{Surely a unique expression.} She was sure he was either a security guard or a janitor she had seen at the hospital. Rocking on his heels as if he would go back before communicating his message, he asked,
“Is this Yi Sugil’s home?”
“Yes, what is it?” She ran out of the house in her bare feet, placing her hand gently on her breast to still her
pounding heart.
“You’re wanted at the hospital.”
“At the hospital? But what—”
“Someone from this house was in the hospital, right?”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“They say he died.”
“Di …”
Sugil’s mother head began to spin. Her legs gave way and she sank down into a crouch then and there. The
man shambled off without so much as another word.
“So—Sugil!”
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With a loud clap of her hands she ran after him, without even bothering to put on her shoes. But she hadn’t
gone far when she felt her throat constricting tightly and a wave of sadness rushing over her. She sank down again
onto her haunches.
“Sugil’s dead? What do they mean he’s dead?”
As she struck the ground with her hand she began to wail. She was racked so hard with sobs it seemed she
would cease breathing altogether.
Then anger rose up in her like a bludgeon. Everything was clear to her now. Those missionary jackals and that
bitch of a director had killed Sugil.
“All right, so that’s the way it is. You sons of bitches, you’ve all conspired to take my child from me, but I
won’t let it happen, I won’t.”
She took up a pole that had been lying around in the field and struck the ground with it with all her strength.
“You can’t get away with it, you can’t. You sons of bitches can’t take an innocent person and say he has a
contagious disease … you can’t, you can’t. Make him well again, make him well again, or I’ll make short work of
you sons of bitches, do you hear me?”
She broke into a run again. The vision of Sugil’s corpse battled strangely in her mind with the image of Sugil
still breathing laboriously. She plunged on, unaware of the movement of her feet or the lay of the road beneath
them, and arrived at the hospital before the security guard. As she entered the lobby, someone called to her from
the reception desk, but hearing nothing, she hurtled down the long corridor.
“Sugil, Sugil!” she cried.
“Hey, hey!” A man in a white smock caught up with her and grabbed her firmly by the arm.
“Where is my Sugil?”
“Don’t make such a racket. You’ll startle the patients.”
“Listen—where is my Sugil? Just let me see him quickly.”
“Come this way please.”
She was led into a room in a dark and gloomy corner. But Sugil wasn’t there either.
“Where is Sugil? Please hurry up and let me—” She turned and tried to run out the door, but the man grabbed
her again and pulled her back.
“Please sit down here,” he said, trying to sit her down on a stool.
“I can’t, I have to go—”
“Yes, well, just sit down. I will let you see him shortly.” With that he forced her down onto the stool. “Are you
Yi Sugil’s mother?”
“Yes. Sugil’s still alive, isn’t he?”
“With our hospital’s warm prayers your son has gone to the eternal world.”
“Gone, you say?” Blue lights flashed before her eyes.
“He has returned to God’s embrace.”
“God?” She rose with a start, then sank back down again.
“The illness became so severe that we didn’t even have time to contact you at home.”
Sugil’s mother was speechless.
“It’s hospital policy. The rule says that to prevent contamination anyone who has died of a contagious disease
must be cremated immediately. Therefore—”
But Sugil’s mother could not understand a word.
“Where is Sugil?” she asked.
“I shall give him to you.”
The man in the white medical smock went to the shelf and took down a little box wrapped in white cloth.
Proffering it to her with both hands he said,
“Here is your son. Please.” She gazed blankly at the box, but unable to comprehend what it was, did not even
attempt to take it.
“This is your son.” Still she said nothing.
“This is what was left after the fire. Please.”
“Fire?”
“Yes, it’s hospital policy.”
“My son … burned …”
“Yes, that’s what this is.”
“Oh, now I get it. You killed an innocent person and then you destroyed everything to get rid of the evidence,
you filthy sons of bitches. I’ll kill you with my own hands, you hear me!” She started up from the stool, clenching
her fists tightly.
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“No, it’s impossible,” she cried, biting her lip and forgetting her grief for a moment, “I want my son back!
Who told you to burn my son?” The man in the smock took a few steps backward.
“You can’t, you can’t beat my son to death and then get rid of—”
“Calm down please. Whether one lives or dies is for God to decide. It’s all written down in the Bible.”
“I don’t have a god, now give me back my son.”
“It will do you no good to offend the will of God. Nor will it help your son—”
“Hurry up and give me back my son, can’t you do that?”
“In commemoration of your son’s eternal life the reverend missionary has asked me to …” The man in the
smock extended to her a paper envelope, a little condolence gift from the missionary.
“The missionary—” She slapped it away. “A fine lot of missionaries they are, the bastards, the murderous Godselling sons of bitches.”
Sugil’s mother snatched the box of remains from the orderly’s hand and clutched it to her breast. At the same
time the envelope containing the missionary’s money fluttered to the ground. She snatched it up with her free
hand like a kite swooping down on a chick, then kicked open the door and hurtled out.
*
One of her feet struck the jagged edge of a rock and began to spout blood, but she took no notice of it. Blood
had clotted on her lower lip, swollen from where she had bitten it. In her mind she saw the protruding bald head.
The eyes like lamps.
Like a tornado she flung open the third heavy door of the missionary’s brick house to find her three enemies
around the dinner table. As if fixing on a target she looked around at their faces, which grew and shrank before
her eyes as if shown on a moving screen.
The old jackal’s spade-shaped eagle’s nose hung villainously over his upper lip, while the vixen’s teats jutted
out like the stomach of a snake that has just swallowed a demon, and the slippery wolf cub gleamed with poison
like the head of a venomous snake that has just shed its skin.
Their six sunken eyes seemed to Sugil’s mother like open graves constantly waiting for corpses. Like demons
before the king of the underworld this pack of wolves quaked at the sight of Sugil’s mother, with her tangled hair,
bloodshot eyes, blood-soaked feet and torn skirt.
“Oh … oh my God …” The vixen was the first to begin praying.
“Give me back my son!”
“Oh … God our Father!”
“You sons of bitches, I told you to give me back my son!”
Sugil’s mother bit so hard into her blood-caked lips that red blood came spurting out. Flinging the envelope at
the old jackal with the one hand, she tried to grab hold of the wolf cub’s skull with the other. Standing up, the
vixen cried out again in a trembling voice,
“Hey, God is up there. My dear, your son has gone to heaven.”
“Heaven? You sons of bitches can go to heaven for all I care, I have no use for it.” Sugil’s mother thrust out her
hand again. “Hurry up and hand me back my son, ’cos if you don’t I’ll take yours!”
“My dear, this is no way to act. The devil has gotten hold of you.”
“The devil? You want to see a devil, just draw some water and look at your reflection. Your son is still important to you, you murderous bastards, but you beat my son to death … you say he’ll get better in the hospital,
then say I can’t come because he has a contagious disease, then you secretly kill him … burn him till nothing’s
left. Hurry up and hand him over, you sons of bitches, hand him over! You can’t get away with this, you can’t!”
She reached out again for the wolf cub. The vixen stepped in the way, signaling to her son with her eyes to run
off. Shielded by his fat mother’s stomach he scurried into a room at the back. After a while one could hear the
sound of a telephone being dialed.
“Give me back my boy!” Sugil’s mother put her head down and lunged forward in an effort to get past, but the
vixen, taking a few steps backward, blocked her way.
“God will not forgive you for this.” Just then the old jackal stood straight up.
“Out, devil!” he shouted at the top of his voice.
“Devil? You son of a bitch, you kill someone for taking a ball you’ve thrown away. You bastards get out! Who
gave you the right to come to another country and kill innocent people? This is our Korean land, Korean land …
do you think all Koreans have died?”
“I told you to get out.”
“Give me back my son, you thieving bastards, give me back my son.”
“Go and look for him at the hospital.”
“You bastards want to play hide-and-seek like a bunch of goblins, I see. But I won’t let you. Your son did the
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killing, so give him to me, I won’t let him get away with it, I won’t.”
“You godless barbarian,” said the vixen, shielding her husband and striding forward.
“I told you to hand over the bastard that killed my son, now hurry up!” Ramming into the vixen’s belly with
her head, Sugil’s mother again tried to force her way past
“Kill that demon!” the old jackal yelled out urgently, “the gun, Simon, the gun!”
Shortly the wolf cub came out with a long hunting rifle, which he thrust at Sugil’s mother’s breast.
“I’ll shoot!” he cried.
“Go ahead, try and shoot me. If you want to kill me too, go ahead and try.”
She advanced, puffing out her chest. Flinching like a frightened rabbit, the wolf cub stepped backwards. The
old jackal wrested the rifle from him and jabbed her in the chest with the muzzle. She staggered one or two steps
back, then steadied herself. Puffing out her chest again, she wrested the rifle away with all her strength. The old
jackal, his body bent over the rifle, was pulled forth a few steps before finally letting go. With all her strength
Sugil’s mother took the gun by the barrel and smashed it over the edge of the huge stove, breaking it in half. The
pair jumped back while their little bastard retreated once more into the back room. The telephone gave out a loud
ring as it was cranked.
“Yes … Hurry, hurry … yes.” The words could be vaguely made out. “He’s left already? Yes, yes … yes …
she has a gun now and she’s—”
“You sons of bitches, you try to kill me with a gun and then—well, you’re not going to get away with it. I
won’t die until I’ve cut out your livers and eaten them. You think I won’t eat the liver of that bastard son of yours,
the one who killed my son?”
Grinding her teeth, Sugil’s mother ran into the back room, where the son of a bitch and his wife blocked her
way. A shoving match ensued.
*
Just then the sound of shouting could be heard. In the next instant Sugil’s mother was grabbed firmly on the
back of her neck as if attacked by a kite, then kneed so hard in the base of her spine that she felt a stabbing pain in
her joints. It was the cop.
“You bitch, can’t you leave well enough alone?” he said, kicking her repeatedly in the shins with his boot.
“So there’s more of you, huh?” Sugil’s mother spat out the blood that had filled her mouth. “So you’re all in
this together, eh, well that’s fine, let’s just see who lives and who dies.”
At this the policeman too staggered back.
“Bitch!” He struck her in the face with his massive hand. Red lights flashed before her eyes.
“Give me back my son! You son of a bitch. Does being a policeman mean taking the side of these sons of
bitches?” But finally she was tied up fast in rope. Only then did the wolf cub come back into the room.
“Why do you tie me up instead of that murderous bastard?” she cried.
“Can’t you just shut up, you bitch?” The cop turned to the missionary pair. “I’m sorry, Reverend. If I’d known
earlier, none of this would have happened.”
“That’s all right; you’ve done your job well. God has found out, and now He is punishing her, is He not?”
“Well then, I will deal firmly … I’ll take this gun along as evidence.”
“As an American I have one request: should she repent her crime, I hope you will be so kind as to forgive her.
Please make her a good person. All kind people are the brothers and sisters of the American people. This is God’s
will.”
“Who said I wanted your forgiveness? You’ve tricked an ignorant person, used your gun to boss me around,
tried to kill me—all those tricks, but you won’t get away with it, you won’t!”
“Stop babbling, you bitch, and carry this gun.” The policeman shouted.
“Why should I carry it? I have something else to carry.”
Bending over despite her bonds she picked up the box of her son’s remains. It was bitterly mortifying to be
taken away before exacting vengeance on her enemies.
“But just you wait,” she said. “Not all Koreans have died.”
As she walked, it seemed the darkening street would never end. The birds were flying back and forth across the
low sky in search of their nests.\fn{ An alternative ending to this story exists in the version of this story contained the collection of
the author’s works officially published in North Korea in 1960 (Han Sorya sonjip, Pyongyang, 1960-1962). It reads as follows.}
*
“Just you wait,” she said. “Not all Koreans have died.”
She was dragged outside past the villagers, who had gathered behind the fence as if awaiting a sign. Kyeduk’s
mother had found one of Sugil’s mother’s rubber shoes by the cow shed, and now bent down to slip it on her
friend’s bloodied foot
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“Out of the way,” shouted the Japanese cop, “what are you all standing around for?”
But far from dispersing, the neighbors quietly began to follow the two. Sugil’s mother stumbled along the
darkening twilit street. Suddenly she was reminded of the song she had heard the children singing in the
mountains the day before:
The knot in the heart—
How will it be untied?

Of course she did not remember these lines word for word, but their meaning had been planted unmistakably
in her brain. The Yankees and Japs had incessantly brought the blackest gloom down upon on the Korean people,
but in the heart of every Korean raged eternal flames … Even now the beautiful rhythm of those lines resounded
in here ears. Suddenly she looked up. The birds were flying back and forth across the low sky in search of their
nests.\fn{“Jackals … is a 1951 novella by Han, noted for its anti-American tendency. The story [has been called] the country’s most enduring work of fiction … still influential in North Korea where “jackals” has become a synonym for “Americans” and papers like Rodong
Sinmun regularly invoke the language of the novella. It was republished in … August 2003, one year after the Bush administration designated North Korea as part of the “Axis of evil”. After the Sony Pictures Entertainment hack of 2014—[concerning The Interview, a comedy
film about an assassination attempt against Kim Jong-un, the North Korean Head of State (about which North Korean officials said at the
United Nations that “to allow the production and distribution of such a film … should be regarded as the most undisguised sponsoring of
terrorism as well as an act of war”)]—North Korean media employed similar rhetoric against Secretary of State John Kerry. One article
compared Kerry with a jackal no fewer than eleven times. Jackals was adapted on stage and performed in Pyongyang in 2015. The novel
remains one of the very few North Korean works of fiction that have been translated into English.”:W I have included the story in this collection partly because to ignore either the author or his most famous work is contraintuitive to the mission of the Protocol for World Peace,
which is to hold no bias concerning the admission of works of prose or poetry, except those whose physical construction might render them
impossible to subject to computer analysis:H}

16.23 & 265.103 1. The Underground Village 2. Excerpt from From Wonso Pond\fn{by Kang Kyong-ae (19061944)} Songhwa, South Hwanghae Province, North Korea (F) 26
1
The sun was burning above the western hill. Ch’ilsong, as usual, staggered past this village with his beggar’s
sack slung over his shoulder. He kept pulling down his crownless straw hat, but the sun continued to scorch his
forehead, and drops of sweat rolled down. Dust rose up from the parched road like smoke and made it difficult for
him to breathe.
“There he comes again!”
“Come on!”
The little urchins at play by the roadside shouted and ran toward him. Ch’ilsong swore to himself and took
hurried steps, but the children soon overtook him and pulled at his clothes.
“Cry, lad, cry!”
One of the urchins blocked Ch’ilsong’s way and laughed. The children surrounded him in a circle.
“Hey, boy, how old are you?”
“Show us what you earned today.”
One of the urchins snatched at his beggar’s sack, and all the others clapped their hands. Ch’ilsong stood immobile and glared at the biggest of the group. He knew that if he tried to push ahead or swore at them they would
pester him still more.
“Oh, he looks like a gentleman today.”
One bristly-haired urchin brandished before his face a stick with a bit of cowdung at the tip. The children all
giggled and made as if to smear cowdung on Ch’ilsong with their sticks. Ch’ilsong could not stand it, so he ran as
fast as he could.
He raised both his shaky arms high and twisted his neck convulsively as he placed one foot ahead of the other.
The children mimicked his gait and followed him. They blocked him in front and behind, and jumped up to smear
cowdung on his face. He scowled fiercely, and could only mutter “Goddamn!” after twitching his mouth for a
long time.
The children imitated the mouth and the “Goddamn!” and roared with laughter. When cowdung touched his
lips Ch’ilsong spat vehemently and scowled fiercely.
“Why, that’s a terrible gentleman there,” the children mocked, but perhaps they thought he really looked terrible, for they began to retreat. Ch’ilsong wiped his mouth with his sleeve and looked at the noisily retreating
children. He felt furious and forlorn, like one cast aside by the world.
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*
After the urchins had gone away, there was utter silence. Ch’ilsong walked on along the new highway. He tried
to brush away the cow-dung, but the effort only spread the bluish stain on his clothes. He stared into space, and
flopped down on the slope at the foot of the mountain.
A breeze stirred the tall grasses, and insects chirped now and then. A running brook sang from somewhere, too.
He scratched his head and looked ahead absently. The sun showered its oblique rays upon the forest, and the
songs of the birds sounded plaintive.
“Why am I such a cripple, that I am ridiculed and persecuted even by little children?” he pondered, and
plucked a blade of grass beside him, which hurt his palm.
“Well, at least I’m not as miserable as Kunnyon,” he thought. “Kunnyon is blind yet she lives,” he mused,
looking at the down-covered berries of a nearby plant.
He pictured Kunnyon in his head. Her softly closed eyes! He trembled as he pictured them. He looked at his
beggar’s sack beside him and thought he would give Kunnyon the most delicious unbroken biscuits that he had
garnered that day.
“How shall I give them to her? Shall I hand them to her over the brushwood hedge tonight? To do so, Kunnyon
will have to be made to come out and stand beside the brushwood hedge. Someone will have to tell her to come
out. Who?
“No, that won’t do. Then I will send Ch’il-un over with them. Oh, no, that way Kunnyon’s mother and my
mother will know.
“I will hand them over the hedge tomorrow at midday after people have gone out for weeding.”
His heart throbbed, and he got up.
The sun that had been pouring down heat as if to fry his skin disappeared among the mountains, and a cool
breeze from somewhere stirred the grasses and cooled his body. Ch’ilsong fumbled with his beggar’s sack and
then, slinging it over his shoulder, resumed his tottering walk.
The sky spread before his eyes like a vast sea, and far off toward the horizon a red evening glow spread in
waves. He pushed up his straw hat and came out of the shadows of the valley. As he moved, the smell of cowdung
stung his nostrils.
*
When he had passed the mountain and approached the entrance to the village, his younger brother Ch’il-un ran
up to him with the baby on his back.
“Oh, you’re late. I’ve been waiting for you all day.” His big eyes beaming happily, Ch’il-un went up close to
his brother and, taking hold of the beggar’s sack, tried to find out what he had obtained that day.
“Did you get biscuits today, too?”
“No.” Ch’ilsong quickly shifted his sack and retreated a step. Ch’il-un moved with him.
“Give me one, will you? Just one.”
Ch’il-un swallowed and stretched out his soiled hand. The baby on his back also spread both her hands and
looked at Ch’ilsong.
“Goddamn!”
Ch’ilsong turned away quickly. Ch’il-un followed him hastily.
“Will you, please? Give me one.”
“I haven’t got any.” Ch’ilsong scowled. Ch’il-un became tearful at once and looked up at his brother.
“I’ll tell Mother you won’t give me a biscuit. She said when she went out to the field that if I looked after the
baby you’d give me sweets. I’ll tell on you, I will.”
Ch’il-un twisted his mouth and wiped his tears with his fist.
The baby, without knowing what it was all about, also began to cry. Darkness was setting in, but Ch’il-un
sobbed and ran toward the mountain where their mother was supposed to be.
“Mother! Mother!”
When Ch'il-un shouted sobbingly, the baby also cried “Mama! Mama!” The echo from the mountain sounded
somewhat like their mother’s reply of “Coming!”
Ch’ilsong, deeming it fortunate to be rid of Ch’il-un and Yong-ae, turned and began to walk.
*
The village was sunk in darkness and nothing could be discerned, but the old locust tree loomed tall and erect,
as if it were trying to reach the stars. He walked on, resolving that he would meet Kunnyon by whatever means,
and give her the biscuits without fail.
“Is it you, Ch’ilsong?”
It was his mother’s voice. He looked back. Her face could not be seen under the big bundle of brushwood,
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which made her neck tilt almost to the point of breaking.
“Why are you so late today?”
She had looked down the road again and again to see if her son was coming until her eyes began to ache, and
then had gone up the mountain from the field. She had worried that he might have fallen down somewhere or
been stoned by urchins, and had thought of going to town in search of him. At his mother’s question Ch’ilsong
recalled the mortification he had received from the urchins and at once became tearful.
His mother walked up to him. She smelt of leaves. She was carrying the big sheaf of twigs on her head and
also the baby on her back.
“Mother, he won’t give me any sweets.” Ch’il-un hung on to his mother’s skirt. His mother staggered, almost
fell down, but recovered her balance and stroked Ch’il-un with one hand.
“I’ll kill that damned boy.”
Ch’ilsong raised his foot to kick his brother. His mother lurched in between them.
“Don’t! He’s had a hard time all day, looking after the baby. He’s got heat rash all around his waist.” Then his
mother sighed deeply. Ch’ilsong suddenly fancied he smelt cowdung and his anger rose.
“Do you think I’ve been sitting in the shade all day?”
“Oh, that’s not what I meant, Ch’ilsong!”
His mother’s voice choked and she could not go on. They walked in silence. When they got home they sat
down on the sheaf of twigs. His mother talked about this and that to divert Ch’ilsong.
“Oh, there are so many stinging insects this year. My hands are all numb from their stings.”
She would have liked to take a look at her hands, but restrained herself and caressed the baby. She bared one of
her breasts.
Ch’il-un kicked at the bundle and went on whimpering. Ch’ilsong could not stand to look at his mother and
sister, so he got up and looked around in the dark to see if Kunnyon was somewhere around.
*
Entering the room, Ch’ilsong sat down crosslegged, pressing under his thigh the toe he had bruised on the stepping stone, and noiselessly latched the door. Then he poured out the contents of the beggar’s sack. Matchsticks
and rice grains scattered with a rustling sound. He winced and rapidly felt the things one by one. He thought of
the money that was in the sack, so he took it out and looked down at it absently. Nothing could be discerned clearly because the room was dark, but he imagined he could see everything distinctly.
He piled up the matchboxes and the rice and the biscuits separately in a comer and thought of Kunnyon. What
should he give her? He picked up the biscuits quickly and, thinking that he would give her those, put one in his
mouth. It crushed with a crisp sound between his teeth, and sweetness spread in his mouth. He smacked his lips
and listened again to make sure Ch’il-un was not eavesdropping.
He counted the money held tightly in his hand and, when he thought how happy Kunnyon would be if he used
it to buy her fabrics for her clothes, his heart beat wildly.
“Why doesn’t she come to visit us at home? If she does, I’d give her money and biscuits and everything she
wants.”
When he imagined her visiting them, he felt somehow reverential. So he wrapped the matchboxes and biscuits
together and put them under the straw mat, pushing the money in under the mat too, and moved the rice near to
the kitchen. Then, sitting beside the back door, he looked over at the hedge of Kunnyon’s house.
Squash vines were winding round the hedge and stars were floating above it.
“How can I meet her?”
His hand touched his toe and it hurt. A cool breeze caressed his cheeks. His heart ached. It ached more than his
bruised toe.
*
“Eat your supper.”
Ch’ilsong looked up, startled. When he realized it was his mother who was standing outside the door, he felt an
emptiness in a comer of his bosom.
“Did you lock the door?” His mother pulled at the door. He felt as if she were pulling at the door to ask for
biscuits or for money. He thought he hated his family and everybody in the world.
“I won’t eat,” he shouted. His whole body shook.
“Did you eat something in the market?” His mother’s voice grew weak. Every time Ch’ilsong got angry, his
mother’s voice became weak like that. After a long interval, his mother pleaded again, “Why don’t you have some
more?”
“I don’t want to,” he shouted again.
His mother munnured something to herself and fell silent.
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*
Ch’ilsong, left alone, yearned to eat the biscuits under the straw mat. He lifted it. A sweet scent floated up and
also the disgusting smell of bedbugs. He replaced the straw mat and turned around, thinking that the biscuits must
go to Kunnyon tomorrow, but his hand was again fingering the mat.
“I’ll give them to Kunnyon.” He took his hand away quickly and grabbed the doorsill.
A breeze squeezed in through the gap between the door panels and chilled his sweaty brow. He quickly took
off his jacket and hugged the wind. He felt itchy all over, so he rubbed his body against the wall. It made him feel
good, so he kept on doing it harder. That made him breathless, and the skin on his back tore and ached. So he got
up, clinging to the wall, and went outside.
As he moved, every part of his body ached. His fingertip hurt as if pierced by a thorn, and his wrist ached and
his arm felt sore and his toe stung. He ignored them all and walked on.
Among the onions planted in orderly rows beside the bush clover hedge a few white flowers shone like stars,
and the smell of scallions that drifted with the wind made him feel as if a girl were sitting beside him. He stepped
nearer to the hedge.
From Kunnyon’s house floated the poignant smell of mugwort burning to keep away mosquitoes, and the fire
itself flickered now and then. As he pricked his ears toward the conversation in Kunnyon’s yard, the hedge rustled
and the furry spines of squash leaves stung his cheeks. His face burned when he suddenly thought Kunnyon might
be peeping at him from beyond the hedge.
After a long while he looked around.
His clothes were all damp with dew, and scallion blossoms shone like pebbles under water. The mosquito fire
could not be seen any more, and all around was darkness. From somewhere insects chirped. When he stepped into
his room he felt stuffiness fill his chest up to his throat.
*
When he awoke the next morning, the backyard was full of sunshine already. As soon as he got up, Ch’ilsong
looked around to see whether his mother and Ch’il-un were in the house still. Making sure that they were not, he
sat on the doorsill and looked at the hedge of Kunnyon’s house. Kunnyon’s father and mother must have gone out
to the field to weed, and Kunnyon must be home alone.
“Could there be some visitor? I must see her today.”
Thinking thus, he looked down at his arms, which hung limp inside the tattered sleeves and looked as if they
were made of no bones and no flesh, but only shriveled greenish-yellow skin. Suddenly he felt sad and, raising his
head, sighed deeply.
How fortunate it was that Kunnyon was blind! If she could see, she would have taken to her heels at the sight
of these arms. But what if Kunnyon felt these arms and asked why they were so thin and limp? And what one
could do with such weak arms?
His heart tore at the thought. He kept heaving sighs and suddenly thought,
“Couldn’t there be a medicine for them? There must be some medicine.” On the spider’s web spread over the
hedge of Kunnyon's house hung innumerable dewdrops.
“Maybe those are medicine.” He sprang up and went ou:tside.
Praying that the dewdrops shining on the spider’s web would be medicine for him, he pulled the web down
carefully. His arms were weak and trembled, so that the dewdrops fell on the ground in a shower. He tried to catch
them in his palms, but not a drop fell on them.
“Goddamn!”
He had a habit of swearing “Goddamn!” and glaring at the sky whenever he failed at something. As he was
standing thus fuming to himself he turned his head at the soft sound of rubber shoes. The furry squash leaves
touched his eyelids and he became tearful. Kunnyon seen through tears! He suppressed his urge to rub his eyes
and opened them wider.
Kunnyon, walking with a heavy wooden laundry basin on her head, came toward the hedge and, after putting
the basin on the ground, straightened up. Her eyes were closed as if in sleep; or they seemed just slightly open.
Perhaps from exertion, several red spots shone on her cheeks, and her chin seemed sharper than usual, making her
look like someone who had been ill for days. Kunnyon shook the laundry piece by piece and spread it on the
hedge.
Ch’ilsong could not breathe. As he tried to inhale noiselessly, his heart felt about to burst and the skin of his
belly contracted. He bowed down once to brush away his tears and kept looking. Nothing was in his head now
except every movement of Kunnyon.
Kunnyon came near him with her last piece of laundry. Ch’ilsong wanted to stretch out and take hold of Kunnyon’s hand, but he flinched back instead, and his whole body shook. As the hedge rustled under the spreading
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laundry, a thousand birds’ wings flapped in his chest, sirens sang in his ears, and darkness descended on his eyes.
He could move and part the squash leaves to look beyond the hedge only when Krmnyon’s footsteps had retreated
to a distance.
Kunnyon was walking toward the kitchen door with the empty wooden basin on her head. He felt an urgent
desire to call out to her and make her stop, but his voice would not function. Kunnyon’s bare legs showed once or
twice through the torn skirt and disappeared. He stared at the kitchen door, hoping that she would come out again,
but she did not reappear.
He heaved a deep sigh and came away from the hedge. The sun shone hot. He wished he had given her the biscuits. He wished he had given her the money.
“No, I’ll save the money and buy her material for a skirt,” he thought, and peeped in again. Only the hedge
rustled; otherwise all was silence. The laundry washed by Kunnyon shone so bright that he averted his eyes and
turned away.
If he didn’t buy her clothes, Kunnyon would go around showing her legs through the torn skirt forever.
*
“Give me sweets, will you, please?”
He looked back to see Ch’il-un coming out of the kitchen door with the baby on his back. He moved away
from the hedge like one discovered in theft.
Ch’il-un, thinking that his brother was coming to beat him, ran into the kitchen, but looked back and
approached him again.
“Will you? Just one.” He held out his hand.
The baby also tilted her head to look at her older brother, and spread out her hand. The baby’s head was covered with sores which oozed all the time. The baby’s thin, light-brown hair was pasted to the sores, and flies
always swarmed around her head. The baby kept pulling at her hair with her tiny fingers and ate the scabs she tore
from her head. The baby held out that hand before her brother. She thrust her hand before her brother with fingers
spread like a fan.
Ch’ilsong scowled at them once and went into the room. Ch’il-un blocked the doorway and importunately
begged again.
“Will you? Give me just one and I’ll go away.” He snuffled up his snot.
“I don’t want to see you!”
Ch’il-un had no shirt so he was clad only in a pair of pants. The skin of his back, parched and grilled by the
sun, was peeling in flakes. The baby did not have even a pair of pants, so she was naked all the time. His eyes
burned as he looked at the bare bodies of his younger brother and sister. As he turned his eyes to the wall, he
pictured the pile upon pile of cloth stacked along the walls of the town store. His hand that had been raised to
strike Ch’il-un fell limp.
“If you don’t give me any, I won’t look after the baby.” Ch’il-un put down the baby and ran away.
*
The baby began to cry, screaming. Ch’ilsong did not cast a glance at the baby, but turned away. Flies were
swarming around the rice bowl. His mother always went out to the field after setting his rice and soup in the room
under a cloth, because Ch’ilsong got up late.
He went up to it and lifted the cloth. A drowned fly floated in the soup, and the countless flies that had been
sitting on the rice flew up startled.
He picked out the fly from the soup and put a spoonful of rice into his mouth. The food consisted of a little rice
and many acorns. The scanty rice, when crushed between his teeth, was so soft and glutinous and sweet that it
almost made him choke. But immediately the crunched acorns filled his mouth with bitter juice. He tried to
swallow the acorns without chewing, but they did not go down his throat, lingering in his mouth and spreading
bitterness.
When he looked a while later, the baby had already stopped crying and was crawling toward her brother. She
looked at her brother and looked at the rice bowl and then looked at her brother again. Ch’ilsong, as a reward for
having stopped crying, sorted rice grains in the bowl and gave the baby a spoonful. The baby swallowed the rice
in no time and then looked up at her brother again. This time Ch’ilsong gave her an acorn. The baby did not put it
into her mouth but kept fingering it.
He cursed loudly at the baby who could tell rice from acorn. The baby twisted her mouth and began to cry.
“Stop it!” Ch’ilsong kicked the baby.
The baby closed her eyes tightly and lay prostrate on the floor. The flies on her head flew up once but settled
down again immediately. When Ch’ilsong raised his foot again to kick, the baby just sniffled and stopped crying.
But tears kept rolling out of her eyes. Ch’ilsong went on eating but turned his head at the sound of a choking
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cough.
The baby, who had eaten the acorn in the meantime, had vomited. The acorn thrown up with the baby’s reddish
saliva was not chewed at all. The reddish tint was of blood. The baby’s face was flushed and muscles stood out on
her neck.
Ch’ilsong instantly felt the acorn in his mouth taste like sand, and a bitter smell rose up. He flung away his
spoon, picked up the child, and put her down on the dirt floor. When he spanked the baby’s fleshless buttocks, her
face turned dark but she kept sobbing silently. He kicked the rice bowl and walked across the room. He could not
bear to hear the vomiting sound.
He remembered the biscuits underneath the mat and, taking them all out and throwing them down in front of
the baby, went out into the backyard. He circled the yard for some time and spat.
*
When he came into the room again, it was hot like the inside of a stove. He kept standing up and sitting down,
and when he turned his head to look he found the baby asleep on the dirt floor, head pillowed on hand. On her
vomit flies were crawling, and on the baby’s head and inside the baby’s open mouth were swarms of flies.
Biscuits! Startled, he looked. Not a morsel of the biscuits remained. The baby could not have eaten them all so
fast. Ch’il-un must have been home. He regretted that he had given them all to the baby, and thought he would
beat up Ch’il-un when he saw him. He ran outside, kicking the baby on his way. He hated to look at the baby
lying on her side with one hand under her head like a grown-up, and he hated to look at her thin limbs.
Hearing the baby’s cry, he searched for Ch’il-un. Ch'il-un was playing with other children under the willow
tree. He walked toward them, breathing hard. Although he walked as stealthily as he could, Ch’il-un caught sight
of him and ran away.
The children, chewing on Indian millet stalks, eyed Ch’ilsong and giggled. Some of them imitated Ch’ilsong’s
gait.
Ch’il-un could not be seen anywhere. When Ch’ilsong fell down because his foot caught in a vine, the children
who had been following him laughed and chattered noisily. He stood up with difficulty and scowled at the children because he was afraid that they, too, might attack him in a body. The children, perhaps frightened by his
scowl, took to their heels.
To Ch’ilsong they did not look like children, but a horde of hungry monkeys after prey. He stared at their
backs, thinking that all the children of this village were hateful. His forehead burned in the sun and his toe stung.
The husks of Indian millet stalks that the children had peeled off hurt the soles of his feet. The children were
running toward the brook. He thought Ch’il-un must be among them, and went toward the willow tree.
There were more Indian millet husks around the willow tree, and cowdung was scattered here and there,
because people tied their cows to the tree. He leaned against the tree and looked. Before he knew it, his eyes had
turned to Kunnyon’s house. He yearned to see Kunnyon again. She’d be alone at home now. But what if somebody were there?
Something stung him. Several huge ants were crawling up his legs. He brushed them off and looked again.
Far away on the hedge of Kunnyon’s house were spread white garments, looking as if they would fly up like
birds at the faintest sound.
“No,” he said to himself, “Nobody’s there. Everybody’s gone weeding.”
*
At the sound of footsteps he looked back. Kaettong’s mother was walking toward him heavily, carrying a
woman on her back.
Normally when they met she would accost him jokingly, with banter such as “Have you earned many boxes of
matches? How about making a present of one to me?” But today she passed him without a word, her face tearful.
Sweat poured in torrents from her forehead, her legs tottered, and she was panting like mad.
Ch’ilsong saw that the woman being carried on her back looked like a corpse. The disheveled hair, the foamy
mouth, the torn clothes.
When he looked at the face inside the chaos of hair, he recognized Kunnyon’s mother. He wanted to ask questions, but Kaettong’s mother had already gone past the willow tree. What happened? Did she faint? Did she fight
with somebody?
He got up and followed them. He wanted to overtake Kaettong’s mother and find out what was the matter, but
his legs did not carry him as fast as he wished. He staggered even more than usual and did not advance much. He
got angry, swerved wildly, and fell down. After writhing for a long time he got up and began walking slowly.
Smoke rose from Kunnyon’s chimney. Oh, what had happened to Kunnyon’s mother? As he went near
Kunnyon’s house, his feet moved toward it of their own accord, but he checked himself and walked round it,
hoping to overhear something.
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When he stepped into the dirt yard he saw the baby defecating in the midst of a swarm of flies. As she strained
hard, her anus jutted out like a finger and red blood dropped from it. The baby’s eyes were dilated to the full and
muscles stood out on her face like the blade of a sword. The small forehead was dripping with sweat. Ch’ilsong
averted his face and went into the room. He wished he could step on the baby and kill it or cast it away on a distant mountain.
Putting into his mouth the acorn his foot had kicked, and scowling fiercely at the baby’s groans, he came out
into the backyard. He remembered Kunnyon’s mother again and stepped up to the hedge. He raised his head at the
sound of a baby crying. He recognized at once that it was not his sister but a new-born infant. He realized Kunnyon’s mother must have delivered a baby.
Then his anxiety subsided a little, but he felt a bitter taste in his mouth at the thought of a baby. He thought that
babies had better be killed as soon as they were born rather than let live like his baby sister.
Had she given birth to a girl like Kunnyon again? A blind girl? He giggled for no reason at the thought. Before
his giggle died down he wondered to himself why it was that the women of this village produced such deformed
children.
Well, Kunnyon wasn’t blind from birth. And as for himself, he also became a cripple at four after suffering
paralysis following the measles. Then he recalled what his mother always said about his illness.
*
At that time his mother went to the town hospital, walking miles in knee-deep snow, carrying him on her back.
After waiting in vain for an eternity in the unheated hall in the hospital, she pushed open the door of the consultation room, but the doctor raised his eyebrows and motioned her out, so she went into the hall again and waited
another eternity, till at last an errand boy came out with a finger-thin vial.
Whenever she recalled that day she cursed the doctor vehemently, and cursed the world, too. Whenever his
mother talked about it Ch’ilsong always cut her short and told her not to say any more. He couldn’t bear to listen
to it.
“Would I get better if I took medicine? Would Kunnyon be all right if she took medicine? Oh, no. After you are
crippled no medicine can cure you.
“But who knows? Maybe if I could take some good medicine I might be able to move my limbs freely like
other people and go up the mountains to gather wood, and not be mocked by little urchins.”
He felt a heaviness in his chest. He opened his eyes. Shall I go to a hospital and inquire?
“The doctors, they don’t care about anything but money,” he repeated his mother’s words and flopped down on
the ground.
*
Silence came from Kunnyon’s house and the baby’s crying had ceased.
Ch’ilsong felt hungry. He looked at the sun and thought that when his mother came back presently she would
look at him through her unkempt hair with anxiety and ask him why he hadn’t gone out begging today, and what
would they eat tomorrow? He looked at the bush clover trees.
“Could this bush clover tree be medicine for my disease?” he suddenly thought as he smelt the cool scent of
the bush, and bit off a stalk. When he chewed on it, the smell of grass nauseated him and he felt like vomiting.
But he closed his eyes tightly and chewed and swallowed without breathing. His throat felt torn, and saliva flowed
and flowed. He thought the medicine would work only if he swallowed the saliva too, so he blinked his eyes and
swallowed the saliva. For some reason tears flowed out of both his eyes.
He looked up at the sky and prayed that he would one day be able to gather wood instead of his mother. He had
never had such a thought before; he didn’t use to feel acutely sorry even when he saw his mother walking with
difficulty under a big bundle of wood, but somehow he prayed such a prayer at that moment.
He stood perfectly still for a long while and then raised his arm before his eyes with a pounding heart. But the
arm was still withered. He vomited suddenly and, hitting his head against the ground, began to weep.
*
It was after deep darkness had fallen that his mother came back, again with a load of wood.
“Are you sick?”
The dim figure of his mother looked as if it would topple down any moment from the weight of fatigue. And
the thick smell of grass, soaked through and through in her skirt, smelt like garlic.
“Dear, why don’t you answer me?”
His mother's hand as she touched him felt like a piece of log, but it had some warmth in it.
Ch’ilsong pushed away his mother's hand and turned away. His mother, sitting a few feet from him, studied her
son and said, as if to herself, “Why doesn’t he tell me if he’s sick?” and got up and left the room. After some time
his mother came in with rice boiled in vegetable soup and helped her son sit up. Ch’ilsong sat up and held the
119

spoon with a trembling hand.
“Darling, are you sick?”
Now his mother’s clothes smelt of smoke, and with her breath came the smell of boiled rice. Ch’ilsong felt
better.
“No.”
His mother set her mind at ease and looked at her son eating soup.
“Kunnyon’s mother had a baby today in the field. Oh, why do babies get born in poor homes?”
Ch’ilsong recalled the sight of Kunnyon’s mother as he saw her under the willow tree, and the cry of the newborn infant rang in his ears. The miserable sight of Yong-ae as she tried to defecate revived before his eyes. He
scowled.
“Oh, why should the likes of us conceive? Heaven’s too unfeeling.” His mother sighed and went out with the
empty bowl.
Ch’ilsong, partly because it was too hot in the room and also because he wanted to know what was happening
in Kunnyon’s house, went outside.
From the pile of wood in a comer of the yard a strong smell of grass rose up, and the stars in the dark-blue sky
shone like babies’ eyes. He chased away the annoying mosquitoes and sat down on the heap of dry wood. Leaves
rustled, and the warm mist rising from the wood warmed his bottom. His mother walked up to him.
“Is that you, Ch’ilsong? Why did you come out?”
She sat down beside him and the wood rustled. Ch’ilsong averted his head because of the smell of sweat and
baby’s dung. His mother suckled the baby and sighed. It seemed as if she wanted to say something to Ch’ilsong,
but kept fretfully caressing the baby, who looked like a sick cat.
*
She had weeded all day and at night had gone up to the mountain and gathered wood. Although she was dead
tired, she had to look after the baby at night. Every night she felt she wouldn’t be able to wake up again once she
fell asleep. Ch’ilsong hated his mother for not looking after herself.
“Go to sleep, you chicken!” Ch’ilsong shouted.
Yong-ae began to cry.
“How can she go to sleep? She’s sick and she’s starved all day and my milk’s dried up,” his mother wanted to
say, but swallowed the words. Tears gathered in her eyes.
“Oh, it’s all right. He wasn’t talking to you. Suck your milk.” She finished the words with difficulty. Tears
streamed down her cheeks. She wished she could quench Yong-ae’s thirst with her tears.
At long last his mother said, “Why would a baby get born, nearly killing its mother, if it didn’t mean to live?
When I looked in next door just now the baby was dead. That’s better for everybody, but … oh, poor things. She
had writhed so in the furrow that the baby’s head was all matted with earth, I heard. If it had lived it would have
become nothing but a cripple. I heard that earth went into its eyes and ears, too. Oh, it did well to die,” his mother
murmured fretfully.
Ch’ilsong breathed hard because of the oppression in his chest. Then he thought he would not have had to be
like this if he had died as a baby.
“Oh, what’s so good about living that we have to keep alive? Kunnyon’s mother said she’ll go weeding again
tomorrow. She needs to rest at least one day, but this is no time for resting. Oh, why do babies get born to poor
folks like us?”
She recalled the time she had threshed barley the very next day after she had given birth to Yong-ae. The sky
had swirled and looked yellow, and the ears of barley became in turn big balls and tiny dots. Whenever she lifted
or brought down the flail something kept sinking down from her body. Later on she felt something heavy hanging
between her legs, but she could not take a look at it or do anything about it, afraid that others might notice. When
at last she looked at it in the privy, a lump of flesh as big as her fist was hanging down from her insides and blood
was all over her thighs. She was frightened but too ashamed to consult anybody about it, so she left it as it was.
The flesh still hung between her thighs and oozed.
Because of that she was hotter in summer, and she stank. In the winter it was worse; she ached all over and felt
chills as with an ague. If she walked far, the lump burned as if on fire and it also got so inflamed and swollen that
she couldn’t walk. Swellings erupted all over it, and as they festered and burst they pained her beyond description.
But it was a pain she could not even talk about to anybody.
The mother sighed, thinking of the flesh hanging down damply even now. The dried leaves rustled. Yong-ae bit
her mother’s nipple.
“Ouch!” she cried out, but fearing that Ch’ilsong would swear at the baby if he knew, swallowed her next
words and pressed Yong-ae’s head to let her know it hurt. But, fearing again that she had pressed it too hard, she
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caressed the baby’s head.
“Oh, in the midst of that bustle they had guests arrive at their house, but the guests had to leave without going
in.”
Ch’ilsong raised his head. The fragrant smell of mugwort burnt for the mosquito fire brushed past them.
“The people who'd been thinking of taking Kunnyon had come to take a look at her. Maybe you don’t know
about them. The man runs some sort of business in the town. I heard that he has some money. But he hasn’t got a
son yet. So he has taken in about a dozen women up till now, but still hasn’t got a child. Oh, babies have to get
born in houses like that.”
His mother looked down at Yong-ae. Ch’ilsong didn’t like to see his mother minding the baby even while
talking. But he sat still waiting for her next words.
“So somebody talked to him about Kunnyon and the man said never. I heard it’s because he felt sorry for his
wife, but he came to take a look at her today. Why today, of all days? Maybe that’s a sign Kunnyon will have luck.
“And she deserves it too. She’s gentle and she can do any kind of work better than people who can see. Well,
she’ll get married into an heirless family and she’ll bear a big healthy son. She has to live a better life.”
“What would anybody want to take a blind girl like that for!” Ch’ilsong yelled abruptly. He was now all
aflame with jealousy, and he resolved that if anybody tried to take Kunnyon away he would fight till death. That
made him hot in the head and shaky in all four limbs.
“So, is she going to be married?”
His mother looked at her son and found it difficult to answer. When she reflected that Ch’ilsong was already
old enough to yearn for girls, she felt sad and anxious about his future.
“It’s not quite settled yet.”
Ch’ilsong calmed down a little at that, but he felt sad and got up.
“Go in and sleep. And go to town tomorrow. We can’t manage otherwise.”
*
Ch’ilsong got angry and left his mother, to walk around aimlessly. As he walked he left behind the odor of
mugwort, but the smell of grass floated on the crisp, cool air. Along the wind came the sound of grain stalks rubbing against each other; the cool, light breeze hugged him softly. His pants became wet with dew and the sound of
insects undulated this way and that as if he were kicking at them with his toes.
He stood still. Before him, all was hidden under cover of the opaque darkness, and only the outline of the burnt
mountain stood like a heap of clouds under the sky.
Over the mountain stars shone as if in competition. When starlight lingered on his eyes, tears gushed down and
he felt like crying his heart out. The mountain and the sky all looked so unfeeling to him.
“Let’s go in, dear.” His mother’s weak voice reached him.
“Why do you follow me around all the time?” All the resentment that had been suppressed in his heart
threatened to burst out at once.
“Please, let’s go in. Don’t walk around like this.” His mother held his hand. Ch’ilsong tried to shake her hand
off, but he lacked strength. His mother begged, half-crying. Walking back with his mother, Ch’ilsong decided to
see Kunnyon the next day and ask her if she was going to get married, and also if she would marry him. When he
had resolved thus, his heart beat fast and he seemed to behold before him a ray of hope.
“Please have pity on me and your younger brother and sister.” His mother tried to soothe him by any means.
Ch’ilsong walked home in silence.
*
Ch’ilsong got up late the next day and decided again that he would have an answer from Kunnyon that day.
“What if she is already pledged in marriage?”
The thought made him faint. He came out into the backyard and stood beside the hedge. All was silence inside
Kunnyon’s house; only the buzzing of flies around the dirty water basin could be heard.
“I won’t let her!”
He stepped away from the hedge at once. The white stones in front of him looked yellow for some reason.
He went into the room panting. He looked at himself and thought,
“I can’t go to meet her like this!”
There were traces of cow-dung on his clothes and they were also torn here and there. But he quickly reminded
himself that Kunnyon couldn’t see, and tried to figure out what to say to her, looking up at the ceiling. He
swallowed many times, but he could not think of a word to say. He felt as if he had never known how to speak in
all his life.
Suddenly he felt weak when it crossed his mind that she might already know he was a cripple. He looked outside dispiritedly as he imagined Kunnyon saying,
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“Who would marry someone like you?”
The leaves of the squash and the gourd vines that wound around the hedge, of the corn stalks and apricot trees
and the bush clover that stretched upward toward the sky, all shook freely and blithely in the breeze. He felt
somehow less free than those plants and trees, and he sighed till his whole body shook.
At last Ch’ilsong emerged from his yard with firm resolution and, after pacing in front of Kunnyon’s house
several times, pushed open the bush clover gate and strode in.
*
The door to the dirt-floored room was shut, and only a bush clover broom lay in the yard. When he opened the
door a cat jumped out, mewing. He was so frightened that his heart throbbed wildly.
He stepped on to the dirt floor and after much hesitation opened the door of the inner room. Only heavy air
moved out toward him; Kunnyon was not there. He suspected at once that she had gotten married already, and
searched the kitchen and the backyard. As he was about to give up and turn back, he heard the bush clover gate
open.
Frightened, he ran to a post and stepped close to the straw mat stored behind it. The door of the kitchen opened
noisily and Kunnyon came in with the wooden laundry basin.
He felt faint and weak. He felt as if Kunnyon could see and would come up to him; as if she was not blind, but
could always open her eyelids and see with her starry eyes. Feeling he was about to suffocate any moment, he
suppressed his breath and went behind the straw mat. But his breath came in wilder pants, and he felt as if the
straw mat would block his nostrils and make him swoon.
Kunnyon went out into the backyard. Hearing the dragging of her shoes, he stuck out his head, peered about,
and tried to move his feet; but his whole body twitched convulsively and he could not move a step. He thought of
giving up and going home. He felt as if his body had been made of stone. But then the hedge rustled as Kunnyon
spread laundry on it and he remembered
“Kunnyon is going to marry a man in town!” His feet began to move in wild staggering.
Kunnyon, in the middle of spreading a piece of laundry on the hedge, sharply turned her face and halted.
Ch’ilsong dared not look at Kunnyon but stood there like one out of his wits.
“Who is it?”
Silence.
“Who is it?” Kunnyon’s voice was trembling. Ch’ilsong thought he had to say something, anything, but his lips
refused to move. At long last he moved forward one step.
“Oh, it’s you.”
Kunnyon moved close to the hedge and bowed her head. Her softly closed eyelids were tremulous. Ch’ilsong
became a little bolder as Kunnyon recognized him. He began to worry about the outside now, and he kept looking
out.
“Go away! My mother will be back soon.”
Kunnyon spoke decisively. Her voice was the same as when she was a child.
“I heard you’re going to get married. You must be happy.”
“What foolish talk. Go away!”
Kunnyon, fingering her laundry, sighed softly. White flesh peeped from between the rents in her thin blouse.
Ch’ilsong stepped close to her unawares.
“Oh, Mother!” Kunnyon shouted, grasping the hedge.
Ch’ilsong became fearful and thought of retreating. He felt faint and the ground swirled before him.
“My mother’s coming.”
Ch’ilsong opened his eyes at the sound of Kunnyon’s trembling voice. The thick braid of glossy black hair on
her back smelt intensely of Kunnyon. Ch’ilsong pressed Kilnnyon’s foot with his foot. Kunnyon blushed and,
withdrawing her foot, moved away. The laundry in her hand fell limply to the ground.
Ch’ilsong feared that she might pick up a stone and hit him, but Kunnyon stepped close to the hedge and just
fingered the bush clover twigs. Her hair ribbon blew in the breeze. She did not say another word, but just fingered
the twigs of the hedge.
“I’ll give you sweets and … and clothes, too. You won’t get married, will you, if I do?”
Kunnyon kept silent for a long time and then, raising her head a little, said, “Who cares for sweets?” and
laughed softly. Ch’ilsong also laughed and asked again,
“You won’t, will you?”
“How do I know? My father knows.”
Ch’ilsong was at a loss for words at that. So he just stood there like a fool.
“Get out at once.”
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Kunnyon turned her face toward him. She had thick eyelashes over softly closed eyes, and hanging at the tips
of her eyelashes were drops of anxiety.
“Well, are you going to marry, then?”
Kunnyon dropped her head and rolled a stone with the tip of her shoe. Ch’ilsong felt like crying.
“You won’t? Promise?”
Kunnyon, instead of answering, sighed and turned away. The baby cried just then. Ch’ilsong, startled, ran out.
*
When he got home, he saw Ch’il-un tying the baby with a strip of cloth. She was rolling on the floor of the
kitchen. The baby moved her thin limbs wildly and struggled. Ch’il-un hit her as if she had been a dead fish.
“Are you going to sleep or not? If you won’t sleep, then I’ll kill you.” He waved a fist at the baby, his nose
dripping from both nostrils. The baby shook like a leaf and tears kept flowing out of her closed eyes.
“Yes! Close your eyes like that and sleep!”
Ch’il-un lay down beside the baby and squeezed his side with one hand.
“Mother, it hurts here so much, I can’t carry the baby any more. I can’t,” Ch’il-un murmured, snuffling.
Presently, drowsiness filled his eyes and he fell asleep. Ch’ilsong looked down at his brother absently and stepped
onto the dirt floor.
“Mama!”
The baby he thought was sleeping opened her round eyes and looked up at her brother. Ch’ilsong got frighttened. Unconsciously he lifted a foot and raised an eyebrow, as if to kick her. The baby twisted her thin lips and
closed her eyes.
“Mama! Mama!” the baby’s mouth was calling and tears were running down her cheeks.
Ch’ilsong went into the room, paced it in a circle a few times and came out into the backyard. Hoping Kunnyon was still standing in her yard, he carefully parted the brushwood of the hedge and peeped in. Kunnyon was
not there; only the laundered clothes lay spread over the hedge.
He came into the room and, looking up at the beggar’s sack hanging on the wall, thought about how he would
buy material for Kunnyon’s clothes. He thought to himself, who knows but that might show his feelings to Kunnyon and her parents, too? He slung his sack over his shoulder sideways and, putting the straw hat on his head,
went outside. Passing the kitchen, he caught sight of the baby lapping up something. When he looked around he
saw that the baby was drinking her own urine beside the stove.
“You! Dirty thing!”
*
Ch’ilsong growled and went out to the street. It was hot, as if he had stepped into hot water. Taking the new
highway, he arranged his clothes and hat and tried to walk with dignity. He thought he would have to look more
like a gentleman from now on. He coughed a solemn false cough and tried to walk slowly.
Well, if he walked like that the children wouldn’t pester him or the grown-ups make fun of him. He recalled
Kunnyon’s face as he had this thought. He looked back stealthily, but his village was already out of sight and only
the Indian millet field filled his view.
As he walked near the field the smell of young Indian millet leaves floated past and sweat ran down his back.
He jerked his body once or twice and looked in no particular direction.
The burnt mountain that shone green beyond the Indian millet field looked so close that it seemed he could
reach its top if he moved only a few steps. It was the same mountain that he could see at leisure from the window
of his house, and it was also the mountain that he could look at while trying to walk inconspicuously past an Indian millet field like this.
He exhaled a deep sigh. Whenever he looked at the mountain he felt his torn mind compose itself, and recalled
things from his childhood he had quite forgotten.
One spring day when mist was rising from the distant mountain, he woke up in the morning and from his
window he saw his friends going up the mountain in single file with A-frame racks on their backs and long staffs
stuck sideways across their A-frames. He envied them so much that he sighed and looked at them like a mindless
boy, thinking, when will I be all right again and able to go up the mountain to gather wood like those boys, with a
staff stuck in the A-frame slung over my back?
And he thought that when he grew up he would climb the mountain and split thick boughs and bring down
more wood than the A-frame could hold.
He sneered at himself when he recalled that thought. All the joints in his bones ached, and his heart contracted.
He shook his head a couple of times and trudged on. Before his eyes was only Kunnyon now.
*
Two days later Ch’ilsong was standing at the entrance of the town of Songhwa, six miles from his village. He
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could not earn much by begging in the town near his village, so he had roamed on to Songhwa. After two days
and nights of begging he at last managed to buy some cotton material for Kunnyon’s dress and was going back
home.
He thought of spending that night somewhere, but decided to start homeward at once because he wanted to
give the gift to Kunnyon quickly, and also because he was worried about Kunnyon’s rumored marriage.
The starless sky and the furry-soft darkness dazed his eyes, but for some reason his mind was at rest, and a
certain degree of hope brightened his eyes. He could distinctly discern the mountains and the waters, as if they
lived in his mind’s eye, and even the pebbles on the highway seemed to be amicably inviting him to play with
them.
He thought he liked the road at night much more than in the daytime, when cars ran past raising dust and endless pedestrians walked on it. So he walked on, without feeling any pain in his legs. When he halted his steps, the
smell of the mountain welcomed him and the running brook whispered to him. The smell of mud also wafted up
to him from the rice paddy, and when mountain birds resumed singing, the distant glow of lamps seemed to float
up and flyaway.
Every time he breathed, the fabric for Kunnyon’s clothes touched his chest like the skin of a girl and made his
flesh thrill down to the toes.
“How shall I give it to her?”
He opened his mouth unconsciously and made as if to mouth something. He pictured himself standing face to
face with Kunnyon.
“When I give her this cloth, Kunnyon will blossom with smiles to the tips of her thick eyelashes!” His heart
pumped noisily.
Raindrops began to fall as dawn broke in the eastern sky. He became frightened and started to run, but the rain
came thicker and the wind scattered it with a sound like the fluttering of a flock of sparrows.
He hesitated over what to do for a while, and turned his steps toward a village that showed its dim outline
through the thick screen of rain. If it hadn’t been for Kunnyon’s cloth he would have marched on, rain or no rain,
but he feared that the precious fabric would get wet from the rain, so he decided to seek shelter in the nearby village.
When he looked back after walking a good while the highway could be seen distinctly, and for some reason he
felt unwilling to move, but he forced himself on.
When he reached the village, a smell of wet straw invaded his nostrils and as he walked past a privy the stink
stung them. He stepped under the eaves of a house. He felt chilly all over and his eyes were tired, so he moved
next to the wall and crouched down beside it. An image of the spindly tree at the entrance of his village flitted
before his eyes. Kunnyon appeared before him. He opened his eyes wide.
*
Day had dawned amid the rain. The distant mountain could be seen, the cluster of roofs revealed itself, and
water dripped from the eaves noisily. He mustered his courage, stood up, and looked around.
He saw that the house he was standing by looked like a rich man’s. The walls were of cement, and the roof was
of dark, baked tiles; the wooden gate was large and studded with nails with heads as big as his fists. He felt his
frozen heart thaw.
The marble nameplate looked dignified. Surrounded by the sound of raindrops, Ch’ilsong looked at the
nameplate hard, and kept on thinking.
“Maybe this is a lucky day for me. Maybe I can get a good breakfast at this house, and some rice or money
too.” He squeezed his eyes shut and thought,
“Shall I pretend to be blind, too? Maybe that would make me look more pitiful and they might give me more
rice and money.” He tried to keep his eyes shut but his eyelids itched and his eyelashes trembled, and the marble
nameplate criss-crossed his view, so that at last he opened his eyes.
“What shall I do? Maybe my clothes are too clean.”
He ran at once toward the muddy spot where he had been squatting. He felt even more chilly, and his lips
trembled. As he was about to peep in through the crack between the two panels of the gate he heard footsteps and
quickly moved aside.
*
The gate opened with a loud squeak. As always when people looked at him, Ch’ilsong dropped his head and
stood uneasily.
“Who is it?” It was a thick voice.
Ch’ilsong looked up. The man had long, narrow horizontal eyes and looked like a servant, clad in black
clothes.
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“I … want some food.”
“So early in the morning?” the man muttered to himself and turned back toward the main building.
“This is a charitable house. Other people would have tried to chase me away first.” Ch’ilsong congratulated
himself and looked in.
The elevated building with the wooden porch attached looked like the master’s study; to one side of it was a
small gate, and beyond the gate the living-room floor of the inner quarters could be glimpsed. Stretching from the
left of the study up to the front gate was a room that looked like a storehouse, and in front of it lay stacks of straw.
Yellowish water dripped from the straw stacks. In the spacious front yard water flowed forcefully in a stream,
creating a furrow.
“I’ll have to go in there to get some food,” he thought, and began walking awkwardly toward the inner gate.
When he stepped over the threshold of the middle gate, a dog shot out from the inner kitchen like an arrow. When
it growled at him, Ch’ilsong stepped back one step and clucked his tongue to appease it. The dog bared its sharp
teeth and, jumping up, pulled at the beggar’s sack with its teeth.
He shouted and ran out past the middle gate. He hoped someone was in the study to call the dog back, but no
sound came from there. The dog rolled its eyes and, raising its forefeet, tried to jump up to his face. Ch’ilsong
held his begging sack with his teeth and kept bending and stretching his body. But the dog did not abate its attack,
and Ch’ilsong had to make a further retreat.
The dog followed him to the main gate and, when Ch’ilsong hesitated to make an exit, ran up to him and
pulled at his trouser leg with its teeth. Ch’ilsong screamed and ran. The man came out from inside.
“C’mon, c’mon.”
The dog ignored the call and kept barking with its sharp muzzle. Ch’ilsong looked back at the dog with murder
in his eyes. The man beckoned to the dog with his hand. The dog slowly retreated with backward steps, still
keeping its eyes on Ch’ilsOng.
Ch’ilsong suddenly felt nauseated and a chill ran down his spine. He felt feverish all at once. He looked for the
dog but it was not there. Instead, the big, ugly gate blocked his view impudently. He thought of knocking on it
again, but he shuddered to think of encountering the dog again. He gave up and staggered on.
*
The rain whipped him mercilessly, while the wind and the sounds of the trees shaking and the water flowing in
the ditch almost split his eardrums. On the surface of the muddy water that flowed in swirls floated whitish straw,
and leaves whirled swiftly like green birds.
The wet clothes clung to his body mercilessly and the tempestuous wind made him pant for breath. He looked
around, hoping to find something, but all the gates of the houses were tightly shut and breakfast smoke rose from
the chimneys. He hoped to find an empty house or a water mill, but before his heavy eyes the dog kept jumping
up and down, and he felt as if it were following him. The trouser leg torn by the dog flapped as he walked and
disclosed his yellow, withered leg. The rain dripping from his tattered straw hat, worn low over his eyes, felt as
salty on his lips as tears. He suddenly felt like crying when he thought of the material getting wet.
He stood still. The rain was so thick that he could not discern where the mountain was and where the brook,
while through the madly flapping grain stalks a loud, heavy sound like a huge animal roaring shook the earth.
He ardently wished to advance, but his feet refused to move. He looked back, to note that he had almost passed
the village. He moved toward the two or three houses at the end of the village, but kept gazing at the field, as if he
had some unfinished business.
It was not the first time that he had been chased away by a dog; and countless times he had been abused and
persecuted by men, too. But somehow he felt an uncontrollable fury today.
“Why are you standing there like that?”
He looked back in surprise to find that he was standing before a small building which apparently was a watermill. The man who was looking at him with outstretched neck looked between forty and fifty, and Ch’ilsong could
instantly tell that he was a cripple and a beggar like himself. The man grinned. He did not feel like going in, but
entered after some hesitation. With a strong smell of rice husks came also the stink of horse droppings.
“Come over here. Oh, your clothes are all wet.”
The man raised himself leaning on his crutches, spread the straw mat he had been sitting on, and sat down on
one comer of it. Ch’ilsong quickly noted the man’s gray hair and beard. He feared that the man might try to take
away his earnings.
“You must be cold because of those wet clothes. Here, put on my old jacket and take them off and dry them.”
The man searched his bundle and said, “Here it is. Come on.”
Ch’ilsong looked back. It was a dark, western jacket patched in several places. He envied the man such a good
garment and looked directly into his smiling eyes. The man did not look like one who would try to snatch away
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other beggars’ earnings. Ch’ilsong dropped his glance and looked at the water dripping from his sleeves. The man
walked toward him, leaning on his crutch.
“Why are you standing there like that? Put this on.”
“Oh, no.” Ch’ilsong retreated one step and looked at the western jacket. His heart throbbed before a garment
the like of which he had never worn in his life.
“Oh, aren’t you a stubborn fellow! Then come here and sit on this mat.”
The man led him by the hand and made him sit on the straw mat. The man pretended not to notice Ch’ilsong’s
twisted legs.
“Have you eaten anything for breakfast?”
Ch’ilsong was fearful lest the man wanted a share in any food he might have in his sack, and cast a glance at
the sack. It was dripping also.
“No.” After a silence, the man murmured,
“Then you’ve got to eat something.” He searched his bundle for a while.
“Here. Eat this, though it’s only a trifle.” He took out and spread before Ch’ilsong something wrapped in a
piece of newspaper. Inside the newspaper was some half dried-up boiled millet.
His appetite suddenly whetted by the sight of food, Ch’ilsong stretched out his hand to take it, but his hand did
not work. It just shook. The man noticed it and placed the paper on Ch’ilsong’s raised knees close to his mouth,
saying,
“I’m sorry there’s so little.”
Shyness weighed heavily on his eyelids, so he looked down, sniffed to hide his embarrassment, and sucked in
the millet on the paper placed on his raised knees. The smell of printer’s ink spread in his mouth and the slightly
spoiled millet tasted sweeter the more he chewed it. As he smacked his lips over the last grain, his tongue yearned
for more. His ears felt itchy and hot.
The man regretted there was no more. Ch’ilsong took his mouth away from the newspaper and smiled at him.
The man smiled, too, and turning his eyes caught sight of Ch’ilsong’s leg.
“Oh, you’re bleeding! You must have hurt yourself!”
He stooped down to look at it. Ch’ilsong felt the pain reviving and looked at it, too. His trouser leg was soaked
red with blood and his leg had begun to bleed once more. Suddenly he felt a pain in his bowels, and bent his leg
and raised his head. He felt as if he were smelling the fishy smell of wet dogs in the wind.
“I got bitten by a dog.”
“Oh, have you been to that tile-roofed house? The house that raises those bloody dogs? And there’s more than
one, too. Let me look at it. You mustn’t leave a dog bite unattended.”
The man grasped his leg. Ch’ilsong quickly pulled away but felt a smarting sensation across the bridge of his
nose. He twitched his nose a couple of times. Tears ran down his cheeks. The man noticed that, and laughed and
patted him on the back.
“Are you crying? If one were to cry at every … well, you mustn’t cry.”
Ch’ilsong raised his head quickly to look at the man. The man’s eyes were full of fury. When his eyes traveled
to his leg again, Ch’ilsong felt heavy in the chest and dry in his throat. He dropped his head and, scooping up soft
dust that lay piled on the floor, rubbed it on the wound.
“Oh, no! Don’t ever do that again. Leave it alone if you don’t have any ointment. Don’t rub dirt on wounds
again. That makes them fester.”
Ch’ilsong bent his leg from embarrassment and looked out. The man was sunk in thought again.
Wind whipped in the rain, and the countless spiders’ webs hanging from the ceiling swayed like smoke. The
leaves of the willow tree shook like a frightened child and muddy water ran along the earth in a torrent. He looked
up, startled to see a big bat covered with white chaff flapping its wings threateningly.
“Are you a born cripple?” the man asked suddenly.
Ch’ilsong bowed his head and, after much hesitation, answered,
“No.”
“Then it was because of an illness. Did you get any treatment?”
Ch’ilsong looked long at his legs again, hesitating. At last he muttered,
“No. None at all.”
“Ugh, in this world sound legs get broken. It’s nothing unusual not to get treatment for illness.”
The man laughed into the void. The laughter made Ch’ilsong shudder. He glanced at the man. As the man
looked out at the road with fiercely dilated eyes, blue veins bulged on his forehead and his lips were clenched
shut.
“Oh, I curse myself to think what a fool I was! I should have fought till death! What a damned stupid fool I
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was!”
Ch’ilsong pricked up his ears and tried to understand the meaning of the man’s words, but could not make it
out. The man looked back at Ch’ilsong. The two or three thin wrinkles under his eyes reminded Ch’ilsong of his
own father.
“Listen, my boy. I was the head of a family once. I was a model worker in a factory, too. A first-rate engineer.
After my leg was broken I was thrown out of the factory, and my woman ran away and the children cried from
hunger. My parents died of sorrow. Oh, there’s no use talking about it.”
The man stared at Ch’ilsong. Ch’ilsong’s heart pounded for some reason and he could not meet the man’s eyes,
so he looked at his broken leg, and at the mute earth under that leg.
Outside it was misty with drizzling rain, and the distant mountain looked tearful. The croaking of frogs gave
him the illusion of being in his own village, and he fancied himself looking at Kunnyon’s back under the locust
tree. Ch’ilsong got up.
“I’ve got to go home.” The man got up, too.
“Oh, do you have a home? Then go.”
When Ch’ilsong raised his head the man came near him and arranged his straw hat for him, smiling. Ch’ilsong
felt like leaning on him as if he were his mother.
“Goodbye. Hope to see you again.”
Instead of answering, Ch’ilsong smiled at him and left. When he looked back after a long time the man was
standing there before the mill, absently. Ch’ilsong wiped away his tears with his fist and looked back again.
The patches of millet and Indian millet fields were flooded with rain, and the stalks were half sunk under
water. A frog croaked, and he thought to himself this was going to be a lean year again. The croaking of the frog
sounded like the heavy groan of a man.
It began to drizzle again. His clothes that got wet once more and the rain weighing down his eyelashes made
his heart heavy with swirling indefinable misgivings.
*
When he reached his village the rain thickened again and the wind also began to blow. Even the locust tree that
always looked cool seemed gloomy under the scowling sky, and the low mountains screening the back of the
village looked dim through the rain. His steps faltered when the hedges of the houses and the vegetable gardens
came into view, and when he thought that Kunnyon might be going to the well below the mountain with the water
jar on her head.
When he arrived home his mother came out to meet him with eyes full of tears.
“Oh, you bad boy! Where have you been all this while? Didn’t you ever think your mother’d be waiting?”
Taking the sack from him, his mother wept.
Ch’ilsong didn’t answer, but came into the room where the floor was more than half covered with bowls and
basins for catching the rain leaking from the ceiling. The water hit the bowls and basins rhythmically. Ch’ilsong
stood there and didn’t know what to do. He shivered and shook more severely from cold than when he had been
walking.
Ch’il-un and the baby were lying on the floor, and the baby’s head was wrapped round with some whitish
cloth. On their small bodies too the water fell.
“Sit down somewhere. Oh, I roamed the town all night last night searching for you. I even looked into taverns
and bars. You bad boy, why didn’t you tell me you’d be away if you weren’t coming back at night?”
His mother wept aloud now. Since she had lost her husband she leaned on her crippled son as the pillar of the
family. Ch’il-un woke up from the noise.
“Oh, it’s Brother! Brother’s back!” He jumped up, rubbing his eyes. Swarms of flies flew up, and the baby
fretted. Ch’il-un rubbed his eyes with both hands and tried to look at his brother but couldn’t, so he rubbed harder.
“Oh, son, don’t. That will hurt you more. Oh, the children have been sick while you were away and made me
so worried. And Ch’il-un’s got those sore eyes, too. I wonder what’s come over this village. Everybody, young
and old, has sore eyes.”
None of these words came to Ch’ilsong’s ears. He dearly wished to lie down somewhere where water did not
fall and go to sleep. Ch’il-un broke out crying from irritation and then, going out the back door, urinated and
washed his eyes with the urine.
“Wet your eyes well. Not just the lids but the eyeballs, too. Look how he wants to look at you. He asked for his
brother all day yesterday.” His mother wept again.
Ch’ilsong moved aside to avoid the water dripping on his back. This time water dropped on his nose and ran
down to his lips. He struck his nose angrily and swore.
“Oh, why should it rain now? And the wind! What fierce wind! It will break all the millet stalks. Oh, God,
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what can be done?” She raised her clasped hands as if in prayer. Her hair was all matted with the rain, and her
eyes were bloodshot, the eyelids blue-black and sunken. Her soiled clothes were stained with rain.
Ch’ilsong sat down on the sill and closed his eyes. His eyes felt unbearably sore and his eyelashes stung his
eyeballs. As he rolled his eyes a couple of times, he suddenly recalled the water-mill.
“Yesterday the dike of Kaettong’s rice paddy broke and everything was swept away. Oh, what a dreadful curse
is that wind! What's going to happen to our field?”
His mother ran outside. Ch’il-un, crying, tried to follow her but tripped on the doorsill, fell down on the
ground and screamed. Ch’ilsong raised his eyebrows.
“I’ll kill that thing!”
His mother quickly picked up Ch’il-un to take him out of her older son’s sight and walked around in and out,
casting anxious eyes toward their field.
Ch’ilsong did not want to see his worried mother, so he turned aside and closed his eyes. Startled, he opened
his eyes. The baby, who had been lying in a comer of the room drawing quick breaths, tried to get up and fell
down repeatedly, weeping. She kept rubbing her head on the straw mat and fretfully scratched the cloth wound
round her head, making a sound that made him feel creepy.
Ch’ilsong tried not to open his eyes but he could not help opening them and catching sight of the baby’s yellow
fingers tearing at her head. He wished the baby dead, and closed his eyes.
Wind blew more fiercely. One could hear the branches of the apricot tree breaking, and also a sound like a
pillar toppling that shook the back door. Ch’il-un came into the room and lay down.
“Brother, get me some eye medicine tomorrow. Kaettong’s father bought him eye medicine from the town and
his eyes are all right now.”
Ch’ilsong listened to his brother in silence and thought of the fabric inside his shirt. The thought that he should
have bought eye medicine instead crossed his mind but quickly disappeared, and he tried to think of a way to give
the cloth to Kunnyon.
A match struck in the kitchen and soon his mother came in.
“Water got into the stove, up to the top. What can I do? The little ones haven’t had anything yet, either. How
hungry you all must be!” She went out and came running back presently.
“The dike broke in Kunnyon's rice paddy, too. The strongest dike in the neighborhood. Oh, what’s going to
happen to ours?” Ch’ilsong’s eyes became dilated.
“Oh, why doesn’t this little girl go to sleep? Don’t tear at your head like that! That little girl hasn’t slept a wink
for days. Kaettong’s mother told me rat skin’s good for sores so I killed one and plastered its skin on her head, but
she keeps tearing at it like that. I guess it itches because it’s healing. Don’t you think so?”
His mother seemed to want some reassuring concurrence. But Ch’ilsong didn’t want to hear about anything
except Kunnyon. He asked patiently,
“Then everything’s swept away in their rice fields?”
“Yes! Oh my milk’s dried up.” Looking at the fretting baby, his mother massaged her breasts. They were limp.
The baby panted more urgently and her hands tried to reach her head but dropped down tiredly. His mother
listened again to the sound of the wind.
“Oh, our millet will all be swept away now! Our field can’t escape a flood if Kunnyon’s field got swept away.
Oh, Kunnyon’s lucky she doesn’t have to live through this. She got married yesterday.”
“What?” Ch’ilsong screamed. The precious fabric kept inside his shirt struck his skin like a rock. His mother
looked at her son, startled.
“Mum, look at that!” Ch’il-un jumped up and groaned. They all looked.
The cloth wrapped around the baby’s head was about half tom off, and maggots as big as rice grains were
crawling out of it.
“Oh, God! What happened? What happened!” His mother went over to the baby and snatched away the cloth.
The rat skin came away and from it dropped masses of maggots bathed in blood.
“Baby! My baby! Wake up! Oh, wake up!”
Hearing his mother’s scream, Ch’ilsong ran outside frenziedly.
The rain poured down fiercely and the wind stormed madly, and the sky, torn mercilessly by the lightning,
roared with thunder.
Ch’ilsong glared up at the sky.
2
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What a fine view of Yongyon village that is, once you’ve climbed up this hill. The big house pointing up over
there—the one with the western-style shingles—that belongs to Chong Tokho, who also owns the farmland in
front of it. The tin-roofed building over to this side is the township office, the one right next to it is the police
station, and those dark spots forming a circle around them are farmhouses.
And that blue pond down there? That’s Wonso Pond, the very lifeline of the village. It’s the reason the village
was settled here in the first place, and the reason the fields were later cleared. Everyone, even the dogs and wild
animals, depends on it for fresh drinking water.
Now there won’t be anybody around, of course, who knows just how and when the pond actually got there.
But the farmers in the village have a legend to tell about it. To the villagers this is their one source of pride, and
it’s become an article of faith for them.
If you listen to their story, this is what they’ll say:
*
Long, long ago, before the pond was ever formed, a rich official lived here, or so the story goes, with countless
numbers of slaves and fields and well-fed livestock. Such a miser was this man that when he failed each year to
eat all the grain he harvested, he preferred to see it rot in his storehouse rather than offer it to the farmers suffering
around him. Begrudging even a spoonful of rice that the occasional beggar wandered by in search of, he made
sure his front gate was locked up tight before letting anyone in the household begin cooking.
After several years of poor harvests, when the local people began to die of hunger, they came to plead with the
official several times a day. But the man did little more than turn a deaf ear, and shooed them off with a scolding
before they could pass through his front door.
Under these circumstances the farmers felt they had no other choice but to band together and raid the official’s
house, which they did one night, taking away his rice and livestock.
Within a few days the official filed a petition with the local authorities and had all the local farmers arrested.
Those who weren’t subjected to cruel punishments or execution were banished from the area, so the story goes.
The children in the village who had lost their mothers and fathers and the elders who had lost their daughters
and sons called out for their loved ones until their throats were raw.
They cried in the man’s courtyard, refusing to leave. They cried and cried, and cried even more, so that in the
course of a single night they transformed the official’s splendid mansion into a pond of tears. This pond,
according to the story, is the very same blue pond you see down there.
*
Now anyone can guess with a glance at its surface how wide the pond is, but there’s not a soul around who
knows how deep it goes. There’s talk of someone long ago who let several spools of silk thread down into the
water in order to measure its depth, but none of the spools reached the bottom.
Whenever new people move into the village, the first thing the farmers tell them is the legend of Wonso Pond,
and as soon as children learn how to talk, their parents teach them the story. Little children and adults alike, they
all know the legend by heart. And even if the facts remain somewhat obscure, they hold a certain hope in the
pond.
It’s for this reason that the farmers seek comfort from Wonso Pond whenever they’re distressed or tormented
by something—one glance at Wonso Pond and their troubles are gone, they say.
On the four major holidays the farmers used to carry down white rice and rice cakes and bury them beside
Wonso Pond, sometimes even offering their clothes or shoes to the water. Such was the extent to which they once
showed their devotion. Even people on the verge of death, they say, would come to pray at the pond and be cured
of their illnesses.
As the years passed, their blessed Wonso Pond notwithstanding, increased suffering and misfortune for some
reason fell upon the villagers. And, in recent years, with little more than wheat gruel and acorns to eat, it was a
rare soul indeed who could bury white rice and rice cakes near the banks of the pond.
Still, the villagers were convinced that Wönso Pond alone could cure their pain and sorrow, and they continued
to make a practice of looking out over the pond for comfort.
Today, as ever, the water in the pond is as blue as blue can be—so blue that all who see it want to dye their
white clothes the color of the water.
*
Down below the pond, where the eulalia reeds grow sky high, Wonso’s water trickles gently out into a stream
come springtime. The ancient willow trees encircling the pond seem dead at first glance, but fresh, green buds are
emerging.
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Out of nowhere a single beetle jumps onto the surface of the pond, glides freely in a circle, and flies off once
again. And then, from somewhere in the distance, comes the faint sound of footsteps approaching.
ii
The footsteps grow closer, and a girl comes bounding down the hillside. It appears as though she is being
chased by something—or someone—for as she runs down the slope out of breath, she keeps looking behind her.
She is wearing a blouse dyed pink with the bindweed flowers that bloom throughout the village; her
complexion is somewhat pale, but bright and unblemished. The basket of wild herbs she carries seems something
of a burden, for she keeps switching it between her right arm and her left, and eventually balances it on her head.
But here, too, it seems troublesome, and with a frown she finally holds the basket against her chest with both
arms. She glances back up the hill every so often.
Soon afterwards a woodcutter—hardly more than a boy—appears waving a long stick at the girl.
“Stop it right there, you stupid girl!”
Shouting at the top of his lungs, the boy races toward her with incredible speed. The girl lifts the basket onto
her head and runs down the hill as though her life depends on it, until she falls head over heels and tumbles to the
base of the slope. The basket keeps rolling and rolling.
Finding this quite amusing, the woodcutter steps up to the girl with a snicker.
“Now why didn’t you just give me some right away instead of running off like that? Did you really think you
could beat me? Well, it serves you right! Happy now?”
The sniffling girl jumps to her feet, looking around for her missing basket. She spots it at the edge of the barley
field just beyond them, then glares at the boy. She slowly turns her back to him. The boy quickly runs off, then
brings back her basket.
“Look, you stupid girl! I’m going to eat all your sourstem …”
Standing right in front of the girl, with the basket in his arm, he sticks his hand inside and takes out a piece of
the sourstem. He starts to chew on it, smacking his lips all the while.
“Give it back, you jerk!” she says, still glaring. She takes a step toward him and snatches away the basket.
“Hah, ha!” The boy snickers, thinking her pouting funny. Then the mole on her eyebrow catches his eye.
“Hey, what’s that?” he asks, poking his finger into the girl’s eyebrow.
“Ouch, that hurts! You idiot!”
“Hey, you’re pretty tough for a girl. Just give me one more …?” The boy sticks out his hand with a sniffle.
Her fears eased by the gentle sound of his voice, she picks out one more stalk of sourstem and tosses it in his
direction. The woodcutter turns to pick the sourstem off the ground, and without bothering to peel off its skin,
begins chewing on it, sucking out its juices. Sensing something missing, he turns to find the girl is gone. He looks
around him and sees she’s made her way well past the pond.
“Stupid girl! Going back all alone.”
The words roll off his tongue unthinkingly. Staring out at the black dot of the girl’s distant figure, suddenly he,
too, wants to return to the village. Shouting “Hey, Sonbi! Wait for me,” he runs to catch up with her, but the girl is
nowhere to be seen.
“The nerve of that girl! Going back all alone,” he grumbles. “Where the heck did she go?”
After a brief rest, he happens to look down, and spots a scruffy-looking figure clearly reflected in the water.
Surprised by what he sees, he bursts out laughing. As he stares into the water he swings his arms and legs and
stretches out his neck. Just then the mole on the eyebrow of the pouting girl flashes into his mind.
“Who’s that?”
He quickly spins his head around. Nothing there.
“I’m telling you, that girl is just …” he mutters under his breath as he looks out over the grove of willows into
which the girl has long since disappeared.
Suddenly thirsty, he peels off his sweat-soaked shirt, and flings it into the grass as he goes to the pond for a
drink of water. Lying flat on his stomach, he stretches out his neck and drinks thirst ily. The water passing through
his throat is oh, so sweet. After drinking his fill, he jumps to his feet and takes a deep breath of air.
Sweeping over Wönso Pond, a light breeze picks up the strong scent of grass in the distance, refreshing him as
it dries the sweat beneath his arms. Then all of a sudden the boy spins around.
“My A-frame?” he mutters unconsciously, as it dawns on him he’s followed the girl far from where he left his
pack. He scrambles back up the hill to his wooden pack, picks up his sickle, and goes into the woods where he
starts cutting trees again.
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Once he has returned with his newly cut wood, he sits down on the ground and leans against his A-frame. The
scent of grass still strong in the air, he feels completely refreshed inside. Ready for a bit of a nap, he closes his
eyes. Suddenly he hears someone calling,
“Hey, Ch’otchae!”
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Having just drifted off to sleep, the startled boy jumped to his feet. He quickly looked to either side of him, and
there—gasping for breath—was Yi Sobang, hobbling toward him with the aid of a wooden crutch.
“Yi Sobang!” the boy cried. Seeing the man, he felt happy, and also hungry.
“So this is where you’ve been. I’ve been searching all over for you, boy.” Leaning heavily on his crutch, Yi
Sobang looked affectionately at Ch’otchae. The shadows of the man and boy stretched far down to the base of the
mountain. With a grunt Ch’otchae lifted his load of wood onto his back.
“You were looking for me?”
“You bet I was. The sun’s going down already! Now, listen to me, no more talking back like that to your mother.”
Ch’otchae laughed sweetly, as he walked side by side with Yi Sobang. The strong light of the low sun was so
blinding it was hard to tell if it was morning or sunset.
“Your mother cooked rice, you know. She’s been waiting all day for you.” Yi Sabang kept mentioning his mother so that the boy’s anger toward her might subside.
“She made rice?” asked the boy. Stopping in his tracks, Ch’otchae looked over at Yi Sobang, and then stared
into the distant paddies, lost in his thoughts. In the light of the setting sun the fields look as soft as silk.
“Yi Sobang, I sure hope I can start working in the fields this year!”
Yi Sobang felt the boy's words pierce his heart. How can he want to work in the fields? He’s just a boy, he
thought. But he remembered how he himself, long ago, had been just as anxious to start working. Yi Sobang let
out a deep sigh, staring out at Mount Pult’a with vacant eyes.
“I can be out weeding, Yi Sobang, and you could bring me lunch in the fields … And then …” The boy was all
smiles, happy just to talk about it.
“And just what fields do you have to weed?” thought Yi Sobang, suppressing the impulse to speak his mind
right then and there. Something surged up uncomfortably inside him.
“Then you won’t have to go out begging any more, ’cause you can eat the rice that I grow in the fields.”
Yi Sobang stopped short in his tracks, and leaned heavily on his crutch. In all likelihood he had never in his
entire life been touched so deeply. He had certainly never resented this heartless world so much as he did now. A
servant ever since he’d been a child, he had suffered every kind of abuse until finally he’d had his leg broken. But,
oh! How could any of that matter given what the boy had just said? Ch’otchae, meanwhile, continued to talk with
excitement as he walked along, then turned to find that Yi Sobang wasn’t following him any more.
“Yi Sobang, why are you crying?”
Wide-eyed, Ch’otchae walked back toward the man. Yi Sobang wiped away his tears, then he set his crutch
back into motion.
“Mom said something to you again, didn’t she? Let’s just kick her out of the way!”
The boy’s eyes flashed with anger. Yi Sobang, shocked by his words, stared back at Ch’otchae. Could he still
be angry about the fight they’d had earlier? Why else would the child be so hateful towards his own mother?
“Ch’otchae, don’t let me hear you talk like that again.”
As he spoke Yi Sobang wondered if the boy already sensed something about his mother’s bad behavior. He
thought of the men who visited her: Yu Sobang, Yongsu and then the blacksmith who’d also been coming by recently. Yi Sobang lost the courage to speak any further.
The two entered a narrow path along the bank of a wheat field.
“Yi Sobang, how much money did you earn today?” The man had the courage to take on this one.
“Come on, boy, what money? There was a party over at the tavern today. I stayed there all day long, and only
just got back.”
“A party? So you brought back rice cakes, didn’t you? You brought back rice cakes!” Tapping his stick on the
ground, he stared up at Yi Sobang.
“Yeah, I brought some back with me.”
“How many?” The boy licked his lips and moved up closer to the man.
“Not too many?”
“You didn’t give them to Mom again, did you?”
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“No, I still have them,” he replied, not wanting to disappoint the boy, but fully aware of the nervous twitch in
his own eye.
“Yi Sobang, wouldn’t it be great if all we had to eat was rice cakes?” The boy’s mouth was watering.
“This spring I’ll bring you so many rice cakes your stomach will explode! How about that?”
Ch’otchae laughed and struck a few rocks on the ground with his stick. At times like this, when the boy
lowered his eyes, he looked more lovable than ever.
They arrived home in the dim light of dusk. Ch’otchae’s mother was standing outside the front door when she
saw them coming.
“Why can’t a tiger carry off that little brat!”
She spoke without thinking, and was horrified by what she’d just said. How long she had waited for the boy to
come home, and now these nasty words escaped her lips.
Ch’otchae let down his load of wood and sprang back up on his feet.
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“My rice cakes!” cried Ch’otchae, looking back at Yi Sobang, who had followed him into the room. Ch’otchae’s mother quickly took down from the upper shelf a gourd bowl filled with rice cakes.
“You little brat, why are you always so hungry? Well, there’s plenty, so eat your fill.”
Snatching the bowl, Ch’otchae grabbed a rice cake and began chomping away. His mother and Yi Sobang
stared at the boy and felt pity for him, he must surely be famished to eat like this. In no time at all Ch’otchae had
finished them off.
“No more?” Ch’otchae’s mother lit the lamp.
“No. Haven’t you had enough already?”
“Just have some rice,” said Yi Songbang, who kept his eyes fixed on Ch’otchae’s mother, her face scarlet in the
light of the flame.
“Mind you, Yi Sobang.” Ch’otchae’s mother slipped back into the shadows. “You’ve spoiled the brat rotten
with everything you give him. He doesn’t know what it means to have a full belly. The greedy little thing will eat
us out of house and home if we let him.”
She had wanted to savor one more rice cake herself, and had left it in the gourd, hoping to eat it later with her
son. But watching the hungry boy devour the treats made it hard for her to stick her hand back into the bowl. Now
that she realized Ch’otchae hadn’t left a single piece for her to eat, she felt somewhat offended.
“Come on Yi Sobang, let’s go to bed!”
Ch’otchae’s eyes were heavy with sleep. However pleasant it was sitting across from Ch’otchae’s mother like
this, Yi Sobang couldn’t refuse the boy, and he managed, though just barely, to raise his stubborn hips off the
floor. Leaning onto his crutch, he pulled himself to his feet.
“All right. Let’s go.”
Ch’otchae got up as well, and hand in hand they went into the room across the hall. The boy quickly sank
down into the warmest corner of the room, and after tossing his limbs a few times was fast asleep, gently snoring.
Looking over at Ch’otchae in the darkness, Yi Sobang thought about what the boy, all smiles, had said to him
earlier so innocently. He let out a deep sigh.
Perhaps someone had already come into the inner room. His ears now seemed to pick up the sound of
whispering voices.
“I wonder which bastard’s in there tonight?” he mumbled, bending his ear to figure out to whom the voice belonged. But they were speaking in whispers, and no matter how hard Yi Sobang tried to listen, it was impossible
to identify tonight’s visitor. All he could make out, from time to time, was the giggling voice of Ch’otchae’s
mother.
He kept his eyes closed in an effort to fall asleep, but the whispering in the next room kept him wide awake,
and instead of sleep it was anger that overcame him. He simply had to get out of this woman’s house! What sort
of life was this, anyway? Yi Sobang lost his temper almost every night, just as often as he was forced to witness
this abomination.
He jumped out of bed, lit some tobacco, and took a seat by the window. Beams of moonlight streamed through
the torn paper window like a rainbow. He took a drag on his pipe and exhaled very slowly. Billow ing up through
the air, dissolving into the moonlight … that smoke seemed just like the bitter feelings surging up inside him!
Without thinking, he began to gently stroke the wooden crutch he’d placed on the floor beside him. Whenever
he was upset he caressed this wooden leg of his … this leg with no response! This stiff and heart less crutch! And
yet, this wooden crutch was his one and only true companion.
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“The nerve of that girl …”
Yi Sobang turned around in surprise at the sound of Ch’otchae mumbling in his sleep. Could the boy really be
thinking about some girl already? he wondered. If he’d had the power to keep the boy from growing up, he would
have made sure Ch’otchae remained a child forever. Perhaps it was rather selfish to think so, but he knew
Ch’otchae’s future path in life looked no different from the one he himself had taken.
Yi Sobang moved over to Ch’otchae’s side and stared down at the boy. He was still breathing heavily in his
sleep. This moment in time would be the happiest, it seemed, that Ch’otchae would ever see.
“I wish I could work in the fields, too,” Yi Sobang remembered the boy saying.
He then laid his cheek down on top of the boy’s. Oh, the warmth that passed from Ch’otchae’s cheek to his
own! And these heaving lungs full of life! If the boy had been made of his own flesh and blood, could Yi Sobang
possibly have been more deeply affected? Without thinking, he drew his arms around Ch’otchae’s neck and
embraced him.
“I’m nothing but a cripple, my boy, but from now on I live for you, and for you alone,” he said, repeating the
pledge several times over.
Just then, Yi Sobang lifted his head at the sound of something crashing.
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“You filthy whore!”
The very pillars of the house seemed to shake with these thunderous words. Yi Sobang went to the door and
crouched down beside it.
“What’s gotten into you? Why say something like that?” said Ch’otchae’s mother.
“Shut up you tramp, you filthy slut! As if shacking up with that crippled beggar isn’t enough. Now you’re
screwing around with this moron. You no-good bitch!”
Yi Sobang then heard someone spit. But it was the words “shacking up with that crippled beggar” that rang in
his ears. The life seemed to drain right out of him, and he lost the strength to lift even a finger.
“Oh, my, they’re really going at it.”
He could hear the rough sounds of a scuffle. Yongsu and the new one, the blacksmith, seemed to be at grips
with each other.
“They say, ‘New-born pups don’t fear a tiger.’ Well, they must have made that one up for morons like you. You
pathetic fool! Did you really think she was pure?” Whatever happened next, it was followed by a blood-curdling
scream.
“I’ll slice you up into pieces, you bastards!”
“No, not a knife! Not a knife!”
Hearing Ch’otchae’s mother scream, Yi Sobang jumped to his feet in alarm, grabbed his crutch, and dashed out
of his room. The door to the inner room had fallen into the dirt hallway, but without a lamp on it was too dark to
see inside. Ch’otchae's mother ran out into the hallway.
“Take this! Take it!”
Gasping for breath, she thrust the knife towards Yi Sobang. He took it and rushed into the kitchen, but not
knowing where to put it, he shuffled back and forth for some time, finally hiding the knife inside a bundle of
firewood. Then he returned to the inner room.
“Why are you two doing this? You’re both decent men. Please control yourselves!” he shouted, trying to break
apart the two men.
“Stay out of this, you fool … Oh wait, you’re the cripple! So maybe you’re just looking for a beating.”
One of them gave Yi Sobang a powerful kick and he crumpled to the floor. His crutch had flown to the side,
and he began searching for it in vain. Only after crawling frantically over the entire dirt floor did he manage to
find it. The bitterness that had built up inside him for many years was now at the point of exploding. He did his
best to suppress the feeling, grabbed his crutch, and hurried outside.
Normally, there would have been a crowd of spectators gathered outside, but tonight there was no one, perhaps
because it was so late. He made his way over to the woodpile, where he stood staring into the sky. There, soaring
high above dark Mount Pult’a, was the brilliant moon! Even that moon, it seemed, had come out in order to
ridicule his crippled leg.
“Yi Sobang!”
He turned around at the sound of Ch’otchae’s voice. The boy came running outside and stopped to relieve
himself, squirting a long stream of urine to the side. Yi Sobang thought of Ch’otchae’s bad temper and was
suddenly frightened.
133

“What if that boy ups and …” he thought, panicked. He rushed to Ch’otchae and managed to grab onto him by
the seat of his pants. Having finished peeing, Ch’otchae was on the point of running back to the house in a rage.
“You fucking idiots!” The boy was screaming at the top of his lungs, but Yi Sobang had been quick to grab
onto him. The boy responded with several violent blows, yelling,
“Let go of me!”
“Ch’otchae! Ch’otchae! Don’t do it! You’ll get hurt, do you hear me?”
“I don’t care. Those bastards!”
This time the boy rammed his head into Yi Sobang’s chest and kicked at him mercilessly. The man tumbled
over backwards again. Ch’otchae flew over to his wooden pack, picked up his sickle, and ran into the house.
“No! No!”
Yi Sobang saw this was a matter of life or death. He scrambled inside on all fours until he managed to grab
hold of Ch’otchae’s ankle. Ch’otchae’s mother, dashed out of the inner room and snatched the crossbar off the
front gate.
“You little brat! Why aren’t you in bed, instead of causing all this trouble?” she shouted at her son.
“Me? Those bastards in there are the ones causing trouble!” He yanked on his mother’s long hair, pulling her
head downwards.
The crashing sound from the inner room grew more and more violent. Yi Sobang felt goosebumps all over. If
the men came any closer, Ch’otchae would likely end up with a broken bone. Yi Sobang vividly recalled how he’d
gotten his own leg broken by fighting with the master of the household long ago, and he feared the boy was
dangerously close to meeting a similar fate.
Yi Sobang took several good kicks from Ch’otchae, rolling this way and that on the ground, but he never lost
his grip on the boy’s ankle. A trickle of bright blood now ran from his nose.
“Ch’otchae! You keep this up and I’ll never give you another rice cake again!” He’d said the words without
thinking.
“Do you mean it? Yi Sobang!”
His chest heaving breathlessly, Ch’otchae twisted to face him. Yi Sobang sprung from the ground and swept
the boy’s head into his embrace. Within an instant, tears were rolling down the man’s face.
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As she plaited thatch in the backyard, Sonbi’s mother was filling a bowl at her side with grains of rice she’d
removed from some straw. Sonbi came bounding toward her.
“Mom!” she shouted. She looked up curiously at her daughter, who ran into the yard short of breath.
“Don’t tell me you got into trouble again?”
Sónbi shook her head emphatically, then put her lips to her mother’s ear.
“Guess what, Mom … Sinch’on Taek and the Missus up at the big house got into a huge fight, and Master
scolded them something terrible.” Sonbi’s breath tickled her mother’s ear, and the woman cocked her head
slightly to the side.
“Those two are at each other’s throats day and night. Did anyone get hurt?”
“Remember how Master used to beat up his wife? Well, this time be beat Sinch’on Taek just horrible. I felt so
sorry for her.” Looking rather sad, Sonbi stuck her hand inside the rice-filled gourd without thinking and swished
the kernels of grain.
“A concubine needs a good beating now and then, you know. Is it fair for his wife to get it all the time?”
The woman stared at the face of her daughter, who seemed somewhat distant. There was a pink hue to Sonbi’s
cheeks, which had blossomed with the arrival of spring.
“But Mom, Sinch’on Taek told me that she didn’t even want to come here. She said her father sold her for a lot
of money and that she had no choice in coming here.”
“Well, I do remember hearing that … Just goes to show, money’s the most frightening thing of all.”
Sonbi’s mother pictured Sinch’on Taek sitting on the floor in tears, and once again she began worrying about
the future in store for Sonbi, this beautiful bud just beginning to flower.
“Now, you get on back to work. What are you doing just sitting there, anyway? You’ve got laundry to starch
today, don’t you?”
“I guess so.”
Sonbi reluctantly rose to her feet at her mother’s words, then took another look inside the gourd. She smiled.
“Hey, Mom! If you hull all this rice, I bet we’ll get a good quarter bushel.”
“Okay, enough from you. Now go on!”
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Sonbi put down the bowl and headed out of the yard. Her mother watched as she walked away. How fast time
flew by, she sighed. She realized with a broken heart that she couldn’t keep Sonbi living with her much longer.
The woman let out a deep sigh, stuck out her hand to grab another bunch of thatch, then stared at her hands for
a while absentmindedly. Her fingers had been scraped by the straw and were covered with tiny red scratches.
Thoughts of her husband immediately came to mind.
As poor as they were while he was still alive, she had never done outdoor chores this like before, whether it
was plaiting thatch or rebuilding reed fences. She had gone about her own business unconcerned with these repairs, which she’d assumed were somehow naturally taken care of by springtime.
But after losing her husband, she’d had to do everything with her own two hands. Not only did it take her
twice the effort to complete the chores, but she was never satisfied with her handiwork. The housework was, well,
housework, and even in a small two-room hut, the tiniest stone had to be returned to its proper place, and not a
single husk of grain could be wasted.
While her husband was alive, she had never appreciated the gray loam with which they used to plaster the
walls or the brooms with which they swept out the backyard; she had used them as necessary and then thrown
them away. But these little things she had once taken for granted, she now could not use as she pleased. She had
nothing unless she made it with her own two hands.
With so much on her mind, Sonbi’s mother worried herself no end trying to figure out whose help she could
enlist to climb up her roof and re-thatch it. She had stayed up for several nights to make the straw rope she would
need, and she had only just managed to finish four coils of it. By tomorrow she would be finished plaiting the
thatch as well, but she still needed to ask some of the men in the village to help her. The ridge thatch placed along
the center of the roof had to be cut in a special way; the thatch itself had to be laid out over the roof; and then all
of it had to be tied in place with rope.
She’d gone over and over in her mind whom she might get to come help her. But in the end, she reconsidered.
Oh, hell, expert or not, I’ll just try doing it myself, she thought, glancing up at the roof once again.
She had neglected the job the previous year, which explained the green tufts of grass she saw sprouting here
and there where the thatch had given in.
“Why did he have to go and leave me all alone?” she said softly, jumping to her feet.
She spun her head around and looked out at the other houses around her. Well-kept houses, all around! Big or
small, each of them was neatly thatched with brand new straw! The sunshine now bathed them in a brilliant,
yellow light.
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Roof after golden roof, glowing in the brilliant spring sunshine! How soft and lovely they were!
She closed her eyes tightly, but the roofs appeared even more vividly in her mind. And then among them
appeared an image of her husband’s rugged hands, followed by the face of the dead man himself. He had refused
to close his eyes on his family even as he gasped for his last bit of air.
Kim Minsu had been such a good man, so gentle and honest. Though he’d worked under Chong Tokho for
close to two decades, he was the sort of person who had never pocketed a single copper. And no matter how tired
he was, if Tokho gave him an order, he would rush off to work, be it rain or shine.
Everyone in the village, came to trust Minsu, even Tokho. And that was why Tokho entrusted to him, and him
alone, any jobs that required the collection of large amounts of money.
Eight years ago this fall Tokho had sent him on just such an errand. Sonbi at the time was seven years old.\fn
{In Korea children are normally considered one year old at birth, and add a year to their age with each passing of the New Year rather than
with the passing of a birthday} That morning huge snowflakes had been falling gently from the sky since dawn. Minsu
rose early as he always did, and went to Tokho’s. He had just swept out the house and the courtyard and was
boiling feed for the cows when Tokho came up to him.
“Can you go over to Pangch’ukkol for me today?” Minsu bowed his head submissively.
“Yes, of course.”
“Well, come inside then.”
Passing through the cauldrons of cow feed, Tokho made his way into the living quarters, with Minsu following. Tokho rummaged through a stationary chest placed in the warm corner of the room, took out his account
book, and looked through it for a moment.
“This idiot in Pangch’ukkol owes me a good fifty won. I wonder if you’ll get much out of him, though. He’s a
tough one.” Minsu said nothing, his head still bowed.
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“So you’ll go? If you can’t get anything out of him, I’ll have to send Kkoltchi’s father over. Come on now,
speak up!” Minsu didn’t know what he should say; he just sat there hesitating as the color rose in his face.
“Why do you have to be such a fool? Just go, will you? Oh, and another thing. Make it perfectly clear that if he
doesn’t pay up this time, I’m pursuing legal action. And shake him up a bit, will you!” Tokho stared at Minsu with
bloodthirsty eyes.
“Stop by Myongho’s house, and Ikson’s, too, on your way over there.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Be sure to go today.”
Having pressed Minsu one last time, Tokho put his account book back into the chest and stood up. He cleared
his throat a couple of times and then went outside. Minsu followed right behind him. The pleasant smell of the
cow feed boiling in the work kitchen had already filled the air. By the time Minsu had scooped out all the feed
from the cauldrons and carried it into the stalls, the cows had already caught a whiff of it. They were gently lifting
themselves off the floor and moving to the side of the feeding troughs. Among clouds of warm rising steam, they
happily chomped away at their meal.
After shoveling all the feed, Minsu headed outside. The snowflakes were still falling heavily, without even the
faintest sound. He looked up at the sky anxiously.
“In this snow …” he mumbled.
When he arrived home, Minsu scraped the snow from his shoes. Sonbi’s mother looked at her husband with a
questioning eye.
“You’re not going out again, are you?”
“Yes. To collect some money.”
“What? On a day like this?”
“There’s nothing to worry about. When the flakes are this large, it means it’s warmer outside.” Sonbi had been
staring at her father, bright-eyed, but at this, she jumped up and ran into his arms.
“Daddy, can I go too?” She looked up at him imploringly.
Minsu gave his daughter a hug, then sat in front of his dinner tray. He made a gesture of eating some food, but
then stood up again.
“I’ll be gone for a few days, so keep a good eye on Sonbi. And keep the fire going so it’s nice and warm.”
“What is he doing sending you out on a day like this? Does he think the rest of us are built of iron?” muttered
Sonbi’s mother, picturing Tokho before her eyes.
“Watch what you say in front of …” Minsu glared at his wife. Her face colored and she took her daugh ter’s
hand into her own. Then Minsu stroked Sonbi’s head a few times, opened the door, and went outside. His eyes
were blinded by the brilliant white snow.
“Come back safely, dear.”
He could just make out his wife’s farewell as he set out with long strides. With his eyes cast to the ground he
walked for a bit, but then turned suddenly at the sound of Sonbi crying. She was running to him through the snow.
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Minsu unconsciously took several steps toward Sonbi, before her mother grabbed her from behind. Minsu
signaled with his hand for them to go back inside, then turned around.
The snow was falling more heavily than before. The giant, flower-like flakes landed on his lips and melted into
his mouth. Each one felt like a refreshing sip of ice-cold water.
What path there was to follow had been completely buried by the snow, and the familiar trees alongside the
road were obscured by the falling snowflakes. Even Mount Pult’a, high up there in the sky, was nothing more than
a faint shadow.
When Minsu strayed from the path he would walk in the furrows of fields, or on the banks of rice paddies,
until he located a village and managed to find the trail once again. His snow-drenched shoes had by now frozen
solid, and they crackled as he walked.
Trudging through the snow like this, Minsu just barely made his way to Pangch’ukkol after stopping off at
several houses along the way. It was now dusk, two days after he had first set out.
“Hello? Is anyone home?”
The doorftame was stuffed with rags to keep out the wind. When the man of the house opened the door, his
face seemed to turn a shade paler.
“You’ve come all this way, in this weather? Please come inside.”
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Minsu entered the room, but it was so dark inside he couldn’t see an inch in front of him. He sat with his eyes
closed for a while. Slowly opening his eyes, he found it difficult to breathe in the stuffy room. He should never
have come here, he thought, with regret. It didn’t look as though there would be food to serve for dinner here.
“You’ve come so far in this snow … I’ve been meaning to pay you a visit, but I’ve given only empty promises
for so long now that I … It must have been awfully cold out there.” The man was at a total loss as to where to
begin.
“Set out a dinner tray, dear. Though we haven’t much to offer.”
Smoothing down her hair, his wife slowly stood up and left the room. Minsu, trying to pull himself together,
noticed something in the opposite corner of the room. He could hear little voices coming from under a dirty quilt,
which lifted slightly to expose several pairs of dark glimmering eyes. Again he heard the sound of giggles. He
couldn’t tell exactly how many children were there, but he knew right away there were more than just two.
The storm must have picked up force, for he could hear gusts of wind sweeping up against the house, then
fading away. The paper flaps insulating the window frames fluttered wildly in the wind, and the snow drove itself
little by little into the room. Minsu was suddenly struck by the desire to leave this house and find a cave or a
hovel to sleep in rather than spend the night here. Yet at this time of night there was no way of knowing where to
find such a cave, and it was impossible to simply turn around and leave without good cause. He sat there apprehensively, in a state of extreme unease, fearing that more than one person in this room might die over the course
of the night.
A dinner tray was brought in for him. Feeling hungry Minsu scooped up a good spoonful of the main dish only
to find that it was gruel, not rice. It was made of millet, boiled down with dried radish leaves. Though Minsu had
always lived as a servant, he had never in his entire life eaten anything like this before. The smell of millet hulls,
in particular, made it hard to stomach, but he did his best to slurp it down. Just then a few children jumped up, one
after the other, out of the corner of the room.
“Mommy, I want some food!”
“I want some too, Mommy!” The man of the house glared at them threateningly.
“I should beat the brains out of you little brats!” he said, and turned back to Minsu.
“Please finish your meal. Those kids will cry for more even after they’ve just eaten.”
Minsu's fingers trembled ever so slightly. He lost the courage to use his spoon any longer. He placed it down,
and drew himself away from the tray.
“But … but why won’t you eat? I suppose it’s not good enough.”
The man scratched his head and pushed the tray to the side. All four boys and girls swept out of the corner and
grappled with each other over the dishes on the tray. In the scuffle that ensued none of them man aged to eat any
food.
The man jumped to his feet, picked up a long pipe and began striking the children. At a loss as to what was
happening, Minsu grabbed hold of the man.
“What are you doing? They’re just kids. Come on now, put it down. Put it down.”
One of the children, in the meantime, had attached his lips to the edge of the tray and began sucking off the
gruel that had spilled down its side. Ashamed that a stranger was witnessing this horrible scene, the man’s wife
grabbed the child and held him to her breast. Pretending to wipe away the snivel from the child’s nose, she then
dabbed the bow on her blouse into the corners of her eyes.
ix
Perhaps in consideration of the stranger who was trying to hold him back, the man put down his hand and sat,
now winded.
“Oh, who knows why we have so many kids. A sin in a previous lifetime, I guess. It must have been something
terrible for us to end up like this.”
Though he had just beaten his children in a fit of rage, the man felt so unjustly treated by the world he could
barely hold back his tears. Distraught that he could neither feed nor clothe his hungry kids, he regretted the fact
that he’d beaten the poor things too. Moments earlier they’d been screaming and shedding tears, but now they
whispered and giggled beneath their dirty quilt as though nothing had ever happened.
Minsu slept not a wink that night, as thoughts of all sorts churned through his mind. While he told himself this
was another man’s dilemma, he worried that something terrible like this might happen to his own family too. One
after another these thoughts raced through his mind, as though driven by the wind that whipped the paper flaps
sealing the windows.
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Having remained awake all through the night, Minsu got up before the red of dawn had broken. Perhaps because he’d spent the night in the cold room, his body felt heavy, and he seemed to have caught a cold.
“You must be freezing.” The man of the house rose and sat directly across from Minsu.
“Well …” Minsu stuck a cigarette into his mouth and started to smoke, unable to offer a more direct reply. He
pushed the pack of cigarettes in front of his host. The man bowed his head humbly, accepted one, and put it in his
mouth. As Minsu took a deep drag on his cigarette, he heard the sounds of whispers in the corner. He lifted his
head and looked in their direction.
From out of that pitch-black corner came the constant sound of whispering voices. Just about now Sonbi was
probably getting up out of bed and whispering something to her own mother, maybe asking where her daddy had
gone, he imagined. Minsu then saw Sonbi’s face flash before him in the corner of the room.
“Mommy, I’m hungry!”
Minsu was shocked by how similar the voice was to Sonbi’s. Unconsciously he flung his cigarette onto the
floor. He shrugged off the idea that the voice might be Sonbi’s, and yet for some reason this voice still pierced his
heart, unbearably so.
Minsu felt horrible. He wanted nothing more than to get out of this place. When he stood up to go, he pulled
out a one-won note from his pocket without thinking.
“Get your kids something to eat!” he said, pressing the note into the palm of the man’s hand.
The man was bewildered. But when he realized that this was money he was holding in his hand, he felt like
collapsing onto the floor and breaking into tears. Minsu realized that his own legs were trembling. Then he pictured the furious expression he was likely to see on Tokho’s face, and shuddered. He pulled himself away from
the poor man, who had by now grabbed hold of him, and made his way out.
The snow had swirled into drifts on either side of him, becoming mountains of snow in some places. Minsu
walked briskly along, his shoes crunching softly. He saw bird footprints here and there on the surface of the white
snow, which to him looked like flower petals.
But Minsu felt sick to his stomach. He had no idea what he would tell Tokho. Considering all his options,
should he just lie and say he’d only collected two won from the other debtors? That way he could repay it later
without anyone finding out … But then again, it was better tell the truth than a lie. The master of the household
was a human being, after all, and if he knew the whole story, could he actually blame him? Certainly not …
After struggling for some time, Minsu found neither of the two options reassuring. He regretted that there was
no one around he could ask for advice. In the end, he decided that he would tell a lie, if only to put his nerves to
rest. But this had little of the intended effect. Why, he reproached himself, should a grown man worry about a
single won?
Having wracked his brain with these foolish thoughts, Minsu arrived at the outskirts of his village. He should
have been delighted to be home, but he couldn’t bring himself to go straight in. Only after standing for a while,
staring distractedly at the entrance to the village, did he finally enter.
Having made it to Tokho’s house, Minsu brushed off his shoes in front of the men’s quarters and hoping the
master wasn’t at home, quietly pushed open the door. When he caught a whiff of Tokho’s favorite cigarettes in the
cloud of smoke that swept out the door, he hesitated.
“You must be cold. Come on in and warm up by the fire.”
Tokho had craned his head around to look at Minsu. Each of the old men, sitting in a circle, offered him a short
greeting. Minsu had no choice but to go inside. Sidestepping the charcoal brazier, he came in and took a seat.
x
Tokho pulled out the abacus from the top of his stationary chest.
“So did he cough up anything this time? That idiot in Pangch’ukkol?” Tokho hated the man so much that he
refused to call him by name.
Minsu’s face colored, and he hesitated for a second before speaking.
“No, he didn’t.”
“What? Well, don’t tell me you just let him off, did you? Without twisting his arm or anything?”
“He didn’t have the means to …”
Minsu couldn’t finish his sentence, and simply hung his head. What came to his mind was an image of that
little child sucking gruel from the dinner tray as though he were suckling at his mother’s breast. The sight of that
dark room now flashed in front of his eyes. When Minsu hesitated to speak, however, Tokho lost his temper.
“How dare someone without the means to pay borrow someone else’s money!” he suddenly screamed.
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Minsu started and moved back slightly in his seat. He was afraid that Tokho’s hand was about to lash out at
him.
“What about the others?”
“I … I got something from them.” The tight lines in Tokho’s brow loosened a little.
“Okay, how much did you get out of them?”
“About three won.”
Minsu was shocked by his own words. “I collected two won” was what he had planned to say—what had
brought him to say three? Minsu right then and there decided he would tell Tokho the truth. The ringing in his ears
was frightening.
“So you only got interest out of them. Well, that idiot in Pangch’ukkol is going to be a headache! He’s trying to
get by without paying his debts, is he? Just give me what you have.”
Minsu took the money from his wallet and pushed it over to Tokho. His hand was visibly shaking. Tokho
pulled the bills toward him and counted them.
“This is only two won …” Tokho looked over at him with a questioning eye.
Minsu slowly lifted his head. The look in his eyes seemed to be begging for forgiveness—like the innocent
plea of a young child.
“The man’s kids were … they were starving, so I just … I gave them the rest.” Minsu’s eyes were brimming
with tears.
“You what?”
Instantly Tokho screwed up his eyes, and flung the abacus at Minsu. It hit him right between the eyes and fell
to the ground with a rattle.
“Are you crazy! Your goddamn generosity has no place in my house. Now get the hell out! I make the
decisions around here, so you give away your own damn money, not mine!”
“Don’t be so hard on him,” said the other men, sitting around in their own circle.
“Well, it’d be one thing if he was hungry and had to buy something for himself to eat, or if he needed the
money to get his job done. But the idiot didn’t even collect a dime for his travel, and now this is the crap that I
have to deal with. Don’t I have a right to get angry? Now you, get out!”
Tokho jumped to his feet and kicked Minsu with all his might. If not for the others, he would have beaten him
to his heart’s content, but he was too worried about his reputation, so he held back his anger and sat down again.
“It’s not a question of just a single won. What right does this idiot have to give away even a penny of my
money, especially to a man trying to rob me of his entire debt!”
His teeth were now grinding with a vengeance, and he suddenly sprang on top of Minsu with the look of
murder in his eyes. Then he quickly left the room. The others sitting in the circle scattered out in different
directions. Shortly afterwards, Minsu regained consciousness and found the room completely empty. His vision
was somewhat cloudy now, and when he put his hand to his brow, he felt something different about it.
Though Minsu had been beaten and insulted by the master of the house, for some reason he was neither
resentful nor offended. On the contrary, he felt quite calm and composed, as though a heavy burden had been
lifted off his shoulders. He got right up and made his way home.
When he opened the brush gate, Sonbi and her mother ran out of the house to greet him. Sonbi threw her arms
around him, and as Minsu held her tightly in his arms, his eyes filled unexpectedly with tears, blurring the path
before him. The picture of those four little children again flashed into his mind. I wonder if they got anything to
eat today? he thought, stepping into his own house.
Sonbi’s mother was staring at the sight of father and daughter.
“What happened to your forehead?”
“Why? What’s the matter with it?”
Minsu put his hand to his brow and rubbed it again. Then he lay down on the floor. Sonbi’s mother took out a
blanket and draped it over him. Did he have some kind of run-in with troublemakers? Or was he just tired from
his trip? she wondered.
“Can I fix you some supper?”
“Well … maybe some rice porridge … Make me some, would you?”
Sonbi’s mother now knew for sure that her husband was not well, for he had asked for porridge. She was about
to ask him if he was in any pain when Minsu closed his eyes tightly and rolled onto his side.
The next day Minsu was terribly sick and unable to get out of bed. Sonbi’s mother did everything she could to
care for him, but nothing seemed to help.
Several days later, Sonbi’s mother came in from the yard to speak to Minsu. The rims of her eyes were red and
swollen.
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“Is it true that the master of the big house hit you with his abacus?”
“Who told you that?”
“Just about everyone who saw it happen, that’s who.”
“I don’t want to hear it! Don’t pay attention to such rumors. And even if the master did hit me, do you really
think he meant to hurt me? We’re like a father and son to each other …”
“So he did hit you then.”
“I said I don’t want to hear about it, didn’t I?” Minsu groaned and turned over onto his side, but then his eyes
flashed open and he looked over at his wife, as though he’d just thought of something.
“If by any chance I end up dying, I don’t want you to take those rumors seriously.” Minsu knew that his
afflictions were far from ordinary. But not in his wildest dreams had he ever imagined Tokho had caused them.
As soon as the word “die” fell from her husband’s lips, Sonbi’s mother felt dizzy, and she couldn’t bring
herself to mention the subject again.
Within only a few days’ time, Minsu passed away. He would never know how Sonbi threw her arms around his
body, sobbing with all her heart. …
13.91 At The End Of The World\fn{by Son Sohui (1917-1987)} North Hamgyong Province, North Korea (F) 6
“Look, our dog is giving birth to puppies. One, two … wait, there is another, and that one makes three,” was
Kumsun’s jubilant cry.
“Hey! You ain’t supposed to look while they’re getting born. Come back in right now,” was the upset cry of
my stepmother.
“I didn’t look on purpose, Mom. I just wanted to feed our dog because she hadn’t eaten since last night, and
then I found them puppies. Each one is a different color—yellow, white, and black.” As her voice with its mock
nagging tone disappeared toward the kitchen, the house became quiet again.
I was lying in my bed. I had the chills and felt a numbing pain in my legs and arms. A mixture of overworked
fatigue and flu. “I must get up, I must get up,” I kept saying to myself. Then slowly my body temperature rose,
my head ached, I started running a fever. As I lay there, I thought of the new born puppies.
“Let’s see, a yellow puppy, a white puppy, a black puppy. It must be atavism.\fn{ “The tendency to revert to ancestral
type”:W} Its grandfather must have been yellow, the great-grandfather white, and the great-great-grandfather black.
What will the color of the next one be? I hope it’s spotted. Maybe the father is. I hope so. It’s interesting, the way
atavism works. Wait, I hear someone’s footsteps. By the sound, it’s Kumsun.”
“Drink this herb medicine, Brother.” Opening the lattice door, Kumsun placed a tray with a bowl of herb
medicine and a bowl of water beside my pallet.
“Ah, all right,” I said with my eyes closed.
“Do you feel really bad? If you do, Mom said she would send for a doctor.”
“No, don’t worry about me, I’ll be all right soon.”
“It must be really bad, your lips are all swollen.”
“Stop gabbing, this medicine is enough to make me well.”
“You better get well soon, and don’t forget to get me a wild azalea for the garden before you go back to camp.
You promised me that three years ago, remember, but you went into the army instead.”
“All right, how big a one do you want? Now with them puppies, I suppose you want a medium-sized one.”
“Great, I’m really happy. Say, is it bad luck for someone to look at puppies while they are being born? Do
puppies get sick or die if you do?”
“I don’t know, I don’t think so,” I said.
Kumsun was sitting on the other side of the open lattice door. The cold air blowing in was bad for my nose and
made me cough a little. But I didn’t tell her to close the door, nor did I ask her to come into the room.
Suddenly I felt I had some urgent business to look after. I knew this was an illusion, but I was restless as if I
were on the run, running away from something. It was as if I were eagerly waiting for her to leave me alone so I
could tend to that unfinished business.
But I didn’t dare tell her to leave me alone. She was only thirteen, but somehow I could never feel at ease
around her and able to say such things. I don’t think it was because she was my stepsister. I didn’t want to make
her feel embarrassed. Holding the tip of my nose between the thumb and forefinger, I kept answering all her
wonder-ridden questions.
“Why, you bad girl, why are you sitting there with the door open? What if your brother catches a worse cold?”
“Stepmother’s upset cry was heard from afar.” Coming to the door herself, she added,
“How are you feeling? The herb doctor said that his medicine would fix you up.”
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She looked into the room over Kumsun’s shoulder, and finding the bowl of medicine still on the tray, she cried
again, upset.
“Why, you haven’t even drunk it yet! It must be cold by now. Why, you little chatterbox, you just sat there
gabbing away. You should’ve asked your brother to drink it.” Then she stooped and picked up the bowl.
“I’ll heat it up again.”
“Don’t bother, Mom. I feel all right and I don’t think I need any more medicine,” I said.
I felt restless again. I wished they would go away and leave me alone. Why didn’t they just go away and leave
me be? Just then, as if to tell me what I was running away from, Father’s sharp and angry roar was heard.
“You damned women, what are you bitches up to anyway? What is this? Why are you women always flirting
with that young boy? You always have the best service for the boy, medicine and all. But you don’t care whether
the master of the house comes home or not. God, what a family! What is this family coming to? Incestuous
bitches!”
That was Father all right. The words were familiar, and the squeaky voice was familiar too. At the slightest
pretext he always jumped to nasty conclusions. Of course, his anger was actually directed at me, his only son. But
this time he was shrewdly leaving me out of his attack. Maybe it was because I was on leave from the army for a
very short time, or maybe it was because I was sick.
“It’s not me who’s sick, it’s him. We ought to put our strength together to cure him of his sick mind,” I said to
myself.
But on the other hand, I kept telling myself to cover up under the bed quilt because Father and his sick mind
might jump at me any moment with a club or something. I kept telling myself to do something to protect myself
from his assault, but actually I did nothing. I was lying flat on my back and I didn’t budge.
“I’m in a hurry, I’m in a hurry,” I said to myself, but scenes with unpleasant memories kept coming back to
me. “No, I have no time to dwell on such things, I’m in a hurry, I have no time, not even a minute, not even a
second, I have no time, no time …”
This idea that I was in a hurry and had no time filled my body and wriggled and squirmed within me like a
huge worm. My nose went dry, my tongue was scorched.
The bright window turned gray, then dark as dusk set. That’s natural enough. But why was I lying there like
that? Was it because I was an orphan of the universe? I thought to myself,
“Isn’t that absurd? No, I am absurdity itself. That’s why I am pressed for time now. I am so pressed for time
that I may not be able to get back to the camp on time. A bunch of MP’s\fn{ Military Police.} might come after me.
I’d better hide before they grab me. Where should I hide? Not in this house. But where? Let’s see, there’s Suni’s
in the village. And there is Poksun’s house too. She’s kind of cute.”
She’s the one who secretly gave me five boiled eggs when I first enlisted. Yongsun gave me a bottle of hair
tonic as a present. Ilsun gave me ten stamps and a pad of stationery. Chungsun two handkerchiefs … I used up all
of Ilsun’s stamps and paper to write to Poksun. It was unfair of me to do so. After all, they belonged to Ilsun. I
only kissed Chungsun, though.
Once she asked me to meet her in the woods, waving her pretty handkerchief. I went up there, and this gal,
Chungsun, threw herself into my arms and told me to do whatever I wished to do, then she flushed. So I proposed
a kiss. She said it was all right with her. So I held her ears and kissed. My heart began to beat faster and faster and
she asked me what it tasted like. I said it wasn’t sweet but a little bitter like a herb, and she said my mouth tasted
like pine juice and I said I had just eaten a pine flavored cake and she said I was a fool. She married a guy in a
neighboring village not long after that.
“Turn on the light, Brother, I’ve brought your supper.”
It was Kumsun’s cheerful voice. Then I heard the sound of a tray being put down on the other side of the lattice
door.
“What supper?” I said in a dazed voice.
“What you mean what supper. Supper is supper. Just turn on the light.”
Ah, ah, after stammering several times, I asked her what time it was.
“It’s eight. I had to wait till Daddy fell asleep. He must have drunk an awful lot. He threatened to beat Mommy
and me up, and at last he fell asleep awhile ago. Have you waited long?” she said.
I turned on the light and she brought the stray into the room.
“Go ahead and eat your supper now,” she said; then she noticed that the bowl of herb medicine was still
untouched.
“Why, you haven’t taken the medicine yet!” Then she sort of glared at me. They were beautiful eyes, very
much like stepmother’s. She is a stepmother to me, but a blood mother to Kumsun, and there’s nothing added in
Kumsun taking after her own mother. Her round chin looked like her mother’s, and the slightly upturned nose too.
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Then I wondered who I took after.
Kumsun was still making a motherly fuss over the bowl of herb medicine. She was a bit taken aback when I
asked her whom did she think I took after, thrusting my face toward her.
“Well, let’s see, you don’t look like Daddy, nor do you look like your mother as I saw her in the picture, and
you don’t look like my mother, so I don’t know what to say.”
I wanted to be alone again, and I asked for a glass of water just to send her out of my room. Just then the lattice
was opened from the outside. Stepmother was there with another tray.
“Here’s the water. Give me that bowl of medicine and I’ll heat it up again. Cold herb medicine ain’t no use.”
I handed her the bowl in silence. She took it without a word and turned away. After awhile she was back.
“You finish it up this time. It’ll make you get well quicker. Eat a lot too. That’s where you get strength from.”
She started back a few steps, but turned around and added,
“Kumsun, bring the tray out when your brother gets through. Meanwhile I’ll build a fire for the heated floor.”
Stepmother closed the lattice door, completely expressionless, not looking at me, not looking at Kumsun. Was
it total resignation on her part? But it was odd that she should not show any emotion at all in, the face of Father’s
vulgar and nasty remarks. I watched the closed lattice door for awhile absentmindedly. She seemed to be a little
donkey destined to pull too heavy a load, too heavy a burden. Is that what they call karma? Retribution? For what
and for whom was she enduring such a heavy burden?
“Your herb medicine is getting cold again, and your supper too. Go ahead and finish it up.”
“All right, I’ll take the medicine first.”
I picked up the bowl of medicine.
“Daddy was awfully drunk, it’s the day of county fair, you know.”
Kumsun was making an excuse for Father’s unreasonable behavior, sitting down across from the supper tray.
She is getting more and more like her mother, I thought. She was even taking after her mother in her leniency
toward Father. Nothing more was said about Father. After awhile I put down my spoon and pushed the tray away.
Kumsun looked at me, then at the tray as if to say,
“Is that all your’re going to eat?” Then she picked up the tray and left the room.
Almost as soon as she left I put the light out. It was because I wanted to be left alone. But still in a corner of
my mind I was wishing that Father, now sober, would drop in to see how I was doing. Of course it would never
happen, but just in case, what should I do and say? It had been four days since I came home, but the only time I
saw him was when I first got home. Even that time I merely bowed, I did not look up. I doubt if he looked into my
face that time either. When I said I was home on leave, he gave some kind of a cynical grunt. That was all.
Of course I never expected more than that from Father. But now I was wishing Father would drop in to see me.
I must be sick! I was getting chills again. There will be a fever after the chill. Just as I was pulling the quilt over
my face, I heard mouselike shrieks from the direction of the kennel.
“Is there a rat hole near the kennel? No, it must be the puppies, that’s right, we now have puppies. I wonder
why they are whining like that. Do puppies have worries like we human beings? Don’t they like their mother-dog
licking their bodies? There, they are still whining. Maybe there are too many puppies and they can’t find the
nipples.”
I do not know how much time passed. Finally, the whining stopped and the kennel was all quiet again. The
puppies must have fallen asleep. Hamlet’s soliloquy—death is like sleep and nothing more.\fn{Well, not exactly:
III:1.56-88—To be, or not to be: that is the question: | Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer | The slings and
arrows of outrageous fortune, | Or to take arms against a sea of troubles, | And by opposing end them? To die: to
sleep; | No more; and by a sleep to say we end | The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks | That flesh is heir
to, ’tis a consummation | Devoutly to be wish’d. To die, to sleep; | To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there’s the
rub; | For in that sleep of death what dreams may come | When we have shuffled off this mortal coil, | Must give
us pause: there’s the respect | That makes calamity of so long life; | For who would bear the whips and scorns of
time, | The oppressor’s wrong, the proud man’s contumely, | The pangs of despised love, the law’s delay, | The
insolence of office and the spurns | That patient merit of the unworthy takes, | When he himself might his quietus
make | With a bare bodkin? who would fardels bear, | To grunt and sweat under a weary life, | But that the dread
of something after death, | The undiscover’d country from whose bourn | No traveller returns, puzzles the will |
And makes us rather bear those ills we have | Than fly to others that we know not of? | Thus conscience does
make cowards of us all; | And thus the native hue of resolution | Is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought, |
And enterprises of great pith and moment | With this regard their currents turn awry, | And lose the name of
action.}
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Maybe Hamlet was right. Sleep is a lot like death. The only difference is that death lacks dreams. I do not know
where many of my childhood friends are, and maybe that’s part of the process of death. The experience of my past
emotion, the exotic euphoria and beautiful sorrow I once enjoyed among the azaleas are now gone forever.
Poksun and Chungsun married, but no one knows what happened to Yongsun since she went off to Seoul. Ilsun is
still in the village, but I don’t suppose she expects to get the pad of stationery and ten postage stamps back. I was
happy among their colorful and gay laughter, but the happiness was often interrupted by the angry yells of my
father. Shall I call on Ilsun tomorrow? What will she say? I wonder if Poksun has changed? Will she still smell of
herbs? No, it was more like the smell of spring sod, and it was like the smell of my dead mother. I liked that
bitter-sweet smell very much. Whenever I dug in for that smell among Mother’s breast, there was Father near me,
glaring. Whenever he found me with my arm around Mother’s waist, he roared,
“Take your hands off, ain’t you a big boy now!”
Then Mother died and I had Stepmother. But why was Father jealously watching me all the time? I think I am
sleepy. Am I falling asleep? Or am I walking away somewhere? Is this the ravine of sleep or the brink of death?
Let’s see, I command a company at the post, don’t I? But I don’t really think I am a good company commander.
Take the incident the other night, for instance, when Sergeant Kim was beating up the poet-turned-private. I got
shook up myself watching, and I groaned everytime the poet shrieked as the sergeant hit him. And what about the
Officer’s Training Course I took? Every time I had to go through the infiltration course, I sweated a lot under the
barbed wire. That means I am not much of a soldier. Shall I get back to the post? But that’s not an important
question to brood over at this moment.
What then is an important question? Whether to live or die is not important, what to do is not important, how
to repay is not important, how to make people understand is not important, whether it is possible to communicate
is not important, how to shock people is not important, whether I should make people penitent and contrite is not
important, to prove my innocence is not important, and what should become of me is not important. What then is
important? Is it just to fall asleep? Is that important?
When I awoke, it was dawn. The paper lattice had a dim blue hue. I was feeling much better. Let’s say that the
herb medicine worked. But what’s that noise? That’s Father being difficult to the women-folk again. But why is
he so noisy at this time of day? What? What’s wrong with the puppies? The mother dog ate them all up except
one? No, impossible! It can’t be!
I sat up and looked toward the kennel through a hole on the paper lattice door. It was very quiet. Then it’s true.
What a terrible thing! That explains it. The whining and yelping of last night was the gasping of their last agony.
Father kept on yelling.
“Even dogs understand the conditions of this family, otherwise why would a dog eat its own offspring? What,
Kumsun looked while they were being born? Why, you good-for-nothing little bitch! Why the hell did you have to
look? Anyway I have never seen a dog eat its own puppies, not one but four or five! It’s no ordinary omen, mind
you, the curse is on the family! An amoral family gets amoral dogs, I tell you! In this goddamn family the mother
treats her son as a husband, and the son makes eyes at his mother! You ain’t any different from dogs. The dog
eating its own puppies ain’t no ordinary omen. I tell you, that’s what Buddha thinks of this family.” Father’s rage
thus kept on till it was completely light.
I got up and went outside with a towel around my neck. No sign of the tragedy was visible around the kennel,
and the dog was lying down with her neck sticking out from the entrance. Recalling what Father was raging
about, I went over to the kennel to look in. Pulling the dog out of the way, I looked inside. There was a puppy,
sand colored like its mother, about the size of a medium-sized rat.
“Idiot! You are a foolish bitch to eat up your own puppies just because someone looked in while you were
giving birth. Not one but several at that.”
Just as I was giving a kick in the dog’s rear end Kumsun came out with another bowl of herb medicine placed
inside a wash basin. I told her I would go out by the well to wash up, so I would not need the basin. She said,
“Daddy is mad and he is out there, you know. You’d better wash your face here in the garden.”
“I don’t see any connection between Daddy’s anger and my washing.”
“I don’t know, but Daddy doesn’t seem to like having people around.”
“That’s enough, why don’t you go off to school?”
“I haven’t been to school for four days.”
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“Why haven’t you?”
“I am told to stay home to look after you.”
“Who told you that?”
“Mom did.”
She pursed her lips and put the medicine bowl on the wooden floor by the lattice door. Then she noticed the
hole in the paper of the lattice door.
“Who made this hole here, did you, Brother?”
“Wasn’t it there yesterday?”
“No, it wasn’t. Mother pasted a new sheet of paper while you were sick in bed.”
Recalling that I had peeked out of the hole earlier in the morning in the dirction of the kennel, I asked Kumsun
who was the first one to notice the tragedy of our puppies. Again she pursed her little lips judiciously and said it
was Father who had first found that the puppies had been eaten up. She was getting more and more like her
mother, beautiful.
“That dog of ours is really nasty. I meant no harm when I looked on, I was merely trying to help her, but she
ate up her own puppies.”
While Kumsun was gabbing away like this, I watched the hole, round, about the size of a man’s figer. Maybe
Father wanted to peek into the room to see what I was doing. If so, the hole was his doing too. Putting his eye at
the hole, he must have watched me inside very, very carefully. Is it possible that he conceived a murderous design,
to kill me, to kill his own son by his first wife? To kill his offspring as the dog had done?
“Go ahead and drink the medicine. It’ll get cold again.”
With this interruption I could gather up the shattered pieces of my mind.
“All right, I will, and I think I’ll have a shave too. Will you get some hot water for me to shave?”
After shaving and washing up, I changed into my officer’s uniform. Finishing breakfast, I went out and picked
up a shovel. I felt in my trouser pocket to see if the sharp-edged piece of iron was still there. My stepmother,
feeding the pigs at the sty, mumbled something without looking up at me.
“Wish you would stay in. You aren’t well enough, you know. You still have a day’s supply of herb medicine to
take too.” She was still looking away.
“I’m all well now. I need some fresh air, and I want to do what I promised Kumsun I’d do while I’m at it.” I
closed in a couple of steps toward her.
“What does she want?”
“She wants a wild azalea bush transplanted in the garden.”
“Naughty girl. Shouldn’t have asked for such a thing when you are not feeling well.”
“It’s all right. I’ll be right back. Where did Father go?”
“He was wanted at the co-op.”
“Things must be very trying for you, Mom.”
“It’s all right, I can stand it. It’s the karma from my previous life at work.”
“It’ll get better.”
“I doubt it, but it’s alright.”
“It’ll get better. Where did Kumsun go?”
“She must be in her room. Asleep, maybe.”
“I’ll be back.”
“I still wish you wouldn’t go. But if you insist, be sure to come right back. It’s terrible when flu gets
complicated.”
“All right.”
“Come back before lunch. You have medicine to take.”
“All right.”
I left the house with the shovel on my shoulder. Not wishing to run into anybody, I walked hurriedly with my
cap pulled down. But soon I came face to face with my father coming back toward the house. He didn’t say
anything. Instead he stopped still in front of me with a severe and angry look in his eyes. I said I was going to the
woods.
“What for?”
“I’m going to get a wild azalea bush.”
“What for?”
“To plant in the garden.”
“Ain’t supposed to transplant wild plants in the garden. And an incestuous son will never be forgiven, you just
remember that.” He gave me a wild glare, turned back, and went away.
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Falteringly I followed him. I wanted to cry out aloud,
“Father, it’s a misunderstanding on your part, it’s you who won’t be forgiven.”
But in actuality I did not say a word. Father turned off in the direction of the co-op market, the tail of his coat
flapping in the wind. I took the path leading into the woods. Weeds among the dead grass were getting greener,
though the wind was still nippy.
I started to climb toward the top of the ridge line. I enjoyed the cool air. Then I found a fair-sized azalea by a
huge rock. It was in this same woods that Chungsun threw herself into my arms. It was spring then too. Under
which tree was it? Was the tree still there? I smoked a cigarette. Then I began to dig around the azalea, taking care
not to cut its roots. Within the circle there were a couple of violets with tiny buds. I thought it a pity to have to kill
the violets when all I wanted was the azalea. So I carefully transplanted the violets first. Still, they looked pensive
and doleful.
“They resemble Stepmother,” I thought. It’s the pale color that does that.
I shoveled hard. The dirt was piling up. Father had married Stepmother when he was thirty-five. I was ten then,
and Stepmother was nineteen. She always wept whenever she thought nobody was around. I did the same thing; I
missed my mother, who had died in childbirth. That always made Father angry. Not wishing me to cry in
Stepmother’s presence, he punished me severely whenever he found me crying. That made me cry all the more,
and the beatings became worse and worse.
“Don’t cry. You’ll make your father angry again,” she often comforted me, and I could see tears in her eyes
too. She told me that she had also grown up without a mother. I worked harder and harder with the shovel. The
pile of dirt was like a huge mound now.
“That’s how I came to marry your father, old enough to be my father.”
“You could have run away.”
It was on the anniversary of my mother’s death. We had gone up to her grave. While Father was away to gather
sod, Stepmother and I sat together by the grave and had that conversation.
“I wanted to run off to a faraway place, but I had no place to go.”
“But I am happy you’re with us.”
“How come?”
“Because I’m afraid of Father.”
“Why?”
“Ain’t you?” I had been so self-conscious that I could not make myself call her Mother.
“Of course, I am. But I’m different. He is your father, and why should you be afraid of him?”
“I’m afraid of him all the same,” I said.
“All right, but don’t forget that I’m on your side.”
“But he’s not afraid of you,” I said.
I stopped working for awhile to see how it was coming. It was almost done. Practically all the small roots had
been cut. The azalea stood in the middle of the circle like an island. I decided to dig a little deeper. The pile of dirt
around the circle was getting higher and higher.
I don’t exactly remember when I started to call her Mom. Anyway she blushed when I first addressed her that
way. From that time on there was more laughter than tears in her eyes.
“You want to go picking chestnuts with me?”
“Not unless you give me something to eat.”
“I knew you would say that. Here, here’s an apple and a pear.”
“Mom, I’m going to sell the chestnuts I’ll pick to buy you a pair of rubber shoes.”
“My, I’ll be a rich woman.”
“Mom, when I grow up I’ll buy you all kinds of things.”
“You mean that?”
She treated me as a younger brother or a friend rather than like a stepson. It was around this time that Father
began to cast suspicious eyes at us. Then Kumsun was born. Stepmother was twenty-one. Of course he had never
been kind to me, but from that time on he showed definite hostility toward me. And after I moved on to a middle
school, he often tormented Stepmother insinuating that there had been some affair between myself and her. He
openly showed hatred toward me. It was unbearable. Fortunately, from the junior year of my college days, I did
not have to go back home during the vacations, for I was taking R.O.T.C.\fn{ Reserve Officer Training Corps.} training.
But when I was not home, Father was said to have checked the mail himself every morning for fear that I might
write to her secretly. Of course the seeds of such suspicion and fear were already there even when my own mother
was alive.
Meanwhile, the azalea was already out of the hole, but I kept on digging, deeper and deeper. I kept on doing it
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unconsciously, engrossed, as if to dig myself down into the depths of the past.
When was it that I first began to think of Stepmother as an affectionate sister? When was it that I first began to
find a source of happiness in her beautiful eyes? When was it that the look of her slightly upturned nose first
began to tickle me? When was it really? Generally, they seemed to coincide with the time Father began to show
me hatred and hostility.
Ah, my legs and arms hurt.
“Let me lie down in there to rest. I felt so busy yesterday and I felt so leisurely this morning—all for this rest.
Dad, don’t ever pour dirt on my face, don’t ever cover up my body with dirt. I want to lie down here forever under
the blue sky. To sleep and to die, aren’t they the same thing?”
I was lying flat in the hole I had dug. It was very comfortable. Maybe it was because I was tired.
“Don’t anybody touch me. I want to be left alone like this. I just want to fall asleep.”
I fished the sharp-edged piece of iron out of my pocket. I aimed it at my heart. Ah, death is like sleep. When I
heard the sound of my right hand hammering the piece into my heart, a dark shadow descended before my eyes
and a shock passed through my body. It was a deep darkness and a terrible shock.
14.29 Flowers Of Fire\fn{by Sonu Hwi (1922-

)}

Chonju, North Pyongan Province, North Korea (M) 22

Mountains, mountains, and more mountains. A continuous range of mountains and meandering valleys. Eternal
stillness.
From a distance, this valley, which ran north to south, appeared like a carpet of varied hues of soft green.
Screened by the shrubs that veiled the valley, the precipitous cliffs resembled giant, prostrate beasts. Flowing
along the bottom was a stream, cold enough to sever one’s hand.
On the western side of this valley, toward Owl Mountain Ridge, a cave could be seen. Ko Hyon sat with his back
to it. As the sun began to sink behind the ridge, the shadow of his side of the valley gradually tinged the opposite
side. In the dense pine grove was the grave of Ko Hyon’s great-grandfather; to the north lay the site of the
invisible blade of disgrace\fn{A note reads: The outbreak of the Korean War on June 25, 1950 .} that severed the timeless
mountain range. But now only the effects of the blade remained. A day of roaring artillery and blood oozing
southward. Disgrace. Disgrace on the land and its people.
Ko Hyon felt his chin. The long hours of hiding like a hunted beast told on his chin and back: his unkempt
beard was as coarse as a straw sack, and his skin was torn by brambles and thorns.
Two hours before, he had climbed to the cave. Now he had finished cleaning his rifle. For more than two
months the rifle had lain wrapped in tattered rags on a rock shelf in the cave, with a twig stuck in its barrel. The
rest of the rifle had become rust red. SSSR—a Russian-made type A rifle and three corroded bullets. Cold from the
floor seeped through Hyon’s body.
Hyon quietly fingered the shoulder strap of the rifle on his lap. Click! The metal ring on the strap hit the barrel,
shattering the deathly stillness.
A breeze rose, rustling the vine leaves on the rock, and Hyon could hear the insects among the shrubs.
Suddenly he was overcome by loneliness. He clasped his arms across his chest as if to suppress the feeling. He
heard a drop of water falling from the roof of the cave. Quietly he turned his head and looked into the dark
interior.
Thirty years ago in this cave, his father had died in his twenty- fourth year.
Early March 1919, on a weekday afternoon: P Town, thirty-five miles from Seoul. In a small church, a group
of some thirty Christian men and women held a quiet meeting. While an old man stood up with hands tightly
clasped and head bowed, the others remained seated with their eyes closed. The sound of the old man’s prayer
rose to the ceiling, while an occasional “Amen” came from the congregation.
When the prayer ended, the old man unwrapped a package and handed each member a small, neatly folded
cotton cloth. No one said a word, but quietly spread and examined the cloth. Each was a tri-colored Korean flag.
A young man quietly brought forth a sheaf of sticks; everyone attached the small flags to them. One person
calmly waved his flag, while a young woman clutched hers in an embrace. Then the congregation quietly went
outside. Suddenly a tension registered on the pious faces of the believers. Once in the street, the tall youth who
had handed out the sticks took the lead. With a determined face, he suddenly raised his arms and shouted
“Manse!” The group following echoed his shout of “Long live Korean Independence!” The steps of the
congregation became faster; their shouts rose louder and louder. The shouts of “Manse!” died out, to be followed
by “Onward Christian Soldiers.”
At the unexpected shouts of “Manse!” doors opened and eyes peered at the group in amazement. Some were
surprised and hastily slammed their doors; others unconsciously raced outdoors, followed behind like beings
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possessed, and joined in the shouting. Pale faces, taut lips, trembling legs, and glowing eyes—eyes filled with fear
and pride.
By the time the milling crowd arrived in front of a small rice shop near the police station, the earsplitting
shouts of “Manse!” sounded like sobs. Waiting for the crowd on the walls around the police station were the cold
barrels of rifles.
From inside the rice shop, the owner, a wen on his neck, suddenly recognized the tall man at the head of the
group and instantly let out a shrill scream. The wen on his neck shook with convulsive spasms, and his legs and
arms trembled. Then a black curtain seemed to descend upon him.
“My son, my son …” But. The words caught in his throat. He felt borne downward, as if by a heavy weight.
“O heaven,” he said and collapsed on the spot. The percussive rifle shots rang out, mingled with shrieks of
“Manse!”
“Our family is ruined,” screamed the shop owner, clawing at his chest and grasping the torn string from his
coat with a trembling hand. The rifle shots came again, like the popping of roasting beans. The shouts of
“Manse!” were replaced by the rumbling sound of many running feet.
The shop owner saw a crowd of bloody, wounded marchers fleeing from the rifle fire, running into alleys and
shops on the opposite side of the street. Suddenly recovering his senses, he rose, and raced to the door of the shop
in his stocking feet. He began furiously ripping the wooden shutters off and throwing them into the street.
Throwing out the last shutter, he raced toward the back room of the shop. Just as he reached the inner door, some
of the crowd ran into his shop, pursued by the flying bullets.
His eyes wide with astonishment, the owner picked up a rice measure for a weapon and sprang at the intruders
like a beast.
“Get out! Get out of here right now!” he shouted hoarsely. At his display of nerve, the crowd again ran outside.
One of them was driven into the cesspool by a flying bullet as he leaped over the threshold of the shop. Then the
owner quickly rolled up his trouser legs, hastily sat down cross-legged on the floor in the middle of his shop, drew
out his pipe, and began smoking calmly. With his eyes closed, he sucked on his pipe. The police, arriving at the
front of the shop as they pursued and fired upon the fleeing marchers, peered inside with fiercely distorted faces
and then passed on. Each time this happened, the owner slowly opened his eyes and heaved a long sigh.
After an hour, the remainder of the crowd, now bound together, were led away like dogs along a road strewn
with blood-spattered corpses. The police beat the limping wounded with their rifle butts.
Fear and death hung heavily over the town for several days. Eight people had been killed and more than twenty
wounded. More than eighty were imprisoned anywhere space was available, even stables. Throughout the night
dull moans came from these places.
The young man who had led the congregation had been shot. As he could hardly drag his wounded leg, two of
his friends helped him make his way to a hiding place some fifteen miles away, in a cave on Owl Mountain Ridge.
He bled profusely, and his leg became inflamed. The face of the youth, who had endured great pain with his spirit
fading, darkened to the color of death. He spent the night in agony. At dawn he drank water that his friend brought
from the icy stream in the valley, and died.
The next day it rained. The two surviving youths were captured by the police, whose search had extended to
the cave, and the body of the dead youth was turned over to his father, the rice shop owner. The father shed not a
single tear and buried the body in the public cemetery. He did not pity the dead youth, but despised him.
“This is not my son,” he said, and not for fear of the police. A son who dies and leaves his father behind is not
a son, but a monster, he reasoned.
Upon hearing the news, the daughter-in-law, who happened to be in her own home at the time, fainted several
times. Although she could barely move, she rushed out and spent the night by her husband’s grave. The next
morning, others went to the grave and found her unconscious and covered with mud.
The daughter-in-law, a widow at the age of twenty, returned to her own home, where in a few months she gave
birth to a son. This son was named Ko Hyon.
One month later, cuddling the child in her arms, she returned to her husband’s home. There she had to bow
humbly to the young wife of the old man, who had remarried three months before.
One day the shop owner was returning from the cemetery in the company of his daughter-in-law when, upon
entering the shop gate, he began to vomit blood and fell down as if dead; the daughter-in-law had to carry him in.
In three days the old man recovered and told his daughter-in-law that she should leave the boy with him, return
to her own home, and seek to remarry. Determined to remain in her husband’s home, she calmly and clearly
refused her father-in-law’s order. Some thirty years of tears and sweat began for Hyon’s mother at that moment.
In the year following his son’s death, deep wrinkles etched the old man’s face, and his hair and beard greyed.
People began to call him “Old Man Ko.”
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While it may have seemed that Old Man Ko acted coolly to Hyon’s mother, he actually loved the boy. After all,
Hyon was a grandson, not a granddaughter. While the old man saw traces of his own blood in the boy, he
sometimes also seemed to sense a dark shadow hovering over him.
This same year, the old man exhumed his father’s bones from a spot some seventy miles from P Town and
reburied them on a sunny slope on the opposite side of Owl Mountain. An old geomancer had told him that the
orography\fn{Orography is that branch of physical geography which deals with mountains and mountain systems; the author means,
simply, “location.”} of his father’s grave site had brought this misfortune down upon him. Now, with tlie burial site
changed, the old man lived more confidently.
The next winter, Old Man Ko fathered a boy, Yongson. One year later, he moved the bones of his first son to
the foot of the mountain, where the ancestral mound was located. The dead son was reburied because he had
transmitted the ancestral bloodline to Hyon, in whom the old man saw a glimmering of hope. Still, he remained
severe with his daughter-in-law. In the first place, his son’s death had been predetermined by the daughter-inIaw’s destiny. Second, he could not trust a young, widowed daughter-in-law whose future was uncertain. The old
man had never accorded womanhood a pennyworth of respect.
Old Man Ko gave Hyon several paddies and fields on the other side of the river; working in them made Hyon’s
mother’s hands resemble the twisted end of a rake. Hyon’s mother had to do the work by herself while Hyon
played under a tree to which he was tied with a piece of cord. When mother and child arrived at their own tworoom grass hut, having groped their way down the dark road after sunset, the penetrating loneliness intensified the
pain in the mother’s legs. She would lie down after supper and groan, and her groans often became sobs.
The old man tended his rice shop as usual and occasionally crossed the river to see Hyon. Hyon quickly grew
to the age at which he could begin to appreciate the smell of the copper coins his grandfather tied to his coat
strings.
The enjoyment of watching her son grow and of listening to the gospel readings at church every Sunday were
the only rewards in the harsh life that Hyon’s mother led.
In church, she could sense her husband’s warm presence. She came face to face with him not in paradise, but
inside the church. She sensed her husband’s voice in the hymns, and she could picture him in the prayers. Though
it was all an illusion, it was the dearest thing she possessed. It lightened her burden and made her forget the pains
in her arms and legs. Thus, once every week, Hyon’s mother met and spoke with her husband.
“I’m so upset …”
“You must have suffered a lot!”
“Look how Hyon has grown.”
“It’s all due to your hard work.”
“When can I come and join you?”
“Through Hyon, I am always at your side.”
“Help me! There are times when I can’t bear it anymore.”
“The Lord will help you, for all is known unto Him.” Love for Hyon, and admiration for her husband: here
was the grace of God.
In the fall of the year in which Hyon turned four, Old Man Ko informed Hyon’s mother that if she persisted in
dragging her son to church, she could no longer care for him. From that time on, Hyon played in his grandfather’s
rice shop every Sunday. Young Hyon’s conception of his father was a very dim one. His mother said that his
father was waiting in the kingdom of heaven—somewhere beyond the blue sky, the drifting clouds, and the Milky
Way.
Consequently, to Hyon, ridicule of his grandfather was an unforgivable insult, one much more unbearable than
being called fatherless. One Sunday, a group of urchins ridiculed Hyon’s grandfather’s appearance. Hyon fought
them bitterly, ending up with his face cut and his clothing torn.
Proud of the struggle he had put up in defense of his grandfather’s honor, Hyon related all the facts to his
grandfather and quietly waited for assent and praise. What came in return, however, was an unexpected
reprimand.
“What? … Making fun of my wen? Really! Look at yourself! With whom? … What? You fought with Kim
Chusa’s\fn{A note reads: A general term for a lower official of a burea in the traditional administration. Here used as an honorific .}
son? How could you? Why did you cause such trouble? Really, you’re just like your father.”
Seeing his grandfather’s agitation, Hyon felt unexpected anxiety. His feelings were like those of a dog that has
attacked his master’s assailants only to be beaten by his master’s club in return. On similar occasions thereafter,
Hyon simply walked away. At first these situations were difficult to endure, but afterwards Hyon felt a kind of
relief.
From the time Hyon was ten years old, he often asked about his dead father. His mother, her gaze wandering,
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would praise her husband in a quavering voice.
“He was truly a splendid person. He was mindful of others’ welfare and stood firmly for the right causes. He
established a night school and taught the children. He never sent a destitute person away empty-handed. In this
whole village there was no one as dignified and kind as your father.”
Then she would look attentively at Hyon’s face, seeing her dead husband’s eyes and lips there.
“If you want to see your father, look in the mirror,” she would say, gently patting Hyon’s head with her
fingertips. “My pitiful, charming son. My only life.”
The old man’s merciless criticism of her husband was a heavy burden for her.
It was a sunny day in the summer of Hyon’s seventeenth year. At some distance from his son’s grave, the old
man ordered Hyon to bow down after the sacrificial food and wine had been spread out. After Hyon bowed, the
old man drank a cup of wine and then ordered Hyon to drink.
Hyon’s mother saw this and averted her face. Seeing Hyon hesitate, Old Man Ko said, “You’re old enough to
drink,” and urged Hyon on with a wave of his hand. Hyon took the cup, hesitated, and then quickly swallowed the
contents. He began to cough.
“Young people should learn to drink from their elders; then their drinking habits will be refined. Lately the
young do not know how to behave. Those who have studied the new learning are ill-mannered. They talk about
new learning, or some such thing, but the ability to write one’s own name is enough. As for manners and morals, a
collection of maxims\fn{A note reads: In trhe original, Myongsim pogam, a collectiuion of Confucian maxims or sententiae, compiler
unknown. The former Royal Library has two seventeenth-century editions (1637, 1664). There are modern translated versions in Korean .}
will do.”
“Certainly, Grandfather. But please tell me about my deceased father.”
“Mmmmmm. Your father was a bright man. Because he was so outstanding, I had great hopes for him as my
successor. But he wouldn’t listen to me, and from the time he espoused Christianity, things began to go wrong.”
The old man knit his brow and looked at the church in the sunlight on the opposite side of the valley. Hyon’s
mother lowered her head.
“From that time on, your father would not partake of the sacrificial food when he went to the ancestral tombs.
When he bowed, I didn’t know to whom he was paying his respects. He ended up as he did because he stubbornly
opposed the splendid customs of ancestor worship. I don’t know where it came from, the so-called Christ demon
that caused his downfall.”
Hyon stole a glance at his mother, who was weeping silently. Emboldened by the wine, he spoke again:
“But even my teacher told me that my father did fine things before he died.”
The old man grew angry and shouted at Hyon, his gray beard quivering.
“Who would say that? Fine things? Leaving his father behind—is that what a devoted son would do? And
making a widow of your mother—is this a fine thing?”
“But wasn’t that because he tried to restore our country?” Hyon’s mother pulled at his sleeve, urging caution
with her eyes.
“Restore our country? What kind of a country was it? Officials just sat boastfully over the common people,
drawing off everything they had. Those who couldn’t give were flogged. Who’d miss a country run by
extortionists like them? What is there to restore? Those who sold the country out were the same ones who bled the
people. Even if it weren’t so, why should your father alone take the lead in trying to restore it?”
“But, Grandfather …”
“Of course, we live better now than we did then, and the people are awakened. Your father’s death grieves my
heart, but he did a foolish thing, throwing himself empty-handed up against guns and swords. He went crazy and
just got himself killed.”
Hyon was silent.
“If your father were alive, your mother wouldn’t have to bear these hardships. Every time I look at your
mother, I resent your father.” The old man’s voice gradually choked up.
“If your father were alive, how comfortable your grandfather would be. I can’t get around very well these days
because of my rheumatism.”
For a moment the old man was silent, as he wiped the sweat from his forehead. Then he shouted angrily again.
“You say your father did splendid things for people. What about those people who live shamelessly today and
whisper those worthless things in your ear? Look at the people in the village. Where can you find one who offered
any help after your father was killed? That’s how the world is! And the man who killed your father—he wasn’t a
Japanese policeman, but a Korean deputy. And isn’t all this the very reason why you have had to go to a Korean
private high school instead of a public one?”
From behind Hyon’s back came the sobbing of his mother, who was unable to endure this ordeal.
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“Man must accord with reason. The seizure of our country wasn’t right,\fn{ Japan seized Korea by armed force in
1910.} but from the beginning, the ones charged with responsibility weren’t doing their duty as they should have
been.\fn{The Yi dynasty, which had ruled Korea since 1392, had been unable to repair the effects wrought upon it by three challenges to
its power: two invasions—the first from Japan in 1592, which it repelled, but only after seven years of internal conflict; the second by the
Manchus, who, before they overthrew the Ming dynasty of China, invaded and occupied Korea, and forced the ruler there to admit the
sovereignty of the Manchus over his country —and finally, in 1650, the development of a party system within the court which weakened
the vigor of the central government still further. For decades this party struggle, based not on principles but on trifles and involving family
jealousies, continued to be a dominant factor in Korean court life. Political intrigue supplanted political leadership in the scholar-landlordcivil servant class which ruled the population at that time; gradually this group became estranged from the Korean people as a whole; and
the government became weak and venal, [evolving away] from the world into an official policy of isolation from it, which was maintained
until 1876, when Japan forced the Korean government into diplomatic relations with her .} And when has our country been able to

feed all its people? People should manage their affairs with naked fists, according to the situation at the time.
Whom else can they rely on? Why should anyone lift a finger for anyone else? Why should anyone expect even
one bit of help from anyone else? We should manage our lives with whatever we have.”
He stopped and looked over at Hyon’s mother.
“I may have talked too much, but what I wanted to say amounts to that.”
The old man filled and lit his pipe. After giving several dignified coughs he said, “Now let’s go home.” He
strode down the hill without looking back.
Hyon’s mother cried her eyes out after she returned home, and she implored Hyon never again to mention his
father in front of his grandfather.
However, Hyon did not think that the stories he heard from his grandfather were as terrible as all that. Of
course, he could not view his father’s death as his grandfather did.
What was it in his father’s mind that had made him do what he did? What was it that had caused his father to
sacrifice his own life, bravely facing death empty-handed?
In high school, Hyon became a swimmer. He chose swimming not because he had any special interest in
sports, but because swimming suited his temperament better than team sports. One day Hyon made the school’s
championship team. Paying money for a swimming champion put Old Man Ko in a bad humor.
“When I send you to school, I want you to study. What is this business of pouring money into swimming? You
don’t even know our proverb, ‘A good swimmer can also drown!’”
Hyon soon became disgusted with swimming, not because of his grandfather, but because of the regimented
life and competitive state of mind, in which every second counted. What once had been pleasurable exercise now
became unbearable corporal punishment. Within a year he begged to be set free, and thus his life as a champion
came to an end.
Next, Hyon developed an interest in botany. He found a special pleasure in collecting various species of
flowers and plants as he wandered over hill and dale. Accompanied by his stooped botany teacher, he would roam
the mountains for half a day; usually the two exchanged not a word. When they lay down to rest, the streaming
clouds in the high blue sky made them squint. They could hear the sounds of life flowing from the flowers and
grasses.
One day early in the summer of Hyon’s fifth year in school, Teacher M was taken away by the Japanese secret
police as soon as he left the classroom at the end of a class. Two students from the same class were arrested on the
following day, and five students, including R, a native of P Town, were missing.
The young and vigorous Teacher M had often told allusive stories in his classes, always in a sneering tone. It
was rumored that M and several students had established what was obtensibly a reading club in which they
plotted revolutionary activities. Hyon now recalled having received an invitation from R to join the club. He had
refused because of heavy homework assignments and impending examinations.
Teacher M became an idol to the students. Moreover, the rumor that he was sending notes to the students from
inside the prison caused a flurry of excitement at the school..
Several days later, Hyon heard that R’s father, anxious about his only son and [harassed] by police searches,
had died of a stroke. For some reason, Hyon hesitated to become involved in the excitement. What were they
planning? Was it something so great that M could not carry it out by himself?
Hyon graduated from high school in the spring of the following year. While his friends were preparing for
professional school or college, Hyon thought only of returning home. Even Hyon’s adviser, who knew him well,
was greatly surprised at his indifference.
“This is enough schooling for me—I’m not going to attempt the impossible. I want to return home and live
peacefully with my mother.”
“But don’t you have any purpose in life, any ambitions?”
“No. I don’t want to trouble others. I just want to live as I wish; that’s all I want.”
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Returning home on the train, Hyon was deep in thought as he caught glimpses of the familiar countryside
flashing by. Is the way I wish to live my life the same as my grandfather’s? No, I think differently from him. But
suppose my thoughts are the same? A purpose in life? Ambitions? Aspirations?
These were fleeting, vague words to Hyon. No matter what others do, why should I get involved? The flooded
rice paddies spread out before Hyon at the foot of Owl Mountain, and through the open window came a breeze
carrying an earthy smell. An exhilaration akin to pain flickered through Hyon’s chest, and an electric excitement
flowed through his veins.
My cherished soil, he thought—to him this was the only thing that was real.
Hyon took great pleasure in relieving his mother’s hardships. Together they would complete their breakfast,
till, and plant the fields; or while Hyon cleaned a ditch with his shovel, his mother would help by pulling on the
rope attached to it. At dusk she would return to the house first to prepare the evening meal. While waiting for her
son, she would sing hymns to the tunes of folk songs. The seasonal vegetables—their only side dishes—were
sweet and succulent. During this time Hyon’s mother never once missed the Sunday church services.
Every time his mother passed through the brushwood door, dressed in white, Bible in hand, Hyon would watch
her and picture her to himself as she was in her youth. By disregarding the shadows of hardships and trials, he
could still find traces of beauty and revive her young face. Hyon was saddened when his thoughts touched on his
mother’s youth, which she had sacrificed to him alone for all these years.
His mother would occasionally groan, and rub and stroke her thigh. When Hyon showed signs of anxiety, she
flushed for no apparent reason. Once, when she was unconscious with a high fever, Hyon called a village doctor.
Whatever the reason, Hyon’s mother, though only half conscious, pressed both hands to her thigh and refused to
be examined. Hyon suddenly jerked her hands away and examined the spot they had covered. A spot near the knee
was inflamed, and a long red line extended upward. To the right and left of this line were innumerable scars, scars
of wounds inflicted with a sharp object. It would take Hyon five years to fathom the true nature of these wounds.
One year passed, and the day of the Harvest Moon Festival came. Upon returning from the cemetery, Hyon
went to tend the flowers in the yard. His flower-bed was the most beautiful of any in his own village, as well as in
P Town. Some ten varieties of flowers continually adorned the yard from early spring until late fall.
Sitting on the edge of the veranda and looking at Hyon’s broad shoulders, his mother spoke as if to herself.
“Yongson is going to college next year, I understand.”
“Yes, I guess so.” Hyon found no interest in the topic.
“Do you intend to just stay home and farm?”
“Yes.” Hyon quickly turned his head toward his mother, whose gaze dropped to the ground. Brushing his
hands together, he got up and went to sit down beside her. “It’s all right with me to pass my days like this, with
you.”
Hyon’s mother gazed at Owl Mountain for a while and then said,
“With a little hired help I can manage the farm. Why don’t you have a talk with your grandfather about going
to college?”
For a few moments Hyon could not speak. He realized that helping his mother for the last year had been
nothing but an illusion to console himself. He was momentarily engulfed in sorrow as he gazed at the white
cosmos and red dahlias swaying in the breeze.
This last year had been wasted, as the love and unwavering resolve springing from his mother’s benevolent
bosom reminded him.
But his mother’s destiny, accompanied by the shadows of predetermined loneliness and trials—these thoughts
caused the uneasiness that clouded Hyon’s mind.
Old Man Ko did not apply his philosophy about the ability to write one’s own name being enough to his own
son, Yongson. Ever since the son of Kim Chusa, the old man’s rival since youth, had been appointed a magistrate,
Old Man Ko had nurtured similar hopes for Yongson. The fact that Hyon had obtained a high school education
was probably a by-product of the old man’s educational zeal on Yongson’s behalf. Hyon hoped that his
grandfather would stubbornly reject the proposal. In fact, he consented to it, though offering only minimal
support.
So it was that in the spring of the following year Hyon departed for Japan, a tattered old suitcase in hand. He
thought Japan beautiful and the people much kinder and gentler than he had anticipated. But somehow they were
too clever, and not as open as the villagers back home.
Finally, three years of preparatory school were at an end. On the day Hyon entered the university, the grayhaired president told the class in dignified tones that one of the great benefits of university life was the
opportunity to make friends. Hyon became close to a Japanese student, Aoyagi—if he could be called a friend.
Aoyagi was a native of Nagasaki. His father had died in the so-called Manchurian Incident,\fn{ On September 18,
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1931, the Japanese army in the Liaodong Peninsula, claiming that an explosion on the Japanese-owned South Manchuria Railroad had been
caused by Chinese saboteurs, seized the arsenals of Mukden (now Shenyang) and of several neighboring cities. They forced the Chinese
troops there to withdraw; and this led, in about five months, to the complete annexation of Manchuria—entirely without official sanction by
the Japanese government.} and he had been raised as an only child by his mother, who managed a general store. His

face was pale, and even in his tall clogs he reached only to the lobes of Hyon’s ears. Possibly it was their similar
backgrounds that brought the two together. Aoyagi loved to recite Takuboku:\fn{ A note reads: Carl Sesar, tr., Takuboku:
Poems to Eat (Tokyo: Tuttle, 1969), p. 27. Takubo-ku’s datese are 1885-1912.}
On a white strip of sand
On a tiny island
In the eastern sea
Drowned in tears
I play with a crab.

Sometimes he sang it to one tune or another.
The knowledge Hyon acquired in university life came from books rather than lectures. Texts on the
philosophical idealism of the Oxford School, which influenced his contemporaries, fascinated Hyon. This
philosophy attained a deep concern for the individual, a humble, burning passion for ideals. Some students
sneered at this philosophy and called it the final convulsion of capitalism. They also evinced a great concern for
Marxism, which was not entirely out of fashion in some quarters. Marxism’s attempt to interpret history according
to a schematized ideology and to use the power of the masses to coerce the individual into rigid obedience struck
Hyon as being perilously close to brutal coldheartedness. It was like the gradual trend toward totalitarianism that
was seeping into the Japanese students, and Hyon felt an instinctive aversion to it.
Hyon could choose the philosophy most suited to his temperament, for he felt no pressing conditions or urgent
problems that forced him to consent to Japan’s current national needs. For all its attractiveness, however, a
philosophy was but a dream on paper, having no true power to change Hyon. The only reality that still captivated
his mind was P Town, of which he dreamed often—the blooming azaleas of Owl Mountain, the green valley
below, the summer berries in the groves, the cold water from the valley stream, the grass on the ancestral graves,
the people of the village, his grandfather tending the rice shop, and his lonely mother.
“We did it, at last! We did it!”
One cold, gloomy winter day, Aoyagi burst into Hyon’s room waving a .newspaper extra.

Pearl Harbor Attacked!
Other headlines followed:

Fall of Singapore!
Landing in the Philippines!
Victory Celebration March!
Lunatic excitement, and khaki, the wartime color, overflowed everywhere. Yet Hyon received the impression
that this play was departing from its scenario and rushing toward a dreadful last scene unexpected by the players
and the spectators alike.
One day Professor Takada, who lectured on Eastern ethics, suddenly assumed a solemn expression and began
to stress the decline and despair of Western civilization and the universal significance of Eastern culture. On that
day, Takada spoke with great fervor, as if he were addressing all <of> the two billion people of Asia.
“Each will be placed in his ordained position—this is the eternal truth. With the individual as the ultimate unit,
the goals of the Western social order have been baseless equality and unlimited freedom. Thus the West has
fostered extreme confusion, and its civilization is on the verge of decline, as Nietzsche\fn{ Friedrich Wilhelm Neitzsche
(1844-1900), German philosopher.} and Spengler\fn{Oswald Spengler (1880-1936), German philosopher.} openly prophesied.
Dialectical materialism, an inevitable monstrosity born of the conflicts of Western thought, has provoked a class
struggle, and the West’s machine civilization is now on the verge of collapse. Indeed, now is the time the light will
shine in the East, the time for “God’s chosen people” to rouse themselves to action—an embodiment of the
principle of harmony of existence and a paean to the humble value of the human spirit.”
So far, Hyon thought, I can follow.
“The great historical mission, the eight corners of the world under one roof: how solemn a proclamation! The
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Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere\fn{ As this was normally called by adherents to the Japanese way of thinking .} will
effectuate it. Liberate the yellow races from the suppression of America and England, and recover a new order in
Asia. Japan has the mission of being its leader—how heroic and magnificent is that mission!”
And?
“Accordingly, we must hold fast to our lofty pride and spread our glorious spirit to save the peoples of Asia;
we must gladly annihilate ourselves and contribute to this great cause. This is our destiny, our great glory! Even
cows and pigs gladly submit to death for the greater benefit of man.”
Gladly?
“For the races of Asia to have their rightful place, we must annihilate ourselves in order to live for justice. This
is the sad and beautiful principle of humanity.”
Disgusting! This was the coercive philosophy that justified the actions of the Japanese police in pouring bullets
into the peacefully demonstrating crowd, in making a victim of his own father, the coercion that demanded
submission—morally wrong submission like that of his own grandfather. God’s chosen people of Japan and the
peoples of Asia! Men and beasts! A fraternity of cats and mice!
What disgusted Hyon was the teacher’s lofty expressions and the cheap sentimentality that inflicted pain upon
others. And his self-deception. Hyon found himself raising his hand. The teacher, engrossed in his own lecture,
ceased speaking and assumed an expression of annoyance.
“I have a question. I understand your point that it is necessary to destroy our egos and sacrifice ourselves for
this great cause. However, you also said that cows and pigs would gladly sacrifice their own lives for men. Of
course, men will inevitably eat them—but I once visited a slaughterhouse when I was young. A cow that was
being dragged onto the place resisted violently and refused to go in. The pigs, especially, made quite a fuss,
screaming before they were slaughtered. It didn’t seem to me that they gave their lives ‘gladly.’ Would you please
elucidate the point.”
The teacher smiled sardonically, and the students laughed loudly. However, when the smiles died away, even
the students who had laughed unthinkingly seemed to feel a doubt that could not be allayed.
By the time Hyon sat down he already regretted his action. It was not that he had aroused the teacher’s
displeasure. It was that he had received a shock and stood up all of a sudden—his unpremeditated behavior
displeased him. As if he had received a request from the two billion people of Asia to register a protest—it was a
disgusting act. So what?
“Comparisons may err at times. But in this case, the intuition of the peoples of Asia …”
Hyon did not heed the teacher’s jabbering. He merely sank more deeply into his own self-hatred. He was like a
turtle that, after exposing its naked body, draws farther and farther into its shell.
Assistant Professor Hidaka, who taught the history of philosophy, was different from Takada. He had a good
mind and delicate sensibilities. When Hyon went to visit Hidaka, who had been called away to war, Hidaka said,
“Their minds are twisted and distorted. Japan has lately jumped into the tide of world history, and everything she
has done has gone wrong. Her seventy years of racing have overstrained her. A combination of the Victorian
dream and totalitarianism; a groping after a deer on the plains of
China!\fn{A note reads: A learned allusion to political rhetoric in ancient China: the deer or stag is a symbol of the crown and its power
in the Tso Commentary and the Historical Record of Su-ma Ch’ien.} But those times are over. We can’t even pacify the
Chinese, you know. No wonder we have a rigid battlefield code. We may win on the battlefield, but ultimate
victory is [denied]. We lack the backing of a strong civilization. Emancipation of the peoples of Asia! How
beautiful! If we mean what we say, then self-government should have been established for Korea first. Yet all that
happened was that Korean names were changed to Japanese names—what do you accomplish by changing
names?\fn{A note reads: In 1940, in an attempt to assimilate Korea into the Japanese empire, Koreans were ordered to change their
names to Japanese style.} Disgusting nonsense. I’m going off to war. My only sin is that I was born Japanese to
harvest the seeds sown by this country.”
Hidaka left for Central China. He was killed in action within a year.
Another year went by. The war situation grew worse. The military authorities, feeling the lack of lowerechelon officers, devised a plan to shorten the training period given students before they were sent off to the front
lines.
Aoyagi, returning from a big demonstration of student recruits, dropped in to see Hyon. He wore an agitated
expression and spoke only of death.
“Probably not everyone dies on the battlefield. No! The determination to die will guide us to a bright, mirrorlike state of mind.”
Hyon realized that Aoyagi was attempting desperately to collect his scattered thoughts.
“Now I have no lingering attachments.” His expression grew gloomy. “I worry only about my mother, but the
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people back home will help her somehow.”
Hyon merely listened. “I’ll give you my books on Thomas H. Green and the Student Library series. It’ll be
enough for me to keep Hagakure and the Manyosha.\fn{A note reads: Manyosha, a collection of 4,516 ancient Japanese
poems, compiled around A.D. 770. Hagakure, or Hagakure kikigaki, a handbook on the way of the samaurai, compiled by Tashiro
Tsuramoto in the beginning of the enghteenth century from the conversations held between him and Yamamoto Jocho (1659-1719) .} To

tell you the truth, I do feel something akin to agony, but the moral duty of liberating the peoples of Asia relieves it
entirely.”
Hyon could not suppress feelings of sympathy for Aoyagi, even though he did consider him misguided. This
willful attempt to rescue others who did not want to be rescued was uncalled-for interference.
As the clatter of Aoyagi’s clogs faded in the distance, Hyon’s thoughts turned toward home. Untouched by the
whirlwind that was sweeping the Japanese students, Hyon found himself extremely lonely.
He wrote a long, yearning letter to his mother. In her answer, she told him that everyone was fine and that
owing to poor health, Yongson had returned home and was working in the local government office. At first his
grandfather had been dissatisfied, but now he was content to have his own son home in a safe place. She did not
fail to add a prayer for Hyon at the end of the letter.
Very soon Hyon found himself in the same situation as Aoyagi. The only difference was that Hyon could not
stomach such slogans as “Emancipate the Peoples of Asia” or nationalistic works like Hagakure or the Manyosha.
He could find no meaning in his participation in the war.
Hyon returned to Korea with a little money his mother had given him, and then escaped to Haeju, where his
maternal grandfather was the head of the local fishing guild. After a few days, however, he became dominated by
a sense of guilt.
What is this growing anxiety? I’m hedged in! I’m in an enclosure. In an enclosure turned into a gigantic prison
whose taboos soak into one’s bones. Mine is the uneasiness of a criminal who has violated the taboos. The
impending whip of the guard; a prison within a prison. There was still one way. But this fence was too high for
Hyon to surmount. He simply had to flee like a criminal.
After two weeks, Hyon was visited by a keen-eyed detective and forced to sign his name to an overdue
“volunteer application.” Uneasiness dispelled—a slave’s relief, a criminal’s submission. While passing through
Haeju one evening, Hyon stopped in at a tavern and drank to his heart’s content. Then he slept with the tavern
woman. A passion triggered by anger—this was his first experience with a woman. When he left the next day, he
was dizzy, and a certain queasy feeling stayed with him.
Upon returning home, he learned that his capture had not been due to the efficiency of the Japanese police net.
His grandfather had been afraid of the repercussions Hyon’s escape from the internment camp would have on his
second son’s admittance to middle school the next year. Hyon did not resent his grandfather’s action. He did not
want to cause his young uncle any trouble, and was even somewhat relieved.
On the day before his departure, he calmly passed the day with his friends from P Town and with his mother.
His mother begged him to forgive her for encouraging him to go to the university. She thought it ominous that
Hyon’s age was exactly the same as her husband’s at the time of his death, and she trembled. Hyon tried hard to
comfort her, but she could not sleep. Turning her face to the wall, she offered prayers.
“O Lord, O holy Father, forgive this sinner and bestow your mercy upon her. This sinner’s only wish …”
Hyon’s mother, in agony at not being able to extricate herself from sin and obsessed with her misfortunes,
implored Him to spare her son the punishment that would be heaped upon her.
“From her love for her son, this sinner has been able to understand her deeper love of his father, whom You
have called. Through her love for her only son she is able to understand Your goodness, though her faith is weak.
Father! Forgive me my sins and spare my son’s life.”
Hyon trembled as blind rage surged through him. I myself don’t believe, but I have admitted the existence of
God because it gave my mother peace of mind in her life of hardship. But now, for no reason, Mother calls herself
a great sinner and trembles before God. All other human beings may be sinners, but not my mother. A God like a
jailer! Groundless “original sin.”
Mother! How can you feel responsible for things that happened before you were born?
The next day, at the farewell ceremony in front of the station, the county magistrate gave a pep talk, and the
chief of police led the people in shouting “Manse!” B, a fellow recruit, was drunk. He raised a clamor with his
loud, sarcastic comments, but Hyon, feeling that this was only adding meaninglessness to meaninglessness, did
what he was told without expression.
During the raucous march, Hyon saw his grandfather being greeted by the magistrate and the police chief.
From time to time his grandfather would turn to Hyon’s mother, who had covered her eyes with a handkerchief,
and console her.
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Grandfather would probably feel that my departure to face death is nothing but my own unavoidable destiny,
caused by the orography of the ancestral grave site. My uncle Yongson’s weak health, his dropping out of school,
and his job as a county subclerk were also due to orographic influences. He would probably be figuring out which
calamity was caused by which grave site, marshaling his knowledge of geomancy. Chaos in a distant era, hightemperature gases, flowing lava rocks, erosion by wind and rain, bones in graves. He’s saving face by sending me
to war, and because of Yongson, his taxes will be reduced. How pleased he must be! But please don’t think that
my mother’s weeping behind your back is unlucky.
Watching the ever-receding dark green peaks of Owl Mountain, Hyon continued to think in the train. If destiny
were so, it would be cruel; by no means do I wish to die.
Hyon’s name, now pronounced Japanese style, became Takaya-ma [high mountain], and he was assigned to the
Nagoya Army Corps. He was in the transportation section, and he had to scoop up horse manure with his bare
hands. One moonlit night, while groveling around under the horses, Hyon turned his head to gaze at the unusually
bright moon. The moon’s bright rays shone on a long cylinder hanging from the horse’s underside and
transformed it into a large brass rice paddle with a black handle. Hyon laughed in spite of himself; the sound of
his laughter echoing through the vacant stable produced a strange sensation in him. Suddenly he felt insulted and
mocked by the horse. By this thing! In a fit of anger, he swung the shovel and struck the horse with all his
strength. The startled animal jumped sharply, and Hyon fell backwards.
One Sunday he went to dinner with some Japanese friends and gorged himself. He ate so much that it was
difficult to breathe and impossible to move freely. All night long he was kept busy going to the toilet.
The next morning Hyon learned that some government property was missing. The squad leader’s fist exploded
in his face.
“Don’t just stand there, now that you’ve lost it, stupid! Go and steal some from some other platoon!”
The next day Hyon got some burned rice from the mess hall and ate it in the same latrine in which he had sat
the night before. While chewing on the burned rice, he thought about Thomas H. Green’s “On the Different
Senses of Freedom as Applied to Will
and to the Moral Progress of Man.”\fn{ The title of a lecture delivered in 1879 by Thomas Hill Green (1836-1882), British
philosopher and educator.}
Most painful to Hyon was the drill in which the men were made to stand in two columns facing one another,
with each man striking the man opposite. To inflict bodily pain on someone against whom he had not the slightest
grievance was hard to bear. When struck, strike. Strike and be struck. Then repeat—gradually a groundless hatred
boiled up. How transitory and sad a thing it could be!
In the spring of the following year, Hyon was sent to northern China together with some old soldiers. Upon
setting foot in that vast and desolate land, Hyon was determined to escape at the first opportunity.
Assault, abuse, brutality, arrogance, baseness, and falsehood. The army was not a place for a human being. If
there were any justification, I would persevere. But there isn’t the slightest justification. Why must I kill Chinese
people?
The frozen ground began to thaw, but when night fell, the cold still soaked into one’s bones. Hyon’s chance
came when he was on sentry duty one dim, moonlit night.
Hyon’s vague plan was that he would simply run westward to safety. With two bags of dried bread, one can of
rations, and two pieces of candy, Hyon walked all night through the waist-deep dried grass. He fell several times,
and his hands and face were scratched. He felt alone, flung into a gloomy space outside the earth. It was like
walking toward the gates of hell.
By the time a faint light shone in the east, Hyon’s rifle had been lost. The sky was tinged red, and a great
crimson mass began to rise. There, on the great earth, Hyon stood without stirring, like a driven nail, and gazed at
the magnificent spectacle. Ah! This vast universe, and in front of it, this miserable vestige! Suddenly he let out a
cry like a beast, and the sun seemed to infuse new life in him as his awakened voice burst out of the stagnant filth
inside him.
The next day Hyon, weak from cold and hunger, fear and exhaustion, collapsed into a deep sleep as soon as he
reached a hill overlooking a small village. The sun was overhead when he opened his eyes. Several people could
be seen in the village. A narrow road extended to the village from the bottom of the hill on which Hyon stood.
He was not sure how he would explain his situation when he finally met the Chinese. He must go to the
village, but it was difficult for him to move, and he thought he would like to remain forever where he was. He
leaned vacantly against a crag and chewed on his remaining pieces of bread while gazing at the village. At the
entrance to it he saw a short figure coming in his direction. Walking slowly toward him on the road at the foot of
the hill was a young Chinese girl with bobbed hair. When she passed close to the crag, Hyon could clearly see the
black pupils of her eyes and her moist red lips. Hyon gazed steadily at her breasts and the stimulating curve of her
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thigh. He swallowed hard in spite of himself. The bottom half of his body seemed intoxicated. The fear of the previous two nights was gone and he stared blindly at his surroundings. Numbness spread through his body. The
peculiar sensation he had experienced with the tavern woman returned with a rush. He forgot the queasiness he
had felt; only the warmth of the woman’s body remained.
His throat was burning, and he made a strange gurgling sound as he swallowed. He could not keep his reason
intact. He rose with a jerk and grabbed the bayonet from his waist. His shadow caught his eye. Motionless, he
looked down at his wretched silhouette: a Tarzan he had seen in the movies, a Tarzan poised to leap at a savage
beast. The wild beast and the girl. Tarzan and the wild beast, and the girl and him. His head swam, but he
suddenly regained his composure as he felt something twisting in his chest. He sank to the ground.
Already the girl was some distance off. For a moment Hyon felt like a half-wit in a daze; he wiped the sweat
from his forehead as he tried to sheathe his bayonet. The feeling of intoxication in the lower part of his body still
persisted. This lump of flesh! He plunged the sharp point of the bayonet into his thigh. Swish-red blood oozed
from his army trousers. His longing for the girl died instantly. Tearing his underwear, he bound his wounded leg,
pulled himself into a crevice in the rock, and looked at the oozing blood. In an instant, an incident from the past
flashed into his mind like lightning. What kind of scars were those on his mother’s thigh? Those many, many
scars?
He felt an uncontrollable anxious yearning for his mother, and her image appeared in his mind. The sublimely
melancholy, beautiful face of a young woman who had resisted life’s unbearable conditions. He heard a melody
hanging over the earth, floating in space over his head—his mother’s hymn! The sorrow and pain of human
existence swirled like a whirlwind in Hyon, throbbing as he was with hunger and cold, and he wept.
In the evening Hyon went down to the village and, by writing Chinese characters, informed the villagers of his
situation. The apprehensive, youthful eyes of a girl gazing at Hyon while he ate warm millet porridge gave him
unending joy and relief. He was in a district in which the Eighth Route Army was conducting guerilla warfare,
and he was directed at once to Yenan. Hyon was appalled at the living conditions he found when he arrived in
Yenan. People were living in caves, and their diet was poor. What impressed Hyon was their conviction that they
would soon live in freedom.
Hyon was astonished by a shabby old man named Kim who predicted that emancipation would come soon, and
who awaited a good opportunity to avenge himself. The Communist argument was no different from the prophecy
in the Chong kamnok,\fn{A note reads: A popular prophetic book dating from at least the eighteenth century.Rebel leaders often
invoked it to justify popular uprisings.} with the possible exception that the former was a prophecy pretending to be
science. Following Communist theory, Kim envisioned a future bonanza of great wealth that would compensate
for the first, lost half of his poor life. But if this did not come about, then he at least hoped to have his shabby
picture framed and hung, or his name listed in one of the illustrious pages of the Party history. Those who attached
absolute meaning to the equation of emancipation were “contractors” without clients.
Why were these people spending day and night worrying about others? The urgent thing for them should have
been their own emancipation from the lice infesting their cotton clothing. When their liberation came, they would
probably demand a hundredfold reward for their misery and agony.
Within a month, in July 1945, Hyon was able to escape and lie low in southern Manchuria. Manchuria was
occupied by the Russian army, and Hyon saw that men could be baser than dogs, plundering, raping, destroying,
and murdering. Hyon could not concur with the view that blamed such things on war. There had to be something
deep inside men who committed such acts, something that made them worse than dogs. The only difference was
that men fabricated some pretext or another.
The Russian “contractors” who replaced the Japanese in the role of emancipators were awe-inspiring from the
start. Indeed, contractors were bound to profit. Beset by disappointment and disillusionment toward his fellow
man, Hyon repeated these thoughts to himself with a bitter smile.
Hyon returned home to P Town in mid-September of 1945. When he passed through the familiar brushwood
door in rags, his mother, who was sitting idly on the veranda, was momentarily stunned at the sight of him. Then
she rushed to him, embraced him, and cried. When the villagers crowded into the yard, Hyon’s mother knelt on
the veranda and lifted her voice in prayer. She had felt no great excitement over the liberation of August 15, 1945,
but now her heart seemed to be bursting with the feeling of liberation. A fatalistic hope like a deeply rooted
primitive belief was now erupting like an active volcano. And in the void at the end of the explosion, she felt
God’s grace pouring down like a shower.
For Old Man Ko, August 15 meant liberation from having to deliver a quota of rice. He had received benefits
from Yongson’s position, but the passive Yongson’s abilities were nothing remarkable. As the war ended, the old
man heaped abuse upon the conduct of the Japanese authorities.
“Why shouldn’t they be destroyed? They’ve always plotted and schemed,” he shouted.
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P Town was just south of the Thirty-eighth Parallel and was soon flooded by American luxury goods.
Everything aroused the old man’s envy, and he firmly advised his second son to study English. That Yongson was
safe and that Hyon had escaped death were all due to his having reburied his father’s bones; his belief in
geomancy was confirmed.
Hyon felt that the tangled web of political factions, crooked and taut, deviated from the main point of the
current situation.
Liberation had been obtained effortlessly. Why should the people yell and shout? No one was qualified to
throw stones at others. What they needed was a strong sense of shame and a quiet, humble tone. On the contrary,
though, they were throwing stones and emitting ear-splitting shouts!
The liberation was rightful, some would argue, something that the people should have had long before. Now, to
whom were they to bow reverently, and whom were they to flatter? Were they to shout, “Thank you, Red Army!”
or say childishly, “Wonderful C-rations?”\fn{An allusion to the food provided American servicemen.}
What would the outcome of all this be? Gloom and disappointment filled Hyon’s thoughts, and he felt himself
treading on thin air. Frustrated, once again, he withdrew into his shell.
On the anniversary of the independence movement, both Hyon and his mother, as the bereaved relatives of
patriots, were seated at a special place—even Grandfather sat respectfully beside them. The national anthem was
sung unevenly, fervent speeches were made containing patriotic exhortations, and “Manse!”—the ringing sound
of “Manse!” rent the air.
Returning home with a commemorative brass plaque, Hyon suddenly saw something glisten in his
grandfather’s eye: tears beneath the wrinkled hanging eyelids. For Hyon this was a new discovery. “For all his
harsh words, he might have been as sorry as the others about my father. Father’s death, Mother’s trials,
Grandfather’s agony, a poor society, the seats of honor, and now this commemorative plaque.”
The next year Hyon, at the earnest request of the principal, became a teacher in the district girls’ school.
The disruption of the society became extreme, and the opposition more acute. Inside the school’s hedge,
though, it was comparatively quiet, though it was not to remain so for long.
The condition of the society was beginning to be reflected in the students, and some of the teachers inflamed
the situation. Students who passed out leaflets were dragged off to the police station like martyrs. Hyon felt
compassion for the young students who were caught up in the giddy excitement. What was the reason for this
excitement? For whose sake was this martyrdom?
It was tantamount to a crime for the excited teachers to be so oblivious of their duty as to agitate young
students through irresponsible speeches. If the teachers were so confident, they should go forth and take some
kind of direct action, keeping in mind the difference between a teacher’s dais and an agitator’s rostrum. The
student should not be touched. But this idea existed in Hyon’s mind alone and found no confirmation.
In the midst of all this turmoil, the number of refugees coming from the North to the South grew incessantly.
The footsteps of those who spent a day or two in P Town were heavy; they were people who had refused the bids
of awe-inspiring contractors!\fn{A note reads: By “contractors” the author means agents contracted by a political party or a power
group to do its dirty work, to act in behalf of their superiors and not out of their own convictions .} Hyon thought of Old Man Kim
from Yenan, now reportedly occupying a high post in North Korea. He must have been bathing several times a
day and enjoying dazzling white rice.
What force compelled the refugees to abandon their ancestral homes? To Hyon, these people were a motion
picture that passed before his eyes. He was content just to watch the procession with the same sympathy felt by
those who view a tragedy in the theater.
Hyon’s true interest lay in his flower garden, which had been expanded in the past two years. He found
relaxation in the flowers that adorned it from spring to fall.
Hyon stretched his legs, tired from his day’s work, and smelled the tantalizing aroma of food from the kitchen. If
he urged his mother to hurry, she would scold him, saying he was still a child. The resplendent flower bed—the
songs of the cicadas and the birds—this was life, a small corner of life that any human being could enjoy!
Hyon rejected several marriage proposals during this time, for he thought it improper to think about marriage
with society as disrupted as it was.
People poured out of the North with sorrowful eyes and indignation showing on their weary faces. Were these
the kind of lukewarm eyes that meant a peaceful life, if there were any place to settle? The newly arisen, aweinspiring contractors who kindled the flame of indignation—when they ended a project, could they control
themselves and stop there? The stubborn pursuit of profits, abuses heaped upon established groups—that was
what they had inherited from the old days. Hyon thought that one should refrain from such foolish acts as building
a new home when a typhoon was approaching. It was impossible for him to drag someone else into an uncertain
future. Now that he had lost confidence in himself, how could he have confidence in others?
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At such times, Hyon tried to picture the last half of his mother’s life, the life that pierced him to the bone—
thirty years spent in that dreary thatched house! Loneliness and tribulation!
His own marriage might produce another mother like his own. After several attempts the old man gave up, and
Hyon’s mother no longer attempted to advise—much less command—him, even though she wished to hold a
grandson in her arms.
Hyon wanted to forsake this kind of anxiety and try to be faithful to his own responsibility. He adhered strictly
to his class schedule and was therefore an unpopular teacher.
Fall arrived, and an unfortunate problem arose concerning an expansion of the school buildings, a problem
involving the way the principal had handled the building fund. Several aggressive teachers caused trouble, and the
principal found himself threatened with dismissal. Hyon felt that the matter was not worth consideration when the
facts were not at all clear. However, the teachers who had objected brought the issue out into the open and
attempted to avenge the humiliation the principal had previously inflicted on them because of their ideology.
When a student faction created a political disturbance and brought out a slogan calling for the dismissal of the
principal, the principal shifted the blame for the affair to the recalcitrant teachers, and three faculty members were
hauled off to the police station for interrogation.
Everybody felt it unjust that the teachers should be blamed for the disturbance. However, the other faculty
members could not open their mouths in support of them before the principal’s cunning eyes.
At the faculty meeting, the principal expressed his regrets in a dignified tone and called the arrest of the three
teachers “unfortunate.” Hyon was astounded. He looked into the principal’s face, which reflected cunning and
baseness, and suddenly rose to his feet.
“Shouldn’t you consider a counterplan, sir?”
The principal was surprised at Hyon, who was usually moderate, but who now regarded him with a tense
expression.
“You speak of a counterplan, but there is no way to devise one.”
“No? You yourself know that these teachers had no connection whatsoever with this disturbance.”
“How would I know that, Mr. Ko?”
“Mr. Pae wasn’t here at the time, since he had gone to attend his father’s funeral. The two Kims hadn’t
returned from the week-long school excursion by then, had they?”
“I don’t know about that. Their absence doesn’t exonerate them.”
“Well, we can clearly understand that from the circumstances and common sense.”
“Mr. Ko, why are you defending these people this way?”
“I’m not defending them. Despite what’s happened in the past, if we leave the teachers where they are now, we
won’t be treating them impartially.”
“Well, they’ll receive impartial treatment from the police, won’t they?”
Seeing the principal feigning ignorance, Hyon felt his blood boil.
“Sir, if you take such a cool attitude toward our situation, how can we teach our students with easy minds?”
Suddenly the principal raised his voice and said, “What are you saying, Mr. Ko? What do you expect me to do
when the police say that these teachers are seditious?”
“If you talk like that, sir, you’re sure to be accused of deliberately sending the three of them to prison because
of the financial deal over the school expansion.”
The principal paled.
“Mr. Ko, be careful of what you’re saying. What are you talking about? Do you mean to implicate me in that
deal?”
Should I advance one more step? Should I launch a decisive attack? But …
“That’s not my point. Others are apt to see it that way. That’s all.”
To press the issue would be tantamount to denying the principal a fair chance to explain himself. That thought
drew Hyon up short. A sad affair. The old principal from the North had a tendency to link everything difficult or
unpleasant to ideology.
Yet another unpleasantness: every time there was a minor rumor, these teachers would make a fuss before
ascertaining its validity. It was they who brandished their up-to-date views before the young students.
Whatever the true facts, it was disgraceful. As Hyon went with heavy steps through the school gate, he heard
someone coming up behind him. It was Miss Cho, who had dropped out of a women’s university. She wore a
nicely pressed white blouse and a black skirt.
“Mr. Ko! How courageous you were today. You not only defeated the principal—you defeated him absolutely.”
Hyon gave a smile bitterly and, walking silently, felt his jumbled thoughts begin to untangle. When Miss Cho
is near me, I have warm feelings. Something draws me toward her, but it’s something other than passion.
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There could be no competing with Miss Cho. She had studied in a Korean language department, while he had
merely glanced at Korean orthography, and with some difficulty, at that. It was Miss Cho who quietly corrected
him every time he mispronounced certain Sino-Korean idioms.
Despite her mild appearance, Miss Cho had a strong character. Once, when the men and women faculty
members were walking together, they saw an American soldier walking with a Korean girl. A male teacher
sneered at the couple and reproached them.
“That woman has no sense of shame—she calls herself a human being, holding her chin high and walking
around like that. The dirty thing!”
Miss Cho stopped him and asked, “Why do you place the blame on that unfortunate girl?”
“Unfortunate! It’s her own choice to bring disgrace on herself.”
“You shouldn’t say that. Who has any choice? Isn’t it a society ruled by men that has placed women in this
position?”
“How have men made this kind of society?”
“Well, even you must come to some understanding! How sad the men of this country are when they can’t
protect even one weak woman.”
A similar discussion occurred another time, when Miss Cho asked Hyon, who never took part in discussions or
expressed his views, “Mr. Ko, you never show any interest in anything, do you?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Why don’t you ever express yourself when the situation calls for it?”
“Well, there are people who take such things upon themselves, but I’m in no position to interfere with other
people’s business.”
“You’re passive, aren’t you?”
“Maybe, but I have no interest in other people’s affairs. And I have no thoughts of encroaching on anybody
else’s domain.”
“How can you be like that?”
“Trying to stop a quarrel may sometimes cause a bigger one. How can I think of meddling when I can’t
manage my own affairs?”
“Don’t you care what happens around you?”
“What can I do about the world around me?”
“You don’t look like that kind of person, Mr. Ko.”
“I’ve often seen the trouble that intervention can bring to all concerned. What one thought would benefit
everyone turns out to be a disaster.”
“But don’t things turn out differently sometimes?”
“Of course, but only when the person involved is like a sage, with penetrating wisdom and a moral nature.”
“Mr. Ko! Don’t you think you’re outstanding?”
“Why, not at all. I know myself well. I’m just mediocre. I have no outstanding characteristics. That’s why I just
try to preserve myself.”
“But in a situation like mine, where a certain lifestyle was forced on me—even then, could you go on just
preserving yourself?” Miss Cho had fled south with her family in the fall of 1946.
“Well, I can’t guess until I’m faced with the situation.”
“I was. And my father had a bitter experience.”
“What happened to him?”
“He wasn’t hurt physically. At first, people held him in high esteem. When young, my father was active in the
socialist movement and suffered many hardships, I’m told. He’d retired to care for his orchard, but with the
liberation, he was called out to serve as head of a people’s committee. When the Soviet troops came, my father
became very sad, and he resigned his awkward position when he was forced to make compulsory rice levies. He
became very melancholy and said, “This isn’t the sort of work I wanted to do when I was young.” After this,
people began to harass him on one pretext or another, and at one time they took him to the security police on some
dubious charge. After two weeks, he returned home but didn’t say a word. Then, suddenly, he told us to move
south. It was impossible for him to preserve himself in that situation.”
“Of course I’d have to change my thinking if I had to give up the time I spend cultivating my flower garden or
lying on the veranda looking up at the sky.”
“That wasn’t all. What if you had to join some group, never miss a meeting, hate people, expel people, kill
people, clap your hands for speeches, clench your fists and wave them in the air.”
“In that case, even I would do something.”
“What would you do?”
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“I’d do what your father did.” Then Hyon burst out laughing at his own words and Miss Cho joined in.
“You’re passive to the end.”
As they approached a fork in the road, Hyon awakened from his musings and said, “Actually, I really regret
having spoken to the principal that way.”
“Why?”
“It was senseless. It only caused hard feelings.”
“But …”
“I could never be a contractor.”
“What?”
“Nothing.” Soon afterwards, the three teachers returned from the police cell and immediately resigned from
the school.
Hyon was depressed; having to attend the school was uncomfortable, and it was difficult to face the principal.
He tendered his resignation before another month passed. When he visited Miss Cho in her classroom, she gazed
at him as if she meant to bore a hole in his face.
“What’s up? Something bothering you?”
“Everything is bothersome.”
Hyon avoided her piercing gaze. “Well, I don’t think so. Is it that you’re too [frightened] to face the principal?”
“That also may be right.”
“Again, your mind is weak. No doubt you’re utterly defeated.”
After a long silence, Hyon opened his mouth.
“This has nothing to do with defeat. Whatever you may think, I have come here only to say goodbye.”
Because Hyon immediately turned and left the classroom, he did not see Miss Cho’s tears.
Hyon’s mother was quiet. Grandfather only clucked his tongue.
“You have no luck with officials. This, too, is part of your destiny.”
Hyon visited a nearby district in the winter of that year. There, he heard the story about the uprisings in Yosu
and Sunch’on.\fn{A note reads: On October 19, 1948, instigated by the Communists, part of the national defense force stationed in
Yosu revolted. The rebellion spread to other cities, but the Second and Fifth corps of the Korean army recaptured Sunch’on and Yosu and
quelled the uprising. The rebel remnants fled to the mountains and became guerrillas .} Why did people wish to kill each other?

Hyon began to raise a calf. Cutting the fodder, cleaning out the shed, and changing the straw bedding kept him
busy. The animal seemed to inflate like a balloon before his very eyes when he mixed beans with the bean and
rice straw. This was quite different from the Japanese army days, when he had had to care for the horses. There
were no constraints now, and Hyon treated his calf like a member of the family.
Hyon pitied the dumb animal all the more when the harness used in plowing irritated its back and drew blood.
And at such times he thought of his old teacher, Takada, who had said that animals gladly offered man even their
last piece of bone! Well, what would Takada be doing now if he were still alive? If he were doing what he wished,
he would be sticking chopsticks into a pot of sukiyaki, pulling out pieces of beef and, eating them contentedly,
unable to destroy his own ego. He would be old by now.
*
It was a plain that stretched away endlessly. Hyon looked anxiously for his lost rifle. His legs were stuck fast in
the ground and he couldn’t move them. Soldiers, friend and foe, were shouting, running pell-mell. And there he
saw Aoyagi and Hidaka. Both the Chinese and Japanese soldiers looked like enemies. Shells exploded. My rifle!
It’s not here! Here it is! The bayonet and the bullets aren’t here. Down came a flood of enemy troops, the heavy
sound of cannon, and screams.
*
Hyon awoke from his sleep. There came the sound of cannon. Throughout that whole day he heard the roar of
guns, and trains loaded with wounded juddering their way southward past P Town. The following morning there
came the roar of tanks through the town: the People’s Army had arrived. The dead were laid out and red flags
flown.
What on earth is this? Well, let them act who will. Anyway, I don’t care; I have nothing to do with it. You are
you, and I am myself! Everything looked gray: the sky, the mountains, the fields, even the flowers.
A few days later, Yonho, who was said to have gone north, entered P Town with his hair long and dangling.
The first thing he did was to look up Hyon.
“Well, you’ve gone through many hardships, haven’t you?”
“Not really.”
“You must have suffered a lot. Well, now that the gangsters have retreated …”
Hyon said nothing.
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“But what are you doing, Hyon?”
“What?”
“You must dash out and do something.”
“Do what?”
“My God, haven’t you been waiting all this time, lying low for this moment?”
“Waiting for what moment?” Hyon wore a suspicious expression.
“Of course, we didn’t expect this. Still, there’s no reason to be stunned.”
“Quite frankly, all this has come as a shock, but I’m just an ordinary person.”
“Do you plan to remain as you are now?”
“Well, I am satisfied with the way I am.”
“Then you intend to eat cake while watching the ceremony?”
“I have no interest in either cake or ceremonies!”
“What’s the matter with you?” Yonho’s face registered surprise.
“Why do I behave this way? Haven’t I always been the way I am now? Please leave me quietly alone, I beg
you.”
“Leave you alone! But aren’t you the kind of person who should zealously be involved in doing something?”
“There are enough people capable of doing things. There’s no need for me to plunge into action. To me,
everything is troublesome. Just before you came, I was out in the fields, where I found the body of a youth with
long eyelashes and long black hair. He had a young face—at least ten years younger than mine. Who knows but
that within the last few days he sent a letter to his family and was yearning for the girl who lived next door? And
when I think about that, I come to the question of why that youth should have given up his life there by the
roadside. A man who should have lived was dead by human hands. Why? Who’s to blame?”
“Of course, dying is not pleasant. However, how can we hope to achieve revolution without shedding blood?”
“Whose blood? Whose blood is supposed to flow?”
“The blood of the enemy that blocks the revolution, and the noble blood of the people’s fighters who offer
themselves to the revolution. However, more enemy blood is called for.”
“Have you ever considered the circumstances of the dying? The deaths of people who are trying to live? The
agony and fear? In that mortal moment, man loses his whole self—no, the whole world!”
“However, the new hope, the proletariat, must advance over dead bodies.”
“Advance? In what direction? It sounds like a convincing story at first, but that emotion is a problem.”
“Everything is part of the inevitable process of revolution.”
“What is the goal of a revolution that must advance over dead bodies?”
“The establishment of a classless society without extortion.” What a childish question, Yonho’s face seemed to
say.
“I also fervently wait for such a society. But the process of arriving at this objective—what kind of process is
it, and how long will it take? People must live during that process, and isn’t living a continuous process? The
whole objective of life is living. There can’t just be some ultimate goal. There must be temporary goals
somewhere along the way.”
“Then you absolutely refuse to acknowledge this revolution?”
“What has been obtained by the revolution cannot be as precious as human life.”
“Then you negate history itself?”
“This word ‘revolution’ is fascinating. Even the historians—half of them—consider it an important opportunity
and one necessary for historical change.”
“Then you do not negate history?”
“Not at all. Only that revolution is a subject that historians love to discuss. Those who live a good life can sit
on their sofas and repeat the ill-fated stories of others: ‘Sacrifice a few lives,’ and the like! Revolutions in the past
have not improved our society.”
“I’m surprised at you.”
“Well, I don’t have the courage to sacrifice my life or cast looks of hatred at others for the sake of an uncertain
goal!”
“You look at the people’s struggles in this way?”
“Struggles? Why do you wish to fight that way? Why don’t you organize those who want to fight into a club
and play a game? But in reality, those who are not interested are also drafted to fight. These are the ones who shed
blood for no reason. Look at Iksu!”
“Iksu! He’s an amazing fighter!”
“Do you think he’s in a good frame of mind now? 1 can understand why a person like Iksu had to escape
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poverty to live like a human being. But now Iksu is …”
“What about Iksu now?”
“Look at his eyes! Enthusiasm is one thing, but now his eyes are full of poison. Now only bloodlust and hatred
fill those eyes, eyes that were once gentle and affectionate. When I look at him, I have to ask myself why a man
must have such eyes. And I feel sympathy for him. I’m sure now that you feel sympathy for a man like me.”
“Do you know what the current situation is?” Yonho seemed frustrated.
“This is a time when groundless hatred is boiling.”
“Groundless hatred?”
“Toward whom have you come to harbor such undying grievances? Who in the world do you curse, and why
do you hate?” Hyon stared straight at Yonho with clear eyes.
“You raise questions like that now?”
“Capitalists, landowners, pro-japanese, reactionaries—these are the people you hate?”
“And opportunists.” Yonho’s voice rose suddenly.
“I’m not an opportunist. The object of this hatred is not anyone you can point to. This so-called hatred is a
hatred that does nothing but produce a vicious circle of more hatred.”
“So?”
“The object of this hatred is the absurd human condition. That’s poison that lurks in your breast and mine.
Barbarity that oppresses others. Arrogance that pretends to be superior to others. Self-promoting, cheap, heroistic
meddling. Impudence that arrogates the right to take or spare lives.”
“Since when have you become a preacher?”
“I’m not even a believer. But nearly two thousand years ago, it was taught that one must love his neighbor, and
that if one’s cheek is struck, he must turn the other. But look at men in their wretched state. You, of course, would
not strike my cheek, and I would not have the magnanimity to turn the other cheek if you did.”
“Then?”
“I abhor fighting; I would flee before presenting my other cheek. I have come to think it disgraceful to have
been born a human being. I’m tired of myself and all of mankind. But this isn’t a despair that compels me to end
my own life, so I’ll try to live as long as my life lasts.”
Yonho looked at Hyon with a mixture of derision and pity. The retrogression of the confused petit bourgeois
grasping at a straw in muddy capitalist society! He tried to make Hyon understand the heroic suffering and
sacrifice of the revolutionary. “Try to think of the sacrifices of the people’s fighters.”
“Why is that a sacrifice? Who requested it? It’s an attempt to compensate self-intoxication and vanity. The only
fact is that the cost is too high. Rather, the miserable plight of the masses is really something to see, subjected as
they are to unexpected calamities and unbelievable insults.”
“Insults?”
“Of course! Where will you find greater insults? If the masses have gotten anything, they deserve it. But who
has halted this bestowal, if not the unsolicited contractors!”
“Contractors?”
“The contractors who get excited and indignant with self-intoxication; sometimes they smile, sometimes they
shed tears. And in the midst of all this, innocent people are sacrificed! What kind of respect and applause do these
contractors expect? Every person is born with his individual life, however miserable it is, and each has his own
world. This is inviolable. People are never extras, mobilized for a play by the contractors. That’s how I feel—
those who are quick to jump in for their share, anticipating a great future, are nothing but shrewd merchants who
win bids on the disposal of waste material on the pretext that only they can sell it cheaply and resuscitate society.
In fact, they’re worse than merchants. Normally, merchants lust only after profits, but these contractors go so far
as to demand respect and adoration. Unsolicited contractors bring torment to the people.”
“Do you believe your opinion will hold?”
“I gave you my view on the subject, since it came up. Until the Japanese dragged me into the army I lived my
own life, and even after the liberation I have lived as I wished. That’s how I want to live from now on, too. One
may make a fuss, but life is life. I only want to live quietly, as I see fit.”
“That may be a problem. The revolution does not tolerate idlers. We must awaken the people from their
paralyzed sleep and instill consciousness.”
After Yonho left, Hyon sat on the veranda sunk in sorrow. He felt no regret. He had to talk; something
compelled him.
Vacantly, he looked at the flower garden. He felt the flowers’ individual characters, which he had not been able
to do in the past few days. Man attaches various meanings to flowers—passion, anxiety, sorrow, purity, sin, anger,
vagueness, gentleness, wild elation—but flowers are only beautiful. When the time comes, they bloom; when the
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time comes again, they silently fall. But man attaches meanings as he wishes. Moreover, men separate themselves
by color, form factions, and point swords at each others’ chests.
Up until now, Hyon had twisted the Golden Rule somewhat to suit his own thinking, making of it, “Don’t do
unto others as you would not have them do unto you.” This was Hyon’s credo. Now, however, he began to feel a
rapidly mounting threat.
The current contractors were not the same as those of the past; they were able and cruel workers who would
spare no one. These persistent and subtle calculators dug into and laid open every corner. And Hyon, crouching in
his shell, seemed unable to escape their sharp glance.
As he walked off, Yonho clucked his tongue and said, “What kind of a fellow is this?”
Yonho had been sent as a contractor to his home town to avenge his own sufferings over the last three years.
He felt satisfaction whether the villagers looked at him with respect and admiration, with dread or envy of the
victor, or with the thorny look of anger and hatred. Whichever it was, there was always some kind of reaction. Not
from Hyon, though; his eyes showed no reaction whatever. Far from showing dread, didn’t they show
indifference, fatigue, and aversion, mixed with compassion and sympathy?
How dare Hyon so lightly underestimate the structure built with so much labor in the midst of fear and a rigid
system. In addition, there was the false story whose logic Yonho could not grasp. You call us “contractors?”
With the generosity and magnanimity of a victor he dismissed Hyon’s words, but this was a foolish rather than
a commendable gesture. In one corner of Yonho’s mind lurked a great void, and he filled it with flames of hatred.
Ten days later, the contractors sponsored a “party” on the hot ground that seemed to broil under the Seventh
Month sky. The burning sun blazing down on this gruesome “party” provided too intense an illumination. By
means of a living sacrifice before the still vacillating people, the contractors, smeared with human blood, had to
plant the seeds of fear and hatred in the people’s breasts. Sins must be partitioned among all!
The people’s trial opened in the town square. Yonho summoned Hyon. He would point out the blood and watch
for Hyon’s reaction. When the prearranged denunciation and the crowd’s clamor rose to a fury, Yonho gazed
steadily at Hyon, who stood quietly by.
Certainly there must be some change now. Surely, he had stood aloof above all others—as long as he was not
made of stone, he would feel fear, confusion, shock, supplication. Then he would fall easily into Yonho’s hands.
That would be surrender; his heresy was nothing but a play of ideas.
The first sacrifice was the chairman of the local chapter of the National Patriotic Society. When the sentence
was delivered, to the unexplainable screams of the crowd, the executioners’ massive clubs pounded the man’s
graying head and earthen-hued face. There was the sound of bones cracking, the dull sound of tearing flesh.
“How’s that?” Yonho threw a sharp glance at Hyon, as if to bore a hole in his face, But he could find no trace
of fear in Hyon’s immobile face; only sweat flowed from it.
“Look at that fellow!’ Yonho had miscalculated, however. The sweat on Hyon’s face came not from the heat,
but from the flames of wrath in his breast, and when the second sacrifice was dragged out, what flowed was not
sweat but blood, oozing from every pore.
The second sacrifice was none other than Miss Cho’s father, the helpless old man who had rejected an
unsuitable mode of life and fled southward. The image of Miss Cho suddenly flashed in Hyon’s brain.
Hyon turned his sweating face to look at Yonho. This inexplicable smile in his strange eyes and on his lips—is
this the face of my childhood friend? Is this the face of a human being?
A scream parted Hyon’s lips as the face in front of him seemed to loom larger:
“Murderer!”
Sunk in recollections, Hyon opened his eyes wide and looked up at the stars studding the dark sky. From the
cave’s floor came the sound of water dripping. The wind had died down, as did the rustling of the insects.
He could not recall clearly what happened after that scream. A fragmented set of images came to his mind: his
own fist suddenly springing up and felling Yonho, his grabbing the rifle of the security officer and fleeing through
an opening in the crowd. The scene in the square devolved into pandemonium—the shouts of the executioners and
the screams of the crowd, the sounds of rifles, a yellow veil spreading before his eyes and, through this veil, his
running over ground that leaped into his eyes. And where and how he ran—at the end of the chase, he jumped into
the lower reaches of X River. And now he found the rifle still clutched in his hand.
An impulse of the instant—what impulse of his mind had dictated that he would act as he did? Witnessing
murder was complicity. As part of the crowd, he could not just stand idly by. He felt excruciating pain. The pain
inflicted upon the head and shoulders and waist of the victim was pain suffered by Hyon’s own head, shoulders,
and waist. Why? In all of the crowd, there was no connection between that pain and himself, but still he felt pain
from which he wished to escape. Finally he did. He traced his impulses to resistance in the past.
Revolt against the Japanese teacher; hatred of myself leading to a retreat into myself. Protest against the
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principal; defeat sealed by my own resignation. Desertion from the Japanese army. And again, escape from Yenan.
A succession of escapes!
Have I ever fought face to face? Once only, when I was very young. Because of the wen on Grandfather’s
neck, my face bled and my clothes were torn to shreds. Unexpectedly, Grandfather got angry. My habit of turning
my back on every tense situation—when did it begin? Finally, by escaping, I have settled the accounts of thirty
years of shrinking back into my shell.
Then why did I return to P Town, dragging myself there? Wasn’t it because I couldn’t extend this escape to the
ends of the earth? Was it the rifle I left in the cave? If not these reasons, then because of loneliness? Indeed, I have
been lonely, even now, unspeakably lonely. Overcome with loneliness in the darkness of bushes and valleys, how
many days have I longed for my mother, like a child? I abandoned my mother, who bore thirty years’ trials, and
escaped.
Loneliness, but not a loneliness caused by separation from others. Rather, a loneliness caused by the
recognition that I have never been with them. Even though I was living among others, an impenetrable wall cut
me off from them. It had completely cut me off from everyone.
Unbearable loneliness and the thirsty yearning that accompanies it. Why am I so afraid of men and yet also
yearn for them? Only one face emerges vividly from this surging loneliness.
Before climbing to the cave, Hyon had passed through S Village. By a stream he had met Miss Cho, dressed in
tattered hempen clothes and worn straw sandals, dusty hair tied up carelessly, her sunburned face and her eyes
filled with astonishment.
There Hyon saw the disgrace of a human being. Dull eyes mixed with despair and sorrow—should a living
human being have such eyes? Then, a light of joy surged up suddenly, bursting into tumbling tears, nay, blood.
When the dawn came, Miss Cho would search for the cave. Even here, there was a glimmer of light. Now,
waiting for that moment, Hyon needed to nap.
He gathered scattered grass into a mat. He loaded his rifle and used it as a pillow. The smell of rusted iron
came to him. He lifted his eyes and saw that the stars were beautiful. They pulled against each other, but they
always remained in their proper places—how strange!
Suddenly he felt uneasy, recalling the glance of a youth who had stared at him from the flour mill as he was
taking leave of Miss Cho by the entrance to the village. Soon that momentary uneasiness was dissolved in fatigue,
and Hyon closed his eyes and slept.
The blood-red sun rose, clearing the fog that covered the valley and hung over the cave. Two fog-shrouded
shadows emerged from the woods in the chilly valley and started to walk toward the cave—Old Man Ko, with
drooping head, followed by Yonho. Across Yonho’s waist was a Russian rifle.
Boom/
From far to the south came the rumbling of cannon.
The rumble stretched Yonho’s nerves taut. A line of crags loomed ahead. Yonho walked impatiently. At the
people’s trial, when Hyon knocked him to the ground, Yonho had been able to rise quickly. But in that instant, the
structure he had laboriously built crumbled into pieces. Now it was no longer a question of fighting Hyon
psychologically.
Afterwards, Yonho had received instructions to arrest Hyon and hand him over to the Party’s central committee
because he had escaped from Yenan. Now Yonho was taking pains to find Hyon, both from a sense of duty and for
personal revenge. Got as far as Yenan, eh? Despite his laboriously constructed career, Hyon has betrayed the
revolution and pulled down the structure I built with my own blood and sweat.
Having received an intelligence report on Hyon’s whereabouts the evening before, Yonho was dragging Old
Man Ko along as bait. Rather than walking normally, Old Ko did no more than barely move his weakened legs.
The old man had never in his eighty years felt such despair as when the People’s Army appeared in P Town—his
cards were on the table, and he had none to play. Yongson, who had worked for the National Patriotic Society, had
fled, and Old Man Ko’s second son was dragooned into the People’s Volunteer Army. The old man had faint hopes
for Hyon, who now drew an endless curtain of despair across his eyes. There had been a ray of light that barely
penetrated that curtain. Now, looking for that ray, the old man struggled along a rocky, thorny path.
The old man stopped when, through a break in the fog, he espied the rocks in front of the dark blue cave.
“Move!”
From behind him came Yonho’s cold voice, together with the click of his rifle being cocked.
Old Man Ko moved toward the cave and parted his thick lips:
“Hyon!”
The tone of the husky shout, fraught with long years of ups and downs, created a sorrowful echo.
“Hyon!” A head with unkempt hair and two keen, bright eyes appeared above the rocks.
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An unspeakable yearning swelled up in the old man’s chest, a yearning like some incomparable pain.
“Tell him quickly,” said Yonho. Old Man Ko spoke slowly.
“Hyon, listen to me. If you’ll just come down, all of the gentlemen—everybody—will forgive you. Why don’t
you come down?”
Old Man Ko finished and waited for Hyon’s reply. A moment of agonizing silence passed. Then Hyon
withdrew behind the rocks without a word of reply.
The old man took a step forward: “Hyon!” And another: “Hyon!” Without knowing it, he called Hyon’s name
and drew closer to the cave. “Hyon! Hyon! Even your mother …”
Suddenly the old man thought of Hyon’s mother, whom he had seen on his way to the cave. Without even
glancing up at the old man and Yonho, she had called out, “My son, my son,” and recited a story from her Bible.
“God tested Abraham, and said to him, ‘Take now thy son, thine only son Isaac, whom thou lovest, get thee into
the land of Moriah, and offer him there for a burnt offering upon one of the mountains which I will tell thee of.’”
Her anxious tone, full of inviolable dignity, still rang in the old man’s ears.
“Stay there!”
From behind came Yonho’s cruel voice. Old Man Ko stopped short. He felt that his life had already come to an
end, as certainly as that of an unripe chestnut in his palm.
Boom!
Again there came the distant sound of cannon, coming closer, fading away, and then returning again. If the
sound had only grazed him and never returned, the old man might have struggled to comply in the face of cruelty.
Even with his second son dragged off by the People’s Army, and despite the pain penetrating to the very marrow
of his bones, he still found a small piece of ground to stand on. And that sound, which was returning, might mean
that his first-born son was also returning.
The old man’s mind was torn and twisted. He turned his head and looked out over the tomb of his father; he
softly closed his eyes as if to overcome the pain. In that moment, the old man caught a glimpse of his eighty years
of life. Such a long, weary life—how many times had the world changed? How much pain and humiliation had he
suffered trying to continue his own line, that of his father and grandfather, and of generations of ancestors
receding into the distant past?
At this moment Yonho’s threats had no power over the old man. He felt only pity for himself, who had had to
tremble at threats all through his long existence. It occurred to him that he had tried to live the eighty years given
him as unyieldingly as possible.
Again there came the rumbling sound of cannon. Were it not for that sound, the old man might have tried once
again to entice Hyon out. However, that was a sound of life and death, a sound that urged him to choose one or
the other.
Old Man Ko again looked up at the cave, where his own son had died and where now his grandson faced
death. And at this moment of crisis, he himself was again about to witness death. This fatal coincidence of
misfortune. Once again he directed his gaze at the ancestral grave sites. Had he not buried the bones of his
ancestors in order to escape the chains of merciless destiny? Then the principles of the past were all worthless
before the calamity of war? The loss of the norms of lineage. Soaked to the marrow with a belief in geomancy, he
had moved the ancestral bones and wasted the efforts of the past.
A new feeling began to imbue the old man’s disordered thoughts, a feeling of liberation from predestination,
and a realization that no one could calculate the very next moment of destiny. And with this new feeling, the old
man made up his mind freely for the first time in his eighty years.
“My praiseworthy eighty years of life have been borne admirably,” he thought. “I have lived eighty years with
my own empty fists and naked body, not due to the graves or this good-luck talisman that hangs on my neck. This
is sufficient; now I should go. You, Hyon, must live.”
Deep emotion flooded the old man’s body. The hairs of his head and his beard glittered silver in the sun. He
breathed deeply.
“Hyon! You must live! Listen to the sound of that cannon! You must escape from here somehow …”
Instantly the old man felt a lump of fire pierce his back. As he was falling to the grass, he heard Hyon’s shout
in the echo of the noise of the gun. A lovely sound!
“Grandfather!”
Click! Hyon ejected his first round, a misfire, and chambered the next. His rifle and Yonho’s fired at the same
moment.
Instantly Hyon felt a hot rake penetrate his left shoulder, and he saw Yonho twist slowly to the left and fall,
rolling among the bushes.
Hyon suddenly collapsed in a swoon as he tried to jump over the rocks and move downslope. Blood oozed
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from between his fingers as he clutched his shoulder. The pain and his weakened consciousness were dragging
him to the ground. Thirty years of life, and now I’m going to die here. I must collect my thoughts before my life
ends. Is this the life of one human being? Thirty years! How have I lived? Avoidance, escape, regardless of
whether it was day or night, escape and avoidance, and flight. Aside from this, what have I done? I can think of
nothing. My thirty years of life have been a misfire, like that first round! Zero! A living corpse! Then I have not
lived.
With the next round I pierced Yonho’s chest. I have killed a man. Pitiful Yonho. Yonho and I had no grievance
toward each other. Is this the reason man is called a sinner? Unavoidable murder that men sometimes commit.
Man’s destiny that connotes sin. Original sin.
Within the hedge of my luxuriant flower garden I lulled my supposedly innocent self to sleep, while black
clouds and fierce storms, and screams of people dying, raged outside.
It might be that I should have screamed first. I should have taken the place of that young soldier lying by the
roadside. A man like me remains alive while people who should live are dying. Is it possible that things like this
are allowed to happen? Father died in this cave. His life, intensely and liberally lived, was burned out in a minute.
He died for the people and gave their lives meaning.
Grandfather lying in the bushes—he isn’t a corpse, but the proof of life. With his naked body he defied all
absurdity, and he insisted on absurd life in the midst of absurdity. The bloody history of one human death
reminiscent of the death of a giant.
Mother. With a weak woman’s body she had borne so much. Her love for me transcended her pain, her love for
her dead husband, and her love of God, to whom she entrusted everything.
And you—what kind of pain have you endured, and when? Inside your shell, a baseness and cowardice that
rejected all pain. A worthless fellow who had deceived himself by masturbation out of fear of the warmth of a
woman’s body. Self-deceiving cowardice exculpating fear of your responsibilities.
Pulling yourself into your shell, you shunned the sun like a mole. You have existed, but not lived. Like a rock,
you have not experienced life. And if you did not live, you cannot possibly die. To die without experiencing life—
the frustration of not being allowed to die whirled through Hyon’s mind. And he tried to resist this fear,
revitalizing his failing spirit.
I must live. I must die only after showing proof that I’ve lived! And in the depths of desperate resistance he felt
an unexpected new strength bursting forth. Bit by bit, his mind felt a new weight and a new satisfaction of mind
and body. He then heard the sounds of his own hard shell cracking. A shell bursting to pieces, and with it, a
sudden shower of sparks! Sparks promising a leap into a new dimension. Countless flowers of fire, dazzling
glitter, a burning urge for life, a flood of life whirling through his innards, an intense feeling of liberation!
Hyon felt an exhilaration opening into the endless blue sky. One bullet remained. My life, like this bullet,
remains. What, then, will be the result? Nobody knows. First I must choose. And then? Again, nobody knows.
One thing is certain—there’ll be no turning away or escaping. I won’t turn away. I’ll confront the impending
impasse where there is no escape. At last a moment has come for me to confront it face to face.
Already, the era of the flower garden is over. I’ll live, and first of all I’ll resist the contractors. I must teach
them that their noisy arguments will only intensify the futility of life. I’ll carve this into their bones. I must deny
them, fighting with my naked body, not by avoiding and ridiculing them. There are countless people in my
situation, nay, in situations worse than mine!
Men careful in the way they look at or listen to their neighbors, endeavoring not to trouble others even in their
speech. Old or young, youthful faces of men and women. Aren’t those the faces that I yearn for? I cannot be
lonely. From now on I must search for my lost self among them. We’ll isolate the contractors, and we’ll build a
new village on our inherited land. To that I will dedicate my extra life. And to the meek people who have borne
hardships and considered the contractors’ haughtiness and cruelty as their own disgrace! We must banish the
insane contractors and await a new world, belonging to the meek.
A world for the meek. Hyon could not control something warm that blossomed in his chest. The pain returning
in his shoulder, and the earth covered with a hundredfold pain. He had to suffer this much pain gladly, and
overcome it easily. And he had to live to tell his friends his own story.
Hyon heard a voice calling him away from his own cloudy musings, a shout that was closer than the
approaching boom of cannon.
Listen! That sound. That approaching sound I yearn for. That shouting akin to crying came closer to the cave,
and the echoes resounded from mountain to mountain, and valley to valley.
Mountain upon mountain, and endless range of mountains, and meandering valleys. The eternal stillness was
broken as a new life began to grow and move its wings.
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123.18 During Three Days Of Autumn\fn{by Wan-suh Park (1931-2011)} Gaepung-kun, North Korea (F) 23
1: Three Days Before\fn{All the italics in the three parts of this short story are in the text:H }
Only three days left.
Outside the window, fall beckons. Each day the sun peers more boldly and deeply through the south window.
The velvet armchair by the window, once boasting a rich hunter green fabric, has faded to a soft ashen gray.
Brushed in a certain direction, the gray fabric becomes mustard green.
The chair has had a useless existence. It has been standing in the same spot for more than three decades now,
doing nothing but changing colors as the sun embraced it. From the beginning, the chair has been abandoned,
bereft of purpose.
The Korean War still ravaged the country in the spring of ’53. Rumors of a cease-fire brought a stirring of life
in Seoul. Although the city’s population swelled considerably as each day went by, it was too early for the government to return to the capital city.
Twenty-seven years old and single, I bravely came to the city alone to open an office, and I searched like a
hawk for an ideal location.
I was more than qualified for my line of work. The only possible obstacle to my success was my girlish looks.
Right before the war raped our nation, I graduated from the Women’s Medical School. During the war, I took care
of wounded soldiers who were transferred to its affiliated hospital.
As a refugee during the war, I worked for a woman doctor who was my senior in my medical school days. She
and her husband opened a joint practice and enjoyed thriving success before he was drafted as a military doctor.
Left alone, she became swamped with the heavy workload, and that’s when I came to her rescue.
Back then, the professional physicians’ system was not established as rigidly as it is now. Based on my colorful and sweeping experience as a doctor during the war, I was confident I had all the qualifications required to
open my own office. I was not concerned about what kind of medicine I should practice since it was entirely my
own decision.
Since the government had not yet returned to Seoul, office space was readily available in the heart of the city.
However, I adopted a wait-and-see strategy, postulating that the value of real estate would skyrocket upon the imminent return of the government. Furthermore, I presumed that renowned specialty doctors with shining degrees
would occupy those locations which would be considered “gold mines.” I decided it would be best for me to deliberately avoid these hot spots.
I resolved to open my office in a less sophisticated residential area in the outskirts of Seoul, and I shopped
around to locate an appropriate and adequate place. Finally, I found a dream location where I am renting my
current office—the floor above Kyungsung Store.
*
Back then, over thirty years ago, this area was the official gate to the east of Seoul. Once you crossed the
railroad tracks, you stepped on the ground of Yangjoo, a county where the foul odor of fuel stifled your nostrils.
The sign on the Kyungsung Store, written in Chinese characters, was reminiscent of an earlier time. Kyungsung was the name they used for the capital city during the Yi Dynasty. The store sold farm equipment and implements to the locals. Betraying its literal meaning, capital city, the overall impression of the Kyungsung Store was
extremely rustic and provincial, a tapestry of the surrounding landscape.
Nevertheless, the name of the store, although the store itself was so countrified, gave reassurance to the people
of Yangjoo who left home at the crack of dawn with their oxen-pulled or horse-harnessed carts for the early
morning market to trade firewood.
The name, Kyungsung Store, brought them a sense of relief. They were actually out of Yangjoo town and now
entering the city of Seoul.
The old man at the real estate office in the neighborhood informed me that the second floor of the Kyungsung
Store was available. He took me there to show me around the place, and I noticed the sign for Kyungsung Photo
Studio upstairs. I was told that the photographer who had rented the place was missing during the war, and since
then the studio had been unoccupied. Every useful item had been stolen, and it had become a messy playground
for urchins in the neighborhood.
The door and the partition between the studio and the living quarters were detached and lay where they had
fallen on the floor. The black curtain once used in the dark room was shredded into pieces and transformed into
rags. The door leading to the stairs was no longer there. Moreover, every single window was broken.
*
In the midst of this forlorn scene of disarray, I found a luxurious velvet armchair.
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The chair gave the impression of an effeminate prince brought from his kingdom as a hostage to a strong,
violent country. The chair looked strange, yet noble.
Later I realized that the velvet chair was too extravagant for any setting, even a setting not in such shambles. In
fact, it was a thorn in the eyes of the beholder. I didn’t think it would find an ideal place for its worth. The chair
was not made for a person to sit down and rest, nor did it complement the other furniture. The sole purpose for its
existence undoubtedly had been to serve as a prop in a professional photograph.
When you see an old-fashioned studio photograph, you see one person sitting in a chair while another stands
by it. When it happens to be a portrait, it is quite common to see one standing stiffly, resting a hand lightly on the
back of the chair. To celebrate a precious son’s hundredth day since his birth, the comfortable and good-looking
chair might have been used to take a picture of the naked baby boy, cradled alone by the chair.
The velvet chair, therefore, might have been especially ordered for this purpose. Its wooden back was
impressively high and was decorated with a hand-carved Phoenix. Each arm rest boasted a hand-carved, twisted
dragon. The chair was unreasonably lavish, particularly in the midst of the chaotic empty room, and the sight of
all this threw me into an utter sense of bewilderment.
The old man from the neighborhood real estate agency seemed to interpret my silence as a sign of approval for
the place. He trumpeted his confidence that he could negotiate with the owner on the monthly rent and try to persuade him to compensate me for the expense of repairing and redecorating the office. He declared optimistically
that he’d make sure I’d be the winner when the talk was over between the owner and himself, and he then went
downstairs. Old Man Whang was and still is the owner of the Kyungsung Store.
Left all alone upstairs, I was gripped with the intense curiosity of a little girl whose heart pounds with desire to
try on her mother’s clothes while she is alone in the house. In a similar mood, I sat gingerly on that velvet chair.
Even then, the chair was placed by the window, facing the south.
*
Across the main thoroughfare, the old Agricultural High School had been transformed into an army base for
American military personnel. The landscape of the current neighborhood had changed to high rise apartment
complexes. An experimental laboratory extended to the vast assembly ground where countless Quonset huts were
erected, reminiscent of mushrooms.
An American MP in a helmet guarded the front gate of the school.
I had been enveloped in a strange sensation when I first stepped into this neighborhood. I had seen some
degree of potential here in spite of the unavoidable impression that the entire area was a slum. Poverty hovered
over the town, but, although I couldn’t immediately put my finger on it, something else didn’t feel right.
More than poverty plagued the area. It was contaminated with a peculiar air of whorishness. Soon after, I
found an answer: the American military base.
Shaking my head to dispel such an undesirable thought, I sprang out of the velvet chair and stood up straight. I
felt as though I were locked up. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I could only pace the floor back and forth.
The floor creaked as if it were screaming.
Unwittingly I began to gather up the crumpled photos that were scattered around the floor. I saw a picture of a
school girl with short blunt hair. She supported her chin with two hands, her expression serious. A handsome, oneyear-old baby boy’s birthday picture caught my eye. I also saw a picture of a gracefully aged elderly couple sitting
side by side, leaving some space between them. Their children must have expressed their filial regard for their
parents by having the photograph taken. Stamp-sized identification photos displayed various faces, yet I felt a
unifying element in all of them, as in pictures taken at different times and from different angles yet all of the same
stone face.
Naturally, I recognized none of those faces. Strangely, however, I felt a compelling closeness to these people in
the different pictures, understanding that we had shared a single strong stroke of fate: the Korean War. The war
was a commonly-shared experience to every person on the peninsula. As we went through this trauma in our
national history, what kind of wrenching adjustments had each made to pacify the hand of Fate, I wondered.
I shook my head emphatically again as if I wanted to dust off something swiftly from my body, and I resumed
picking up those pictures on the floor.
*
Then I picked up an erotic picture of a naked man and woman in a grotesque, twisted position. Immediately I
tore it into pieces with my trembling hands; stepping backwards, I sank into the velvet chair. However, I could not
suppress the surge of emotions that sprang from my body as I shredded the picture.
I lived again a sordid act of fate in my own life. I remembered all too well his stifling odor. As if it were a
broom, the bushy hair on his chest swept my face whenever he moved. His limbs, long and strong like a rope,
crushed me as I felt an excruciating pain when he invaded and pierced my vagina.
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Just like right after I was raped, I felt the meaning of everything in life becoming obscure. I sank into a deep
sense of self-loss.
*
It was then that the old realtor reappeared, all smiles. Why in the world is that old man grinning? I was still
remembering my past.
“You don’t need to open your mouth. Just do as I say. Okay? We are about to have a doctor’s office in our
neighborhood. I am not going to do anything to harm you. Okay?” the realtor said, putting his nicotine smelling
mouth close to my ear.
At the end of each sentence the old man repeated “okay” in a dialect which did not sound offensive. In fact, it
was pleasing to my ears like a cute saying.
Old Man Whang, the owner of the Kyungsung Store, joined us soon after. The realtor presented a contract. I
offered my purse to him to use as clipboard so that he could do his paperwork comfortably. As Old Man Whang
read through the contract, the realtor took my side and urged the owner to reduce the amount of the deposit. He
even insisted on lowering the monthly rent to a rock bottom amount, justifying himself by finding every possible
fault with the studio. Old Man Whang was either taciturn or held in check by deep-seated emotion. He was blunt
and abrupt in his manners, yet he seemed involuntarily swayed by the realtor’s tactics.
Thus the negotiation ended, without any complication, in my favor. Old Man Whang agreed wholeheartedly to
restore the windows, and door, and even to provide a partition. The realtor filled the empty space on the contract
with the agreed conditions and terms in his sesame-seed-size handwriting. Old Man Whang and I read it without
much scrutiny and presented our stamps to seal the document.
Only after the contract was complete and the commission was paid, did Old Man Whang ask me what kind of
specialty I was going to practice. Before I had a chance to answer, the realtor, who was used to being a
spokesperson for me, volunteered an answer.
“She’ll have a general practice. Didn’t you say so, ma’am?” the old man said.
“No. I am going to practice gynecology,” I said as I jumped out of the velvet chair.
*
It was not an impromptu decision by any means. In fact, the nightmare I was driven to recall from the pornographic picture that had caught my eyes and the hint of a hovering brothel which I had seen in the neighborhood
helped me to reach this final decision.
Only a woman who is carrying an unwanted baby in her womb can fathom the magnitude of this agony. Pain
of any other disease or illness can engender sympathy but the pain of carrying an unwanted baby can cause others
only to mock and blame. If it is the dream of medicine to liberate people from disease, it would be my dream to
free women from this lonely misery which is far worse than disease itself.
“In case she goes out of business and has to leave town, I suggest you put a statement in writing to avoid an
argument concerning the repair costs. Why don’t you write down something, like the owner is not responsible,”
Old Man Whang said as he cast a hasty side glance at me. I could glimpse a streak of contempt on his face as he
made this new suggestion to the realtor.
“Look here, my friend. How can you say something like that instead of wishing her a thriving business? Please
don’t be offended, ma’am. As you can see, ma’am, he has no tact with words whatsoever. He has a good heart,
ma’am, and please try to understand, okay?” the realtor said.
“You know darn well, Uncle, about the people in our town. Don’t you remember it’s a simple matter for any
woman to bring a baby into the world in our town? Why in the world would a decent woman, who does not wish
retribution from the three goddesses of childbirth, visit a gynecologist? It’s disgusting,” Old Man Whang said.
“Oh, man! You used to be so quiet and reserved when you needed to voice your opinion. Why must you now
spit out rude remarks so readily? Didn’t I tell you that she would open a family practice? It would be a serious
problem for you if you decided to change your profession and go into a fabric business, giving up selling hoes or
scythes. All she learned, mind you, is to cure people’s illnesses. Are you worried that she is going to tend only
those with female problems? I will buy you a drink with my commission. How about it?” the realtor said.
The realtor took Old Man Whang downstairs, nearly pushing him on his way down. As I reflected their
ignorant but common perception of gynecology, I smiled sadly.
*
Preparation for opening my office progressed speedily. As he promised, Old Man Whang hired a carpenter and
had him make and install a door, a new partition, and windows. In the meantime, I hired a painter who painted the
office inside and out, and a sign shop man who hung the sign which read Eastside Medical Clinic . I hung below it a
smaller sign, Specialty—Gynecology . At that time, used office furniture—a desk, chairs, a sofa—could be purchased
very inexpensively in Seoul.
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Crossing the Han River a couple of times, I could buy most of the basic medical equipment I needed. As I
examined the glistening metal instruments—vaginal speculum, flexible and versatile forceps, curettes,\fn{ Surgical
instruments used to remove material by a scraping action:W } Hegar sizes #1 to #15,\fn{ A series of cylindrical instruments of
graduated sizes used to dilate the cervical canal:W } and a long tea-spoon-like dilator—I found my cold heart being calmed
by these cold metals.
Although I did not feel fully competent using these medical instruments, I was enshrouded with a peculiar
sense of comfort, as though I had encountered an inevitable fate.
I also bought an examination table with stirrups which was made specifically for examining women so that
their vagina could be seen as easily as their face. To most people, the examination table is nothing but a convenient piece of medical equipment, which is designed in a most scientific way to aid the practitioner. However, once
a woman lies on it, she finds that it is an unbearably degrading tool of torment. I gritted my teeth as I was forced
to recall my own undeserved persecution.
*
Every detail was complete for the opening. The photo studio was completely transformed into a doctor’s
office. Nevertheless, one remnant of the studio still lingered, and it was an eyesore, detracting from the I of my
new office: the velvet chair.
When Old Man Whang cleaned the studio, he had put the chair aside; when the carpenter worked on the room,
he did the same. And when the painter did the painting, rather than using it to stand on he covered it with a drop
cloth to protect it from spilled paint.
I knew the chair was absolutely useless, and yet I couldn’t bring myself to give it to someone else or throw it
out. Meanwhile, I neglected the chair, leaving it in the same spot by the south window where I’d first found it.
Even after all the preparations for opening the office were complete, no patients came, as Old Man Whang had
foreseen. However, I wasn’t that nervous about it. The velvet chair seemed foreign in a doctor’s office. I was
forced to feel that I wasn’t quite ready to open my practice.
*
One day I came home from downtown after buying a few essential kitchen utensils and found someone waiting
for me. The person was sitting in the velvet chair by the south window. He was not a patient, but Father.
He was wearing a white cotton durumaki\fn{The traditional Korean robe for men.} and shiny leather shoes with
pointed toes. He had a long beard and was fine looking. He was sitting comfortably in the chair, and somehow he
made that useless chair impress me with its sudden elegance. At that moment, I congratulated myself on not giving it up.
Nonetheless, I wasn’t thrilled to see Father.
“How did you find me?” I asked.
“I dropped in the hospital where you used to work in Eri and was told of your whereabouts.”
“You may rest assured that I’ll be in tip-top shape no matter where I might be. Why must you insist on looking
for me, especially when your health is so poor?”
To be honest, I knew nothing about the condition of Father’s health. My older brothers used to urge me, the
baby of the family, to get married before Father passed away.
They would make me feel guilty by reminding me that Father would not live forever. They entreated me not to
cause more heartache for Father and to get married while he was still alive.
I’d listened to these pleas until my ears hurt. Judging from my brothers’ words, I vaguely thought Father would
not live very long. Furthermore, since I’m the youngest and we lost Mother when I was a child, I’d always had a
premonition that I might become an orphan.
In any event, Father had never expressed to me personally that he would like to see me get married before he
died. He was the last person who would interfere with his child’s destiny by using himself as an excuse.
“Your office is in an excellent location.” As usual, Father approved of the business upon which I’d already
embarked.
“Hardly. It’s in the slum area,” I said, feigning innocence as I hid my inner thoughts.
“Don’t you know that slums have more sick people? Please don’t expect to make a fortune from your hardlearned medical training. Since olden times, the art of medicine has been called the art of healing. With that in
mind, practice it with good intentions,” Father said.
I had to clench my teeth to suppress bursting into laughter. No one could suspect my secret past, future, and the
wrenching pain that was billowing in my heart.
*
Father indicated that he would leave soon. I asked him to wait a moment. I had no idea how Father interpreted
my gesture; he asked me not to fret about fixing anything for him since he had no desire to eat.
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But I didn’t detain Father to offer him something to eat. I simply did not want to see him get up from the velvet
chair in which he sat so comfortably.
At that moment, I could understand people’s desire to have their parent’s or children’s picture taken in it.
Although I didn’t have Father’s picture taken then, the vivid image of him sitting in that velvet chair with his
meaningful gaze and tired yet dignified features has remained profoundly imprinted on my heart.
Father sat around a little while longer before he bashfully gave me the gift he’d brought. As he was leaving, he
told me he was on his way to see my oldest brother and his family in Taejon. That was the last time I saw Father
alive.
The gift that Father gave me on his visit was a framed copy of the Hippocratic Oath. I accepted it with a
greedy, hearty laughter which had been suppressed while Father was preaching this and that from the velvet chair
about the art of medicine and the art of healing. I didn’t hang it. It became another object that I couldn’t bring
myself to throw out, yet which proved to be useless; from that day on, it remained in the store room.\fn{ This doctor
has founded her business on the presumption that most—if not virtually all—of her medical practice would be the performance of
abortions, while simultaneously believing that the Hippocratic Oath forbids them; the purpose of her work being a form of revenge upon
the man who raped her, through killing the newborn babies of as many men as possible who impregnated prostitutes with their offspring,
while collecting enough money through fees rich in the process:H }

During the past thirty years, my office has been completely renovated five or six times, although I never
changed locations. I’ve also had the office cleaned thoroughly twice a year. Considering all these drastic changes
over the years, the velvet chair should have been removed long ago. Except for the time Father sat in the chair, it
has proved to be useless and has been an offensive sight. It’s failed to complement other furnishings, sticking out
like a sore thumb. Whenever my office went through renovations or spring cleaning, the chair was mistreated.
However, I’d protect it, placing it under my wings, as it were, and then return it to its former domain. If I discarded the chair, I was afraid that I’d be obliged to hang up the Hippocratic Oath on the wall. Perhaps that was the
reason I couldn’t do away with the chair.
*
Ironically, my very first patient was Old Man Whang’s daughter.
Old Man Whang had been living all alone. From the north window of my office, I could look down and get a
full view of the main living quarters of the Kyungsung Store. I’d seen Old Man Whang washing clothes or rice in
the middle of the front courtyard of his shabby, inverted L-shaped house with its tiled roof. Judging from the
makeup of the soy bean jar terrace, wooden floor, and kitchen, I could easily detect that Old Man Whang had once
enjoyed a full family life.
I was told that his wife had been killed by a bomb during the war while on her way to get food from her folks
in the countryside; his two sons were dragged to the North; his aged mother died from illness, and his only daughter had fled alone and had not yet returned.
I hadn’t the foggiest idea when his daughter returned. Old Man Whang came to me for my service in the dead
of night. He was violently trembling in extreme distress. I wouldn’t go down with him in my nightgown although
the distance was very short.
While I hurriedly dressed, he became so fidgety and jittery that he couldn’t stand still. He kept sitting down
and getting up and opened and closed the door repeatedly.
“Ma’am, I urge you to hurry up. Please hurry. She’s seriously ill. I can’t imagine what kind of ailment she has.
Her stomach is so swollen. She complains of some kind of pain. I can’t pinpoint what’s bothering her. I’m afraid
that something awful will happen to her.
“Are you sure that you can take care of any problem, as you said before? If someone finds out that an unmarried girl went to see the gynecologist, it would be a disgrace.
“That bitch! Leaving her father all by himself while she fled south to save her own neck. I tell you she has a
big stomach.
“Anyway, now she’s returned home with this formidable illness. Ma’am, I’ll surely die too if I lose one more
child.
“Ma’am, is it really true that you can cure every disease? Is it, ma’am? What if someone finds out that a virgin
went to see a gynecologist? Nonetheless, she’s taken a serious turn. Ma’am, please save this poor creature. I won’t
live if I see another death.”
His voice trembled as he tried to explain the situation. His gibberish was non-stop.
Emotionally, Old Man Whang clung to me as in a daze, yet he showed his disdain for gynecologists as if he
were holding onto a rope smeared with dung. I was tempted by this opportunity to mock his ridiculous ideas.
Although Old Man Whang’s daughter was my first patient, I remained calm and confident. I finished getting
dressed and even put on a doctor’s white gown. I also sanitized my hands. Every necessary instrument to deliver a
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premature baby was all ready in the bag.
Old Man Whang took my bag in his shaky hands and ran down the flight of stairs. I could hear heart-wrenching cries, reminiscent of a beast being strangled, from the main living quarters.
*
In an inner room, I saw a girl in her bloomers violently compressing her already tight lips.
She glared at me as she clutched the waist of her bloomers. Her face was matted with perspiration-drenched
strands of hair, and her bulging eyes appeared to be so intensely full of acute pain and loneliness that they didn’t
look like the eyes of a human. I had no idea when her water had broken; her bloomers were soaked through.
I pushed Old Man Whang to the head of the bed while I went to the other end and pulled down her bloomers.
My mouth was so dry that I couldn’t utter a word.
The girl’s hands, which could no longer hold onto the bloomers, waved frantically in the air.
She reached toward the legs of her father who had been standing still, like an idol along the road. The girl’s
wide-open vagina was like an over-ripe chestnut ready to burst.
Old Man Whang let out an incomprehensible scream as he plopped down. His daughter clutched onto his waist
and gritted her teeth; she then roared like a wild beast.
The head of the baby had emerged. Amazingly under these circumstances, it opened its eyes easily. It was not a
fetus any longer but a baby. Momentarily shocked by wonder that filled every fiber of my body, I gave her a stern
order to push once more with the next contraction. My own voice sounded fresh and undaunted, as if I were
hearing a stranger’s voice for the first time.
At the same time the woman roared once again, and I managed to pull the baby out. Just like a midwife of long
experience, I took care of the afterbirth with competence and speed. Not that it was a textbook delivery, but I
congratulated myself for an excellent performance in delivering the baby without a hint of aid from any previous
knowledge or experience. It was as if another force were controlling me.
Old Man Whang’s daughter had a baby boy.
*
After I returned to my place, I slept like a log until morning. I opened the window and sang as 1 fixed my
breakfast. Then Old Man Whang came up to see me. He had transformed overnight into a shabby old man beyond
recognition. His eyes were downcast and his shoulders drooping.
“How are the mother and baby?” I asked.
“I have no face to look at you, ma’am,” Old Man Whang said.
“Do you understand now why women need a gynecologist?”
“Gynecologist? What have I done to be punished so severely?”
“Punished? You have a grandson! What a wonderful boy he is! Did you know that he opened his eyes and
looked up at me when his face was only halfway out? He is a great warrior type. You just wait and see.” I
jabbered with unjustified bursting excitement.
Old Man Whang lifted his eyes. They were lackluster and hollow, reminiscent of an entrance to a cave.
“What am I going to do with this dishonor? Ma’am, she said she has no idea who the father of the baby is. I
tried desperately to get something out of her. I told her I don’t care whether he is a pock-marked man or if his
nose is twisted. I told her I would give her a lavish wedding regardless.
“She only kept crying, saying that what I said was irrelevant. You know what she said? She bombarded me
with the news that she was raped. Raped … by a scum whose name she doesn’t know.”
Old Man Whang was shaking with fury and dejection.
However, I suddenly sensed a hint of lust in the dismay he was expressing. I was so disgusted that I thought I
was going to vomit. I frowned deeply.
Every man is capable of raping a woman. It’s more important for me to know that a man is able to be a rapist
than to know his full name.
“Why in the name of heaven did this kind of shame come upon me? To my completely ruined house? Why was
a wretched daughter left behind? I can’t say how much dishonor she has brought to this already-destroyed family
…”
I didn’t know about his great and impressive family background, but the only thing that mattered to him was
upholding his family’s invisible name, which he claimed had now been stained. He was absolutely ignorant of his
daughter’s experience in a living hell during the period of her unwanted pregnancy.
“Ma’am, please help us,” Old Man Whang pleaded. A touch of feigned servility on his grief-stricken face made
him look even more repulsive.
“I’m sorry, but I have no talent for putting a baby back into his mama’s womb,” I told him, regretting that I
couldn’t think of something worse to say.
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“Ma’am, even I know that much. That’s not what I meant …”
He slurred the end of his sentence, and his face lit up. This spark was out of place on a man as stupidly honest
and unassuming as a farmer and watching him made me uneasy. I didn’t want to miss the reason behind this
change, so I didn’t take my eyes off him. Old Man Whang turned his head away as though my stare blinded him
and stood rubbing his hands.
“That’s not what I meant … Ma’am, if you’ll just pretend you know nothing about the whole thing … I’ll trust
you entirely, ma’am. I thought about killing the newborn baby by putting it upside down but couldn’t do it after
seeing its face.”
“Uncle, why don’t you please tell me first what you’re talking about?”
“Yes, indeed, I’ll tell you. My wretched daughter knows she’s brought shame to herself, and fortunately she’s
seen no one since she returned home last night. So I want to let you know that I’ll pretend my wretched daughter
hasn’t returned and that I wish to adopt the baby as my son.”
“As your son, Uncle?” I was speechless at his unexpected words.
“Yes. Don’t you think that it can be done by my creating a great commotion over a foundling foster child?
Meanwhile, my daughter will hide in a back room until she is well and can appear. People will think she’s just
returned from her refugee life, and then I’ll come up with some excuse as to why.”
“Did your daughter agree?”
“How dare that miserable girl agree or disagree now? The fact that I saved both the mother’s and her son’s life
was terribly kind of me.”
“Nonetheless, it’s your daughter’s baby.”
“What if she is my daughter, and the boy is my grandson?”
Old Man Whang challenged me like an elementary school student who insisted that his answer was the right
one.
Then he became servile again; he didn’t know what to do with himself, rubbing his hands as if he had remembered something. Was it my place to try and stop his impromptu yet flawless scheme? I fell into a subdued mood
as I asked myself this question.
“I think it’s an excellent idea to save your daughter from being disgraced if she only will agree with you,” I
said. I ended up agreeing with him.
“Do you really believe that I came up with this scheme in order to avoid dishonor? Now that a child had been
born into a family whose sons had been taken, my family may well be compared to a formerly bare tree that now
has flowers. If I tell people the news of a baby being left at my threshold, I bet you all lips both in our town and
every neighborhood in the vicinity will make a fuss, expecting a celebration to be observed. My daughter herself,
I’m sure, will regard her son as her brother and her brother as her son and raise the infant for several years with
tender loving care.
“In the meantime, if her hand is asked in marriage by a good man, she’ll marry him and no one will ever find
out about the history of the baby.”
Old Man Whang was obsessed with turning the event of the previous night’s nightmare into an amazing
fortune, solely depending on his wit. His face began to flush, and it was suffused by something that looked like an
acute sense of pleasure, a sign that he was enjoying this play of fate, sparkling suddenly like a fish scale reflecting
sunlight.
“If you, ma’am, could only ignore …”
Although he said it as he cast his eyes downward, I knew they were no longer the holes of despair that I witnessed before.
I also felt that he might strangle me if I failed to go along with him. Men are capable of doing anything and
everything in order to fulfill their own desires. Old Man Whang appeared to be wicked yet he was far from being
a brutal man. I harbored this sentiment about him as I halfheartedly promised him that I’d seal my lips about this
matter concerning his daughter.
It would indeed be best for his daughter, for the baby, and for Old Man Whang himself. I might even be jealous
of his blessing so cleverly and cleanly transformed from misfortune.
The moment I agreed, Old Man Whang bowed his head countless times and searched through his pocket and
took out a bundle of money.
“How can I possibly measure and repay you by monetary means for saving two lives last night? In time, I’ll
show you my gratefulness and pay you back in full. Please take this for now as a token of my appreciation.”
*
Old Man Whang went down the stairs as fast as if he were running away. After he was gone, I counted the
money. The amount was at least three times more than the normal delivery fee set by official regulation. He must
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have included a “hush”\fn{Hush-money, to use the American slang.} portion in that amount.
Once again, I was enveloped with a sense of unexplainable jealousy. I spat on the money as the International
Market merchants did on their first earning each day. Old Man Whang’s money was my first fee from a patient. It
certainly was a generous sum; however, I had no desire to deliver a baby again.
From the start, I had been depending only on the air of XXX-rated adult entertainment that hovered over the
neighborhood; consequently, I hadn’t set up a delivery table in my clinic. My intention was to make money from
only illicit unions resulting from the adult entertainment business.
*
The premonition which I’d felt when I first set foot in the neighborhood was correct. My business took off
after a couple of prostitutes, whose customers were American GIs, began to visit my office; I had to perform
several abortions a day and eventually became a veteran in that field. If all of those babies whom I forced to be
unborn had lived, would we have had to build another large elementary school for them? Or would we have had
to make a small town for them?
Rarely do I submerge myself in this sea of idle emotion.
If there was a single nagging sentiment which still lingered within me, it was the velvet chair that I failed to
move from the south window. As the chair got older gracefully with time, it became even more an eyesore in the
clinic; it didn’t blend in with the I. Every nurse who came and went in my office pressed me hard to discard the
chair. Generally, I allowed my nurse to run the office for me; despite this, I couldn’t bring myself to remove the
chair.
If I threw that chair out, I’d feel compelled to hang the framed Oath of Hippocrates on the wall.
To be totally honest, I had no heart to get rid of the chair. If I went ahead and discarded the chair, then I might
no longer be able to picture my fine-looking father lounging in it, wearing shiny, pointed leather shoes and a white
cotton durumaki. The only master of the chair was Father. The reason that I couldn’t throw the chair out was the
same reason that I couldn’t easily erase the sad face of Father. My affection for my now deceased father was deep,
and I would rather he be gazing at me as a true physician than at someone who had been transformed into a
medical technician with an illicit connection with prostitutes.
*
Nearly thirty years went by during which I performed the same work in the same office above the hardware
store. During those years, a great change came to the neighborhood. It was not the outskirts of the city any longer;
rather it had become a community located near the heart of the city and it had been a long time since the last of
the prostitutes who had entertained the American Gis disappeared. Nevertheless, the enveloping air of the brothel,
which had magnetized me from the start, lingered for a good while even after the Gis girls left town.
Even after the government returned to Seoul, the Agricultural High School remained as an army base for
American military personnel for two or three more years.
After the high school has been restored to its former status, another large American army base was established
near our town. As a result, the booming adult entertainment business in our neighborhood continued, and even
after the army base was considerably downsized, the roots of prostitution were not easily dug out. Our neighborhood had been transformed into a cheap red-light district, street after street. Due to a recent crackdown in the
residential area, most of the business scattered elsewhere.
However, I still have some loyal customers who travel long distances to visit my office. Also, the norm for
married couples is to have only two children, without regard for the sex of the child, and it is safe to say that there
is no housewife in this neighborhood who hasn’t needed my service at one time or another.
*
The Agricultural High School later sold its lot to a construction company and moved to the outskirts of the
town. Its site has since been transformed into an apartment complex. However, much to my dismay, for some
strange reason not even one single new customer came to my office from that densely populated new district.
My faithful customers, for better or for worse, came from the dilapidated, old neighborhood located behind the
Kyungsung Store. I was widely known as a cheap and reliable doctor among respected women in that old neighborhood and among keepers of brothels in every nook and cranny throughout the city, who were incapable of
shaking off the habit of making a living off prostitutes.
My popularity was further supported by the general belief among my patients that I hadn’t made any serious
mistakes during my career. It was natural for a poor woman who needed my service frequently to realize that it
would be more practical to visit a place known for low fees and confidentiality than patronizing a doctor with an
arrogant university degree, equipped with intimidating, extravagant facilities.
Actually, there is a slight difference between my reputation of not having erred and the facts. I take care of the
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consequences of any mistake speedily, pertinently, and discreetly so no one finds out about it. Fortunately, my
method of handling mistakes has resulted in no further complications.
Such was the difference.
*
Three callused areas, like knots, were seated deeply in my hand, where I held forceps and curettes. They were
reminders of the lives I destroyed; lives which might have populated a decent-sized town with their numbers. Although I was so accustomed to the work that I could perform it with my eyes closed, mistakes were made frequently. Many times I made the most dreadful mistake of rupturing the uterus.
The crux of the problem was my over-confidence that I could do my work with my eyes closed. In fact,
performing a curettage did not require one’s eyes. Even a renowned doctor cannot see with naked eyes the
mysterious interior where life has been conceived. The only eyes needed are those attached to the end of either the
Hegar or other curette.
However, in order for the curette’s eyes to keep alert, the doctor who is holding it must have her whole soul
concentrated every second on the task. When the doctor’s whole soul isn’t in the task, she won’t be successful.
Just like picking a well-ripened Chinese lantern plant and unwittingly making a hole with a match, the sensation that something is amiss at the tip of the Hegar brings the consequences of lost attention home. It’s a different
story when one’s attention is undivided; however, when it comes back after a lapse, every fiber of being feels
momentarily like an alien object.
When this feeling of heartless touch returns to me, I feel like my entire soul is filled with hatred.
That’s it! I did my work with hatred.
In order not to make mistakes, I had to have this hatred brewing within me at all times. I hated the women who
lay flat on their backs exposing their odorous private parts as if their faces were in front of mine, and I hated the
unwanted lives that were taking shape inside the womb. Feeling this hatred was the only way I could instantly
recover from any mistake I made.
As my whole soul returned to the task at hand and controlled me completely, I was able to cope with any
situation coolly, swiftly, and accurately.
My demeanor didn’t change a bit from the viewpoint of the disinterested beholder. The color of my face was
unchanged; the more mistakes I made, the calmer I became. I’d finish up the abortion flawlessly and give the
patient antibiotics and muscle contraction shots. Then I’d make the patient rest and observe her progress. I had
plenty of evasive words to say:
“It was a difficult operation due to the severe retroflextion of your uterus, causing acute pain.”
Like a fully-ripe Chinese lantern plant, the uterus could rupture; however, the uterus is quite different from a
Chinese lantern plant. The uterus has a self-healing ability. To this date, no ruptured uterus under my care has ever
developed into peritonitis or something fearful; consequently, after every operation the uterus was as healthy as
before the surgery.
I did, however, have an Achilles heel: I became gravely ill with exhaustion after performing an abortion.
Whenever I fell ill, I would find myself detaching, as if I’d never be able to resume this work. But, by and by
I’d soothe my psyche again. I planned to work until I reached the age of fifty-five, a number having no
significance to me. Without realizing it, I’d probably borrowed the idea from the retirement age set for people
who work for either the government or the bank.
*
At last the time came when, within three days, I’d be fifty-five years old.
Coincidentally, my birthday was the day that the Kyungsung Store was slated to be demolished according to
the city plan. Since I’d dutifully saved the money that I’d earned during the past years, I could afford to live an
easy and bountiful retirement, traveling at leisure overseas.
I had no terms to complete like a government worker nor a contract with anyone that I would work until I was
fifty-five. Nonetheless, I hadn’t the slightest intention of working after fifty-five. I had already bought a handsome house with a spacious yard in a quiet residential district and finished decorating the interior. Besides that, I
had considerable rent fees coming from real estate I own, and I’d submitted the final premium for impressive retirement insurance.
The only thing left for me was to receive money from the insurance company each year.
I also had stocks and bonds. The only task I had to undertake from then on was not to make money, but to
spend it all before I died.
*
In spite of all this, however, I found myself being overly anxious and jittery about the fact that there are only
three days left before I washed my hands of my profession. There was one last thing that I wanted to do before I
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retired: deliver a baby. The first customer I had when I opened my office was a pregnant woman. Since then, for
one reason or another, I’d never delivered a single live baby.
Because I had consciously avoided delivering a baby, I’d been known only as a doctor expert in performing
abortions. For the first few years of my practice, I had several inquiries about the matter of delivering babies; I
invariably referred them to a nearby obstetrician, and the inquiries lessened gradually until they stopped. There
was, therefore, no real possibility of having an unsolicited visit by a pregnant woman whose baby would be born
in my hands.
For the past two months or so, I’ve been counting down—sixty days, fifty, ten, nine, eight days … to three
days now, and I’ve been waiting for it anxiously.
The more I think of how impossible it seems for me to deliver a baby, the more I go stone crazy, wanting to
have this experience. As I flash back, compared to what I am now, I was an extremely inexperienced novice when,
in a moment of bewilderment, I delivered a baby for my very first customer. Nevertheless, I think of myself as a
person, who during that time, could barely guess the destination of her life no matter how hard she might try; a
person who lived always for tomorrow; a person who lived in an impeccable completeness; a person who succeedded in idealizing herself.
As if being crept up on by senility, the passing of time has altered my memory.
*
Only three days left. Only three days …
Only three days left to fulfill the fervent wish, which took hold of me the very moment I saw Maan-deuk’s
wife in her last month of pregnancy.
Maan-deuk is Old Man Whang’s grandson; he is the first and last baby I was responsible for bringing into this
world. On the day he begged me to turn my head about his daughter, Old Man Whang spread a rumor all over the
neighborhood that the baby had been left at the gate of his house. At first, people were just curious about the baby,
and everyone called him “the baby who was brought on a piggyback ride” since no name was given to him.
As time went by, however, after serious discussion, the people in the neighborhood advised Old Man Whang
that it would be a good idea for him to adopt the baby as his son. The baby could then inherit the family name.
Although Old Man Whang had that same plan from the beginning, he acted as if he were yielding reluctantly
and with great difficulty when he named the baby “Maan-deuk,” which means “one had a child in one’s old age.”
Old Man Whang begged everyone to never again to utter the phrase “the baby who was brought on a piggyback ride.”
A month after “the baby who was brought on a piggyback ride” came into his life, Old Man Whang’s daughter
returned home as well. Although she could not attempt to nurse the baby, she raised her brother with her utmost
love and care and received high praise from everyone. When he turned five years old, she had reached the age
when she was considered a spinster.
An opportune time arrived when a childless widower became available. Old Man Whang married his daughter
off in a hurry, and now she leads a peaceful life with two children—a boy and girl. The plan that Old Man Whang
dreamed has been fully realized.
What was my role in this scenario?
At the time thinking about this made me contemplate moving my office elsewhere, but my business prospered
more and more each day, so I remained where I was.
Old Man Whang, stubborn, suspicious, and so stingy that his nickname is “Skinflint Old Man Whang,” was
becoming an eccentric old man while Maan-deuk was growing up as a tall, good looking young man, a big
spender living in the fast lane. During all those years, people came and went in the neighborhood, and it was
surmised by newcomers that Old Man Whang had raised Maan-deuk as his only son all by himself after his wife’s
death from childbirth complications caused by her advanced age. No one raised any suspicions concerning this
generally accepted version of Old Man Whang’s life.
*
Perhaps only I knew everything about the family. From my viewpoint, the conflict between love and hate
which Old Man Whang had felt for Maan-deuk was severe. He should have corrected his son’s habits of picking
at food, gobbling snacks between meals, speaking rudely, and so on. But Old Man Whang could not discipline
him and merely became a “yes” father. However, on the infrequent occasions that his son brought home a paper
with a perfect score, Old Man Whang used to lift a switch, insisting that his son confess from whose paper he had
copied. He even falsely accused his son of changing the grades on his report card to better ones. As a result, his
son ran away from home for a few days. Upon learning of this, Old Man Whang’s daughter came to his house and
secretly wept bitter tears before returning to her home.
I had the feeling that Old Man Whang tormented himself about accepting the fact that Maan-deuk was not only
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borne of his daughter, but also of a rapist. The man who had once been healthy and generous was now a highly
suspicious, miserable, and melancholy old man. That misfortunes become blessings were not, after all, universally
true. I, once jealous of him, now felt sorry for him.
*
Although Old Man Whang’s daughter dared not disclose that she was Maan-deuk’s birth mother, she assumed
more than the role of a sister, expressing her love for him by secretly providing him with plenty of spending
money. Because of her indulgence, he developed the habit of spending freely and compulsively. Upon being discharged from the military and finding a new job, his spending habits escalated. He preferred talking about his
company’s annual export revenues rather than his own salary. As if he were a high-ranking company official
rather than an entry-level clerk, Maan-deuk was elated over the company’s profits and tried to justify his grandiose spending habits based on his company’s prosperity.
Old Man Whang was contemptuous of his son’s attitude and kept his distance from him as if he were a thief.
He assumed a miserly role, pinching every penny, refusing to spend money on food and clothes, as if he were
ignorant of the demands of a human body, fattening only his money pouch, desperately hanging onto it The sign
of affection in his eyes when he gazed at Maan-deuk had already diminished. When he looked at his son, he no
longer saw the blood of his daughter in him, but only the blood of the scum bag who had raped her.
*
However, Old Man Whang’s prejudice did not end with Maan-deuk only. If his son bragged about his company’s exports as valued at tens of thousands of dollars, he would snort that the amount of the company’s loans
must be more than double that amount. Instead of subscribing to his own newspaper, Old Man Whang intercepted
my copy and combed through it; consequently, he was very knowledgeable. He was more perceptive about the
amount of foreign debt than about the value of exports and had more insight into the reasons people live in a
wretched human condition than into the reasons some lead easy and comfortable lifestyles. He was quicker to
know negative news than the positive.
It wasn’t just Maan-deuk with whom Old Man Whang found fault. He could see only the dark side of everything in life as he became an eccentric, lonely old man.
*
It was natural for Maan-deuk to move out of his house as soon as he proved to be self-sufficient. No one could
measure whether his absence affected Old Man Whang in any significant way. His countenance had already
changed into that of a most unhappy man who could not become any worse off than he already was.
Two months ago, Maan-deuk returned home, bringing a girl who was in full pregnancy. Old Man Whang
neither welcomed them nor ran them out. The only thing he inquired about was whether or not they had been
actually united in a wedding ceremony.
“Father, how could we possibly get married without your presence even though you consider me to be a pitifully undutiful child? I’d be truly heart broken if you treated me like a hopeless bum. Yes, indeed I’d be so sad,”
Maan-deuk said sarcastically.
Old Man Whang’s heart must have still been palpitating from the shock when his own daughter had shown up
unexpectedly and given birth and, as if he were under a spell, he was determined to have the couple get married as
soon as possible. He showed absolutely no concern for the family background of his future daughter-in-law. Her
age, her past—he asked about none of this. He rented a shabby wedding hall on the second floor of a supermarket
near the bus terminal and made her wear a sordid wedding dress.
Although Maan-deuk tried desperately to proceed with his own plan for a lavish wedding at a hotel in the heart
of downtown in the presence of relatives and friends from both sides of each family after the baby was born, he
could not outdo Old Man Whang’s high-handedness. Instead, except for a few neighbors who knew the true
situation well, the hall was empty and cold.
Although she was wearing the largest dress available, she could not even zip it up all the way and a safety pin
had to be applied temporarily. She was an embarrassing sight with her slip exposed and her waistline blossoming
under the dress. The wedding was more of a farce than Old Man Whang could have hoped.
Despite this, however, the loquacious, buoyant Maan-deuk joked that this wedding ceremony was only a
preview to the formal marriage ceremony which would soon follow and asked a handful of attending guests to
look forward to the main event.
“Look at that senseless fellow. If you open your big mouth, you must have something to back it up. On the
other hand, if you do have unlimited funds, you should keep your mouth shut. I tell you, boy, you have both—a
big mouth and wasteful hands. You don’t even realize that you have brought shame on yourself … tsk, tsk, my
family is on its way to ruin.”
*
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Judging from the way he talked, it seemed to me that Old Man Whang promoted the wedding with only one
intention—to disgrace his son. At any rate, it was an odd event for me to watch. Every guest cackled and talked in
whispers.
The moment I saw that bride’s seemingly bursting stomach, which made it look as if the snap fastening the
waist of her gown would surely break, I was engulfed with the desire to deliver her baby with my own hands. My
heart suddenly pounded fiercely. Even after I returned home, I could not escape from this desire. I felt in my heart
an urgent thirst to see once more a baby’s virginal and translucent face, wide-eyed and gazing at the world even
before he was completely out of his mother’s womb.
I’d now practiced my specialty for nearly thirty years; despite this, I believed that Old Man Whang would emphatically nod his approval if I asked him to do me this trifling favor. I’d be more than happy to render my service
free of charge as a token of my appreciation for a long-time landlord, or to give him a considerable discount,
knowing what a penny-pincher he was.
However, Old Man Whang flatly rejected my request to deliver Maan-deuk’s baby.
“I beg of you to stop talking nonsense,” he rudely remarked. “Do you really believe that I’d willingly leave my
first grandson in the hands of a human butcher?”
After speaking these harsh words, he punctuated his remarks with an expression of such disdain that I felt as if
he were sprinkling salt in my open wounds.
*
During my long career in this neighborhood, I had experiences with a pimp, who accompanied prostitutes who
came to me for treatment of sexually transmitted diseases. Rather than addressing me as “ma’am,” he would tap
me on my shoulder and say “hey” or “you,” as if I were one of his partners.
I didn’t blame him for having this attitude, which stemmed from our taciturn understanding that we both made
our living by dealing with girls who sell their bodies. Accordingly, I didn’t allow myself to be offended by his
lack of respect for me as a doctor but tried to acquiesce. I took him with a grain of salt.
However, the phrase Old Man Whang used to describe me—“human butcher”—made my heart bleed as if a
nail had pierced it.
*
Only three days after the wedding, Maan-deuk’s wife gave an easy birth to a son at the obstetric ward at the
university hospital. In spite of the heart-breaking humiliation I felt, I went to see the baby as soon as they returned
home.
Remarkably, the baby looked strikingly similar to the very first baby I delivered. I had no idea who delivered
the baby, but I was consumed by a fierce jealousy toward that obstetrician. At the same time, I was overpowered
by a yearning to deliver a baby. This yearning persisted despite the discouragement I experienced after Old Man
Whang’s demeaning remark.
Maan-deuk’s baby was not the only one. I’d make sure that I delivered a baby before retiring. My heart was
filled with a burning desire to touch a newborn babe during his virginal, translucent, and vociferous crying.
After that, the countdown began. Sixty days remained until my retirement. Surely I’d encounter a woman in
her ninth month of pregnancy in these sixty days. Alas, the days had come and gone—60, 50, 10, 9 days—and
then only three days were left.
On the day when only three days were left, I performed three D&Cs\fn{ Dilation and Curettages; abortions} and treated two people with venereal disease. That was it.
*
I went downstairs. Although the Kyungsung Store, which used to sell agricultural tools, was converted into a
grocery store, its original sign was still intact. However, in accordance with the government regulations, the
Chinese characters it bore had been changed to Korean ones during the period of control which forbade the use of
Chinese. On the sign, “Seoul Grocery” written in Korean, I felt the spirit of Maan-deuk’s touch; the letters made
me laugh spontaneously.
“Give me a yogurt drink.”
Old Man Whang, who had been reading a newspaper, cast a quick glance at me and took out a big bottle of
yogurt from a refrigerator and gave it to me. I wasn’t that crazy about this drink; but I bought it and drank it down
anyway, as if I were paying a toll for the convenience of going through the store to get to the inside of his house.
I could trace the course of a vein in the old man’s neck, and his whiskers were as white as frost columns. As I
watched him, I choked with sorrow and thought that Old Man Whang had aged considerably in recent days.
Despite our differences, my feelings for him were deep. I had mixed emotions—both affection and hate—which
had developed during the thirty years we had involuntarily spent under the same roof. Old Man Whang, whose
eyes were still glued to the newspaper, mumbled,
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“It’s the end of the world, the end of the world.”
Every day was the end of the world to him. In Maan-deuk, he saw only the creepy rapist, not his daughter; he
was more aware of imports than exports, more interested in increased debt than in noticing signs of a better life
for all of us. I concluded that he was solely obsessed with the dark, hidden side of every person and thing.
In any event, it was true that Old Man Whang still had a strong backbone. He was hard to approach compared
to his imprudent neighbors because of his unique ability to discern matters clearly even before they were fully
came to light. Just because I was more familiar with the private parts of a woman than her face didn’t mean that I
knew more about women than did others. By the same token, just because his ability was wonderfully sharper
than others to see the dark side of world affairs, how could anyone claim that he knew world affairs any better? As
I developed this preposterous theory, I tried to feel sympathy toward him as a kindred spirit, as in the old adage,
“Misery loves company.”
“Has the baby grown a lot?” I asked, hinting that I was going inside to see the baby as I turned in the direction
of the living quarters.
Maan-deuk’s wife was quick to laugh.
She giggled when she bragged about her baby, when she criticized her husband, and when she revealed that
she fretted over her father-in-law. Perhaps that’s why the baby loved to laugh, too. After he focused his eyes fairly
well, the baby’s mouth hung open widely. Although I came to see him with extravagant hopes of pacifying my
irrational desire to deliver a baby, my visit caused me to be even more determined to do so. If I washed my hands
completely of my profession without having fulfilled my dream, I felt I’d never be able to get away from my
woeful condition until the day I died. However, only three days remained. Only three days.
2. Two Days Before
It was a dreadful dream. I was writhing desperately to wake up from a dream in which the calluses on my
fingers had progressed to be cancerous, spreading into every corner of my skin with alarming speed. Then I
seemed to hear a distant roar of croaking frogs in the mid-summer night.
It was the croaking of a frog I had heard, too, as I fought desperately to free myself from the alien odor of the
Westerner, from his hairy chest, from his limbs as long and sturdy as ropes, and from the weight of his rock-solid
body as he attacked me from various angles. The frogs, indifferent to this human’s war, sounded so peaceful that it
made me realize I was only dreaming of being raped as I drifted between states of sleep and wakefulness.
Unlike the time when I actually was raped, I awakened gradually from my dream to the sound of frogs
croaking, separating dream and reality. To reassure myself that it was merely a dream, I first felt the calluses on
my fingers, then put my hand inside my nightgown and rubbed my chest, stomach, and thighs. The aged,
slackened skin of a plump woman who had never given birth and had now reached fifty-five years of age, felt as
soft to the touch as a piece of silken thread; I felt not a bumpy spot anywhere.
It must have been a dream. These damned calluses, they will disappear completely in a few months after I
wash my hands of this job.
Despite this, I was in ill humor. The calluses which had mutated to cancer and spread all over my body in my
dream, may not only be on my hands. I may have calluses in my heart.
At this preposterous thought, my heart became heavy. I opened the bedroom window, prompted by an old habit. The distant sound of frog’s croaking became loud, abruptly surging into my room as if a microphone had been
installed to enhance them.
I heard the cries of Christians gathered for a worship service at dawn in a recently formed church. These
churchgoers wailed in this fashion every day. Whenever I heard them, I felt within me the urge to wail loudly, too.
But, alas, I felt unable to shed even one tear. It was still early dawn. The neighborhood behind the Kyungsung
Store was framed by the dark blue night sky.
*
Only two days were left. Only two days … As I became more wakeful, the first thing that came to my mind
was that I had only two days left before moving. More importantly, the possibility of delivering a living baby was
now reduced to two days.
My living quarters and the dual-purpose room that was used for examining and operating on patients were at
opposite sides of the south facing window where the velvet chair was situated. From the living room or the operating room, I could see the inverted-L-shaped roofs of the houses which stood in the topsy-turvy, cramped, dilapidated neighborhood.
No one who had ears and lips dared contradict the saying, popular then, “the brilliant progress of Seoul.” For
one reason or another, however, this neighborhood, where my regular customers had lived and departed and
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where I’d received newcomers, had remained nearly the same as the first day I opened my office thirty years ago.
The houses in my neighbor were neither traditionally Korean in style nor of the modern Western style, but
shoddy, cheaply built houses with tiled roofs constructed during the final chapter of Japanese colonization when
raw materials were in terribly short supply. They were cramped, squalid, and aged, with no appeal to potential
home buyers.
On top of that, from the road where two- or three-storied stores, including Kyungsung Store, were located row
after row, even within the past ten years the ditch had been open and sordid, though later it had been improved.
The character of the neighborhood was gradually going down, approaching the same level as the ditch.
The place was seemingly sinking in a stagnant pool. Each summer brought a flood. Since each house covered
an area less than 30 pyung,\fn{1 pyung (pyeong) = c.35½ square feet } it was impossible to obtain a permit either to
demolish or to renovate a house.
Once they had the financial means to do so, people moved away from this neighborhood as soon as possible.
Therefore, one could now purchase several houses and knock them down to build a new one, but who would
appreciate such a luxurious house in this slum? Definitely there is not a person firmly attached to this worthless
area who would actually do such a foolish thing, considering the odds against the neighborhood.
Given this was the current situation, the cheers about better living conditions heard from every corner of the
world were not echoed reality of this neighborhood. Nevertheless, hearing such rumors was better than hearing
nothing at all.
Superficially, everyone seemed to live better. Everyone is capable of imitating what he sees and hears. Maandeuk’s wasteful spending and trusting his company’s export figures more than his own salary is an example. The
residents live well without real substance, like dancers shaking their hips merrily whenever they hear drum beats
in the air.
First of all, the housewife’s underwear and her private parts have become as clean as those of prostitutes; judging from this fact alone, anybody can see that people in general have come to a better way of life.
I know it’s insulting to a virtuous woman to compare her private parts to those of a prostitute. I’m merely making a statement judging strictly from outer appearances. Common sense dictates that a prostitute’s private parts are
dirty while those of a virtuous woman are clean; however, according to my own observation, it is the opposite.
Some prostitutes’ private parts are nearly as clean as the innocent face of an idiot. The more a woman believes her
private parts are pure, the more she’s unaware of their filth.
This metaphor can be compared to a living room considered to be the cleanest place in any household.
*
After nearly all the prostitutes vanished from this neighborhood, the most striking change was the emergence
of seven new churches which came into existence in this not-so-large area. The town hall is always crammed with
people who come to take care of their business, and one always has to wait in line due to this concentrated
population.
When I settled here, not one church was here. But now, once a church finds an appropriate site, its construction
begins immediately. Consequently, they have increased in numbers every year, soaring into the sky. Church is the
only place one finds evidence of a truly booming business in this neighborhood. Each of the seven churches is a
different denomination with distinct beliefs, despite their same faith in Jesus Christ. Although it seems these
Christians migrate from church to church from time to time, no church appears to be suffering from a lack of
members.
The newest church, whose denomination I did not know, had a flock of believers who gathered there every
morning to cry out and sing hymns praising their holy God. They clapped their hands joyfully and sang in exhilarating voices at the end of the service. It must be the pattern of the denomination’s worship service.
Their non-Christian neighbors might not have appreciated their enthusiasm, but judging from the ever heightening cries during the dawn service, which changes from day to day, it was clear that the power of the church in
the members’ lives had strengthened.
More than half the members were women, some of them my regular customers. What are they praying for in
their sobbing? Why in the world does this steadfast wailing arise every single day? When they came to see me,
pregnant with unwanted babies, I could see clearly the despair on theirs faces. I knew that many felt like they
wanted to die on the spot. However, upon learning about the low risks associated with a D&C, their countenance
would lighten immediately, becoming peaceful. Assured of a safe and prompt termination of the pregnancy, they’d
change instantly, a light and carefree expression on their faces. My ability to rid them of their agony without a
trace to remind them of the incident was simply miraculous to them.
It’s only possible for a person who is filled with pent-up hatred to feel for a woman suffering this kind of pain.
I, once in their shoes, was the principal architect of the liberation of these women from their painful shackles.
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Nonetheless, every single day these same women wailed bitterly, disturbing my early morning sleep. Is there
any sin that can make them cry like that?
Even God cannot be as magnificent as I am. I can pick up an embryo with tweezers and show it to a woman.
However, the churches were growing by leaps and bounds.
One day I asked one of my regular customers, a housewife, why she went from one church to another. My intention was not to embarrass her, but instead to learn from her, in my humble way, a little bit about each denomination and the differences between them. She informed me that she went to her previous church hoping to be
cured of her chronic rheumatism, solely based on its reputation for healing. She told me that her current church is
also known for its power to bring good luck, and the reason she had transferred her membership was to help her
husband’s business prosper. If this is the case, what kind of promise is offered by church, which is a Mecca for
these women wailing each dawn?
God, Father, even though these women say hundreds of times over and over again that they believe in You, do
not trust their words, God, Father. They are seeking for God, Father, with their lips, but I know well what their
pussy is after and what it has done for men. I felt an air of arrogance toward the One whom these women sought
in lamentation. This wailing at dawn was responsible for raising the thought in me that I might have accumulated
a lump of wailing that has finally become rock solid, residing in a secret chamber of my heart.
*
As the veil of darkness lifted slowly at daybreak, the first sight that emerged from across the horizon was of
steeples of churches. Since every house was still cloaked in milky darkness, the entire view through the window
seemed like a densely foggy sea; in this light, the steeples of the churches appeared suddenly like the masts of a
sinking ship.
The sound of lamentation became like bickering among passengers on that ship as they desperately tried to
climb up the masts to save themselves. No one was yet seen at the top of the masts for they were too busy quarreling with one another. Whether or not anyone reached the top, the result was the same: the ship was destined to
sink.
As the face of blackness paled, the rooftops were more discernible, and I could almost make out the image of a
person at the top of a mast. Alas, it was a cross, not a human figure and the mirage of a sinking ship faded to
reality.
Only two days were left. Dawn on those last two days was destined to break with rapid speed.
*
The first patient I saw during the last two days was a prostitute named Wha-young who came to receive treatment for a sexually-transmitted disease. Although the owners of the whorehouses did not live in the vicinity any
longer, not infrequently they sent their prostitutes to my office for treatment.
Today, Madame Jun, the owner of the whorehouse, accompanied one of her girls. Madame Jun had aged a lot,
too. Unlike Old Man Whang, the aging of Madame Jun was accentuated not only by her forlorn looks, but also by
the naked truth of fading with age, making me feel sorry and embarrassed, as though I were experiencing this also. My words, however, did not reflect my inner feelings.
“Oh, my word! What wind has brought you here personally? Goodness, you must be desperately needing more
girls! That girl Wha-young must be the main source of American dollars for your business,” I spat out curtly,
sticking my face into the waiting room after readying the girl on the examination table.
“No. Do you really believe I accompanied her here out of curiosity to find out what’s troubling that bitch’s private parts? Ma’am, I was told that you will keep your business open only until tomorrow.”
“Yes. Are you sorry?”
“Yes, I am. You don’t think I have a heart made of stone or wood like yours, do you, ma’am? I am sorry and
envious, too. When can I give up this damned business of mine and live an easy life?”
Madame Jun expelled a deep sigh as she smoked a cigarette. The maroon fingernail polish on her plump hands
looked dirty and pitiful.
“For crying out loud! What are you bellyaching for? What happened to all that money?” I snapped, and I
slammed shut the door of the waiting room. Since the day the American military compound occupied the Agricultural High School, Madame Jun has been my regular customer. She’s a former prostitute and now runs a
whorehouse. She’s received my services many times over the past years. She’s a loyal customer who regularly
sends her girls to my office regardless of the distance. In spite of her status as a long-term, faithful customer, she
still addresses me respectfully as “ma’am” rather than the common “you.” Nonetheless, I can discern by her undertone her clear awareness that we make a living from different roles but the same business.
The first thing Wha-young asked me, after her examination and treatment, was when she could resume her
business.
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“Tomorrow may be all right, but would you like me to excuse you so you may rest for few more days?”
“Oh, no! I have a sense of duty. I’m really indebted to Mama for already skipping so many days.”
“Is that so? All right then. Starting tomorrow you fulfill your responsibility,” I said as if I were chewing the
words.
“Ma’am, in any event it’s rare to have a Mama like our Mama,” Wha-young took up for her patron as she
pulled her panties up over her shapely legs and hips.
Although her face was usually thickly painted, Wha-young’s face without makeup was quite ordinary. Her
movement in taking her panties off and spreading her legs on the examination table was extremely refined and
without a sign of superfluity, making me acknowledge a sort of beauty arising from her job. I found myself admitting that she was a beautiful girl.
The three of us—Madame Jun, Wha-young, and myself—gathered in the waiting room where a mood of
family permeated the air.
“I understand the road in front of your office is going to be widened. This neighborhood will have a windfall, I
must say,” Madame Jun said.
“Yes, indeed. Madame Jun, if you still had your house, you might have become a wealthy woman, I bet you!” I
said.
“Holy, moley, what’s the use of talking about the trifling past? Was it only once or twice that I missed a perfect
chance to get rich?” Madame Jun said.
“Our Mama suffered a great loss this time again, ma’am,:” Wha-young interjected.
“Well, I bet you she must have been unreasonably greedy again,” I said.
“Ma’am, have you ever seen me being inattentive before? For better or for worse, I have conscientiously run
my business. Anyway, accidents seem to happen constantly. I gather it’s about time for me to rid my hands of this
business, and yet I have nothing to fall back on,” Madame Jun said.
“Why are you so wretchedly depressed? What happened?” I asked.
“It’s no big deal. It happens all the time. A girl who cost me a lot of money ran away after leaving me her huge
debt.”
“By Jove, you’ll find her or she’ll crawl back,” I said.
“I’d look for her if I desired to do so. If someone had snatched her, I wouldn’t be sitting still. I wouldn’t stand
for it. But I found out she ran away with a man whom she couldn’t live without. Knowing that, my heart melts,
and I have no choice but to pray for her happiness.”
“You’ll go to heaven, Madame Jun,” I said.
“I love to see people falling in love. You know that, don’t you, ma’am?” Madame Jun smiled sadly.
“Wha-young, I suggest you also fall in love with someone soon. Out of pity, you know,” I said.
“I don’t think feeling sorry for myself could make me fall in love,” Wha-young said. Although I deliberately
remain aloof from people at all times, I found myself freely letting myself go since we have known each other
over so many years, building inevitable family-like ties.
“By the way, only those people whose houses are demolished are the losers. If the Kyungsung Store was left
intact, your office could as well run another ten more years, ma’am.”
“No, I’m closing my office at the right time. Now that I’ve set the final date, I don’t think I could go on
another day longer even if someone threatened to kill me,” I said.
“Do you know where Old Man Whang plans to move? Well, since he’s such a miser, I’m sure he stashed a
huge sum of cash somewhere …”
“Since he lives on the largest lot in this vicinity, I bet he got a good sized compensation for it. I was told that
he has already bought a decent two-story house that has space for his store. He said he’d move all the merchantdise to his new store,” I said.
“Learning that you are retiring makes me feel like I’m losing one of my arms. Draw me a map to your house.
Is it all right to come see your new house, ma’am? I’ll bring a box of matches to wish you prosperity,” Madame
Jun said.
“No. My house is located in a refined neighborhood, and I am going to act like one of them. So why are you,
Madame Jun, going to visit me?” I said as I drew a map to my new house.
“I’d love to hang out in a place where I’m not welcomed. It’s in my nature …”
Unyielding, Madame Jun responded. She put the paper bearing direction carefully away and left, saying,
“Well, then, see you later.”
*
There are only two days left.
The majority of my patients suffered from sexually-transmitted diseases or pregnancies which they terminated
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through dilation and curettage. It was not unusual by any means. I was the one who paved the road for my profession. It is too late now to correct my track record.
Only two days are left. Yet, I can’t shake off my desire to deliver a live baby with my own hands just once
before I retire.
As if to mock my longing, each of three women whose fetuses were aborted by my hands that day carried a
less-than-three-months-old fetus, each with the impeccable shape of a tiny baby. Most three-month-old fetuses are
damaged when extracted; however, that day was a strangely peculiar day. Perhaps not even a pregnant woman
knows that the tiny fetus she carries, though as small as a fingertip, has distinctly human features. The ratio of
body parts is different from that of a complete human as its head takes up most of the size. Speaking of the size of
its head, it’s as small as a green pea. Surprisingly, however, it has distinct eyes. The eyes, which have not
developed eyelids yet, are open widely, reminiscent of two seeds of a portulaca being planted there.
The eyes that I executed, the eyes that would never see the outside world-gazing at these portulaca seed-sized
eyes, a sudden shivering seized me as if the eyes penetrated my entire life from a certain point in the past to the
present. My life, reflected thoroughly in these tiny eyes, is poorer than that of a panhandler, and my hands are
stained with blood. I’m forced to face the reason why Old Man Whang disallowed my service in bringing his
grandson into this world.
Is the range of its view somewhat indefinite because its eyes are not yet conscious?
The eyes seem to inspect freely the yesterday, today, and tomorrow of my life. They also try to polarize the
fixed idea that had been my emotional pillar. The eyes seem to dare to ridicule me, a successful woman, as a
pathetic fool—a woman who refused to love a man, not even once excusing a disgraceful rape in the grass on a
summer night orchestrated by a cannon firing afar and a loud chorus of frogs croaking nearby—a woman who had
led a good life in spite of or because of it.
Driving me into this fantasy, the eyes meddled and then transformed a proven profit into an instant loss.
As if this were not enough, the eyes laughed at my professional status—I had failed not only as a medical
doctor, but also as a healer since the aim of my healing intention had been far from easing the patients’ suffering
but only to treat them as objects for my disgusting personal pleasure.
The thought of vengeance came alive whenever I aborted a fetus, these tiny eyes penetrating into a pleasure
arising from my secretive revenge, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth for the brutality I’d been subjected to at
the peak of my youth.
*
The velvet chair is still by the south window in a pleasantly decorated, spacious area that is used as both a
waiting and consulting room. Each day the chair has been a thorn in my side; even today it is an offensive sight.
When you brush the fabric in a certain direction with your palm, the faded gray comes alive with a bright pea
green hue. This pea green is a residue of hunter green from thirty years ago. The chair didn’t go with the other
furniture in my office when it was hunter green or when it was pea green, and now it has turned to gray. Except
for the one time when Father sat in it …
What did Father say sitting in that chair?
“Since old times, the art of medicine has been called the art of healing. With that in mind, practice it with good
intentions.”
When I think of his remark, I can’t keep myself from bursting into laughter as I did when Father said it. Back
then I was making all the preparations in every facet of my profession to make money using my skills. From time
to time I’ve involuntarily imagined good-looking Father sitting in that velvet chair and have dwelt on the image;
but, I’ve never been moved from doing my job by the statement he made. I’ve lived only according to my own
will and whim.
Nonetheless, every once in a while, I feel as if the velvet chair is taking a tight grip on my soul. Not the soul
filled with hatred but another soul.
That’s why I’ve kept that velvet chair by the south window, the chair that proved to be good for nothing, the
chair that never went with any other furnishing—unable to discard it or treat it as a hangdog. Although I’d made
up my mind long ago not to take a single item from my office with me, as I gaze at the chair absent-mindedly, I
find myself etching in my head a picture of the velvet chair parked by a south window in my new house.
*
Two days left.
However, it was too late in the day for me to experience delivering a baby. The autumn sun couldn’t care less
about my heart-wrenching longing as dusk gathered around me.
I bit my lips; as I wandered aimlessly from one room to the other, I saw an object on the examination table
which deeply stunned me. I saw three pea-sized embryos, which I had curetted that day, still preserved in formalin
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inside an empty penicillin bottle. Seized by a momentary fury, I called out for my nurse Miss Choi, frantically as
if just burned by flame.
“What’s the meaning of this, Miss Choi? What’s got into you? What did you do that for?” I said in a trembling
voice, gripped with a hint of fright like an easily scared child.
“It’s not my doing, ma’am. You did it yourself a short time ago,” Miss Choi protested, widening her eyes as if
she were somewhat doubtful of my mental capacity.
Miss Choi was far from telling groundless lies or playing games. I might have done it, as she said. What made
me do such a thing? It was beyond me. I admit it’s a mystery to witness a fetus that is being extracted unimpaired;
nonetheless, it’s not the first or second time I’ve seen them. What drove me do that?
Come to think of it, once I saw fetuses in glass bottles displayed side by side as specimens according to the
month of fetal development in my colleague’s office. When I saw them, I was as nauseated as if I were witnessing
a pickled human being in a bottle. Such was I then, and now I performed the very same thing—pickling a human
—without realizing it.
“May I throw it out then, ma’am?” Miss Choi asked as she picked up the penicillin bottle.
“No, don’t. Don’t throw it away,” I barked as I snatched it from her.
My intention in keeping it was neither for a keepsake nor for a future use of the bottle. I just didn’t want to
throw it away while I was conscious of doing it. Until then, I had discarded these embryo fetuses without being
aware of what I was doing. I regarded them as common, as something sordid, and acted accordingly without
giving them much thought.
Nevertheless, what made my unconscious behavior concerning an extracted fetus include this preposterous act
today? I placed the bottle back on the table and wished Miss Choi would get rid of it secretly when I turned my
head.
As I toyed with this thought, I was captivated with a certain sense of self-doubt.
Why must I get so aggravated when I get an impression of something senseless happening or witness someone’s inexcusable behavior? Especially when I’m the cause! In any event, ever since I watched that ridiculous,
shabby wedding ceremony, I’ve nurtured this urgent desire to receive a live, full-term baby with my hands. Since
that moment, I’ve been feeling detached from my own self as if becoming someone beyond my own comprehendsion. I now try to tell myself not to be so critical of me if possible and let me be. I’m scared that I might be shattered into tiny pieces like mercury—the more it’s touched, the more it separates.
*
“Ma’am, is it okay if I give a call and give these to auntie at the dress shop and auntie at the hardware store?”
Miss Choi asked, studying my face. She held up something that looked like salted roe of [haddock?], not yet
artificially colored, lying on a plastic plate.
“What is that?”
“You’re really acting strange today, ma’am. Why, it is the fetus’s cord that you curetted not long ago!”
I glimpsed a shadow of doubt again crossing over Miss Choi’s face. I can deal with myself being a doubting
Thomas, but I can’t stand someone else doubting me.
“That’s right. Those women asked for them, didn’t they? All right, why don’t you call them? Right now!” I
said cheerfully, offering Miss Choi a favor in a suddenly generous mood.
Among the neighborhood women, a rumor had been convincingly spread that a placenta was a miracle drug,
acting to help a woman keep her youth and beauty. As a medical doctor, I could absolutely deny this groundless
rumor. Of course, I don’t believe that a placenta sheds a wondrous effect on women as rumor has it. Nevertheless,
I give it the benefit of a doubt, for it may well be effective if a woman has a positive mental attitude that it will
enhance her youth and beauty.
Even the customers who regularly spread their legs for me could not bring themselves to tell me personally
that they wished to take the placenta; I had a feeling that most of them asked Miss Choi for this favor instead.
When a request was made, I gave these women permission to take the placenta to Miss Choi’s room. I was
concerned that it might be spoiled if I should sell it illegally; besides, I wanted to prevent beforehand the possibility of a backdoor deal.
The customers who could ask Miss Choi this kind of favor have maintained quite a friendly relationship with
me personally, too. As a result of this relationship, they came to eat the placenta without restraint.
Women, who could not eat it without being nauseated would secretly bring along a bottle of soju\fn{Korean
gin.} and eat the placenta as a relish as if she were eating a slice of raw fish. When a woman has no scruples about
doing anything when it comes to an erogenous drug, she has already become the most bald-faced and shady; thus,
under the influence of soju, it is natural for her to tell a dirty story.
A cruel sense of pleasure embraces me when I look on these women. It’s as if I were witnessing the zenith of
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their ugliness, nothing like when I have seen them lying flat on the examination table exposing their private area
as though showing their faces.
So it was one of the means that I used to persecute women: letting them eat someone’s immature placenta and
allowing them to jabber obscene stories with their fishy breath. When hatred is your motive in abetting someone
in doing something, it’s a form of cruelty—a most natural way.
By doing this ceaselessly, I’ve tried to thwart the memory of the teeth-gnashing cruelty I’d been subjected to
just for being a woman. I’m willing to delegate a share of my experience to strangers indiscriminately, no matter
what it may take.
However, no matter what I did, nothing helped shrink my resentment. No matter how hard I tried to make
others look ugly and tragic in comparison, in the end I was inevitably more tragic and ugly.
*
The woman who runs the hardware store raved about this and that, acting giddy under the influence of two
glasses of soju along with this unique relish as the area around her eyes reddened like a peach flower; she came
out to the waiting room, wobbly in her walk and tried to sit down in the velvet chair. In loathing, I pushed her to
the sofa. The dress shop owner also came out and sat side by side with the hardware store woman. Judging from
the two women’s agitation, I determined they wanted to say words of farewell.
“It’s the day after tomorrow, isn’t it?” The dress shop woman, who is prudent and does not handle liquor well,
opened her mouth first.
“Ma’am, are you really going to retire for good from your practice? We’re so sorry. What are we to do?”
“I know you look forward to retirement now, but you wait and see! You can’t entirely let go of your learned
skill. You take a short vacation and then return to us after we finish our new building. We’ll offer you a place
when you become bored with leisure, and you must come back with no ifs or buts. Why, ma’am, if you don’t,
we’ll form a party and drag you back.”
Due to a recent zoning project, the hardware store and the dress shop were automatically given locations in the
new business district being developed by the roadside. In fact, their new locations adjoin the road. The owners are
extremely excited by the fact that a new building will go up on their respective locations. Other houses were not
fortunate enough to see this kind of drastic change; however, since they were an integral part of a complete zone
scheduled for improvement, this entire neighborhood had a chance to see itself actually transformed after all this
time.
“I’d be happy if you can just continue seeing just your regular customers even at your house. I don’t mind
going to other doctors, but I’d like to see my regular gynecologist …”
“Yes, I agree with you. It doesn’t offend me that much when I think of spreading my legs for any other men,
but when it comes to a male doctor for getting my Pap smear, I get really upset. Ma’am, what shall I do to avoid
getting pregnant?”
“Don’t fuck,” I said, grinning and stood up.
They must have understood that my remark was a continuation of their dirty stories; the two women cackled,
twisting their bodies.
When I was young, I used to give serious advice to the neighbor women who consulted me about avoiding
pregnancy. I also gave them a chart showing the time when intercourse was least apt to result in pregnancy, and an
applicator.
However, these women repeated their mistakes as if they were retarded children, incapable of learning even the
Korean alphabet despite daily lessons. They detested doing anything which took much concentration; they ha-ted
even more to do anything that reduced the intensity of their sensuality. I have, therefore, only one bit of advice left
for them; and I’ve said it. Although they knew that I’d give them the same answer every time they asked, judging
from the pattern of their questions, I could discern that they intended to continue to enjoy the profanity itself.
After I tell them off with this kind of remark, I feel cleansed inside, as if I had spat upon them.
“We enjoyed eating, ma’am,” the hardware store owner said.
“Thank you, Miss Choi,” the other woman chimed in.
I heard the two women leaving the office after expressing their gratitude as if they were guests who had eaten
to their heart’s desire at a house celebrating some festival.
*
I sit by the window in my room and look down at the neighborhood where the lights are being turned on one
by one.
The front courtyard of Old Man Whang’s place comes into my view clearly, like an open palm. The courtyard
is lighted, and I see they are packing household items. I see Old Man Whang’s daughter, whom I hadn’t seen the
previous day. She might have come to help him move.
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She, too, has aged a lot. She stands there, holding Maan- deuk’s baby in her arms. She only supervises the
overall operation, not becoming physically involved. Every once in a while, she rubs her cheek against the baby’s
cheek and says something to him. The baby must be smiling, because she calls out loudly so she can show the
baby off to busy people passing by. As if love were surging bountifully from her heart, her face is full of immense
mercy and happiness. Even if she pretends to be the baby’s paternal aunt, it’s natural for her to act in this way
because she is in reality his grandmother.
As if bewitched, from my window I follow her movements in the midst of all the disarray. I feel empty, as if
only the outer shell of my body remains.
Due to my personal involvement with Old Man Whang’s daughter’s secret nightmare, I used to think I had her
under my thumb, but that proved to be wrong. She had been freed long ago and now has become a native of a
place that is beyond my comprehension and reach. It is not she but I who is still confined in a nightmare.
Only two days are left, and it makes me feel as if I were sinking swiftly, as if time were flying by with added
speed. In this mood, I abandon myself in thought: a married woman is more beautiful than a single. A married
woman, who has at least three or four children—daughters and sons—is much more beautiful although she may
have undergone curettage more than a dozen times intending to have only two children. The woman who is even
more beautiful than the woman with several children is a prostitute who has countless men, yet wishes to fall in
love with someone just once in her lifetime. Even much more beautiful than this prostitute is the aged owner of a
whorehouse, a woman who has been through all types of life’s weather, a woman who has decided not to pursue
that prostitute who followed the man she loved with every fiber of her being. I think of all these women like this,
toppling my structure of ideas and rebuilding it in reverse.
Night has now deepened. In the panoramic view of the night scene beneath my window, I count the steeples of
the churches—one, two, three … seven.
God in heaven, what if I wish to fall in love now! How absurd that would be? It would be nothing but a
mockery, wouldn’t it? God in heaven, please don’t make me that ugly. Instead, God, please grant me one last
chance to deliver a live baby. Please do not ask me why I desire that so much. I don’t have the answer either.
“Why” is not important to me now; I just want desperately to do so. Please don’t ignore my plea.
I smile sadly in spite of myself as I realize that I’m praying for the first time in my life.
3: The Last Day
I was now in the courtyard in my new house.
Since my house was located on a sunny side and had a wonderful view, I had a bird’s eyes view of handsome
houses with green grass and various kinds of colorful flowers in full bloom dotting the courtyard. My garden was
not only empty, but was covered by heavy concrete. Since I had a pocketful of flower seeds, I tried to stomp my
feet into the surface of the concrete and gouge it with my fingernails, but it didn’t budge an inch.
My hands and feet were the only tools I had. I felt stifled, not having a tool to work with, yet I congratulated
myself on not bringing any tool with me to the new house. Those tools that I left behind me were forceps, Hegars,
and curettes, not a hoe or pick.
I had no choice but to scatter the flower seeds in my pocket out onto the concrete. Upon dispersing the seed, I
realized they were portulaca seed. The tiny seed managed to penetrate well into the concrete surface and then
entered into the soil with their sole strength.
Instantly, the concrete ground broke apart gently like fragile toppings on a cake. The tiny seed began instantly
to spring forth as leaves and then they bore colorful flowers. Red, yellow, pink, purple … my courtyard was
transfigured into a field of luscious portulaca.
Then the flowers started bickering among themselves. Listening to their bitter cries and screams, I discovered
they sounded just like children. It wasn’t just their voices, but even their faces. Each one began to form a mouth,
eyes, and nose, resembling the face of a baby. My courtyard was not just a flower bed but a living hell. Countless
babies stuck their faces above the ground and cried ceaselessly with a heart-wrenching sound.
Stop it, stop crying. Stop this minute! If you don’t, I’ll have a bulldozer run you over and put the concrete back.
Stop now, stop it now …
*
Again, it was a nightmare. Although I awoke the cries continued, but they were from far away. I opened the
window by force of habit. The cries that had become faint in the distance now suddenly once again became loud
as if a microphone had been placed nearby and entered the room in full force. It was again the crying of the
Christians who came for morning worship. It was still early dawn. Again the steeples of the churches resembled
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the masts of a sinking ship and the crying sounded poignantly sorrowful, reminiscent of a passenger’s last SOS
from an already sunken ship. The conflict between an urgent desire to wail from the innermost chamber of my
heart and my determination to not squeeze out a single tear confronted me with a greater intensity than ever.
*
The last day! A sense of tension facing the countdown to zero and an earnest wish that cannot be abandoned
become two strands of straw rope and make me feel hopelessly bound.
I know that that wish will not be granted to me. And yet, I cannot stop expecting it to happen. Even on this day
I continue to work as usual, but Miss Choi, in work clothes, has been packing her belongings since morning. The
demolition task is already underway at the end of the road. The air outside the window is as hazy and misty as a
dust storm on a spring day; from time to time, I can hear the sound of shanties toppling down in great mass.
What makes me so attached that I stay to witness the very last ugly day in this neighborhood?
Old Man Whang, his son Maan-deuk, ordinary housewives who covet a stranger’s placenta believing it to be a
mysterious wonder drug although they know they are in reality the provider of the placenta, prostitutes innocent
as maidens, whorehouse owners prostitutes call “Mama”—people I’ve helped by easing their pain or with whom
I’ve maintained a confidential relationship—I believed I could ignore all of them and leave them behind without
any strings attached.
I’d never doubted that I’d been in a position of giving and they in quite the opposite. However now, in retrospect, it is I who’s indebted, not they.
We’ve known one another inside and out and involuntarily built our relationship on a facsimile family concept:
therefore it’s I who will miss them for the days to come, not the other way around. I’d have no one to think about
but them, but once I’m out of sight, they’d soon forget me.
*
“Do you think there may be patients even today?”
Miss Choi appears anxious to leave. I have given her severance pay, which should please her and enable her to
have a few days rest before having to secure a new position. She and I have made a promise to leave my office at
the same time tomorrow, but it would be heartless to stand in her way if she desires to leave a day earlier. Still, I
cannot bring myself to comply.
“Miss Choi, have you ever seen even one day that our office was idle because no patient showed up?” I attempted to intimidate her by speaking sharply in the manner of a street vendor.
At this opportune moment, a girl’s face, apparently that of a teenager, emerged from downstairs. The girl did
not climb to the top of the stairs; instead, she showed only the upper part of her body, seeming to appraise the
atmosphere inside my office. When her uneasy eyes made contact with mine, the girl looked about to cry, standing immobile on the stairway as if she had committed a crime. Her hesitancy as to whether she should climb up
the stairs or step back made her appear pitiful.
I wished she would step backwards. It was apparent to me without examining her why a young girl like
herself, with a tearful face, had come to see a gynecologist. On my last day, I did not want to perform such an
operation.
However, Miss Choi put on her gown in a flurry and personally helped the girl, who stood still midway up the
stair, to climb up to the top. Confirming my unshakable business nature, I figured that Miss Choi was doing me a
huge favor by taking this action.
Upon facing the girl at the top of the stairs, my heart began to pound. Unexpectedly, her stomach was quite
large. In order to flatten her stomach, the girl was sticking out her buttock; however, she failed to deceive my
trained eyes. It looked as if she were carrying a full-term baby.
The girl might have come to have a baby. If that was the case, one or two of her guardians should have accompanied her, but I saw no one. The girl, who stood alone in front of me, was trembling violently, her eyes brimming with tears. I had no way to distinguish whether she was enveloped with a sense of shame or fear. Most of all,
it was most urgent for me to make her relax.
“I see you’re carrying a baby. Well, don’t be so afraid. You look a little too young but if you are old enough to
have a baby, you can deliver and raise the baby very easily. Now, now, try to tell me your story from the beginning,” I said soothingly as I picked up a chart.
I was known as a blunt and recklessly-speaking woman; I had no clue where this sly voice came from, and it
made me wonder about myself.
“No, ma’am. I am not pregnant. Who said I was pregnant?” the girl snarled at me in a clear voice, shaking her
head hard.
“Oh, really? I’m sorry to surmise … well, then, what brought you here?”
“Umm … to be examined.”
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“This is a gynecologist’s office. Did you come here knowing what kind of problems we deal with here?” I
dealt with her as if she were a child, since it occurred to me that she might be either mentally deranged or retarded.
“Yes, I know,” she replied confidently, looking me straight in the eyes. On the chart, I filled in the formal
information—her name, address, birth date, etc.—and then inquired about her symptoms and reasons for coming
to the office.
According to the girl, she could not recall the exact date but sometime in early spring, her period had stopped
and her stomach started to become large little by little. She also said that now for about two months it felt as if
something were moving inside her. She said those were her symptoms.
She was a precocious girl. I was ignorant of her purpose, but I could discern an intention to ridicule me. Her
eyes were dry now, not leaving a trace of tears and she was exhibiting much more gall.
“I need to examine you to find out details, but I must tell you that most likely you are pregnant, according to
what you’ve told me,” I said respectfully, not losing my dignity.
“I haven’t lain with a man,” the girl protested in a considerably sharp tone of voice.
“I mistook your age,” I said. “I thought you younger, Miss, but you are twenty years old according to your
birth date. At your age, I suggest you’d better not tell a lie that won’t be credible very long. Miss Choi, get ready
for the examination.”
The girl only pursed her lips and glared at me intensely. Miss Choi nearly dragged her to the examination
room. When I entered the room after putting on my gown, I found Miss Choi and the girl in a heated argument.
The girl was doggedly refusing to comply with Miss Choi’s instruction to prepare for the examination. I told Miss
Choi to have the girl lie flat on the bed as I was examining her swollen stomach. The girl did not object to my
touching her stomach. Even with my naked eyes, I could tell the fetus was playing well, its heartbeat was certain,
and its position was excellent.
“You’re pregnant. Either seven or eight months—”
“No, it can’t be. I told you I haven’t slept with a man,” the girl shrieked as she got up with a jerk from a table
and sat bolt upright. Soon after she threw off her underwear voluntarily and laid back down on a table.
“I don’t think so. There’s no way it’s possible. Please give me a thorough examination,” the girl said.
There was something frantically urgent in her attitude. It would be merciless for me to tell her the news once
again that she was pregnant. I was hesitant to do so.
“It’s not true, is it? Do I have some kind of terminal illness, ma’am?” the girl said, standing up from the table
without her underwear. I was as embarrassed as if I were the one being interrogated rather than the girl.
“Terminal illness? Nonsense. Both Momma and the baby are healthy. You will be Momma soon, Miss,” I
faltered.
The girl collapsed abruptly into my chest.
“No way. No, it just can’t be! I’ll die. I’ll surely die. I can’t live. I have no choice but to die …”
The girl convulsed. Her face was drenched with tears and her shoulders and chest shook as if in a seizure. Her
tears soaked the collar of my blouse and her arms locked tightly around my neck.
“What am I going to do, ma’am? What am I going to do? I have no choice but to die. Ma’am, ma’am …”
I encircled the girl with my arms. Her body shook even more violently.
“Big sister, what am I going to do? What should I do? I have no other way but to die. Big sister, I’ll die this instant.”
*
When I’d learned I was carrying an unwanted baby, I went to see my senior from medical school who was
practicing in Eri, and I’d cried out in similar fashion.
My agony then, a truly hellish agony, was revived now clearly in my mind. I had never experienced a
compelling, earnest desire to die either before that particular time or afterward. I felt a near-murderous fury
toward the man who made this girl the way she was. My tears surged, as had the girl’s, and I was so outraged and
dejected that every fiber of my flesh trembled, just as she had.
It wasn’t because of either animosity or empathy I had for the girl; instead, it was my rancor that had been
piling up since that distant past.
“Miss Choi, please hand me a sedative.”
Miss Choi brought a pill, and I made the girl take it. The girl wailed as she swallowed the pill.
“Miss Choi, one more dosage.” I also took a pill and went to my office, supporting the girl. I wasn’t sure
whether the sedative had taken effect or raging anger itself could not last forever. The girl stopped weeping and
began to tell the whole story step by step.
*
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When she attended middle school while living with her widowed mother, the girl said, she and her family were
happy even though they barely made ends meet. After her mother died from some mysterious illness even before
she reached the hospital, the three siblings were scattered among her uncle, maternal aunt, and paternal aunt
respectively. The girl, since she was the oldest child, volunteered to live with her paternal aunt who led the most
meager lifestyle among her relatives. Since her paternal aunt and her family barely made a living by running a
shabby boarding house, it was natural for the girl to help by assuming the role of a housemaid; and she grew up
strong.
As she got older, however, the girl decided that she would rather find a position as maid for a decent monthly
pay in a suitable place than continue to be a maid for her aunt. While she looked for an appropriate job opportunity, it happened.
It was legitimate for her to be fiercely adamant about having not slept with a man. The girl shared a room with
her aunt’s daughter, her younger cousin. On a night when she slept alone while her cousin was away on a school
trip, she was awakened by a strong weight all over her body. Although it was dark and she was half asleep, she
said that she fought back with all her might and the struggle did not seem to have lasted too long.
She didn’t understand how she could possibly have become pregnant so easily. The girl was taken in her sleep
in the darkness of her aunt’s boarding house; she hadn’t the slightest idea who the person was. What good purpose would it serve, she asked, even if she guessed who the man was?
If she had any speculation at all as to the trespasser, it would be a different story because she might be willing
to stab him to death and then kill herself. She stated that it would be totally out of the question for her to have any
kind of relationship with the man even if she knew who he was. When I mentioned such an option to solve her
dilemma, she again became extremely agitated but quieted down again without too much ado.
“What shall I do, ma’am? Now that I know for sure, how am I going to live? Shame is a secondary matter. I
just want to die. No, I want to kill that thing inside my stomach. I’ll kill it. I’ll kill it first, and only after that I’ll
die.”
*
The girl shook her head once and straightened her neck. Her eyes flashed without tears. An unquestionable
murderous intent showed in her eyes.
Based on my personal experience, I can testify that if the climax of hatred is murderous intent, the most coldhearted and passionate murderous intent among any other intent is against something inside one’s own body. At
that particular time of my life, if my senior from my medical school had not freed me from the fetus in my uterus
in her clinic, I might likewise have chosen death. By no means was I ashamed. The only alternative to killing
something inside me was for me to kill myself; that’s why I wanted to die.
Any person who has a murderous intent tries to leave a space to save his own neck; however, I knew from my
own past that the magnitude of a murderous intent against something inside her body is grave enough to cause her
to sacrifice her life readily, realizing that it is the one and only way to achieve this purpose.
I came to the realization that I could not let the girl die. It would be quite adequate for me to show the same
mercy which my senior from my medical school had done for me. Moreover, am I not an absolute veteran in that
field many times more than my senior? However, I can swear that I’d never, not even one single time, aborted a
baby who was big enough to cry aloud once it came out to the world; in other words, I’d never killed a term baby.
I wasn’t unaware of the fact that this kind of practice is prevalent everywhere. Nonetheless, I couldn’t bring
myself to join this practice. No one dissuaded me and I wasn’t afraid of other’s opinions; it was an exceedingly
strict boundary, self-imposed and maintained.
Of all things, I hadn’t anticipated that I’d be at a loss because of this self-imposed rule on the last day before
my retirement. This was that last day, and I wanted to keep this day according to my self-made promise.
On the other hand, since it was my last day, I conceded it wouldn’t hurt to cross over the boundary stealthily
only once. However, even if I aborted a baby only once, a baby developed enough to breathe and cry, I felt the
nickname of human butcher would follow me for the rest of my life. Even after I suffered a dreadful humiliation
from Old Man Whang, who was adamant about not having a human butcher deliver his grandson, I managed to
maintain a friendly relationship with him.
The reason was that I let myself rise above it since his inconsiderate remark was nothing but a reflection of his
rudeness. Another reason I could treat him lightly was that I had a sense of self-confidence because, among other
reasons, I’d never been a human butcher. As I was about to trespass that boundary on my last day, the first thing
that came to my mind was Old Man Whang’s remark, “human butcher.” It made me feel numbingly rueful.
However, the living hell-like pain of carrying an unwanted baby did not belong to the girl any longer; it was
revived from the deep and dark place in my heart and her pain became mine. Without a strand of exaggeration, I
found myself taking the girl’s pain as my own. To be more precise, I was sharpening the edge of the knife of
189

murderous intent alone, putting the girl and her feelings aside.
I didn’t have to pay attention to Old Man Whang’s sentiment. I’d long depended on my own will and whims.
I’d never listened to others. Now that I gave careful thought after thought to whether I could attempt to save this
baby, I was no longer free to yield to a lingering hesitation.
*
Finally, I made up my mind and gave my permission to get rid of the baby for the girl. She shed tears of relief
and gratitude. Thinking that it was her wish from the beginning, the stormy vicissitudes of my own life that I had
gone through in my mind faded away stealthily. The object of my hatred was not the girl any more, but the
unwanted baby who was not conceived to be born but to be a source of calamity.
I undertook my task with determination that the progress would be slow since it was the first delivery for the
girl. First, I wanted to observe the result after inserting three Lamiraria around the cervix and letting the girl relax
comfortably. As evening approached, her cervical canal dilated unexpectedly to ten centimeters. That is
considered a rapid development for a primipara.\fn{ “A woman who is giving birth for the first time.”W } Her cervix was
smooth and the location was excellent. By giving a liquid stimulant inside her cervix, I tried to induce labor and
started an injection to accelerate the process. Childbirth was smoothly led along its track.
The girl started moaning as her pain became more intense. I tried to console and encourage the girl while
waiting for her yelling and screaming to begin. At the full onset of pain, she finally began to roar like an animal.
*
Unfathomable darkness canopied the window through uncounted hours. With the thick darkness as a backdrop,
my sunken eyes were flashing brutally in a sweat-drenched, gleaming face reflected by the window which was
transformed into a dark mirror. My face was the spitting image of the face of a torturer. The most vicious torturer,
who had consistently repaid a tooth for a tooth, and an eye for an eye for three decades, was about to go mad.
As the girl, in her last ditch fight, made a ghastly sound, reminiscent of a sound from Hell, the intense heat of
venom surging from the depth of my soul also flamed.
*
At that very moment, the baby was born successfully, and the afterbirth was satisfactorily delivered. Excluding
a lingering smell of blood, the room turned to a maternity ward and became a peaceful place as if everything
which had happened before was only a dream. Miss Choi, who had shared the difficult task with this innocent girl,
staggered as she yawned on the verge of being submerged in slumber. My body felt as exhausted as if it would
melt away bit by bit; on the contrary, an indescribable sense of emptiness made my mind clear and wide awake.
I couldn’t tell what day it was, either before or after I’d looked at my watch several times. I came out of the
maternity room to enjoy fresh air not contaminated by the smell of blood. However, I could smell it faintly,
permeating the air everywhere I turned. Failure to eliminate the smell of blood was irritating as I experienced a
sense of freedom for the first time. I walked up and down recklessly.
From somewhere I heard some faint but certain sound. At first, I thought it was coming from outside the
window, but it wasn’t. The sound reminded me of the heavy front gate of a traditional Korean house being opened
and shut with a squeaky noise, and I was sure it was actually emerging from a point only an inch ahead although it
sounded as if it came from a far away place.
With a strange sense of anticipation, I turned on the switch in the waiting room, my heart throbbing. First of
all, the velvet chair came into my view. The sound was coming from the chair. On it the prematurely born baby
was wrapped in clothes and enunciated its dangling thread of life with this odd noise.
“Miss Choi, Miss Choi, what made you do something like this? Who told you to do this? Why?” I called out to
her in a loud voice. Miss Choi came out of her room, buttoning her gown and looked at me closely in disgust as if
to scrutinize me under a microscope.
“Ma’am, you’re not yourself these days. Why, ma’am, you said it yourself. You let me take care of the
mother’s afterbirth and you took care of the baby!”
I did? Did I really do that? With an intent not to have it live, it is unnecessary in the case of a prematurely born
baby to set matters right by taking normal and proper care of the umbilical cord. Rumor had reached me that some
doctors lay the baby down on its stomach and some even submerge it in water every once in a while; I couldn’t be
a part of those kinds of extremes. It’s the prematurely born baby’s mist-like fate that its life can be ended
immediately just by leaving it alone. However, the girl’s baby was still alive. Without realizing it, I’d treated the
prematurely born baby as a perfectly normal, warm, and healthy infant. Its umbilical cord was well treated, and it
was even wearing a diaper.
*
Ah, from now on, I’d need to hide nothing. I wanted to have a baby, a baby I could raise and love. My yearning to deliver a live baby at least once for the last time with my own hands was nothing but indeed a mask of my
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deep desire for a baby. I felt my candid pining kicking off my every repression and mask, gushing forth strongly
as a life force.
I held the baby, who was making a strange weak sound, deep in my arms and like a mad woman, I ran down
the stairs and kicked the door open. Behind my back, Miss Choi was yelling something in a trembling voice. The
city had locked its latch in the dark and was sunk in a deep sleep. A large hospital! A large hospital that has an incubator! I rushed like an arrow, holding the baby in my arms. The large hospital that was equipped with incubators was very far away.
Somewhere, a night patrolman grabbed my collar. The sound of whistles surrounded me from every direction. I
showed him the thing in my arms—baby, baby, I must save my baby—and I wept bitterly. A crazy bitch. Let her
be!
The sound of a whistle scattered into pieces and became distant as the road was again wide open for me.
However, the large hospital with incubators was still a long distance away. Farther away than the hospital was any
ray of hope for the baby’s life. In my consciousness that hope flickered, too—faintly, like a fading firefly.
The hospital was still so far away. However, in my thoughts I was already throwing myself at the feet of the
doctor in charge and begging him to save the baby’s life. Sir, please save it. It’s my baby. It’s the only baby I have.
I bore it just now. It was premature. I was punished. You see, I didn’t want the baby,[to] be born. But, I’m different
now. Save it. Please … The doctor wouldn’t believe me. I’m too old now. I’m nothing but an old woman who
cannot bear a child in anyone’s eyes. All right then, I’ll tell him it’s my grandson. It would be even better to tell
the doctor the bay, is the only, son in five generations. Sir, please save our only, son who is the only, son in five
consecutive generations. I won’t forget your kindness until I die. Please, save him, please! Tears streaked down
ceaselessly onto my cheeks and I was choking acutely. However, when I finally reached the hospital and gave the
baby in my arms to the doctor in charge, not a word came out of my mouth.
*
The baby was already dead. I detected a glimpse of sympathy which crossed the doctor’s face, a reflection of
the look on the face of the night watchman who had said A crazy bitch. Let her be! I held the baby in my arms
again with utter care and left the hospital.
A taxi, its beams low, passed slowly by me. The city, night having passed, was turning its body and rubbing its
eyes. The baby was born yesterday and died today.
Yesterday was the very last day for me to hold on to my wish for to deliver a live baby. My wish finally came
to a realization on the last day before my retirement, and today is a brand new day. I had come to grips with the
fact that my yearning had been finally realized only after knowing that it had turned out to be in vain.
Still holding the baby deep inside my arms, I slowly walked without stopping toward the neighborhood where
my new house was located. Today is the day for me to move into my new house. I was going to move in with my
baby.
I was going to lay the baby to sleep in the sunny side of the courtyard in my new house. Why, my baby has
died! I thought that a woman who has only a baby’s tomb is much more beautiful than a woman who never had a
baby in her lifetime.
Next spring I will scatter portulaca seed over the earth where the baby sleeps—the seeds like the eyes of the
countless babies I had killed—the eyes that had never become conscious even for a moment.
I had no idea how far I’d come; I heard the cries of Christians emanating from a church. Even in that neighborhood, there was a church, offering an early morning service with crying Christians worshipping. Churchgoers
were swarming around the church. Holding small Bibles in their hands, worshipers, who carried loads of sorrow
in their hearts, were assembling endlessly from somewhere.
On the spur of the moment, I found myself heading for the church, mingling with the churchgoers, nursing a
colossal sorrow that could swallow up the wail of every Christian and the baby.
Sorrow was no longer a hard mass deep inside me.
A tear drop could now indeed be squeezed out.
It had been suppressed until it could flood into a spacious, open place.
14.113 The Star\fn{by Yoo Jai-yong (1936-

)}

Changdo, Kangwon Province, North Korea (M) 5½

Of all the children, Daisik was the only one who actually saw it happen.
The other boys who had been waiting out on the main road for the bicycle people to come by had scattered and
gone home for lunch. At about this time of day there were not many of them anyway, probably because they were
stopping to eat, their bicycles propped up, at the market square in Baigam, four miles away. As I hadn’t been able
to do more than one run all morning, I was particularly anxious to get lunch over so that I could be back before
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the others, to wait for them.
“Don’t strain yourself, dear,” said my mother as she came out of the kitchen with my food table. “I am just
grateful that all my family have survived through this summer. Besides, your father says we may be able to go
home soon if things turn out right.”
The subject of going home again was always welcome. I wouldn’t have minded being woken up even in the
middle of a sweet sleep if it was about that. Even so, I dumped my rice into the bowl of water and almost gulped
it down as if it was a sweet bowl of sikey, and rose to my feet, for ‘going home’ and helping to push the bicycles
had nothing to do with each other.
I did up my belt and was about to step down out of the house when the sound of a shot shook the whole earth.
“Shook” is an understatement. It sounded as if it was tearing it into shreds. Rifle fire was not an unfamiliar
sound to us. All through the summer, since the start of the war, we had heard it often enough. But that shot sent a
chill through my heart—perhaps because it sounded so close, particularly now, when we had begun to think that
such things had gone far away.
I leapt down the step to run across the yard and out of the gate.
I stopped there and took a quick glance in the direction of the main road that passed the village. The shot had
come from that direction. I noticed the Taigukki, the Southern flag,\fnb{I.e., the flag of South Korea} flying from the
pole in front of the town hall. I was sure that it hadn’t been there when I had been coming home for lunch shortly
before. I guessed that the Southern army or its outrunners must have arrived. News had been spread around that
along with the UN, forces they had landed at Inchon, had recaptured Seoul, and were moving north toward the
thirty-eighth parallel, but here in Jwahangli there had not yet been any sign of them or the police.
The Northern police, occupying the local station deserted by the South, had reigned mercilessly, but now it was
the interim between their running away and the return of the Southern forces. I had often seen the shabby backs of
stragglers from the defeated Northern army, said to have disappeared northwards beyond the Doechang-mal hill,
but I had not yet sighted the other army triumphantly marching in. I told myself that they were probably the ones
who, returning, had put up the flag and, overcome with emotion, had fired the shot.
I was about to hurry on again towards the hall when I saw Daisik come running round the corner of the mud
wall of the house next door. He was all out of breath. His first words were,
“Someone’s been killed!”
His face was pallid with fright. Restraining my urge to run I asked,
“Killed? Who has?”
“Bong-tai’s dad. He was shot straight through the forehead and died at once.”
He was about to run into his own house but the next moment he snatched my hand and led me inside my
grandmother’s, where my family were staying. Here he told me what he had just seen.
He had come home for lunch but had not even bothered to sit down. Instead he had taken the steamed potatoes
that his mother had prepared, some in his pocket and some in his hands, and gone straight back to the main road.
He had thought he might find some odd bicycle people who, after eating early, would be passing by.
As he chewed his potatoes he kept glancing up the road that stretched to the south. With a scattering of poplars
standing along either side, it ran straight alongside the fields up to the approaches of Mirok village, at which point
it curved round the corner of a hill and slid its tail out of sight.
There was not one cyclist to be seen on this stretch of road, only a couple of people on foot. I should have eaten my lunch in comfort at home, he thought, as he turned his eyes towards the village. Being lunch-time, that lane
was deserted too.
Then, on this quiet lane, he saw Bong-tai’s father and Minsik’s father walking up, talking to each other as they
went. Instead of coming up to the main road they went up to the town hall which was only about twenty paces
away from it, a distance you could reach with your nose if you fell flat. They went up to the flagpole and fastened
a flag on the rope that dangled from it. It was the flag of the South. They pulled the rope to draw it up to the top. A
few days before it had been the flag of the North that had hung there. The one who had fastened it on the rope and
raised it had also been Bong-tai’s father. Now, as if he was intending to wait until such time as the village people
would notice that it was he and his friend who had put it up, he squatted beneath it.
They took out their tobacco pouches and rolled cigarettes. It was as they were bringing them to their lips that
the strangers appeared. One of them was tall and looked elderly and the other was short and youthful. Though
wearing civilian clothes, each of them had a rifle. Without seeming to notice the existence of Daisik, they walked
briskly up to the hall.
“Who put up this flag?” asked the taller and older man as he stood before them.
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“I did, sir.” Bong-tai’s father, as if he was being complimented, gave a shy smile as he rose to his feet.
“Reactionary bastard!”
No sooner had the tall man shouted this than a shot rang out as if to pierce one’s eardrums. The body of Bongtai’s father fell backwards like a rotten tree trunk. Then the men with guns, as if frightened by what they had done,
turned and began to run in the direction of Doechangmal hill, leaving behind the Taigukki still forcefully flapping
in the wind.
The taller and older one who had fired the shot ran well as he was sturdily built, but the smaller and younger
one, as he followed, seemed to struggle as if he were tender and weak. He kept falling behind and the other one
kept urging him on. After a while they were hidden by the curve of the hill.
The forehead of Bong-tai’s father was all messed up. When Minsik’s father recovered his wits, he picked up
the blood-covered body of his friend, no longer of this world, put it over his shoulder and took him to his house.
Up to this point this was what Daisik had told me.
“Who was it who shot him?” Curious, I asked.
“Must be a member of the Northern police or a soldier I suppose. Because when he killed him he called him a
reactionary bastard for putting up the Taigukki.”
His eyes still showed lingering traces of fear and at the same time satisfaction at his fortune in witnessing
something that others had not, so that he could report it, or perhaps his look of satisfaction came from a sense of
relief at his narrow escape from death. Foolishly, I was aware of envy stirring within me, and to hide it I said,
“Of all people, why should Bong-tai’s father be shot? Doesn’t it seem strange?”
*
I saw before my eyes the sight of Bong-tai’s father on his knees touching the floor with his forehead again and
again as he begged forgiveness from my grandfather on the morning when he had come to see him a few days
ago.
“Sir, I am an ignorant man, as ignorant as if I was blind. I am old but foolish in mind, so I have sinned. Please
forgive me, sir, with your generous heart, for you are as merciful as the Buddha. I will never do such things
again.” He had repeated these phrases ten times or more and went away only after having heard my grandfather
say,
“The times are more to be blamed than you. Anyway, if you repent of what you have done that is all that matters. You had better go home now.” I found out later that he had been round the whole village calling on every
house to beg forgiveness in the same way.
During the few months in the summer when, following the invasion by the Northern army, the Communists
reigned over the world, Bong-tai’s father, wearing a red arm-band, had worked for them, literally as an errand boy.
“I have to tell you that there is a meeting tonight. You are asked to come to the primary school.”
I could still hear his polite yet churlish voice as he thrust his head from behind the gate while we were all sitting round the table eating our supper. The reason he was passing the message on about the time when people sat
round the supper table was said to be because he could go round on errands only after he had finished his own
work at home. So he went round the village in the dusk, half running, on legs as thin as a heron’s.
Besides this, he had another task, which was to listen out for the sound of aeroplanes outside the school while
after supper the villagers gathered inside to listen to the speeches given by young people with red arm-bands, or
learn to sing the Northern songs. He stood there, and when he heard a plane he shouted
“Air raid!” At his signal the lights went out in the class-room, coming on again when he shouted
“All clear!”
Sometimes this happened several times on one night, and the only assistance he ever gave the authorities under
the Communist regime was in trivial tasks like this. In the eyes of the villagers what he was doing did not seem
particularly odd or surprising, like the cases of some others, for he had eked out his living by doing the same kind
of jobs even before the coming of the Northern army. He had a large family with very little land, three majigi
paddy\fn{c.1½ acres} and three hundred pyong\fn{c.¼ acre} of dry land. To make up for the shortage of food, he cut
people’s hair for which he was paid with grain in the autumn, and was called out by families in the village when
they needed extra hands. He helped out and earned some pocket money.
Then came the news that the Northern army, bragging that they would soon take Pusan, the South’s temporary
capital, had completely collapsed and were in retreat. With this news the Northern police, who had been allpowerful, disappeared overnight like water leaking out, and then Bong-tai’s father, as if he alone had committed
sins that deserved death, had gone from house to house to beg forgiveness. The villagers who had never thought
of him as having sinned against or wronged anyone easily forgave him. Had he thought that even then it was not
enough to atone? The idea of putting up the Southern flag on the flagstaff of the town hall could be seen as a
further act of atonement.
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*
Because of this affair I put aside all thought of catching the bicycle people for several hours. Someone has
died, so who cares about them? At the same time my head was filled with the fear that an assassin, whether a
member of the Northern army or the police, might appear and shoot again.
After Daisik had gone inside saying, “I am not going to work any more today,” I sat on the verandah of the
outer rooms looking in the direction of the main road. The flag was no longer there—someone had taken it down.
Not only that, but the whole village was quiet. Even though Bong-tai’s house was some distance away one might
have expected to hear a sound of keening from there on the wind but there was none.
Were they smothering their grief? Perhaps the whole family were dazed by what had happened so suddenly
and so monstrously that they were hardly able to tell whether it was dream or reality.
As for me, I kept feeling as if I was in a dream. It seemed weird that somebody had died and yet all around
should be so quiet.
At last I caught a glimpse of a bicycle passing on the main road to the back of which was attached a child of
about my own age. Even while I was thinking it was a strange sight to see a loaded bicycle being pushed from
behind I suddenly came to my senses. That, despite the fact that a man who had been alive and well a short time
before now lay dead, brutally and unjustly murdered, daily life still carried on as usual—this filled my heart with
sorrow, but at the same time it had a calming effect.
That’s it. There is no need to feel guilty towards Bong-tai’s family for pushing bicycles and getting paid for it.
They are two different matters. I got to my feet and started towards the main road.
“Look, Myongsoo. Where do you think you are going?” As if she had been keeping an eye on me, my mother
came so far as the outside of the gate to ask,
“I was just going to have a look round the village,” I made up in my confusion.
“Come back soon, won’t you? It’s better not to roam around on a day like this.”
“Yes, mother,” I said, without looking back. When I thought her eyes were no longer on me I turned towards
the main road.
*
I don’t remember exactly how long it was since people had started to move along it with loaded bicycles or
how it all began that the village children came to be helping them by pushing their bicycles from behind as a way
of earning money. Before the war there were never any cyclists to be seen. Even in the early days of the war there
was still none. Probably it was only after the Northern armies had penetrated deep into the South that the cyclists
began to be seen on the road that passed Jwahangli village.
One day, Daisik had said,
“Myongsoo, I am on my way to push the bicycles. Why don’t you come too? If you push them right up to the
top of Doechangmal hill they give you money.”
Apparently he had started the day before. I had followed him to the road. Lined up along both sides of it were
boys of about our own age, fifteen- or sixteen-year-olds from the village. Their eyes were fixed on the main road
to the south. In the far distance black dots flickered. They grew bigger and bigger until they turned into approaching bicycles. They were heavily laden with stuff. The boys ran towards them.
“Mister, let me give you a push.”
“How much do you want?” the owner would ask as he got off his bicycle. The upward incline started from the
village. Even without the children blocking his way he would have had to dismount anyway.
“A hundred and fifty won, please.”
“Let’s make it a hundred.”
“No, we won’t. You know very well how steep it is.” Doechangmal hill was made up of three long curves and
they said it was a mile from the village to the top.
“All right. A hundred and fifty. Come on, push.”
When the bargaining was done, with the owner holding the handlebars in front and the child pushing from
behind, the uphill climb began. Of the three or four children who rushed to each cycle, only one would be chosen,
but the others did not despair. The cyclists came constantly. I was told that if you were keen and quick you would
have the chance of pushing one as often as six times a day, or the slightly slower ones, about four times.
At last my chance came. Partly because most of the children had already gone up there was now little
competition.
“Mister, would you like me to push?” Feeling a little shy I spoke in the Yongin accent of my home town.
“How much?”
“Only a hundred and fifty won, sir.”
“Let’s make it a hundred.”
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“No, we can’t. You know very well how steep it is.” I just copied the fashion of the others.
“All right, then. Come on, push.”
Stuck behind the bicycle, I began to push. The loads were grain. Two large sacks of rice or barley were stacked
one on top of the other. It was not as easy as it looked. Besides, I was tense and over-energetic at the thought that
it was my first job. By the time I had pushed it up to the top and turned to go down again my legs felt wobbly.
However, there was in my pocket a smart one hundred and fifty won, the first money that I had ever earned in all
my life. My happiness far outweighed my tiredness.
After that I had been out every day to stand about waiting for them. I was on the slow side, so four times a day
was the most I could manage, but I had developed some shrewdness so that if I was too tired on the way to the top
I earned a break by claiming a call of nature and pretending to urinate.
I also found out that what they were carrying was grain they had managed to get hold of in the countryside and
were taking up to Seoul to sell. To the south the road went through Baigam and Juksan to Jinchon and Eumsong in
Chungchong province, and to the north it passed over the Doechangmal hill and at the village of Yongji joined up
with the main road that linked Suwon and Yoju. The cyclists, I learned, would go from Yongji in the direction of
Suwon and somewhere between Yongji and Sin-gal turn into Maljukkori and Sobingo, and from there on to the
road to Seoul. It was a time when there was no sign of ordinary cars, only army vehicles on the roads. I often
wondered about the price of rice in the Seoul markets that had been carried there on bicycles, but I had never
asked the question.
*
The blood of Bong-tai’s father that had stained the ground in front of the flag-pole at the town hall was no
longer visible. Some one had covered it over with soil. Now and again children cast quick glances in that direction, but more often their eyes were fixed for a longer time on the road. The murderer had gone off over the hill a
few hours ago and now that the blood was covered over and no longer visible, did the boys who had not actually
witnessed the incident themselves think that it was all over? During the summer they had heard too many stories
of people being shot and seen as many themselves. As if each one was saying to himself that it had not been all
that serious, not serious enough to give up the job of pushing bicycles, they were taking them on and walking one
by one up the slope.
The sun was low on the western mountain. Because of that incident, I thought, I won’t be able to do it more
than once. To push a bike up the hill and then walk down again would take more than an hour. Even if I set off
right now the sun would be sinking by the time I got back.
I looked down the road to the south. A bicycle was speeding along. I leapt towards it, though getting there first
did not always mean that your job was guaranteed, for the cyclist, on his side, could choose the one he liked best.
“Can I give you a push?”
“If you are sure you can make a good job of it,” said the cyclist as he brought his machine to a halt.
“Of course I can.”
I started pushing. It was loaded with no fewer than three sacks of rice. Even though it was only a matter of
making the wheels go round, pushing it up the steep slope was hard work. Why couldn’t I have got one with two
sacks instead of three? I grumbled to myself as I pushed away. Perhaps because I was pushing so hard, I started to
feel a mild stomach-ache and my tummy muscles were stiffening by the time we were half-way up. Perhaps that
was because in my eagerness to get lunch over quickly I had swallowed the cold rice without sufficiently chewing
it. By the time I was on my way down again the pain was quite acute. I decided that I could not just leave it till I
got home. I went off the road on to the side of the hill where there was a scrub of mixed trees such as pine and
oak.
After picking up a handful of pine leaves to wipe my bottom I was looking for the right place to squat. I saw a
flat secluded spot by a large boulder. I was going to hide myself behind it while I got on with it.
“Don’t move!”
The barrel of a rifle was aimed at my heart. It was a boy like myself, about fifteen, or at most a year or two
more, but his eyes were as murderous as the gun barrel. Flabbergasted I held my hands high.
“Are you by yourself?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What did you come here for?”
“On the way down I needed a shit. I was looking for the right place.”
“Don’t lie, you bastard! You’re looking for someone, aren’t you? You’re not alone, are you? Tell the truth!”
He thrust his gun even closer to my chest. I felt as if there would be a bang at any moment and the bullet would
tear it apart.
“I’m all by myself. I really did come just to shit.” My voice shook with tears.
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“If you don’t tell the truth I’ll kill you. Where have you been?”
The end of the gun jabbed at my heart. I told him with much stammering how I had been pushing the bicycle,
as I swallowed hard the fear that was choking me.
“Idiot, sit down and shit then!” His gun was still pointing at me.
I realized that the urge to relieve myself had gone. My stomach-ache had disappeared as well. But lest I be
suspected of lying I pulled down my trousers and squatted down. What if it doesn’t come? I was worried, but
fortunately it did. I wiped my bottom with the pine leaves I had in my hand. As I stood up thoughts of what might
happen to me flashed across my mind.
“Idiot, cover it up and walk on in front of me; he ordered. As I was told, I scooped up some earth with my hand
to cover it and then walked on deeper into the woods.
“Stop! Sit down,” he said from behind.
Again it was beside a boulder. I sat down and heard him sitting also behind me. Between the trees I could see
the golden fields in front of the village down below. At the foot of the hill the sun had already gone and darkness
was falling fast. From the chimneys rose the smoke of supper cooking and following the wisps of the smoke, the
darkness came higher and higher. The main road before the village was empty with not one cyclist or child in
sight. Beside the main road I could see the town hall lying low and flat. I could vividly imagine the Taigukki that
had been up on the flag-pole and hear the sound of the gun. No sound came from behind me. I kept my mouth
shut.
Suddenly it crossed my mind that it must be one of the two strangers who were said to have shot Bong-tai’s
father and had disappeared behind the hill. If so, I wondered, why had he let the taller and older one who had fired
the shot go off and leave him here by himself?
The sunset that had inflamed the western sky was now extinguishing itself. The village that had been pervaded
by shadows was now immersed in darkness. I felt as if the sight of the village and the fields was about to disappear from my sight for good. Will I ever see my parents and my sisters and brothers again?
Longing for them, sorrow and fear were gnawing at my heart. Memories rose of the time when we were
escaping from the North across the 38 th parallel three years before. After waiting till deep in the night my family
had set off, following the guide who walked before us. People from other places joined us to form a long line.
It was a dark night with no moon. Lest I should lose sight of the dark back of the person in front of me I was
absorbed in walking for some time when I realized that the long line of people had been cut somewhere behind
me and I was separated from the rest of my family. We stopped and waited for them to catch us up, but they never
did for they had gone off on another track. We could not wait endlessly, they said, so I had to follow them and go
on. The yearning for my family, the sorrow and the fear as I walked amongst strangers suddenly came back to me.
After dawn I had been able to rejoin them on the other side of the line.
When towards the end of last June the Northern army had occupied Seoul, I was separated from my family,
who were staying with my maternal grandparents. During those few days before I could rejoin them, especially in
the dark nights as I tossed about unable to sleep, longing, sorrow and fear had filled my heart till I felt it would
burst.
The darkness had now reached my feet. All I could see below was a blackness like the sea. Even the peaks of
the mountains that stood out like islands were melting and flowing into the darkness. From behind me came now
and again only the sound of the gun tapping lightly against the rock, but not a word. Unable to stifle the tears that
suddenly surged up, I let out a sob. It brought me the courage to speak.
“Please let me go. My mother is waiting for me, can’t you see it?” It was a voice choked with tears. There was
no response for a long time until I heard him mutter to himself.
“Mother …”
It went all quiet again. There was only the light knocking of the gun on the rock now and again. By now darkness filled the sky and everything that had been visible was submerged. From a far distance came the call of an
owl, strange to the ear, as if from another world. Cold air swept down the back of my neck and round my chest
and back. Suddenly there was a sound from behind, a sound as light as that of two feathers brushing against each
other. I pricked up my ears. There it was again. It was the sound of a deep sigh being released. It was hardly
audible, yet not a light sound. Was it a sigh released at the thought of his home and his mother?
“What is on the other side of this hill?” he asked abruptly.
“At Yangji the path meets the road between Suwon and Yoju.”
“Let’s move,” came from behind.
“Pardon?” I seemed to hear my heart sinking with a crash.
“Walk in front until we come to the top of the hill.”
As I led the way out of the woods I felt my heart and legs shuddering wildly. I remembered people saying that
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if you show the way to escaping soldiers you will be killed by them for if they let you go you’d tell their pursuers
which way they had gone. I wanted to bolt into the darkness. Even if I was sure I would be killed at least I ought
to try and escape. If I was lucky I might even survive.
But I didn’t dare to. He was following close behind me with the gun. We reached the top of the hill.
“That will do. You can go back now.”
“You mean go home?” I asked unsure.
“Where else have you got to go to? Off you go, quickly!”
Horror enwrapped my whole body. I thought he will stab me in the back with a knife he has kept hidden the
moment I turn my face. Or shoot me. Reluctantly, I turned and started to walk away. My legs were wobbly. Either
the knife will come or the report of a gun. But nothing happened before I had turned the first bend. By the time I
reached the gate of the house my whole body was drenched in sweat.
178.162 Excerpt from Year Of Impossible Goodbyes\fn{by Sook Nyul Choi (193714

)}

Pyongyang, North Korea (F)

Spring 1945.\fn{Japan had forced the last Korean Emperor to sign a treaty annexing his country to Japan. In 1943, Japan incorporated the country directly into Japan, making it an integral part of that country, and virtually the entire country was subjected to military
control}
Small clusters of pale green needles emerged from the old weathered pine tree in our front yard. The high
mounds of snow in the corner of our yard had begun to melt, the water flowing gently into the furrow of dark
earth Grandfather had dug around the base of the tree like a moat. Grandfather’s tree stood alone in the far corner
of the yard, its dark green-needled branches emanating harmoniously from the trunk, reaching out like a large umbrella. It was a magic tree, holding in the shade of its branches the peace and harmony Grandfather so often talked
about.
Despite the warmth of the sun, the air in Kirimni, Pyongyang was dark and heavy, filled with the sound of
gunfire and with the menacing glint of drawn swords. For the people in Kirimni, this day was no different from
the bitter gray days of winter. The warmth of the spring sun and the thawing of the icy snow brought no respite
from the oppressiveness that engulfed us.
Grandfather, hoping the Korean people might experience the exhilaration and beauty of spring again, had made
sure my mother included the word chun, or spring, in the names of each of my brothers. My oldest brother’s name
was Hanchun, meaning “Korean spring;” my second brother, Jaechun, was called “spring again;” my third brother, Hyunchun, the “wise spring;” and my youngest brother, Inchun, the “benevolent spring.”
Inchun was now almost seven, and a benevolent spring still had not come to our village.
*
I saw Grandfather peer out at the yard from his room, and look at the delicate branches of the pine tree playing
against the hazy, pale blue sky. He cleared his throat and called out to Mother.
“Hyunsuk, today I will do my morning meditation under the tree.”
“But, Father, I’ve already prepared your place inside,” I heard my mother reply in a troubled voice. “Besides,”
she added, “it isn’t warm enough for you yet. Why outside all of a sudden?”
“It is not all of a sudden. Not a single day has gone by that I haven’t thought of it. It has been thirty-six years
since I have meditated in the warmth of a spring sun. Today, the Japanese soldiers will not keep me inside. I am
too old and too tired to be afraid anymore.”
Although Mother let out a heavy sigh, she did not protest. Reluctantly, she brought out a clean straw mat and
unrolled it beneath the pine tree, placing the thick cushion in the center of the shade. Grandfather emerged from
his room and became part of the peaceful scene.
The gentle rays of the April sun flitting through the pine branches played upon his face like dancing fairies.
Excited to see Grandfather meditate beneath his tree, I slid my rice paper door open a crack and watched. I
crossed my legs, resting my hands on my lap with the palms facing up, just as he did. Though his eyes were
closed, I kept mine open to watch him.
He sat tall and still, like a statue. He looked peaceful as he prayed, yet there was an intensity, an anticipation,
in his expression, as though he were waiting for something special to happen. His wrinkles were deep, and I
wished that I could run my fingers along the creases in his forehead as he sat motionless in prayer. I wondered
what he had to tell the Buddha this morning.
He was still for so long. I began to worry that my Grandfather had been filled with the spirit of the Buddha and
had been turned into a statue. I tiptoed outside, quietly crept up toward him, and put my finger under his nose. I
felt his faint breath and he coughed gently to reassure me. I sat next to him and watched, happy to be near him.
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The smell of the pine permeated the atmosphere, and I breathed deeply.
The sun grew stronger as I watched Grandfather, whose shirt of worn gray cloth hung comfortably from his
bony shoulders. His crossed legs looked like two bent chopsticks. His handsome face was sad, peaceful, intent,
but always dignified. The women in town called him “Patriot Grandfather” or “Scholar Grandfather.” Sometimes
they brought special letters or poetry written in Chinese characters for Grandfather to translate into Korean script,
Hangul.
During my first lesson with Grandfather, he had shown me how to write his name. With his oxtail brush, he
swiftly drew two large Chinese characters on a large piece of soft white rice paper. Yong Wun, he explained, meant
“Dragon Cloud.” With a few fluid strokes, his brush created an island of billowy clouds hovering over the
mountains. When I looked at the picture more carefully, I saw there was a gentle dragon resting on a cloud,
peering down upon the earth. Grandfather told me the dragon is a symbol of good fortune and dignity. Presiding
over rain and water, the dragon works to save the crops during times of drought and bring abundance and
prosperity to the people.
Grandfather opened his eyes and looked at me as if he knew I had been staring at him. I was disappointed to
see him stir; time would no longer stand still. He looked deep into my eyes, and then smiled, happy that we had
celebrated this spring day together in such a special way. We got up and hurried inside to start our morning lessons.
While I had my lesson, Mother and Inchun stayed in the yard to prepare for the girls who would be arriving to
work at the sock factory. If the Japanese police came by, Mother or Inchun would rap on the door, signaling for us
to put away our books.\fn{By 1941, there was one Japanese policeman for ever 400 Koreans } As a Korean child, I wasn’t
supposed to be learning any of the Korean or Chinese that Grandfather was teaching me.
I was almost ten and should have been in Japanese school. But as I was small for my age, Mother had been
able to avoid registering me for the first grade when the police came by last spring. Mother kept hoping that the
war would end, and that at least Inchun and I would be spared from attending Japanese school. All my older brothers and my sister had had to go.
I was glad to be home with Grandfather, reading and writing Korean and learning about the ancient Korean
kingdoms. My favorite parts of the lesson were reading ancient Chinese poetry and practicing brush writing. But
our forty~minute lesson went by too quickly.
The police would soon be coming by to remind us to make our morning offerings at the Shinto temple. We
were to pray for the good health of the Heavenly Emperor and for success in the war against the “White Devils.”
This marked the beginning of each dreary day under the watchful eyes of the Imperial police.
Grandfather closed his thick, weathered Chinese text, and I went out to the yard to help Mother. I looked at our
small house with its curved roof of gray clay tile and thought what a beautiful house it could be if we had the time
to decorate it and plant a flower garden. Instead, a big, ugly wooden shack dominated the yard.
It had been there for as long as I could remember. Built under the orders of the Japanese, it served as a factory
to manufacture socks for the Japanese soldiers and merchants. My mother was in charge of the factory and supervised the young women who worked from early morning until late evening on the old knitting machines.
To shut out the sight of that ugly shack, I rested my eyes on the tree that stood in the far corner. A low stone
wall ran behind the tree; the wooden gate stood slightly ajar. I wished that wall and gate could keep the Japanese
police away from us. It was our gate and our house, yet the Japanese tromped in and out whenever they wanted to
without so much as a knock.
*
Later that morning, Captain Narita came walking through the gate. He paced about the yard, his sword hanging
from his small wiry frame. His thick gold-rimmed glasses magnified his cold probing glance. The sun reflected
off the handle of his sword, the rims of his glasses, and his gold and red epaulets. A smile played upon his lips as
he examined us with apparent disdain. Mother had always told me to go quietly inside whenever Captain Narita
and his men came to the house, but this time I just stood and looked at him.
“You did not go to Shinto temple yet,” he said to Mother. She looked him in the eye and responded in perfect
Japanese.
“We will go very soon. But for now we have to prepare tea and millet crackers for the girls so that they can
make many socks for the Imperial soldiers. The girls come from far away, and on empty stomachs they will not be
able to make so many socks.”
Captain Narita eyed Mother from head to toe. It was considered a serious offense even to look at the Imperial
police; Koreans were expected to keep their heads bowed and obey orders unconditionally. The girls at the sock
factory told me that Mother was probably the only person who could talk to Captain Narita and get away with it.
Stroking his mustache with one hand and his sword with the other, he said,
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“Then you make sure that all the girls make their offerings to our Heavenly Emperor and pray for the defeat of
the White Devils.”
Flanked by his two ever-present lieutenants, he strode toward the sock factory. Their swords and guns clanked
against their belts in an all-too-familiar rhythm as they strutted past me. They inspected the inside of the factory
and spoke briefly to my cousin Kisa, the mechanic, who arrived early each morning to grease the machines. They
then walked straight through the yard and out the front gate, without inspecting the house. We were all relieved to
see them leave, and Mother set the table with a pot of cool barley tea and a tray of small millet cookies.
“One day I would just love to surprise these poor hard-working girls with some delicious white rice cakes instead of coarse yellow millet cakes,” said Aunt Tiger, who lived with us. Mother sighed.
“Our farmers make enough rice to feed all of us, yet we must eat millet and barley. All that rice goes to feed
the Imperial soldiers and the Japanese residents—some even gets sent back to Japan—and the prices they charge
us for the little rice that remains! Did you see the look of satisfaction on Captain Narita’s face as he looked at
these coarse little cookies?”
*
Just then, Haiwon came rushing through the gate. Although she lived far away, she was always the first of the
girls to arrive. She wanted to have as much time as possible with us, and so always tried to arrive here early. As
usual, she carried her bag from which the wooden knitting needles Grandfather had whittled for her poked out. As
soon as she sat, she started to eat and drink her portion of tea and millet cookies while knitting and talking all at
the same time.
Haiwon loved the millet cakes and ate them as if they were the most delicious delicacies. Unlike her plain gray
outfit, she had a vibrant, energetic personality. She was so full of life that she made us all forget everything. We
watched and listened in amazement. It seemed as if in the ten hours that she was away from us, she did nothing
but gather information and stories to tell us. Each day, she had something new to make us laugh. My mother sat
opposite her and asked about her mother’s health. Haiwon fell silent, then murmured,
“My mother will never get better until she sees my brothers. She is losing her mind. She now even bows to the
Shinto god and asks him to send her boys back to her.” Looking around at my mother, she then whispered timidly,
“Are the Japanese really a divine race, as they all teach us? Is their emperor really a god?” Mother sighed and
said firmly,
“Of course not. They are all human beings just like us, all children of one God.”
“You mean your Catholic God that you pray to every night?” Aunt Tiger interrupted.
“Well, your God is silent and sleeping while the Japanese are busy torturing and killing us Koreans. We are as
helpless as flies and it is getting worse as the war goes on.” Mother saw me listening intently, and shot a
disapproving glance at Aunt Tiger.
“The war will be over soon,” Mother said firmly. “I hear the Japanese are not doing well. All will be fine,
you’ll see.”
Then Okja arrived and silently took her place at the table. Okja, almost twenty, was very tall, and next to
Haiwon, she looked like a telephone pole. Unlike Haiwon, she ate nothing and spoke very little. Soon the rest of
the girls rushed in, grabbed the cookies and tea, and chattered like magpies.
At precisely eight o’clock, the loud clanging filled the air. How sad I was when Kisa rang that fateful bell. The
girls instantly fell silent and ran to their assigned seats in the factory. Lined up on two long benches, the girls sat
as though glued to their machines like puppets for the rest of the day.
*
The yard was suddenly quiet and empty. There was nobody for me to talk to. Inchun preferred to play with his
top, making it spin and jump, or to draw beautiful pictures, using the dirt yard as his canvas and a broken twig as
his paintbrush. He played quietly and would only occasionally nod or shrug his shoulders in response to me. But
every once in a while, he would smile broadly, flashing his dimples.
I often envied my little brother, for he spent a good part of the day with Grandfather, whittling, tying knots of
all shapes, and making netted bags for Mother to carry things in. Because I was four years older, I had to help
Mother and Aunt Tiger in the sock factory. Because I was a girl, I was supposed to stay with the women. I wasn’t
supposed to disturb Grandfather after my morning lesson. How I wished I could be with them.
I looked at the quiet, deserted yard and began cleaning up the breakfast table. Then, I helped Mother and Aunt
Tiger inspect the socks, fold them, and pack them. I asked how long Mother had been running the sock factory.
“If it wasn’t socks, it was something else,” she said. “For over thirty years I’ve been working for the Japanese.
Lately they don’t even pay us the little money they used to. For the last three weeks we have all worked without
any pay. If they don’t pay us soon with money or rice, we will all go hungry.”
“They’re very clever,” Aunt Tiger said bitterly. “They keep us so hungry that we can’t do anything but worry
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about where our next meal is coming from. They keep us hungry for so long that we are grateful for whatever little food we get.”
I got up and went to the factory. I wanted to see Kisa and the girls even though I knew they would have no
time for me. I didn’t want to hear what Mother and Aunt Tiger talked about, and I was sorry I had asked any questions.
*
The rhythm of the machines whirring and clanking in the sock factory made me forget everything. I gazed at
the two rows of girls.
Their heads were bent and their shoulders hunched as they reached out to grab the threads with one hand and
hold the wheel of the machines with the other. The spools of thread spun frenetically as the needles of the machines bobbed up and down.
These girls were entangled in machines that would never set them free. I remembered how fascinated I was
when I was first allowed to come and watch the girls amidst the whirring machines and the long knit tubes. It
amazed me to see the skeins of thread hanging in midair, suspended by wires strung across the ceiling. The girls
constantly pedaled in a desperate attempt to complete their work, as the snake-like knit tubes emerged from the
machines and fell at their ankles. I pretended the spools of threads were flying puppets in the sky, the girls magicians, and Kisa, standing on the platform high above them, the master of this grand act.
Kisa, the only male in the factory, watched the spools and machines from his viewing stand to make sure all
ran smoothly. The girls raced against time to meet their quotas. If the lights went out or the leather belts fell out of
the grooves of the wheels, the girls panicked, for that meant they would have to stay until all hours to complete
their work.
I sat in the factory and looked forward to the evening, when I might be able to talk to my favorite sock girls.
By that time, their eyes would be half closed and their whole bodies covered with a layer of gray cotton residue,
their lips parched from cutting small threads with their teeth to save time. There was no time to look for the one
pair of scissors that all fifteen of them had to share.
I walked around the factory and peered at the girls. I could see only their profiles as they bent over their work.
No one looked up. Some I knew very well and some I barely knew at all. Because there was so little time, it was
hard to get to know them, unless they were very talkative.
Most girls did not stay with us for very long anyway; Captain Narita made sure of that. But for some reason
Haiwon and Okja must have escaped his notice, for they had been with us for quite a while.
Kisa waved from his viewing stand and motioned that I could come up to see him. He rarely allowed me up
there with him, so I was in heaven. Everything looked different from where he stood. The spools of thread looked
like hats atop the girls’ heads.
But after a few minutes, Kisa smiled. I knew it was time to get down before Mother saw me. She thought it
was too dangerous for me to be up on a small platform with no railing. Kisa whispered,
“There is always tomorrow. You can talk to the girls tomorrow, and serve them tea.”
I went down somewhat consoled as I thought of what we might talk about.
How nice Kisa was. I always felt a little sorry for him. Something was wrong with one of his legs, causing him
to limp awkwardly. He had also lost a couple of fingers on his right hand while working at a machine. But he had
a very pleasant broad forehead, which Mother said was a sign of a generous heart, and he had a handsome nose, a
sign of an even temperament, Mother said. His friendly twinkling eyes were unusual for a Korean man. The light
in his eyes danced as he looked at you and you just had to smile back as you listened to his deep gentle voice. We
all loved him, and were happy he had not been taken away to a labor camp, as my three brothers and most of the
other men in our town had been.
As Father’s nephew, he tried very hard to fill my father’s place. Although Mother told him he was doing the
job of four men by being here to help all of us women, Kisa wished that he could be working with my father in
Manchuria in the Korean independence movement.
I went back out to the yard to help Mother and Aunt Tiger. We spread out the long tubes that the girls had
made, cut them, and sewed them on one end, turning them into tube socks.
While I worked, I looked at my mother’s fair oval face and her large almond shaped eyes which glowed softly
behind the fatigue and sorrow. I followed the tiny wrinkles around her eyes and neck.
But her hands, which moved so quickly as she repaired the stitches the machines had missed, distracted me.
Her long thin fingers were dry and chapped, and full of callused needle marks. I once heard from the girls in the
factory that Mother was known as the beauty of her hometown, and I tried to picture how pretty Mother must
have been.
In silence, I continued to work, now fixing my gaze on the shadows the tree cast around us. Although I loved
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this pine tree, I longed for some flowers like we used to have when I was very small.
*
We were not allowed to spend time cultivating the garden any more. Captain Narita said flowers did not help
the soldiers at the front; we must spend every waking moment trying to help them in the battle against the White
Devils.
Once, when we did manage to have a tiny patch of flowers, Captain Narita’s police stepped through them as
they grinned broadly. There was nothing we could do but watch as the dainty flowers were crushed beneath their
ugly boots. After that, Mother put her packets of seeds away, carefully wrapped in rice paper.
Sometimes I opened the pacages to look at the seeds. Each time I opened the carefully wrapped packets, the
paper in which they were wrapped seemed more yellow and brittle. I wondered if we would ever be able to plant
those seeds.
I can still remember years ago when Mother picked the wilted clusters of bright crimson azalea petals from our
little garden. In a bowl, she gently ground the petals with a pestle until they turned into a fragrant red paste. Then
she made ten tiny balls of paste and put one on each of my fingernails. I sat very still with my fingers spread as
far, apart as I could to make it easier for Mother. She wrapped each fingernail with a large sesame leaf and tied
each fingertip carefully with red yarn, trying not to let the red paste touch any of the skin of my fingers.
I went around all day with my fingers spread apart so as not to disturb anything. I looked as if I was carrying
ten precious little packages, one on the tip of each finger, and Mother smiled. That night I went to sleep with my
arms stretched out to the sides so that none of the sesame leaves would come off. The scent of faint azaleas and
sesame leaves filled the room, and I went to sleep swearing not to move an inch.
Of course, some of the sesame wrappers had come off by morning and some of the pink liquid had run down
my fingers. Mother and I laughed. Not only my nails, but a few of my fingers were entirely red.
But after washing them very carefully for several days, only my fingernails remained a deep pretty pink. I
showed my elegantly decorated fingernails to everyone. Later, I watched with fascination as my nails grew out.
I had once told Aunt Tiger about my pretty pink nails, hoping that she and I could venture out and plant a
secret garden somewhere. She just looked at me and repeated what Captain Narita had said.
“Korean women have no time for that nonsense.” Then she sighed and said,
“When the war is over you can plant the whole yard with flowers.”
She went to her room and brought me a bundle wrapped in a yellowed handkerchief. I opened it and saw
packages of seeds with pictures of sunflowers, pansies, and many other flowers that I could not identify.
I kept them together with Mother’s packets to plant when the Japanese left. I knew Mother would find some
azaleas somehow.
Mother looked at me and smiled. She didn’t know what I was daydreaming about. Or maybe she did.
“Doesn’t this pine tree smell good?” she said. “It’s like a different world sitting beneath this tree.”
I smiled and nodded. We didn’t talk of the flowers and garden we could not have.
*
I looked at Aunt Tiger, who was unusually quiet. She was very different from Mother, who was tall, slender,
and elegant. Aunt Tiger was stocky and round. She didn’t go quietly about her duties, always trying to make the
best of everything, as Mother did. She spoke her mind, and often complained bitterly. I thought it refreshing to
hear her complain, for she so often said what I was feeling.
At night Aunt usually grew sad and pensive. She didn’t get angry or complain about our lives or about the
cruelty of the Japanese. Instead, she told the most wonderful stories about the animals that lived in the forests of
Korea long ago.
All the wild animals in her fables talked as if they were human. She was especially fond of telling stories of the
majestic tigers that used to roam the Korean mountains until the Japanese hunted them down for their skins.
Aunt told us so many wonderful stories of these clever talking tigers that we began calling her Aunt Tiger. I
could never forget the tears in her eyes as she told us about the mother tiger who roamed the mountains in search
of her cubs, not knowing they had been killed by hunters. Her voice trembled as she spoke, and I felt as if she
were talking about her own babies.
As I looked into her mournful eyes, I wondered if she complained so bitterly to hide her sorrow from us. She
didn’t want to be weak, and I knew how strong she was. It was a different kind of strength from Mother’s.
*
As we worked, the sun began to set and darkness fell. The whirring of the machines suddenly stopped and I
heard the low murmuring of the girls as they emerged from the factory and stretched their stiff, aching muscles.
Mother, Kisa, and Aunt wished them a safe trip home.
The tired girls looked sad but relieved to have made it through another day. They bowed to Mother in silence,
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and Mother watched with concern as their weary gray figures disappeared into the liberation of darkness.
Mother, Aunt, and Kisa then went into the factory to put the socks in neat piles for the Japanese merchants and
police. Inchun and I busied ourselves putting heavy blankets over the rice-paper paneled doors of our room. We lit
a candle and in the small pool of dancing light, we looked at Grandfather’s Chinese books and Mother’s book of
American fairy tales.
Then I started to read aloud from one of our books written in Korean script, Hangul. Mother joined us later
with a pile of socks that needed mending before the morning, and listened to me read to Inchun. She carefully
checked all the work done that day, for she didn’t want any of the girls to be in trouble with the police.
Soon, Inchun got tired of listening to me read and started dozing. His books fell from his little hands, his
mouth fell open, and he began to snore softly.
I kept reading and tried hard to stay awake until Mother was finished with her work. I watched her at night as
intently as I watched my Grandfather in the morning. She took off her gray outfit and put on her long white gown.
Then she reached back to pull out the tarnished pin that held her braided hair in a large twisted knot at the nape of
her neck.
When Mother pulled out the little silver pin, her long braided hair came tumbling down like a big heavy rope.
It almost touched the floor as she sat on her knees. When she finished unbraiding her hair, she slowly combed the
wavy mass. In her white night gown, with her long wavy hair framing her face, she looked like an entirely different person. It was easy to see how Mother had once been the town beauty as the sock girls had said.
While she quietly combed the mass of wavy hair, I played with her tarnished silver pin. Though it looked like a
cheap piece of metal, it was actually a beautifully crafted silver hairpin. When I looked closely, I could see a
multitude of embossed little roses and small birds flying.
I touched the pin with my finger tips and felt the grooves of the tiny rose petals and the little bumps of the
birds’ wings. I held it in my palm, and reveled in its cool smoothness. I tossed it into the air and caught it again.
“Mother,” I asked, “why not shine it so that all these birds and rose petals can sparkle in the sunlight? It’s so
pretty.” Mother sighed and said,
“It is beautiful, isn’t it? It was done by a silversmith for my mother when I was little. Both the silversmith and
my mother died in a fire set by the Japanese soldiers. But somehow I managed to find it on the ground when I
returned to the site of my old home. It was buried in the mud, but it caught my eye for it shone so brilliantly in the
sun. I want to keep it as long as I can, and if it were polished, Captain Narita and his lieutenants might notice it
and take it away. We would be in trouble for not having offered it long ago for the melting pot.”
As I stared sadly at the pin in my palm, Mother brushed my hair from my forehead.
“When the war is over and the Japanese leave,\fn{ In December of 1943, representatives of China, the United Kingdom and
the United States had promised in the Cairo Declaration that Korea would be freed from Japanese rule; and in 1944, a Korean Provisional
Government had been formed in Chungking, China, under Nationalist Chinese auspicies } you can polish it and you can fix my

hair with it. For now hide the books away and blow the candle out. We must sleep and save the candle for tomorrow night.”
*
One hot, muggy day in June, while Inchun and I sat working on the tube socks, Aunt Tiger and Mother told us
they had a plan. We were going to have a special surprise celebration for Haiwon’s sixteenth birthday. Aunt Tiger
insisted she would make a visit to my sister Theresa’s convent to get one of those fancy books the nuns decorated
with pictures of saints and angels. That would surely be something very special for Haiwon.
Mother hesitated. It was her daughter, after all.
“I’ll go myself,” she said. “You don’t know the back route as I do.”
The convent was in the countryside just outside of Pyongyang City. It was only twenty minutes away by train,
but the Japanese Imperial police forbade anyone from traveling, so Mother had to go by foot on back roads. She
really didn’t want to go empty~handed; she had nothing to bring them.
“But perhaps it is about time,” Mother decided. “Maybe they will have some news about the war.”
The nuns often knew much more than the rest of us because of the radio hidden in the basement of the convent,
and the occasional contact they had with American priests.\fn{ In the 1830s three French Roman Catholic priests entered the
country. They were soon killed, but there may have been sporadic attempts by Roman Catholics to spread Christianity between then and
c.1865, when the ships of many nations began aggressively to open up the country to outside influence }

The next day, Mother left right after the police made their morning inspection in order to be able to return before dark. We all hoped that the Imperial police would not come back later in the day and notice her absence.
Mother did so much work at the sock factory that the days when she went to the convent were extra busy for all of
us. Kisa, Aunt Tiger, and I ran around twice as fast to get the work done. Even little Inchun and Grandfather came
out to the yard to make it look busier in case the police suddenly appeared.
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I wished I could have gone with Mother to see Theresa and the other nuns. Theresa, my oldest sibling, had entered the convent when I was very little. I remember visiting her there. She looked like a penguin in her long
black gown and the little white veil on her head.
But that was long ago. For the past two years, Mother had gone to see her alone. She said that most of the day
was spent coming and going and the visit with Theresa and the nuns was very brief. It would be too much walking
for me, and it was dangerous.
If we were caught by the police, we would be questioned and punished for disobeying orders, and above all,
for going to worship any other god than the Shinto god. We all worried about Mother’s safety when she left on
these trips, but we knew how much she loved going to see the nuns.
“Your mother would risk almost anything to see her firstborn at the convent,” said Aunt Tiger.
Mother always told us Theresa was an important part of all of our lives even though she was far away from us.
I often wished that she were here so that I could talk to her. I remembered when Theresa told me how much she
loved all of us. But if she loved us that much, why did she live so far away in that big house with strangers all
dressed like penguins?
“That is the way it’s supposed to be,” said Mother. “God wanted Theresa to be a nun and she answered His
call.”
I wondered if God would ever call me as He had called Theresa. We were sorting the socks and tying them into
bundles when Mother returned late that evening.
“The Reverend Mother said the Japanese were doing poorly in the war,” Mother said, picking up a pile of
socks to examine. “The nuns are praying night and day for their defeat.”
Aunt Tiger looked at me, rolled her eyes, and left the room. She didn’t think much of the nuns’ prayers. But
Aunt Tiger was glad to see that Mother had brought a small bag of pure white rice, just enough to make a few rice
cookies. Mother didn’t bring back any records this time, but she did have a small book of Christian stories full of
pictures of colorful winged angels in Heaven.
“You can look at it,” Mother said to Inchun and me, “then you can wrap it up for Haiwon.”
Inchun grabbed the book from me and ran into his room. I followed him and together we read the book. He got
some paper and copied the pictures of the angels. I copied the passages and we made our own copy of this little
book. We had to wrap it for Haiwon, but we wanted to make it special, so we took out a piece of white rice paper
that Grandfather had given us, and drew lots of pictures and made our own fancy wrapping paper.
It was late at night and our rice-paper paneled doors were draped with thick blankets. We were all busy
planning for Haiwon’s birthday celebration. We heard Grandfather moving about in his room, and Mother and
Aunt Tiger busy in the kitchen.
Soon Kisa came by to check on us, and told us to turn off the lights. I felt too excited to go to sleep. Haiwon
would be so surprised. I lay in the dark wishing it were morning.
*
The next morning I couldn’t wait until Haiwon opened our little present wrapped with the special paper.
The table was set much earlier than usual. Grandfather didn’t meditate this morning. Even little Inchun was out
early in the yard helping us.
Instead of the few millet cookies and kettle of barley tea that usually awaited the girls, there was now a banquet for Haiwon. It was really a very humble feast, but a special occasion for us, since we had never before dared
to have such a celebration. The little brass bowls with their matching tops had been brightly polished, and were
now filled with hot soup. The brass plates held a few tiny white rice cookies, and the brass chopsticks shone in the
sunlight. I could smell the hot beef broth, which we hadn’t been able to have for a long time. We looked forward
to the few minutes we could celebrate with Haiwon before the other girls arrived.
Above all, we had to put everything away before the Imperial police came.
Haiwon came racing in looking as if she had just tumbled out of bed. She must have really rushed to arrive so
early. She wore a worried expression as if she were thinking,
“Is there something wrong? Didn’t the soldiers like the socks I made?”
Smiling, Mother met her and escorted her to her seat where the pretty package awaited her. She looked stunned
when Mother told her that all this was in her honor, and she sat motionless.
“Hurry and open your presents,” Mother said. “We don’t have much time.”
As Haiwon opened her gift, her fingers trembled and tears began to well up in her eyes. She held the little book
ever so tightly against her breast and she straightened the wrapping paper to see the drawings. She carefully rolled
up the paper and put it in her bag.
Inchun and I were happy to know that she liked our humble present as much as the little book. She bowed to
Mother as she tried to hold back her tears.
203

Haiwon’s embarrassed delight made her look beautiful. Her face was flushed and for once she was speechless
and remained silent long enough for me to see how pretty the shape of her mouth was. She seemed full of happy
thoughts. Looking around me, I felt a big lump in my throat. As Haiwon wiped away her tears, she got up again
and made another deep bow to Mother.
Then I saw Grandfather slowly come out of his room smiling. Haiwon was special to him. He and Haiwon’s
father had been good friends. Long ago, Mother had said to me,
“I wish I could keep her and her mother with us. Your grandfather and Haiwon’s father go back a long way.
Your grandfather used to teach Haiwon’s father and his sons.”
Haiwon became even more flustered upon seeing Grandfather. She knew the honor that was being bestowed
upon her. She got up and bowed deeply. Grandfather motioned for her to sit down and gave her a small package.
Mother nudged her and said,
“Quickly now—we are running out of time.”
Haiwon unrolled the scroll of white rice paper.
Grandfather had painted a beautiful winged horse flying toward the sky. Underneath it there were two Chinese
characters in his fine calligraphy that said “thousand patience” and her name in Hangul. At Mother’s urging, we
ate hurriedly while the morning sun rose.
We lifted the lids of our soup bowls. The brass dishes were lovely and we each had a sliver of meat in our
soup. Haiwon ate quickly in silence, trying to savor every taste. She hesitated to take a bite of the rice cake for a
second and Mother said,
“That is yours; eat it now. I saved one for you to take home for your mother.”
We were very happy to see Haiwon enjoy this small treat as if it were the biggest banquet she had ever seen.
Haiwon’s smile made us all feel this was a grand day.
I wished Kisa were here, but he was busy cleaning and greasing Haiwon’s machine especially for her. We were
all so happy that for a few moments, we forgot the Imperial police.
We laughed and ate. It was enchanting for me. I felt I was in a far-away land where there were no worries of
any kind. The warm June breeze touched my cheek and I couldn’t remember ever having had such a good time.
*
Suddenly, I saw the gate to our yard swing open. I froze.
Captain Narita and his two lieutenants quietly came marching into our yard. It was still much too early for
them to be coming by, but there they were. At that moment, I could not help feeling that maybe they were gods.
How could they possibly know when to appear? How did they know this was a special time for us? How?
Mother looked pale. Her eyes were fixed on Grandfather. Haiwon started to cry hysterically.
The captain walked to our humble wooden table, and his sword clanked against his belt as he approached. The
two lieutenants stood behind us and looked at our table in disbelief. For a moment or two they were silent.
Captain Narita eyed all the brassware and with his sword swept everything to the ground. The brass dishes,
chopsticks, and soup spoons clanked against each other as they went tumbling. He saw the knitting bag resting
against Haiwon’s chair, and he motioned to one of his lieutenants. Haiwon’s presents were opened and shown to
the Captain. He looked at Grandfather’s beautiful brush painting and at the little book.
Captain Narita quietly signaled for these to be taken away.
“Where did you get this?” he coolly inquired.
Nobody answered. Haiwon sobbed uncontrollably.
Captain Narita then looked at Grandfather, who sat with his eyes closed like a stone statue. Stroking his
mustache, Captain Narita paced around the table where we remained seated. The best thing to do when he came
was to lower one’s eyes and wait. I had heard that many times from the sock girls, but I had to look at him. Except
for Grandfather’s and mine, everyone’s eyes were lowered in silence.
Captain Narita whispered in a chilling monotone,
“So, you are doing something on your own again. Did you forget that there is a war going on and that we must
do all we can to help the Imperial soldiers fight the White Devils?” Then he looked at Mother and said,
“Metal is not for your use. The soldiers need it for weapons. The dishes must be sent to my office at once.”
Then he walked over to my grandfather and glared at him. Grandfather remained seated erect with his eyes
closed and his jaw set. Captain Narita stared at my grandfather for a long time and, looking at Mother’s pale face,
he said,
“When will you stupid Koreans understand that you are our subjects and there is nothing we, the Imperial police of the Heavenly race, do not know about your activities. There is nothing we cannot do. If you value this old
man’s life, you’d better remember that you are our subjects.”
He smiled with satisfaction and walked out as calmly as he had come in. One of his lieutenants had Haiwon’s
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presents tucked under his arm. The other told us they would be back for the metal dishes and we had better have
them cleaned and prepared for pickup. For them it was as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred.
*
No one said a word. Grandfather opened his eyes and pensively stared down at his hands for a while. Then I
noticed he was trembling. His face was pale, gloomy. He looked angry and humiliated.
I had never seen him like this. I didn’t know what to do. Mother and Aunt Tiger rushed to help him indoors,
but he pushed both of them away.
“I can go in alone,” he said.
“I shall never come out again. Throw my shoes away.”
I hated Captain Narita for doing this to my aged grandfather. Was there no respect for one’s elders? Haiwon
continued to sob hysterically, blaming herself and apologizing to Mother.
“No, no,” said Mother. “It isn’t anyone’s fault. Captain Narita has been doing this all his life in Korea. Every
time he squeezes a little tighter.”
Mother hugged Haiwon and comforted her and promised her a real birthday party after the war was over. Then
she went to see Grandfather. Meanwhile, Aunt Tiger started picking up the bowls.
“I didn’t like the way Captain Narita left so quietly. He has something up his sleeve,” she said.
Aunt Tiger was right. That afternoon two young Japanese-trained Korean police came into our yard and told
Mother that they had come to chop down the pine tree. Aunt Tiger muttered with disgust, “Chin-il-pa,” which
means friend of Japan, or traitor.
The two young boys stared down at the ground in silence.
“Let them be,” said Mother to Aunt Tiger. “They have to do whatever they’re told. Let the Japanese have the
tree. They can cut it down or dig it up or do whatever they want. What does it matter.”
Aunt Tiger looked even angrier. She started to wail and pound on her chest with her fists.
Mother grabbed Aunt Tiger, pulled her inside, and said harshly:
“Stop that! Stop it! Don’t let the Japanese have your soul. We can’t let them make us crazy. That is exactly
what they want.”
Aunt Tiger continued to cry bitterly as the police began hacking our tree to pieces. I wondered how Captain
Narita knew that destroying the tree was the best way to punish Grandfather for writing Chinese and Hangul.
When the tree had been hacked to pieces, the young policemen left.
Mother and Aunt Tiger were inside taking care of Grandfather. Mother sent Kisa to fetch a Buddhist monk. If
we were lucky, the monk would visit us at night with his herbal medicine. I was told to stay in my room, but I sat
outside Grandfather’s door. It was quiet in his room, but I heard Aunt Tiger sobbing softly and whispering to
Mother,
“The Imperial police love making Koreans hurt each other. They let the Koreans do all the dirty work and then
tell us ‘You Koreans do it to yourselves; we Imperial soldiers do no such thing.’”
Mother said nothing.
I didn’t want to listen any more, and I went out and looked at the scattered branches of our beautiful pine tree.
I stared at the sharp pine needles. I wished that all these pine needles would turn into real needles and prick the
horrible Imperial soldiers.
Then I felt guilty. Mother would not be pleased with me for having such wicked thoughts. I picked up some of
the branches and held them close to my heart, hoping they would magically comfort me. I wanted to do something
with these branches.
I couldn’t bring them into Grandfather’s room. Every morning Mother cut a few branches and arranged them
in his room.
But now it was different. Tears of anger, confusion, and frustration rolled down my cheeks. I cried until I could
hardly breathe, tasting my own salty tears as they streamed down my face.
*
For the first time, I did not like being a Korean child.
I knew from Grandfather’s history lessons that in the olden days of the Paekche and the Silla kingdoms,\fn
{57BC-935AD} many Korean scholars, artists, and Buddhist priests had gone to Japan to teach the Japanese about
Buddhism, architecture, and Korean arts and culture. The Korean nobility had been welcomed guests among the
Japanese, who were eager to use Korea as a bridge to Chinese culture. Grandfather had told me many times we
were a people of nobility and culture, and I should always be very proud to be Korean.
But suddenly, I was sorry that I was born a Korean child.
I wished that I were Japanese. I thought of the Japanese children who went to the special school and lived in
pretty houses that Koreans used to own. The Japanese could have whatever they wanted in Korea.
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But then, I noticed that Inchun had come out to the yard and was sitting by me. He looked so bewildered, I was
suddenly ashamed. He looked tired, scared, and lost.
I was his nuna, his big sister, and I had to do something. I hurriedly wiped away my tears. As I mustered an
awkward smile, I quickly said,
“You know what? These branches smell so good. Let’s give them to the sock girls. I know they don’t even
have time to talk to us, but they can smell the pine as they work. Those mean soldiers did us a favor after all. We
always said we wanted to give the sock girls something. These branches are small and are the perfect size for
them to take home. The tree will grow again. Let’s water the roots first.”
I was happy to see my little brother’s eyes sparkle through his tears. I saw him run inside to the kitchen to grab
a wooden bucket for fetching water. Looking at that wooden bucket, I thought of how we would have to go back
to using wooden chopsticks and dishes tomorrow. I decided not to think of the future.
When Inchun returned, we watered the tree stump, filled the wooden bucket with branches of pine, and went
over to the sock factory. How noisy and dusty it was. Inchun and I put some pine branches next to each girl’s bag.
They quickly smiled without looking up. When I came to Haiwon, I left a big branch.
Inchun and I sat outside on the stump of the pine tree. It made a nice chair for the two of us. We sat back to
back, so we wouldn’t fall off. Pushing against each other, each of us tried to make the other fall off and we
laughed.
I looked up at the sky. I thought of how nicely and evenly the tree used to branch out, and how I had sat with
Grandfather and watched the shadows of the pine needles dance about him. I was glad that he had not witnessed
his beloved tree being so brutally destroyed. I looked up at the sky and tried not to cry, but I couldn’t keep from
thinking of what he had said about no longer needing his shoes.
*
Grandfather didn’t come out to the yard to meditate the next morning. I hoped he would forget about what he
had said, and I stood staring at the gray stone stoop where he had left his white rubber shoes. I longed to see his
calm meditative expression. But when I looked at the ugly stump that remained, I was relieved that Grandfather
was not there to see what had become of his beloved pine tree. I was sure he had heard them chop it down, but I
was glad that he didn’t have to see it.
Everything had changed overnight! Captain Narita and his men had such power over our lives. I couldn’t help
but wonder if the Japanese truly were a divine race. Had we Koreans done something to deserve this cruelty?
I saw Mother running out of the kitchen toward the sock factory. As she passed Grandfather’s shoes, she
placed them facing out toward the yard so that they would be ready for him. I wanted to ask Mother about the
Japanese. But I knew she wouldn’t answer me. She would say what she always said:
“You are a little girl, and there is nothing for you to worry about. Just do as you are told. Soon all will be well.
God is watching over us.” I thought of asking Aunt Tiger, but I had tried asking her before.
“It’s bad enough that we have to live under them,” she said. “Who wants to talk about it? There’s no time for
inquisitive children now.
“Don’t bother your Grandfather with these questions either. He was tortured for so long by the Japanese—you
shouldn’t make him talk about it; it will only cause him pain to think of such things.”
Since that time I never did ask Grandfather about the Japanese. Besides, once a lesson began, I was happy
learning what Grandfather taught me. There was so much to learn and so little time. But now I wished that I had
asked him. I wished I hadn’t listened to Aunt Tiger. While I was brooding in my room and blaming Aunt for my
frustrations, she dashed into my room and startled me.
“Grandfather feels a little better now and has asked for you,” she said with urgency.
“Hurry—just listen to him, and don’t ask him anything.”
I had to contain my anger as we rushed to Grandfather’s room. Mother brought Inchun, who sat next to me and
whispered,
“Mother said to tell you we’re not supposed to ask any questions, just listen.”
I nodded sadly, seeing how pale and thin Grandfather looked. Aunt Tiger, tired and somber, left the room.
Mother remained quietly in the corner. I could tell they had been up all night watching Grandfather. Inchun and I
waited in silence for him to speak. He lay quietly as though asleep. After a long while, he opened his eyes a little
and smiled faintly.
“Come closer, sit by me,” he said, his eyes closing again.
Inchun and I put our hands into the cool bony hand he stretched toward us. He squeezed our hands tightly for
just a few seconds. There was a peacefulness that graced the room and I felt calm being with him. Mother stood in
the doorway, watching his every movement. She came to his bedside and placed his arm back under the blanket.
She wanted him to rest. But then, as if ordered to do so, she said,
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“Your grandfather insists on talking to you both, especially you, Sookan.”
She looked into my eyes with great concern. I could tell she wanted me just to listen and not to prolong the
visit. I nodded to assure her.
She stepped back and stood in the corner. I looked at my grandfather. His silver hair that had flown wildly in
the wind and glistened in the morning sun was now combed neatly back. Every strand of hair stood in place with
lifeless perfection. How I wished I could ruffle it up and blow on it to see it dance.
Inchun and I sat on the ondol, the coal-heated floor covered with glazed rice paper. We sat there by his thick
blanket for a long time and waited for him to speak. I listened to the sound of his gentle breath.
Time seemed to stand still. The room had a faint scent of pine from the branches that Mother had arranged
daily in the little bowl on his desk. I looked over at his scholar’s desk with its many mysterious drawers. It was
draped with some drab gray cloth to conceal it from the Imperial police, but I knew by heart its beautiful carvings
depicting Buddhist monks and temples. Hidden in the drawers were Grandfather’s oxtail brushes, the ink slate,
and the books of Chinese poetry.
Though his eyes were still closed, I could tell by the way the little muscles under his eyelids twitched ever so
gently that he was thinking. Then, slowly opening his eyes, he said softly,
“How good you children are. Your Mother taught you well. You are patient, respectful, and wise beyond your
years.”
It was the first time Grandfather had ever complimented us. Usually he taught us how and what to do. If he
was pleased, he would simply smile, or would occasionally pat us on the head. I was overwhelmed by such praise
and my face burned with embarrassment. Instead of vehemently denying this praise as I should have done, I said
nothing as I promised Mother not to talk. I looked at her, and saw that she too was flushed, touched to hear such
unexpected compliments from her own father. Grandfather whispered,
“Do not feel bitter about what happened. I am not angry any more. I know that better times will soon come to
you.” His voice was growing weaker. He looked at all of us and motioned for Inchun and me to draw closer. His
voice barely audible, he said,
“You should know some stories about your family. Not just the ancient history I taught you, and not just those
Bible stories and fairy tales that your Mother tells you. My older grandchildren have been taken away to serve
Japan and you two little ones are all I have to count on.”
Grandfather shut his eyes. He lifted his arm out from under the covers and touched his hair as if to soothe his
aching head. Mother came to him and taking his hand, said,
“What is it, Father? What is it you want?”
“Tell my grandchildren about our family while I can still hear. Show them some pictures of long ago. It will
please me to hear you tell them about our family.”
Mother went to her room and came back with a little wooden box.
“Children,” she said, “come over here by the light so we can look at these old pictures.”
The light was no better there, but we knew that she wanted to sit where she could best keep an eye on Grandfather. As soon as he fell asleep, I knew Mother would stop talking and we would have to leave the room so that
he could rest. Down in front of us, she placed the wooden box.
*
I had never seen it before. Although it was charred around the edges, I could still see the inlaid mother of pearl
and the beautiful white cranes and flowers that had been delicately carved into the sides. Mother looked at the box
in silence. Then she stared off into the distance. Finally, she shook her head as if to chase away some horrible
thoughts.
“I had always hoped and prayed that I would be able to show you these pictures when we were free and happy.
These pictures hold some of my happiest memories. But the stories I have to tell you …”
She opened the box and, one by one, she showed us the pictures. First she showed us a picture of a tall man in
a long flowing gown and a tall black hat; on his shoulder was a large multicolored bird with a long tail. Mother
said it was a picture of Grandfather when he was young.
“Oh, how handsome he looks,” I exclaimed as Inchun frowned at my excitement.
“Your Grandfather was a very important scholar. He passed all the government examinations. The bird was a
present from one of his friends from China who had come to visit him.” Then Mother said wistfully,
“Under that special hat, your grandfather’s hair was drawn into a small bun, called a topknot, on the top of his
head. But when the Japanese occupied Korea, they gathered all the scholars in the town square and cut their
topknots off.
“It was only hair,” she continued, “but to your grandfather and the other proud scholars, it was a symbol of
their culture and identity.”
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The Japanese wanted all Koreans to dress like them and speak only their language. Everything Korean was
forbidden. Next Mother showed us a picture of their beautiful house. Then there was a very old picture of my
grandmother holding my mother in her lap while her two young sons stood beside her.
“Not long after they cut off Grandfather’s topknot,” she said, “they set fire to our village. My mother and my
two older brothers died that night in the fire. Many people died. Your grandfather and I were among the few survivors. We escaped to Manchuria.”
I was getting confused. I wanted to ask why they had gone all the way to China, but Mother looked so sad that
I kept silent. Mother looked over at Grandfather, who now seemed to have fallen asleep. She seemed relieved, and
quietly shut the picture box. We wanted to see and hear more, but we understood and began to tiptoe toward the
door. But then Grandfather opened his eyes and looked at us. He wanted us to stay. We sat down again, and
Mother reopened the box. She took out another picture and said,
“This was the print shop in Manchuria where your father, grandfather, and I worked to publish a newspaper in
Hangul. Your grandfather had been active in the Korean independence movement. Since it was dangerous for us
to stay in Korea, we fled to Manchuria where we knew there was a large Korean community, and some underground activity. That was where I met your father. He was setting up a Hangul newspaper when your grandfather
and I arrived.”
She pulled out a picture of a couple dressed in Chinese outfits, flanked by several other Chinese couples. 1
looked more closely at the couple in the middle, and saw that it was Mother and Father.
“This is a picture of our wedding,” she said. “We were married in Manchuria.” She pointed to the woman next
to her.
“That is my dear friend Ling, who taught me to speak Chinese.”
She showed us faded photographs of my sister, Theresa, and my three older brothers, Hanchun, Jaechun, and
Hyunchun, with their Chinese neighbors. Everyone in our family had been born in China except for Inchun and
me, I now realized.
I peered into the box and saw a picture of Father Carroll, a Maryknoll priest whom I had once met.
“I remember Father Carroll,” I said. “He came here once when I was very little and gave me a book, but he
never came again.”
“Oh, my, do you really remember him?” Mother asked. “Yes,” she added. “He came to say goodbye to us after
the war began. He was one of the many American priests who were forced to leave Korea. He didn’t want to leave
us. He used to go from house to house at night and say Mass for us, since the Japanese forbade our going to
church. But when the Japanese found out, they accused him of helping with the independence movement. He was
a very important person in our lives; he baptized all of you children.”
I was glad that Inchun and I were finally included. I looked at Inchun, whose eyes darted from one picture to
another. Mother continued to stare at the picture of Father Carroll, and I knew she missed him, especially now. I
knew from my catechism lessons that old people needed some special blessing from a priest.
Mother continued as if she were anxious to be done with it. The determination in her eyes discouraged me
from asking any more questions.
“It was a hard life in Manchuria,” she said haltingly, “but we were happy working for the independence
movement.
“But not for long. The Japanese soon found us, and once again, in the middle of the night, they set fire to our
homes. The soldiers, ready with their guns and swords, waited outside people’s homes and shot them as they came
running out of their burning houses. There were massacres in all the small Korean settlements.”
I wasn’t quite sure what the word massacre meant, but I didn’t interrupt Mother as her eyes were filling with
tears. Mother continued.
“I escaped with your three brothers and sister from Manchuria to Pyongyang with the help of Ling’s family.
Father and Grandfather stayed in Manchuria and hid in the basement of Ling’s home waiting to set up the newspaper once again. Grandfather, however, was soon captured by the Japanese soldiers and tortured. After several
months, Father and his friends managed to rescue Grandfather from the soldiers, and they sent him to Pyongyang
disguised as a peasant. Well,” she said, “you know what it’s like in Pyongyang.”
There were still so many things I wanted to know, and I wished she would continue. But she gathered the
pictures together, and put them back in the box.
“This box was all that was saved from those two fires.”
Mother looked pale and weak. She closed her eyes and shook her head. We looked at her in bewilderment. We
had learned so much about our family; there had been so much we hadn’t known. Why hadn’t Mother and
Grandfather told us before? Mother quietly took the box and went to sit by Grandfather’s side.
*
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Inchun and I went to my room, and we thought about what Mother had told us. I was glad to finally know my
family’s history, but I started to grow angry that Mother had kept it from me and Inchun for so long. We waited to
be called again to Grandfather’s room, when we heard Aunt Tiger mumbling to herself.
“Poor Kisa asked Captain Narita three times. I knew what Narita would say.
“‘No doctors for the old dying Korean man. Doctors are busy helping the Imperial soldiers.’ I expected as
much.”
Aunt then saw us listening and stopped short. Was Grandfather really dying? I looked at Inchun. His face was
dark, and he looked sad and lost as he stared at Aunt. Aunt looked at us, then hurried away.
Finally, Mother called us in again. Remembering what Aunt had said, we tiptoed in and Inchun grabbed my
hand. To my great surprise, Grandfather opened his eyes and smiled. He lifted his fingers slightly as if to wave at
us. We sat down close to him and waited. He looked us over from head to toe as if he wanted to memorize every
little detail. He stretched out his hands. He wanted to touch our faces. We leaned toward him, and he touched my
cheek with one hand and Inchun’s with the other. His skin was cool and dry. He gazed at us for a while and then
took our hands.
As Grandfather enveloped our hands in his, I felt a strange sensation. I felt as though a quiet, but peaceful,
little Buddha had slowly crept inside me. Grandfather smiled, and let go of our hands. He closed his eyes again. I
looked at Inchun. His dark eyes that had smiled as Grandfather held us were now filled with tears. I hugged him. I
wanted him to feel the peaceful little Buddha that I had felt inside me a minute ago.
*
The next day we did not see Grandfather. We were not called into his room. Nobody had time for us.
Inchun and I spent most of the day in the yard. While I was brooding with fear and sadness, lnchun hunched
over his little corner of the yard, working on a picture. He drew in the dirt with a stick Grandfather had whittled
for him, and he erased by sweeping the dirt with the small brush Mother had given him. He was drawing a picture
of a Buddhist temple tucked away in the mountains. There were lots of monks wandering about, and animals were
hiding in the mountains. I joined him and drew flowers: wild lilies, aza, leas, little violets, and roses.
As we sat playing in the yard, a Buddhist monk entered through the gate dressed like a peasant in rough gray
cotton. I knew he was bringing special herbs for Grandfather. The hours passed slowly, and still we had no news
about Grandfather. Mother and Aunt Tiger were too busy taking care of him, and so we just waited.
Finally, Aunt Tiger came and said that Grandfather wanted to see us again. She gave me a special dish of
lemon oil and a little bit of soft gauze with which to rub his hands and his parched lips. As usual, lnchun was right
behind me like my shadow.
Grandfather’s room was very dark and the air was somehow different. Mother looked at us as we came in, but
remained motionless by Grandfather’s side. Lnchun and I went and sat near him, but Mother motioned for us to
move even closer. I started to rub a bit of cool lemon oil on his forehead. His breathing was very heavy and low,
and he did not open his eyes. His face had taken on a bluish quality. But then a faint smile allayed my fears. He
said with his eyes closed,
“Will you rub some of that oil on my feet?”
So relieved to hear his voice, I said, “Yes, Grandfather,” as I picked up the bowl of lemon oil. But Mother shot
up like an arrow, lunged at the bowl of lemon oil and snatched it from me.
“You and Inchun go outside,” she said. “I will do that.” Grandfather’s voice was weak, but he whispered with
determination,
“My daughter, did you not hear me ask my grandchildren, not you, to do it this time. It won’t hurt them.”
*
I had never seen Mother behave like that. She frightened me.
Mother was quiet for a long time. I didn’t understand. Inchun and I stared at the floor.
After a long, uncomfortable silence, Mother gently handed me back the bowl and the white gauze. Mother did
not always obey Grandfather, but I was glad she listened now. She lifted the soft, white cotton blanket that
covered Grandfather’s feet. She took off his white socks as if she were unwrapping a precious object. After
folding the blanket around his ankles to protect him from the draft, she stepped away.
It was my turn to take over. I put the cloth into the bowl and squeezed it gently. I felt so privileged to be
allowed to take care of Grandfather. I had never seen his bare feet before. They were always covered with white
socks.
His feet were long and bony. They felt cool to the touch. I could see the veins, which seemed to form a road
map down to his toes. But his toes were very strange. The tips of his toes were all wrinkled and looked like some
little girl had practiced her sewing on them. He had no toenails. I knew he had no fingernails on his right hand,
and I always thought he had hurt himself whittling. But no toenails! At first, I thought it strange, but then it
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occurred to me.
Sadness washed over me like a big ocean tide. My fingers trembled as I went over each toe with lemon oil. My
head started to throb as all the horrible stories I had heard of Japanese cruelty went rushing through my mind.
I held his toes in my hands. My eyes filled with tears. I wished that I could comfort these poor toes.
I looked at Mother, who stood behind me clutching his socks, with tears in her eyes. I wanted her to send me
outside. I couldn’t look at his toes anymore.
She saw my fumbling fingers and took the gauze from me. She dried his feet and covered them with the blanket. Grandfather lay motionless, his eyes closed. But I knew he was not asleep because I heard him swallow his
sorrow. Inchun sobbed,
“Grandfather, do they hurt?”
“No, not anymore,” Grandfather replied. “I am well now.” Mother drew close to me and whispered,
“Grandfather must rest now.” Inchun sobbed as he followed me out.
*
Grandfather died soon after we left him.
He died three days after Haiwon’s birthday; three days after his beloved pine tree was chopped down.
*
I felt like a different person.
I felt so many conflicting emotions struggling within me. The world seemed empty. The air was so dark and
heavy, I could hardly breathe. I wanted to be peaceful like Grandfather. Mother, who had always told me that all
would be well, that God would make sure of it, was not there. She sat in the corner of her dark room holding her
Bible.
Aunt Tiger was busy taking care of little Inchun, who cried inconsolably. Whatever calmness he had shown
had abandoned him now that Grandfather was dead. He developed a fever and would not eat anything. There was
no way to distract him; he did not want to draw, spin his top, or follow me around the yard. He stayed in bed, hot
and weak.
I went to Grandfather’s room, sat in front of his scholar’s desk and opened its many drawers.
Everything looked empty and meaningless. The oxtail brushes didn’t seem so special anymore. I didn’t want to
look at any of these things. They made me miss him too much.
I was miserable and angry. If it were not for Captain Narita and his men, my grandfather would be alive and
would be with me now.
I went back to my room.
I cried because I missed Grandfather.
I cried because I felt so alone and scared and full of hatred for Captain Narita and those Japanese soldiers.
Feeling weak, I went out to the yard and sat on the stump of the pine tree. I tried to remember all that Grandfather
had taught me. I thought of his whittling, his brush writing, his meditating, and then I thought of his last peaceful
smile.
*
Hadn’t I felt that special little Buddha when he held my hand in his?
As soon as I thought of his peaceful face and the cool touch of his hand and that little chuckling Buddha, my
anger, frustration, fear, and utter loneliness began to subside.
The stump of the pine tree felt cool against me. I rubbed my leg against the stump and felt the roughness of the
bark. Then, I centered myself on the stump and crossed my legs.
I wanted to meditate like Grandfather. I closed my eyes tight. I just had to see that little chuckling Buddha
again, and I began to rub my eyes. I started to see stars bursting beneath my eyelids, but no little Buddha. Instead,
warm tears welled up.
Slowly, a feeling of calmness came over me. I dried my tears and looked up at the evening sky. A small, faint
star was shining in the distance. I felt as though I had been immersed in a cool sea, and the red flames of pain and
bitterness had been extinguished. I thought the Buddha’s spirit was inside of me. Suddenly, I understood what
Grandfather meant when he said,
“One’s life is short, but the life of the spirit is long.”
The Buddha brought me a little bit of Grandfather’s spirit and Grandfather’s peace. I thought of his lessons on
Um and Yang—darkness and light, pain and joy, evil and good.
Grandfather told me that all these tensions and conflicts were necessary in the struggle for perfect harmony.
Harmony. That was the word he used.
“Harmony will prevail,” he used to say. “After darkness, there will be light. The light cannot come without the
darkness. Better days are bound to come now.”
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*
I got up and went to Mother’s room.
She sat there rigidly like a statue.
Were it not for her tears, I would have been afraid that she too had died.
I wanted to tell her that all would be well. But I did not know how. I just stood next to her and leaned against
her shivering body as hot, silent tears streamed down my cheeks. …
299.123 Excerpt from The Tears Of My Soul\fn{by Kim Hyun-hee (1962- )} Kaesong, North Hwanghae Province,
North Korea (F) 21
1\fn{For this excerpt I have introduced two modifications to the author’s written terms. (1) There is a section in parts three and four where
Zulu or Military Time is used, and I have modified this to standard civilian time. (2) In so far as I am able, I have standardized Korean
names to their normal form used by other authors: i.e., family name first followed by the surname hyphenated. This author retains the
standard of family name first, but then eliminates the hyphenated surname to create three separate names. Thus her name, instead of being
normally rendered as Kim Hyun-hee, is by her spelt Kim Hyun Hee, and this, of course, might confuse computer analysis on down the line
when it comes time to evaluate the data in order to find the answer to world peace:H }

When I think of the millions of babies born in North Korea every year, and also think back to all the babies
born there in the past forty years, since the liberation from Japan, I feel a sense of outrage.
Each child was, and will be, taught exactly the same things that I was, and will believe the same lies. What a
terrible waste of human life that this is allowed to happen. It also somewhat explains how I became motivated to
do what I did.
I was born on January 27, 1962. Because I was my mother’s first child, everyone, and especially my grandparents, were all hoping for a boy. Naturally when I emerged from the womb, they were disappointed.
I was born at my maternal grandparents’ house in Gaesung.\fn{ Kaesong} My father was away at the time, so my
grand-parents helped to care for me. Their disappointment soon faded; my mother would later tell me that they all
loved me right away and treated me like a precious doll.
My father had an important job in the Department of Foreign Affairs, about which the rest of my family knew
little. When he returned from his overseas assignment and saw me for the first time, he treated me with the same
reverence and kindliness as my grandparents, and he continued to do so until four years ago, the last time we saw
each other.
By South Korean standards we could barely have been called middle-class, but for North Koreans we considered ourselves privileged. It was a luxury, for example, to always have cooking oil in the house and to be able to
fry food. I would later learn that cooking oil was very common in the South, and that everyone could fry food.
We lived in the North Korean capital of Pyongyang in a small apartment that we felt lucky to own ourselves.
Most people at my father's high level were granted their own residences, but among the working class it was
common for families to share apartments and for as many as ten families to use a single bathroom.
*
About a year after my birth my father was posted to Cuba, and I spent the next several years living down the
street from the North Korean embassy in Havana. The government of Fidel Castro had only recently installed him
as president, and although the political climate was still somewhat chaotic, Cuba was far more prosperous than
North Korea. We lived with other embassy families in an enormous mansion that had belonged to a bourgeois
family before the revolution. The house had been stripped down and remodeled, because it had once contained
many expensive sculptures and other fancy ornaments, such as crystal chandeliers and gilt-framed furniture.
These had been disposed of to cleanse it of all bourgeois trappings.
Cuba in those days was much freer than North Korea, and we actually felt ourselves reasonably well off. My
mother would later tell me that she considered our time in Cuba to be the best period of her life. She loved to go
shopping in the supermarkets, where the sheer variety of food was astonishing to us. Not knowing any better, I
assumed that children everywhere lived like this.
At noon every day an ice-cream truck would pass by the compound, and I would run to it with a few coins
yelling, “Heladero! Heladero!” (Ice cream man! Ice cream man!) My mother nicknamed me the Chocolate
General because of my fanatic love for chocolate.
We frequently attended diplomatic dinners, and I was very curious about the black- and white-skinned foreigners. I was especially struck by the blond-haired guests, who seemed so alien and exotic. I in turn was admired and
cuddled by our embassy’s Cuban secretaries, who were always taking me on their laps.
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There was a piano on the first floor of our mansion, and every day my mother gave me a lesson. She had
learned to play as a child and was quite talented. Later on, when we returned to North Korea, I found that for an
ordinarily family to have a piano in their house was unthinkable. Only someone who’d been permitted to train to
become a professional might have one.
Our days in Cuba blended together in a happy, dreamlike quality. I often played with other children, the most
unforgettable of whom was the son of Ambassador Kim Jae-bong. He used to beat me up just for the fun of it and
was always tormenting me about something. He destroyed my rubber raft, a treasured birthday present, by
puncturing it with his chopsticks. And whenever I tried to ignore him, he would stand outside our house and yell,
“Hyun-hee, play with me!” He was like a cat; he would repeat this call a hundred times until at last I gave in and
came outside.
Interestingly I encountered him years later in North Korea, when I was in middle school.
We noticed each other on the street one day, and before I could react, he gave me an embar rassed look and
walked away. I knew he recognized me, and it gave me some consolation that he remembered what a menace he
had been!
One of my fondest memories of this period was one day finding the door to the roof unlocked. I took my
younger sister, Hyun-ok, and several other children up there to play. We sat there for hours, dangling our feet over
the edge and gazing across the rooftops into the distance.
Eventually some Cuban maintenance workers spotted us and informed our parents, who rushed up, whitefaced, to shepherd us to safety.
Even in those halcyon days we were inculcated with the doctrines of Kim Il-sung. The first words we learned
were “Thank you, Kim Il-sung, Our Great Leader.” We were taught to feel hatred at the word America, and even
among young children anti-American sentiment ran deep. In North Korea they refer to America as “the eternal
enemy with whom we can never coexist under the same sky.”
During our stay in Cuba my father often spoke of the “imminent attack by the Yankee Imperialists.” And once,
when we were at the beach (which was like a magical world to me, with the endless sand and water), he pointed
to some land that was barely visible on the horizon.
“That’s America, Hyun-hee, the worst place in the world.”
His words frightened me, and I became afraid that my rubber raft might slip away and be carried off to America. I also became frightened at the empty bottles and cans that drifted ashore, which I was told came from America. After that I was too frightened even to return to the beach.
We stayed in Cuba for five years before my father was recalled to Pyongyang, and during that time a brother,
Hyun-soo, was born. Before we left, my mother took me to get my hair permed, saying that in North Korea it
would be impossible to have it done. I wasn’t to know it at the time, but my life was about to change forever.
*
When we returned to Pyongyang, I was enrolled in Hashin Public Elementary School. It was here that our
ideological training began in earnest. Academic studies, in fact, took up less than half of our time. During the bulk
of the day we were kept busy learning about the life of Our Great Leader, Kim Il-sung.
We were taught a song called “Pumpkin Head,” about Kim Il-sung’s defeat of the Japanese years earlier. He
was said to have beaten them so badly that the Japanese soldiers had been unable to carry their corpses home and
could only bring the heads.
All students were enrolled in extracurricular activities with an ideological bent, and these were so intensive
that we would often not come home until ten at night.
During the winter of my third year ten of us were chosen to sing at a youth festival, which we were told would
be attended by Kim Il-sung himself. For two months we rehearsed our song, which was entitled, “We Love the
Uniform Which Our Great Leader Gave Us.”
During this period, when the rehearsals had ended, I was forced to wait for the late bus, sometimes for hours,
and my feet ended up freezing. And during the practice sessions, though I longed for home, I never complained,
knowing that it was a great honor to sing for Our Beloved Leader.
That year there was a great flood, which made it necessary for all the ground-floor families in our apartment
building to move upstairs and share our homes. For the children this was great fun, and we would spend our
nights on the rooftop watching the water level gradually recede.
Shortly after the flood there were terrible rumors about a possible outbreak of war with America, stemming
from the sinking of the U.S.S. Pueblo. The atmosphere in Pyongyang became tense, and families began to pack
food and clothes as they prepared to evacuate the city. Posters were placed all over the streets with the slogan
CONFRONTATION WILL BE MET WITH CONFRONTATION; RETALIATION WITH RETALIATION .
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The adults, preparing for the impending war, worked to exhaustion, but for the children it was great fun. We
would steal food that had been stockpiled and watch the proceedings with great interest. Sometimes, late at night,
the blackout sirens would wake us, and we would proceed to the roof and watch Pyongyang go black. On other
nights, usually around four a.m., the air-raid sirens would go off, and we would clamber out of bed and run to the
nearby hill where the bomb shelter was.
During this period two of Kim Il-sung’s close advisers, Ho Bong-hak and Kim Chang-bong, were “purged.”
The government issued an order to remove their names from school textbooks; and in typical Orwellian fashion
we would in unison all blot out their names with black ink or carve them out with a penknife.
They had become “unpeople.”
Because group activities were more important than academics, we spent large periods of time in the Youth
Corps performing various services. When Kim Il-sung ordered that women should not wear pants in the summer,
the children would patrol the streets and carefully check the clothes of pedestrians. If women were indeed wearing
pants, or if anyone had forgotten to wear their Kim Il-sung pins on their jackets, we children would demand their
names, and they would be reported immediately to their supervisors at work.
We were told that to defeat the American imperialists, our country would need to buy weapons abroad, so we
were sent out for hours each day gathering scrap iron, bottles, and other recyclable products that could be sold for
foreign currency.
We were assigned quotas to fulfill, and children who failed to do so were admonished publicly. Who could
gather the most became a great source of competition among us.
We were also instructed to search about and to collect the skins of rabbits and dogs, as well as (to this day I
don’t recall why) maggots. Maggots were most commonly found in the dungheaps at the public outhouses, where
the toilets did not flush, and again we competed intensely.
As for the dung itself, we were also required to collect that! When great heaps had accumulated, it was eventually shipped to farmers for use as fertilizer, and each person would be graded according to the quantity and quality of the dung collected.
Later on, when rationing tickets were issued, these grades with which we had been rewarded were taken into
account.
And yet the most difficult thing of all was to collect flowers. These we were required to place in front of the
many statues of Kim Il-sung around our neighborhood. Since there were no flower shops in North Korea, the only
way we could fulfill our quotas was to bribe the local greenhouse custodian.
These were the sort of activities that filled our days. Even during school vacations to take a holiday with our
families was unthinkable. Instead we were obliged to use the extra time for Youth Corps projects.
During this period a second brother was born, an adorable baby whom my parents named Bum-soo.
One of the most unusual and special aspects of my childhood was that I became a movie star. Unbeknownst to
me, I had been noticed and chosen by a casting agent who had visited our school one day looking for a boy and a
girl for an upcoming film. It was to be called “Young-soo and Young-ok, Who Found Their Socialist Homeland.”
Needless to say, it was a strange title by Western standards, but I was thrilled to be chosen for the part of Young
Ok.
It was a propaganda film in every way, thinly disguised as drama. The story was of a family who became
separated because of the division of North and South Korea. In the end the mother of the family gets taken away
by American soldiers and separated from her family as punishment for giving shelter to North Korean soldiers.
Again I am reminded of Orwell, whom I have now read, when I think of such movies—they remind me, in
retrospect, of the ritual in 1984 called the Two Minutes of Hate. The movies would end with the audience booing
the Americans soundly and even throwing things at the screen.
*
I was still too young to understand any of this, however, and I was more occupied with the hero’s welcome I
received when I returned to school. When the movie was released, I actually became quite famous. People would
recognize me as I walked down the streets and call me by my character’s name, Young-ok. My mother would
show me off to guests, as would the teachers at school.
Only my father disapproved, and frowned every time the movie was mentioned.
I acted in one other film, a story about a young girl who is rescued by the People’s Army from a fire as the
soldiers retreated into the North during the Korean War. I played a supporting role as the lead character’s best
friend. As payment I received a new book bag and ten notebooks—hardly celebrity wages.
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I received other offers in later years, but my father refused to let me act again. Instead I concentrated on my
Youth Corps activities. Every morning at seven o’clock Pyongyang’s only radio station would broadcast the Youth
Corps song, which went as follows:
We are the young heroes of the Republic,
Growing up as the Vanguard of Communism.
Friends in the Youth Corps, raise the flag high!
As sons and daughters of our President,
Let us march onward with vigor!

I was recruited as a Youth Corps leader and devoted most of my time to trying to mold my group into a model
for the others. Though we were somewhat successful, I was not a good disciplinarian and could never, of my own
volition, speak harshly of my friends.
When it came to grades, our results would be displayed publicly.
There were four subjects in schools: revolution, academics, labor, and ethics. During the hour for discussing
revolution, for example, the teacher would hold aloft a photo from Kim Il-sung’s past and ask a student to explain
it. The child would come forward, both hands raised, eyes fixed on the photograph, and explain with reverence,
“This photo shows the Great President giving directions for the proliferation of the armed struggle throughout
the world. The Great President was at the time holding a conference of the Chosen People’s Rev olutionary Army
at Karoon in 1930.”
If the answer was spoken correctly, a red mark would be placed in the student’s “Revolution” column on the
bulletin board.
*
Because I was a Youth Corps leader, I was often called upon by the teacher to help discipline those students
who did not perform as required. I remember when one student was castigated for failing to meet his quotas, each
member of the class was asked to recite some criticism to his face. I trembled when it became my turn, for I hated
having to impugn one of my fellow students; but the teacher’s steely gaze was fixed on me, and I said as
resolutely as possible,
“You claim to have not met your quotas because you didn’t have time. And yet yesterday I myself saw you
playing with other children. I find it hard to believe that you have time to play but not to work. Such an excuse
shows you have violated the lesson of Our Great Leader, who teaches us to be faithful to a group life.”
I was applauded, and the teacher nodded her approval. But I did not feel happy as I sat down and listened
woodenly to the next student, a girl named Sun Young, who was always happy to denounce someone.
“Comrade student, you don’t deserve to study in the bosom of Father President. You should be expelled from
school at once.”
These sessions took place two or three times a week. Eventually we came to look for things to criticize in our
own families. To criticize nothing at all was made to seem the worst thing we could do.
*
During my last year in high school I was accepted by the Biology Department of Kim Il-sung University. This
is the only North Korean university in any way comparable to its American counterparts, and only the children of
high-ranking government officials could attend. As in all other schooling in North Korea, the curriculum emphasized ideological studies, and most of the time was spent learning about the philosophy of Kim Il-sung.
Prior to matriculation I spent six months in military training, which was required of all students. Once school
started, I was amused to note that the university was organized along military lines. A class was called a platoon, a
department a company, the undergraduate group a battalion, and so on. The class leader was called lieutenant, and
the Student Department head was captain.
Graduates of Kim Il-sung University were all but guaranteed good jobs for the rest of their lives, and only the
most privileged could attend. But privileged though I was, I had trouble keeping up with my studies, because most
of my spare time was spent doing mandatory farm work in the nearby countryside.
My father then suggested that I transfer to Pyongyang Foreign Language College, which also seemed to
guarantee a good job after graduation, particularly for a woman. My father arranged for me to take the entrance
exam, which I passed, and I enrolled as a major in Japanese language.
It was a fateful decision.
Had I not transferred to Pyongyang and studied Japanese, I would never have been recruited as an agent. At the
time, of course, I had no idea what consequences this change would bring.
*
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As required, I also continued my military training. We would be taken to boot camps in the countryside,
spending long days learning to shoot rifles and march in columns. It was especially difficult for women, who
under the Communist regime were considered to be the equals of men and were required to un dergo the same
rigorous training.
Unfortunately, however, the camps were in no way equipped for females. We were forced to change in
cramped closets, and often ran out of menstrual pads.
It was a grueling life. We spent days on end marching up mountains. We learned to identify and use various
types of weapons and motorized military vehicles. We were poorly fed, and many of us lost a lot of weight. Often,
during the longer marches, I had trouble keeping up. The lieutenant in charge, a handsome man in his midtwenties, would drop back and urge me along.
“Come on, Hyun-hee, no hanging back. Being a woman is no excuse. Men and women will be treated equally
here.”
I noticed, however, that women often seemed to be considered liabilities, not assets. As a result we were drilled
more I strictly and more frequently. I resented the double standard, but in the end I felt equal in prowess to any
man.
By the end of our service we were marching twenty miles at a stretch while carrying thirty-pound packs. We
were adept at firing machine guns, pistols, and could even drive tanks. We threw hand grenades, operated the
antiaircraft guns in mock air raids, and learned to fire antitank missiles.
*
I felt enormous relief returning to college in Pyongyang and I worked hard trying to catch up in my studies.
Men and women were not allowed to date, but a few brave souls would sometimes take the risk. Those caught
were expelled, and some were even deported to labor camps in the far North.
Physical exams were required at regular intervals, which for women included a gynecological checkup. This
way the authorities could be sure we were still virgins.
Looking back, I wonder how I found time to sleep. On weekends we would be off working in coal mines,
helping out, and there were always revolutionary rallies to attend. It seems a miracle that I learned any Japanese at
all, but in fact I began to be fluent and earned top marks.
*
During my second year in college, when I was eighteen, I was called to the dean’s office one day. There I met a
man with a flag-shaped badge on his chest, which indicated that he was from the Central Party.
“Comrade Hyun-hee,” he said as I walked into the room.
“I trust you have studied the many virtues of Our Dear Leader, Kim Jung-il. Why not recite the first one that
comes to mind?”
I hesitated for a moment in confusion and then quickly recalled the Mount Paektu incident where Kim Jung-il
had visited the battlefield where his father, Kim Il-sung, had won a great victory and ordered the workers to be
more enthusiastic about restoring the site and gave them some useful instructions to help them along. When I
finished reciting, he asked me,
“Where does your father work and what is his rank?”
I told him.
“Excellent. One more thing: Are you doing well in school?”
He knew this already, because I was a member of the Historical Research Center for Kim Il-sung, which
consisted of the top ten female students in the college.
“Of course,” I replied somewhat indignantly. I was dismissed.
Later that week the female students were required to line up in the gymnasium so that a group of visiting men
could look us over. They took some notes as they appraised us, and whenever they came upon a pretty girl, they
would ask her name. As we were leaving the gymnasium, I was taken aside by one of the men and told to report to
the Section 1 Building of the Party the following week.
*
I had no choice but to show up as ordered, and a group of officers were waiting to question me. I felt awkward
and uncomfortable, but I gave a polite bow, and the interview began.
“What are the four basic principles of the Party?” one asked.
“Deification, Creed, Absoluteness, and Unconditional Acceptance,” I replied automatically.
“Why do you study Japanese?”
“I am learning Japanese to help our nation prevail over Japan so that Korea can be reunified.”
“What will you do after school?”
“I will do whatever the Party tells me to.”
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“Very good. Now recite from memory the first chapter of “The Memory of Kim Jung-sook,” Kim Jung-ils
wife.”
I was able to recite the lines almost without hesitation. He seemed amazed by my memory.
“How are your grades?”
“They are outstanding, sir.”
He handed me an excerpt from Kim Il-sung’s “Memoirs” in Japanese and asked me to translate it on the spot. I
did so without error.
“Excellent, excellent.” He paused for a moment, and then his tone grew serious.
“Kim Hyun-hee, would you be willing to die for the Party? For you realize that an appointment to the Party
could bring you not only the highest honors but death as well?”
I could hardly breathe, I was so taken aback by the question, but I was determined not to show it.
“Of course,” I replied firmly. “I will do everything the Party asks me to, even if it means giving my life.”
He made a note on the pad in front of him.
“Do you have a boyfriend?”
“No sir.”
“Good. Now you shall be given a physical exam.”
I was led to a doctor’s office and examined and then made to wait in the anteroom for a while. Soon I was
called in again. The leader of the interview, who was named Special Agent Chung, stood as I walked in, holding
out his hand.
“Congratulations, Comrade Kim Hyun-hee. You have been chosen by the Party.”
*
I knew that I should have felt happy, but I was bewildered and apprehensive. Everything had happened so
quickly. Still, I took his hand. I tried to smile and appear grateful, but I honestly didn’t know what to make of all
this.
“You’ve been requested to pack immediately,” he continued. “You can spend the night with your family, and
tomorrow you’ll leave.”
He accompanied me back to the college, where I had only a moment to say good-bye to my professors. They
seemed proud to learn of my good fortune and wished me well.
Within an hour I was home, accompanied by Special Agent Chung, and giving my mother the astonishing
news.
When I told her about the appointment, I could see immediately that she was shocked, though she did her best
not to show it. She politely offered Special Agent Chung dinner, but he declined. He said that I would be picked
up the following day, and left.
*
My sister and brothers, when they learned the news, were ecstatic. My mother remained silent, however, as she
prepared our dinner. At length she asked, not looking up,
“Does this mean you will be gone for good?” I hesitated before answering.
“I don’t know, Mother.” She continued to chop vegetables and then dropped them into the stir-fry.
“I hope your father takes this well,” she remarked, and would say no more.
As it turned out, my father did not come home for several hours. I spent the evening packing, and as I did, I
came across some embroidery my mother had made when she was in high school. She had given me the design
when I had entered college, and it had great sentimental value to me. I decided to give the embroidery to Hyunok. When I handed it to her, I felt as though I was passing her my position as first daughter, of the family and
leaving forever.
“Take good care of it,” I said. “And if I ever return, I want it back!” At that instant we both burst into tears and
remained in a fierce embrace until our mother called us for dinner.
*
It was midnight before my father came home and learned what had happened. He was stupefied and kept
asking me the same questions over and over, as if he couldn’t understand my answers. For a long while he was
silent and then said with resignation,
“Sit down and listen, Hyun-hee.
“I’ve always hoped that you would become an ordinary housewife and be a good mother to your children. But
it is also a worthy honor to dedicate one’s life to one’s country.
“Please remember this at all times: You can survive even if you are thrown into a tiger’s den if you can
maintain your concentration. Do your best. I’m very proud of you.”
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My mother began to cry, and I felt guilty when I returned to my room. I sat for some time with my brothers
and sister, looking at family photographs and remembering our old days together. Though I was sad to leave, I
knew it was a great honor to be chosen by the Party. I told myself that every child has to leave home at some point
and that I could hardly ask for anything better.
*
The next morning I was up early. No one spoke much during breakfast, and I could see that my mother’s eyes
were swollen from grief.
At ten o’clock Special Agent Chung arrived. He exchanged greetings with my father and added,
“Don’t worry about Hyun-hee. The Party will provide everything for her. We’ll even find her a husband. Leave
everything to us.”
“Thank you,” my father replied gravely. “She has brought glory to our family, and we will not worry. I shall be
eternally grateful to the Party.”
*
How can I forget the day I left my family?
My father kept looking at me with sad eyes.
My mother and my sister were crying; only my brothers were acting cheerful, though I could tell it was
strained.
“Good-bye,” they chorused, one after the other, like an echo.
I can still hear those voices to this day.
I can still hear that echo.
2
I felt a surge of pride as the car sped through the suburbs of Pyongyang. Whenever we passed children, they
would salute the car in scout style. As we reached a checkpoint on the out skirts of the city, the car was waved
through without stopping.
As we headed along the road toward Pyongsung City, the car suddenly slowed and turned onto an unpaved
mountain road. Sometime later we passed a security checkpoint, where the guard on duty gave us a sharp salute.
Beyond the checkpoint was an industrial farm, a huge expanse of sheds and buildings where quails were
raised. We continued past the farm, and the road became quite isolated.
“Have you ever been to a place like this?” asked Chung. “At night tigers come down from the mountains.”
I didn’t like the fact that he was trying to frighten me. I gave him an angry look. But he didn’t even notice and
just continued.
“From now on you must never use or reveal your real name. You are now Kim Ok-hwa, and don’t forget it.
Under no circumstances are you to mention your birth name, especially to any new friends you may meet.”
*
Not long after this the car stopped at one of a series of buildings, and we were met by a tall woman, who
looked about fifty years of age. She welcomed me and showed me to my room. Next to it there was a bathroom
with a tub and shower, and fresh clothes had been provided for me.
For a while I soaked myself in the tub and wondered about my new surroundings. Following my bath I went
directly to bed, but all night I couldn’t sleep. I kept listening to the eerie sound of the wind in the trees, feeling the
extreme loneliness of this place. I was frightened now that I was on my own, and the thought of wandering tigers
outside did not ease my fears. It was dawn before I finally fell asleep.
*
When I awoke the next morning, I was served the finest breakfast since I’d left Cuba—fried eggs, toast, milk,
butter, and potatoes. The bread was of a fine, light texture, a quality impossible to find in Pyongyang, and I felt
somewhat ashamed to be eating so well.
After breakfast I was introduced to my new roommate, who I was told would be my partner throughout my
training. Her name was Kim Sook-hee, a pretty young woman with large, shining eyes and a ready smile. She was
a year younger than I. Over the next few years she would become like a sister to me, one of the dearest friends I
ever had.
*
Special Agent Chung walked into the room and sat down.
“Good morning,” he said, smiling at us. “Now that you’re both here, we can go over some of the rules.
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“You're never to leave the installation during the day, and at night you are permitted only a brief walk. You
must inform the cook before you go, and take care to avoid any outsiders who may be present—the delivery men,
the chauffeurs, and so on.
“When you go out, you should wear sunglasses and a mask, which we’ll provide for you, and carry an umbrella to hide your faces should you happen to encounter anyone.
“You are to finish breakfast each morning by eight o’clock. Before leaving for classes you should take half an
hour to read and reread ‘Selected Writings of Kim Il-sung’ and ‘History of the Revolutionary Struggle’.
“Is all this clear?”
We assured him that it was.
*
Later that day we were visited by a man introduced to us as Deputy Minister Kang. He was of medium height,
with a round face and small, venomous eyes. We sat with him in the library, and he spoke to us bluntly and
without pleasantries.
“As you know, the Party’s goal is the unification of Korea within this generation. Keeping that in mind, we
have high hopes that you two will become excellent warriors. Since you were chosen from among many
candidates, I trust that you won’t disappoint us.”
He paused to let his ominous words sink in and then continued.
“In a few days’ time you will be transferred to a school where many of the great special agents have received
their training.”
“We will not fail,” we responded in unison, as if on cue.
“Do you know why we use women in espionage warfare?” he continued. “Because of their beauty. If it
becomes necessary, you will be expected to sell your bodies. Moreover, if you need to remain in a foreign country
legally, you’ll have to marry someone we choose for you. I trust that you understand this.”
*
We said nothing, but I know we were scared, and frankly sick to our stomachs. And later that evening, as we
lay in bed, I said,
“Sook-hee, do you think you could go through with it? To give yourself to a stranger, I mean?” She sighed.
“I really don’t know. And you?”
“Me neither.” When next she spoke, there was bitterness in her tone.
“I suppose it’s not for us to choose, is it?”
I felt as bitter as she sounded.
3
Later in the week we were transferred to Keumsung Military College and began our training in earnest. Even
my rigorous stint in the army could not have forewarned me of what we encountered here.
Keumsung was in a forbidding valley beneath Mount Ipbul, miles from any civilization except a few small
villages, which were scattered throughout the region. The complex sprawled across a good deal of territory,
because there were thousands of students being trained there. Intelligence agents were trained in a secret valley
apart from the main body of the college.
We were put in a small house with a kitchen, laundry room, and library. We were given a tight schedule from
which we were never permitted to deviate:
6:00-7:00 AM
7:00-7:30
7:30-8:30
8:30-1:00 PM
1:00-4:00
4:00-5:30
5:30-7:00
7:00-8:00
8:00-9:00
9:00-10:00
10:00-11:00
11:00

Wake up, clean house, wash clothes.
Breakfast
Morning reading of Kim Il-sung’s philosophy and virtues
Morning classes
Lunch and rest
Afternoon classes
Exercise
Dinner
Martial arts
Night march
Study
Bedtime

We were pushed to exhaustion, to the limits of what our minds and bodies could endure.
We practiced our shooting skills with every variety of gun.
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We lived for days in the open, sleeping in foxholes. On Kim Il-sung’s birthday we marched one hundred miles
over three days—this was known as the March of Loyalty.
We learned how to drive cars at high speeds and to develop film with improvised darkrooms. And all the while
we read dozens of volumes of writings by Kim Il-sung.
We trained in the martial arts. Women were expected to be able to defeat two or three grown men at once, and I
developed a self-confidence I’d never had before.
We also trained in knife combat, using 25-centimeter plastic knives (about 10 inches).
Our firearms training was not confined to shooting. We were required to take each gun apart and reassemble it,
and fix it if it was out of order. Our targets were tiny bull’s-eyes 100 yards away, and I hit mine 90 percent of the
time.
We were shown espionage films twice a week, which were full of propaganda about the decadence of Western
society and detailed the exploits of famous agents of years past.
Sundays were our only free days, and we were usually so exhausted that we didn't get out of bed.
*
My Japanese-language teacher was named Eun Hae, and we developed a close friendship.
Through the cook I learned a bit of her history, which was tragic. She was from Tokyo and had married after
graduating from high school. She had given birth to a boy and a girl and then divorced her husband a short time
later.
One day, when playing with her children at the beach, she was abducted by North Korean agents and transported to the camp. During her imprisonment she became severely ill and nearly died. When at last she recovered,
she refused to eat and spoke only of missing her children.
But the North Koreans waited her out, hinting that she might be released in the indefinite future if she followed
their orders. Eventually she had no choice but to adjust to her new life.
*
Though I sympathized with her situation, I thought the sacrifice of one Japanese woman to the cause of Korean
unification was justified, especially considering that Japan had occupied and raped Korea for forty years.
Now, looking back, I am ashamed of myself. This incident is a prime example of the unconscionable barbarity
of the North Korean government and its agents.
Because Eun Hae was so miserable, she would frequently get drunk and could occasionally be unpleasant. But
despite all this, she was an excellent teacher and I found myself liking her more and more. She would often speak
of her children and of Tokyo, each time hoping that she would soon be returned to Japan. I don’t know if she ever
was.
We became friends and confidantes, and she looked forward to our time together. Her assignment was nothing
less than to transform me into a Japanese woman, so that once I was in the field, it would be impossible to discern
that I was really North Korean.
*
There was a village a mile or two away from our house, and we were of course required to stay away from it.
But Eun Hae insisted, one Sunday evening, that we visit the village, because she had never seen ordinary
North Koreans before.
We found a decrepit cluster of houses and filthy children running around the streets, some naked. I was
ashamed at this and tried to pull Eun Hae away. But she stared at the children with tears in her eyes. They were
bringing out her maternal instincts.
“So this is your brave new world, Ok-hwa,” she said with unmitigated scorn.
“I pity you.”
*
Another good friend at the camp was the cook, a woman in her mid-forties named Wul Chi, who also had a
tragic history.
She had fallen in love in her teens with a lathe operator, but had been forced by her mother to marry a coal
miner. Living in near-poverty in the backwoods village of Samjiuon, Wul Chi spent several miserable years while
her husband had numerous affairs with other women.
One day her husband was struck and killed by a mine cart. At his funeral she met the lathe operator with whom
she’d first been in love. But he now had a family of his own, and though he still loved her, there was nothing he
could do.
Wul Chi eventually found work teaching cooking classes at a college before her recruitment to the training
camp. She loved the solitude of Keumsung, because, as she joked, there were fewer people to bother her.
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She doubled as our “housemother,” and we had to report to her whenever we wanted to take a walk or leave
the general vicinity. But she was a generous person and frequently permitted us to do as we pleased.
*
During the years that followed, I was occasionally permitted to visit my family, but these were sad occasions.
My parents were always reluctant to see me leave, and I, at the time, somehow felt ashamed of their attachment to
me, which is what any fully indoctrinated North Korean would be expected to feel. It was not part of one’s
patriotic duty to become overly attached to one's relatives, and at the time my main concern was with my
newfound status as an agent trainee.
During this period my youngest brother, Bum-soo, became ill with skin cancer, which doctors told us would
ultimately be terminal.
My mother was openly and vocally unhappy about my being gone, but I knew my father missed me just as
much. Throughout my childhood he had been touchingly devoted to me, always calling me his Little Princess.
In many ways my father was an enigmatic man. I knew that he was proud of me and that as a Party official he
was among the most privileged of North Koreans, but something told me that he resented the government dearly
for taking me away.
Love, unfortunately, was not part of Kim Jung-il’s national agenda.
4
When I had been at the camp for three years, I was required to take what was known as the Final Exam, which
was designed to assess what I had learned thus far. It was by far the most grueling and nerve-racking period of my
training, because students who failed the exam twice would be expelled from the Party and disgraced for the rest
of their lives.
An entire week was set aside for the exam, which was divided into three major parts—physical, written, and
field test. Each part was rigorously evaluated and scored on a basis of one hundred possible points. To pass the
exam, students were required to achieve ninety points in each of the three parts.
For weeks before the exam I felt a constant sense of anxiety, as did the other students who would be participating. All that we had knocked ourselves out working for during the past three years was being put to the test. We
had been told that only a third of all participants regularly passed the exam. In this fashion the Party was able to
retain only the best people as its operatives.
The first day of the exam dawned cool and gray. It was September, and already there was rime on the ground,
which portended the impending winter.
I rose at six a.m., as required, my stomach in knots. I dressed in an athletic uniform and tried to eat breakfast,
but I was so nervous that my hands were shaking, and I literally had trouble bringing the food to my mouth.
Moreover my throat was constricted with tension, and I could swallow only with difficulty.
Sook-hee was taking the test with me, and she was just as anxious as I was. We spoke little during breakfast,
each of us trying to dispel our fears in some way or another. I recalled some lessons I had been given in Transcendental Meditation and tried to repeat the Om mantra to myself. But within moments my mind wandered, and I
would find myself shivering nervously and feeling no better than before.
At six-thirty we heard a whistle outside, which was the signal to begin, and we trooped outside into the courtyard. There were about fifteen of us all told, of whom a third were women. Off to one side stood two instructors,
one male and one female, who were dressed in combat fatigues and wore green military caps. When we had all
assembled, the male instructor, a tall, muscular man named Rae Hong, clapped his hands for our attention.
“Comrades!” he shouted, his breath emerging in vaporous clouds in the chilly air. “We are now ready to begin
the first part of the exam. This will consist of a fifteen-kilometer\fn{ Roughly ten miles} run around the camp, using a
series of mountain trails along the eastern valley. The route has been marked with orange flags, and both myself
and Comrade Myung”—he gestured to the female instructor—“will accompany you as monitors. Other instructors
will be waiting at the finish line, on the other side of the camp, where they will record your times. The faster you
complete the course, the higher your score. Anyone who does not complete the course will receive no points,
thereby disqualifying himself for the entire exam. Is this clear?”
“Yes, sir!” we chorused.
“Get ready,” he shouted, turning toward the road. When we were all ready, he blew his whistle and jogged off
down the road, and we quickly rushed after him.
*
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His pace was too quick for me. Rather than worry about keeping up with him, I set my own pace and concentrated on establishing a good rhythm. As in any race, some of the others were rushing forward at speeds that
would be impossible to maintain for very long. I tried to ignore them and concentrate on my own performance. At
all costs I must not stop, and I thought to myself that only a full collapse would stop me.
The first kilometer was pure agony. My thoughts were wandering all over the place, urging me to forget the
whole race and sit down and rest. I thrust them aside and tried to think of anything else—a conversation the previous night with Sook-hee, something I’d read recently. In this fashion I was able to complete the first kilometer,
and after that point I had settled into an easy stride.
Our course wandered up into the mountains, which added to the grueling trek. The valley below us was beautiful in the early autumn, and already splashes of color were appearing in places. The mountains around us were
peaceful and still, and there was a distant chorus of birdsong. The temperature gradually warmed, and soon I was
sweating profusely.
As the race progressed, we began to straggle from our original group. Some of the runners dropped behind,
while others were far ahead. Sook-hee and I pretty much stayed together through the whole thing, occasionally
muttering words of encouragement to each other.
After two thirds of the race had been run, the trail began to descend from the mountains, and this made it much
easier to keep my pace. But by now, ten kilometers into the race, my legs were beginning to ache. Even this,
however, was not my main concern. I was bent at all costs upon maintaining my rate of breathing, with one breath
for every four strides. I knew that once I lost this rhythm, I would almost surely not finish.
As the race neared its end, we came upon a few casualties. One man and one woman had collapsed at various
points along the trail and were sobbing helplessly in the grass. I felt a pang of sympathy for them as I passed, but
there was nothing I could do. I prayed silently that they would pass the next time.
During the final two kilometers my lungs began to burn, and I was forced to take a breath first at every three
strides, and then at every two. Sook-hee was stumbling beside me, a look of grim determination on her face, her
eyes fixed forward in anticipation of the finish line. She was breathing in ragged gasps, and at one point I yelled at
her,
“Come on, Sook-hee! Not much farther! We’re almost there!”
She responded by rolling her eyes, but I knew that my encouragement had worked.
None of us knew precisely where the finish line would be, which only added to the mental agony of the race;
there was no fixed point to aim for. But at long last, just as I felt I could go no farther, I saw a group of runners
who’d already finished the race standing around and talking to Instructor Rae Hong. Other instructors were
waiting with stopwatches. I pushed forward across the finish line and promptly collapsed, Sook-hee beside me.
*
“Two hours, four minutes, and twenty-seven seconds for comrades Ok-hwa and Sook-hee!” shouted one of the
timekeepers, making a note on her clipboard.
“Well done, comrades! That’s worth ninety-three and a half points!”
“Bloody hell.” Sook-hee panted. “If it hadn’t been for you, Ok-hwa, I never would have made it. I feel half
dead.”
“Me too,” I replied, still struggling for breath. I rolled onto my back and gazed at the sky, which had cleared
into a deep blue. My head was throbbing, and I felt dizzy. I thought for a moment I would pass out, and Rae Hong
strode over and pulled me to my feet.
“You should walk around a bit,” he said. “The worst thing you can do is lie down. It’s bad for your heart.
You’ll feel all right soon.”
I nodded and walked around the courtyard. About six runners had finished the race already—five men and one
woman—and Sook-hee and I made it eight. Over the next half hour a few others straggled in, and only three had
been forced to quit altogether. It was now barely nine a.m., and there would be plenty more to come that day.
Rae Hong told us to take showers and change uniforms before reporting to the Athletic Center at ten o’clock,
when the exam would resume. I watched him walk off in amazement. We had just run fifteen kilometers, and he
wasn’t even breathing hard.
Sook-hee and I staggered into our house and stripped off our clothes. I let her use the shower and instead took
a long hot bath for myself, which made me feel both refreshed and exhausted at the same time. I dressed into
another training uniform and drank a tall glass of orange juice before walking over to the Athletic Center.
This was a long narrow building with two gymnasiums, a weight room, a swimming pool, and a large square
room with mirrors and martial arts equipment. The instructors were in the weight room, and since it was still a
few minutes before ten, spent some time stretching with the other students while we waited for the test to resume.
*
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“Right!” said Rae Hong at precisely ten o’clock. “Let’s continue. We’ll start in the weight room, where each
one of you I will be required to bench-press the maximum weight of which you are capable. You will then do as
many pull-ups as you are able on the chinning bar. Comrade Ok-hwa, we’ll start with you.”
Nervously I stood and walked over to the bench press, where two muscle-bound attendants were waiting to
assist me. I tried to recall the weight I usually trained at, which was 50 kilograms—roughly 100 pounds.
“I’ll try seventy-five kilos,” I said, sitting on the bench.
The attendants loaded the barbell with the weights and placed it on the rack. I lay down under it. This was
about 150 pounds, and quite a stretch for a woman of my stature. I had never lifted this kind of weight before—70
kilos was my best effort to date—and I was already fatigued from the run. Still, I would be given one more try if I
failed, so I might as well aim high.
I did series of quick, deep breaths, sending as much oxygen I as possible into my blood. I gripped the iron
barbell and gathered my strength to lift it from the rack.
With a cry I pushed, and the weights rose ponderously into the air. The barbell teetered for a moment, and I
fought to regain control. I then lowered the bar until it touched my chest, as required. Summoning every ounce of
strength, I exhaled and pushed the barbell upward. About halfway up it stopped. I gave a shout, my face
contorting, and pushing even harder.
Miraculously I was able to fully extend my arms and complete the exercise. The attendants took the weight
from my hands and replaced it on the rack.
There was a cheer from the onlookers. Somewhat dazed, I rose from the bench and sat down.
“Excellent!” boomed Rae Hong. “Score ninety-six points for Ok-hwa! Would you like to try again?”
“No, sir,” I replied.
“Very well. Next!”
Sook-hee, when her turn came, was able to press 65 kilos, a very respectable figure worth 92 points. The best
score came from a stocky, muscle-bound man named Kim Bong, who, in a fit of snarling ecstasy, pressed more
than 200 kilos and earned 10 bonus points, for a total of 110, for his efforts.
*
Next we moved on to pull-ups.
I had practiced these every day for the past three years, and I could generally complete about fifteen. That day
I managed seventeen, and earned 94 points. Sook-hee completed sixteen, and once again Kim Bong was the high
achiever with forty-six.
“Into the second gymnasium!” shouted Myung, when we were through in the weight room.
*
The next test was designed to rate our speed. The gym was perhaps 50 meters in length (about 54 yards), and
each student was required to run from one wall to the other and then back again. We would be given three attempts.
I myself felt confident for this race. For a woman of my height I was fairly quick, and there was not an ounce
of fat on me after three years of intensive training. My best time was 19.4 seconds, which was not bad considering
that when we touched the opposite wall, we were forced to slow down before making the return run.
Sook-hee did even better, finishing in 19.1 seconds. She received 95 points for this event, and I received 94.8.
*
It was noon by then, and we were allowed to break for lunch, most of us thoroughly exhausted. That day we
received double rations of everything, and I was still hungry when I was finished.
The next event did not begin until 1:00 p.m., and Sook-hee and I took twenty minutes to collapse on our beds
and try to regain our strength.
“I can’t believe how hard they’re pushing us,” she said, massaging her legs.
“It’s not over yet,” I replied. “But all I can say is, we’ve come a long way since we turned eighteen and started
army training. I could barely run a mile then.”
“I could barely walk a mile then.” She laughed.
*
At 1:00 hours we were back in the Athletic Center, this time in the dojung, or martial arts room. We had been
required to change into ghis—the white pajama-like uniforms used by martial artists.
Our martial arts training derived from a variety of styles, all of them Korean, including Tae Kwando, Tung
Soodo, and Hap Kido. These similar but nevertheless distinct styles had been molded into a hybrid martial art,
which was used to train the agents.
Our belt system progressed as follows: White for beginners, and then Yellow, Green, Blue, Red, Brown, and
then ten degrees of Black. There were few martial artists alive who had legitimately reached the upper Black Belt
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degrees, but our instructor, Kai Che-on, was Fifth-Degree in each of the three Korean arts. After three years of
training we had all reached at least First Degree, but afterward it generally took years to attain each successive
degree.
Kai had two assistants, both Third-Degree Black Belts, named Yung Lu-i and Kang Kh-il. After leading us
through some warm-ups, he sat himself at the head of the room with Kang Kh-il beside him, holding a clipboard.
Yung Lu-i stood nearby, and Rae Hong and Myung, themselves Second-Degree Black Belts, were seated nearby.
*
“We shall start with unarmed combat,” said Rae Hong. “Each of you comrades will fight for five minutes with
Yung Lu-i.
“In view of the accuracy required during this testing, you’ll be fighting full-contact—no pads. The men will
have groin protectors but nothing more. Most techniques will be legal—you can kick below the legs and to the
head, and you can apply throws and locks, but we will be grading your restraint as well as your skill.
“A technique that is solidly delivered but controlled enough to do little harm will receive the highest grade.
Any deliberately broken bones will result in that student’s immediate disqualification. Understood? Good. Let’s
begin.”
I was thankful that I didn’t have to go first. I had never fought Yung Lu-i before and was glad for the chance to
observe his style. He was a tall, wiry man with great hand and foot speed, capable of executing the most
complicated kicks imaginable. I had once seen him break a cement tile that had been placed vertically eight feet
off the ground. He had jumped up, spun around in midair, and brought his leg around in a perfect spinning heel
kick to shatter the tile.
Some fighters are counter-attackers, but Yung Lu-i fought more aggressively, initiating attacks of his own
accord. He feinted beautifully, delivering a flurry of blows to the first stu dent with such ease and dexterity that I
quickly grew doubtful that I could do anything against him. At the end of five minutes the student, a young man,
was battered and bloody, but still earned 90 points for holding his own against a master.
*
When three more students had gone, my own turn came. I rose, jogged out to the center of the floor, bowed to
Yung Lu-i, and then we both bowed to the instructors. Kai nodded and signaled for us to begin.
Yung Lu-i came for me right away. The fact that I was female meant nothing in this environment, and I had
seen women receive broken noses and cracked ribs as often as the men. He launched a series of kicks at me,
which I evaded with difficulty. I had no illusions of counter-attacking so soon. I was trying to stay on my feet.
At length he backed off and waited for me. As the lesser-ranking student I was now required to attack him
quickly or risk being penalized for stalling.
Left foot leading, I aimed a few quick punches at his face. He raised his arms to block, and simultaneously I
hooked my left foot behind his ankle and executed a perfect sweep, pulling his leg from under him and sending
him to the floor. His other leg came around immediately for a thrust kick into my stomach, and I was driven
backward. He sprang to his feet and followed with a hard punch to my ribs and another to my chin.
Frightened, angry, and desperate, I ignored the pain and grabbed his leading hand, yanking him closer for a
roundhouse kick into the gut. He was momentarily staggered, and I grabbed his shoulders, stepped behind him,
and threw him to the floor. As expected, he lashed out with his foot, but I was ready this time.
I caught his leg in midair and directed a kick of my own into his groin.
“Break!” called Kai. “Score an early round for Ok-hwa!”
*
Yung Lu-i got to his feet. He was angry now, and his next attacks were sharper and faster. He delivered several
glancing blows to my midsection that I could not block, and in a moment he would have me.
I managed to duck under his guard and deliver an elbow into his sternum before grabbing his leg and throwing
him to the floor. He responded expertly, bringing his other leg around until he’d locked my own legs in a scissorshold and pulled me down in turn. With his legs tightly enclosing mine, he was already sitting up and aiming a
chop for my face. I caught his wrist and bent the hand back into a lock, and reflexively his scissors-hold loosened.
“Break!” called Rae Hong.
We both stood, bowed to Kai, and then to each other. There was a pause as the instructors computed their
scores and averaged them together. I took my seat and waited.
“For Comrade Ok-hwa … ninety-eight!”
*
There was a brief round of applause. I was stunned. I had managed to hold my own against an accomplished
fighter, though I knew that in real combat he would be more than a match for me. Still, I had gotten the better of
Yung Lu-i this time, and I lowered my eyes, not daring to look at him.
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As if stung by his poor showing against me, Yung Lu-i proceeded to batter every other student around the floor
unmercifully, trapping them in painful locks, flipping them through the air, catching them with beautifully
executed kicks. When all the students had finished, Yung Lu-i sat down, and Kang Kh-il stood.
*
“Now we begin the second event,” said Kai. “Each student will face Comrade Kang Kh-il, who will be
wielding a twenty-five-centimeter plastic knife. You will be given three attempts to disarm him and then use the
knife yourself or overcome him some other way. Questions? No? Let’s begin!”
I was the third student to face Kang Kh-il. After the bows we circled each other warily.
The plastic blade of the knife was designed to retract into the handle, as a measure of how far a real knife
would have penetrated. Kang Kh-il feinted at me, his black eyes locked into mine. The gaze can be a pow erful
weapon among good martial artists, and I forced myself to concentrate on his knife hand. Suddenly he sprang forward, cat-quick, the knife angling for my stomach. I was so surprised that I couldn’t even block his arm. He
pressed the knife into my abdomen and the blade retreated fully into the handle.
“First round to Kang Kh-il!” shouted Kai. “Come on, Ok-hwa! Concentrate!”
Chagrined, I assumed a combat stance and circled with Kang Khil again. This time I did watch his eyes,
trusting that they would betray his intentions. He switched the knife from hand to hand, smirking slightly, biding
his time. On impulse I pivoted on the ball of my foot and launched a spinning back kick at his face. To my
surprise the blow landed. Kang Kh-il stepped back with a cry, one hand reaching up for his face. I followed with
two hard punches to his sternum and could have finished him off right then had I acted sensibly. But instead of
driving my knee into his groin or aiming a controlled chop at his throat, which would have caused the judges to
suspend the round, I grabbed his knife hand and jammed my other arm behind his elbow. The pressure caused him
to release the knife, which I scooped up instantly.
But Kang Kh-il had recovered from my attack and launched a front kick at my chest as I bent over. I took the
full force of the blow and was driven back ten feet before falling ignominiously on my rear end. He was after me
right away, but at least I had retained my grip on the knife. I climbed heavily to my feet and stabbed at him. He
stopped in his tracks, avoiding the thrust, and then assumed a combat stance. We circled each other again, but now
I had the advantage.
He advanced on me, forcing me back, and he kept his front foot poised to kick. Kang Kh-il was a formidable
opponent, built like a rock, and I had my doubts about whether I could get inside his guard. I decided to try a
different ploy. I tossed the knife at him, and for a moment his eyes darted upward. In that brief time I drove the
instep of my foot into his groin and then followed with a solid punch to the chin. Kang Kh-il, looking startled, fell
back onto his own rear end!
“Break!” yelled Kai. “Ok-hwa has won!”
I helped a dazed Kang Kh-il to his feet. After bowing I sat down to await the score.
“Ninety-four!” shouted Rae Hong.
By then it was late afternoon, and there were no more events that day. Sook-hee and I returned to our house
and were asleep by 7:00. I had surprised myself. I just might be special-agent material after all.
*
The next day was not nearly as strenuous as the first, consisting mostly of weapons testing.
In the first event we used high-powered rifles to hit bull’s-eyes at a hundred meters’ distance (about 109 yards).
We were given fifty shots, and I hit the target forty-seven times. Sook-hee actually scored a perfect 50, as did
many of the other students, and all of us scored well.
We were then tested in pistol shooting, only this time the target was only twenty-five meters away. I hit the
target forty-six times again, a score surpassed only by Sook-hee, who again scored a perfect 50.
“I think you’ve found your niche,” I said to her during lunch.
“I’m glad I’m doing something right,” she replied. “After getting knocked around by Yung Lu-i yesterday I
wasn’t feeling very good about myself. And, boy, do my legs ache!”
“Mine too,” I said, grinning. In fact I had barely been able to get out of bed this morning, I was so sore. Not to
mention the various bruises sustained during the martial arts events the previous day.
*
The rest of the day continued in a similar vein, with events such as archery, knife throwing, and grenade
lobbing. I did reasonably well in all events except the archery, where I scored only an 82. But my overall average
for the physical section was well above 90, so I was not worried.
Our driving skills were also tested.
We were required to navigate a Mercedes at high speeds through an obstacle course, which included poles,
sheets of ice, and hairpin turns. Each of us was given two opportunities, and we were carefully timed. I always got
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a thrill from driving cars because they were so absent from everyday life in North Korea. People in Western
countries drive them everywhere, but for me they were still a novelty.
But my three years of performance-driving training had served me well, and I scored a 96, second-best in the
class.
The physical section of the challenge was over, and my overall average was 94.63. Only two students had
scored better, and only eleven of the original fifteen proceeded to the writing section.
*
In many respects the written test was even more difficult than the physical. The test was conducted in two fourhour sections on each of two days, and the subjects were extremely varied.
The whole first day was spent covering the philosophy and history of Kim Il-sung. There were no multiplechoice questions. There were two hundred purely factual questions that could be answered in a word or a sentence
and then three essays that focused on North Korean socialist ideology. The latter were especially effective in
determining how well we had digested our propaganda, with questions such as “In no more than ten pages briefly
explain some of the many ways that the North Korean government is superior to capitalism.”
During the second day we were tested on many different subjects—math, foreign languages, and so on. There
was a whole section on weapons capabilities, with questions such as “What is the favored handgun of the KGB
and how many rounds does it hold?” and “Name every plane used by the North Korean Army and its specifications.”
*
I was nervous throughout the exam, and there were many questions that I could not answer. Moreover I had no
idea what constituted the minimum required score of 90, since it was impossible to determine how the instructors
were weighing each part of the exam.
After the second day of the written section—and the fourth overall—I was physically and mentally drained.
We had been excused all other duties during the week of the final exam, and I found myself sleeping ten hours a
night. Sook-hee was faring no better.
Because there were only eleven students now, the tests were graded quickly. Three students were disqualified,
and of the remaining eight I received the second-highest average—93. Sook-hee received a 92.18.
We both crossed our fingers.
Two down, one to go.
*
The last part of the final exam was perhaps the most difficult of all.
For this section it was said that each student’s test was individualized according to the intended function that
person was to serve in the Intelligence agency. All tests were given individually, and in many different locations.
It was called the field test because it was intended to simulate, as accurately as possible, a scenario that we might
encounter as agents in the field.
My own field test was to take place that Friday evening, and I was briefed during the morning by Rae Hong as
to what would be required.
“Your mission will commence just before sundown,” he began.
“About six miles north of this camp, just over Keumsung Mountain and through a pine forest, the Party has
built a two-story mansion that is designed to approximate a foreign embassy, which we therefore nicknamed the
Embassy. You’ll be given a map of the grounds as well as a floor plan to the building.
“The building is surrounded by a wall, and the grounds are patrolled by guards. When you’ve looked at the
floor plan, you’ll note that there’s a room containing a safe. Inside that safe are some documents in Japanese. Your
job will be to infiltrate the embassy, memorize the documents, and return—without being captured—by 6:00 a.m.
tomorrow.
“Almost everything will be perfectly simulated. The embassy bedrooms will be occupied by agents impersonating diplomatic personnel. The guards will not know when you are coming. The agents who are impersonating the
roles of guards and embassy personnel will grade your performance. Everything will be as authentic as possible—
you’ll have to watch for tripwire alarms, hidden surveillance monitors, microphones—everything.
“For this test you will be supplied with the following: two pistols, an AK-forty-seven automatic rifle, three
knives, a can of foam spray, a rope with grappling hooks, a flashlight, a stethoscope, glass cutters, a compass, and
a lock-pick.
“The knives will be plastic, and the guns will fire paint pellets, which will sting but not permanently injure.
The guards in turn will have similar weapons.
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“If you are shot, you will be well marked, and if you’re shot in vital areas, your score will be reduced
accordingly. The guns will be equipped with silencers, and you’ll get eight clips total for the pistols and two for
the automatic rifle.
“Since this is a test of our guardsmen as well, it will be considered permissible if you are forced to knock them
unconscious unless they surrender first. We want this to be as realistic as possible.
“Once you recover the documents, you will be required to read and memorize them before replacing them.
When you finally return, you will be interrogated as to the contents of those documents. Any questions?”
*
In truth I had plenty, but I could only stare at him with a stupefied expression on my face. I couldn’t believe
that I was being sent upon such an assignment. The thoroughness of my instructors astounded me. At length I
found my voice.
“I assume, sir, that other students have taken this same test?”
“Of course,” he replied, “or at least something very much like it. As an agent in the field you must be fully prepared for any eventuality, and only through these sorts of tests can we determine who is truly qualified to join
Foreign Intelligence. That’s why we go through the expense of maintaining this otherwise useless building.”
“And what”—I tried to phrase the question as innocuously as possible—“what do I need to do to pass the test?
Everything?”
He chuckled.
“I can’t tell you that. It's best if you concentrate on fulfilling the entire assignment. There are no such things as
‘minimum requirements’ in the field, Ok-hwa. You either accomplish your mission or you don’t.”
I nodded to show my understanding. I did not want to appear uneasy before him, but inside, my stomach was
churning at the prospect of this “test.” I wondered where I would possibly find the confidence to carry it off
successfully.
But what was the alternative? To refuse and thus be expelled from the Party altogether? No, I would have to
grit my teeth and strengthen my resolve. I would simply do the best I could.
Rae Hong stood.
“Well, if you’ve no further questions, I’ll leave you alone for the afternoon. I’ll have everything you need sent
here within a few hours—the equipment, the clothes, everything. I’ll be back around eighteen hundred hours to
officially see you off. In the meantime, I suggest you rest.
“Oh, and don’t speak of this to anybody. Understood?”
I nodded again, and Rae Hong let himself out.
*
I returned to my bedroom and threw myself on the bed. Sleep was out of the question. I was so nervous that I
was shaking all over, my teeth chattering.
I wrapped myself in the blankets and huddled miserably for several hours, dreading every passing moment. If
Ill had felt confident about myself the past few days, I no longer felt so. My entire future in the Party hinged upon
this one night, and I was terrified of failing.
Soo-hee was gone all afternoon, which probably helped. I don’t think I could have kept my fears to myself,
and I probably I would have revealed everything to her.
She was probably taking her own test at that very moment. I hoped that she was doing all right.
The afternoon advanced, and I managed a fitful nap before getting out of bed at 7:30. I walked into the living
room, where a large trunk had been placed. Inside I found everything I would need—guns, clothes, accessories.
Sighing, I brought the clothes back to my room and put them on.
I had been provided with a black jumpsuit, black shoes, and a black stocking mask that left only my eyes
exposed, like some old Ninja. There was a shoulder holster for one pistol, a hip holster for the other. There was a
belt where I could keep the knives, flashlight, and several clips of ammunition.
I also had a backpack for the rope, stethoscope, and the rest of the ammunition, not to mention a can of foam
for the hidden cameras.
I was all suited up and ready at 8:00 when Rae Hong stopped by to see me off. He looked approvingly at my
attire and said that he wished he had a camera.
I was in no mood for humor. The clothes were comfortable, but I felt frankly ridiculous with my mask and my
AK-47 slung over my shoulder.
“Well, Comrade Ok-hwa,” said Rae Hong, glancing at his watch. “You have twelve hours to fulfill your
assignment. Good luck!”
“Thank you, sir,” I mumbled through my mask, and stepped outside.
*
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It was a clear, moonless evening, and the shadows were already lengthening. I set off in the direction of the
compound at a good walk, moving along the trail over Keumsung Mountain and into the pinewood. I had memorized the route to the embassy, but I brought both maps just in case. I had determined the location of the safe—the
library.
It was darker in the woods, and I had only my compass to guide me. I listened to the familiar sounds of the
forest at dusk—the blackbirds finishing their chorus, the scurryings of smaller animals coming out to hunt. I also
listened for the heavier footsteps of tigers. It was not impossible that I should encounter a tiger.
Soon it was fully dark. I walked as quietly as possible, half convinced that some of Rae Hong’s operatives
were lurking in the woods around me, marking my progress. I used the flashlight but covered the beam with my
hand except when necessary. The forest settled into a nocturnal silence.
I continued in this fashion for what seemed like forever. The eerie silence of the forest, except for the occasional wind in the treetops, was disconcerting. I knew that part of this whole test would be psychological and that
moving several miles through a forest at night alone would itself be a significant accomplishment. I often had the
urge to run—but where to? There was no shelter nearby, and the only alternative I had was to turn back. I was not
ready for that yet.
*
Suddenly I could see light in the distance through the trees. I snapped off my flashlight and tucked it in my
belt. I put away the compass and crept quietly forward, from tree trunk to tree trunk. When I had covered perhaps
ten yards, I found myself at the edge of the forest, looking at the front gates of the embassy compound.
Lamps had been set in the walls on either side of the gates, and a guard stood next to each lamp. There was
also a small guardhouse, which was lit from within. The walls were of white stucco and perhaps fifteen feet high.
Beyond the walls, if I remembered correctly from the map I’d been given, would be a series of flowerbeds and a
long, sloping front lawn that led to the house itself, visible in the distance through the gates.
I observed the guards for a while. Besides the two on duty there seemed to be another inside the guardhouse,
which doubtless had a phone line to the embassy. After a time a patrol passed, three strong, talking among
themselves and waving to the sentries as they walked by.
*
Remaining within the shelter of the trees, I moved along the perimeter of the grounds to the right of the gates.
When I reached the corner, I continued along the next wall, running toward the house itself. Another patrol
passed, and I sank back into the shadows until they were out of sight. I then fixed the grappling hook to the end of
the rope, stepped out of the woods, and threw the rope over the wall. The hook caught. I pulled myself upward
until I was atop the wall, where I paused briefly to gather my rope before jumping down to the other side.
I found myself on the front lawn of the embassy, about a hundred feet from the house itself and two hundred
from the gates. I sank to the ground. Lanterns had been placed at regular intervals along the gravel drive that led
from the gates to the front doors, and other light was leaking outside from inside the building itself. I noted another patrol walking near the house, moving away from me. Staying close to the wall, I darted forward until I was
level with the house itself.
*
The house was constructed in the neoclassical style, with Greek pillars and a wide terrace in front of the
building. Perhaps fifty feet of open lawn lay between me and the house. Looking into the windows, I saw a welllit room—the library. At this point I extracted my floor plan and studied it again, crouched in the shadows.
Above the library was a terrace with a stone railing that let out from a guest bedroom suite. Looking up, I saw
that all the bedroom windows were dark. Given that the safe was in the library, it might be my best means of
entry.
I looked into the library again. A servant had walked in and was serving tea to a person or people I couldn’t
see. Should I wait until the library was vacant, or enter the house now and hide from within?
I decided to enter now. I was becoming cold, and the bedroom would probably be inhabited later anyway. And
it would be foolish to enter the library itself from outside even after it had been vacated, since there was almost
certainly a video monitor inside.
But how to get to the terrace?
*
I moved a little farther, careful to look for trip wires, and spotted a drainpipe at the rear corner of the house.
Looking around and seeing no one, I shot across the lawn, keeping low to the ground until I reached the wall. I
flattened myself against it and once more searched for guards.
A patrol seemed to be approaching the front corner of the house opposite me; I could hear footsteps and
hushed voices.
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Immediately I gripped the drainpipe and pulled myself up, bit by bit, until I had reached the top. I threw myself
over the railing just as the guards appeared. Heart pounding, I sank against the ornate balustrade and waited for
them to pass. Another moment and they would have seen me.
I now looked at the bedroom windows. They were still dark, so I crept across the terrace toward them, taking
care that my footsteps should not be heard in the library below. When I reached the first window, I tried to pull it
open. It was locked or stuck, so I moved past the bedroom door and tried the other. It, too, was locked.
Finally I tried the door. It was not only locked, but I noticed the telltale strips of alarm tape on its windows.
The door would not be a good idea.
*
I moved back to the first window, which was toward the rear of the house. I removed the glass cutters from my
backpack and cut a hole just above the place where I assumed the lock would be. After removing the glass, I
reached in and found a catch, which I tripped open. The window slid smoothly upward.
I had gained access to the house.
I slipped inside and closed the window. I fitted the missing glass precariously into its hole, where it seemed
reasonably stable. I then took stock of my surroundings.
I could see little except that the bedroom was empty. There was a plush four-poster bed against one wall, and a
fireplace with an ornate mantel as well. Velvet drapes hung from the ceiling. It was difficult to tell whether the
bedroom was in use or not.
There were three doorways, which led to a closet, a bathroom, and main second-floor hallway. This last door
was slightly ajar, and I peered through the crack outside. The hallway was well lit, extending some sixty or
seventy feet to the other side of the house. Halfway in between was the top of the stairway.
*
I pushed the door open a few more inches, trying to recall the floor plan. There were two bedroom doors
immediately outside, one on each side of the hallway, and another pair twenty feet farther. Then came the stairway and five more doors, two on each side and one, directly opposite me, at the end.
I shut the door and glanced at my watch.
It was 10:00 p.m.; by midnight the embassy personnel would probably be in bed. In the meantime I would just
have to wait.
I opened the door to the closet and switched on my flashlight. It was huge inside, and filled with evening
gowns and western-style suits. I moved to the rear and settled myself behind a curtain of expensive fabric, turning
off my flashlight. If the room was indeed occupied, then I would have to wait for its occupants to fall asleep before moving downstairs. I couldn’t find a better hiding place for now, since moving through the hallway would be
too risky.
*
An hour passed. I was struck by a faint sense of absurdity at the whole situation. Here I was, a woman in my
early twenties, stalking through a mock embassy to pass a Foreign Intelligence test! It seemed so far removed
from the ordinary life I had once known, from my mother and her home-cooked meals, my father relaxing in his
easy chair after dinner, my garrulous brothers and sister.
What were they doing at this moment? Were they in turn, perhaps, thinking about me?
My thoughts were interrupted as the bedroom door opened and the light was turned on. I heard footsteps and
voices—a man’s and a woman’s. They were speaking in Japanese, though I couldn’t make out their exact words. I
became tense, heart pounding, and tried to retreat farther into the closet, my AK-47 bumping against the wall.
The woman’s voice became louder, and abruptly the closet light was switched. Even behind my clothes my
eyes were smarting. The woman laughed, saying something, or so I thought, about the misery of living in Cairo
for six months.
The hangers slid toward me, and I felt the clothes pressed against me. There was a rustling sound as the woman removed her dress, which she then hung up. She then seemed to take something else from another hanger and
suddenly the light was switched off again, leaving me in darkness. Her voice receded.
I wondered if the man would follow in turn, but as the minutes passed, it appeared as though he wouldn’t. I
could vaguely perceive the bedroom light extinguish, and a I few moments later there was silence.
*
My pulse continued to race. I now would have to wait an additional half hour or so before going anywhere, to
allow the couple a chance to get to sleep. I shut my eyes and leaned my head against the wall. It seemed as though
I was doing a haphazard job at best, and yet what else could I do, considering my deadline? I could only
deliberate so long before action became essential.
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When a seemingly appreciable length of time had elapsed I cautiously parted the clothes and got to my feet.
The closet door had been left ajar, and after listening for a moment I pushed it open.
My eyes were now adjusted to the darkness, and I could clearly make out the bed only fifteen feet away. The
two people were only vague shapes in the dimness, indistinct blurs. The man was snoring deeply. I crept across
the carpet toward the hail door.
*
Suddenly there was a gasp. I spun around and saw the woman sitting up in bed. A moment later a light was
turned on, and I blinked painfully in the unwelcome glare.
“Shut up!” I snapped in Japanese, moving toward her, a pistol drawn.
She was a middle-aged Asian woman with a fancy Western perm. She wore an apricot nightgown of a very
expensive quality. Her mouth was open, and her hands were pressed against her face. When I was a few feet away,
she smiled suddenly and lowered her hands.
“It’s all right,” she said in Korean. “At this point we’re either dead or unconscious. Consider us eliminated.”
I paused uncertainly.
“Don’t worry, Ok-hwa,” she continued soothingly. “We expected you sooner or later. I’m impressed that you
didn’t shoot me.” I smiled beneath my mask.
“I hope you’ll at least turn the light out and keep quiet?”
“Of course,” she replied. “Good luck!”
The man had been snoring throughout this episode and gave no sign of having heard any of this. I lowered the
gun and walked to the door. The light was extinguished.
*
I slipped into the hallway. Only a few dim night-lights had been left on. I stole across the floor to the stairway,
which swept down to the first level in a wide curve. The steps were marble, but my shoes were soft-soled and
made little sound. Pistol ready, I padded downstairs into a large antechamber, straight into a guard seated at a desk
near the front door.
We spotted each other at the same time, but before he could move, I had brought up the pistol and emptied a
few shots at him. The paint pellets splattered over his shirtfront and left cheek, and a moment later he grinned at
me and keeled over.
At the bottom of the stairs I looked around. Dimly lit hallways branched to the left and right, each lined with
doors. At the end of the left hallway was the library, whose door was shut. I could see no light from under the
door, so I assumed the room was empty.
At that point I looked up and found a surveillance camera panning across the room toward me. Instantly I
dived beneath its line of sight and rolled toward the wall, noting an electric eye in the wall a few feet above me
when I stopped. My heart began to pound all over again. I was not being methodical enough, and my next mistake
might be the last.
When the camera had panned in the other direction, I stood and darted into the hallway toward the library. The
door was locked, and I fumbled for a pick. It was a long minute before I could jimmy the door and slip inside,
closing the door after me.
*
I switched on my flashlight. The safe was supposed to be behind a painting near the door. I played the beam
across the walls until I came to a watercolor landscape that seemed to fit the bill. I removed the painting, and sure
enough, there was the safe.
I set down my pack and withdrew the stethoscope, which I applied to the door of the safe. I turned the dial,
listening to the tumblers, pulling whenever I heard a telltale click. A minute later and the safe was opened.
I reached inside and found a single sheet of paper. I snatched it up and pored over it.
“Ok-hwa,” it said in Japanese, “you are halfway to the finish! When you meet Instructor Rae Hong this
morning, you are to repeat these exact words to him as best you can. Good luck.”
I felt a thrill of elation as I replaced the paper and closed the safe, spinning the dial so that it locked. I replaced
the painting. I might just succeed with this crazy assignment after all.
*
At that point I heard the crunching of gravel and looked up to see a military jeep approaching the embassy at
high speed. Shocked, I switched off my flashlight and ran to the window. How could they know already?
And then it struck me. I had avoided the camera, but the guard’s inert body certainly had not.
The jeep braked to a screeching halt, and two men jumped out. I heard the front door opening and was jolted
into action. I had to get out of here now.
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Quickly I tried the windows. They were all locked and in fact seemed painted shut, and I could not break the
wooden frames. The only way out was the hallway I’d just come from.
I heard footsteps pounding down the hallway already, and a moment later the door burst open. I dropped into a
crouch, waiting. The room was dark, and they couldn’t see me yet. I held my pistol ready.
Suddenly the light was flicked on. At once I squeezed a few shots off, striking the two guards who were poised
outside. They dropped their guns and sank to the floor, covered with red paint. I stood and rushed past them,
jamming another clip into my pistol as I ran.
*
I remembered the presence of the electric eye in the antechamber and rolled under its sight, but I needn’t have
bothered. The two guards had obviously alerted the whole place to my presence, because I heard footsteps
upstairs and voices shouting outside.
I burst out the front door and sprinted across the terrace toward the lawn. The gates would surely still be
guarded, and my only hope was to escape the way I had come in, scaling the wall in some other place.
But I’d only gone a few yards when a patrol rounded the corner of the house, three strong. The guards dropped
to the ground, rolling onto their stomachs with machine guns at the ready. I retreated behind a Doric column as a
chorus of paint pellets struck the stone next to me.
I unslung the AK-47 with one hand and fired a volley in their direction, still holding the pistol in my other
hand. I then dashed across the terrace, releasing sporadic bursts at them, and I heard a cry of surprise and pain. I
must have gotten one of them!
At the end of the terrace I vaulted over the railing and hit the lawn running. Two guards were charging in
pursuit, firing their machine guns, and a few pellets struck the ground near my feet. I turned and, still running,
emptied the rest of the AK-47’s clip at them. I missed, but they were obliged to hit the ground, which bought me
some time.
I reached the wall, which threw a big shadow across the lawn, and ran along its length for a time, trusting the
darkness to hide me. Finally I stopped and reloaded the AK-47. I then took out the rope and threw it over the wall
and pulled until the grappling hook caught. I placed the AK-47 and pack on my shoulders.
*
And then I heard something that made my blood freeze: the frenzied, ceaseless barking of what sounded like
very angry dogs.
They had been released from the house. And they were drawing nearer.
Terrified, I began scaling the wall. My arms felt weak and rubbery because of my fear, and my feet slipped
against the stone. There was a shout; I had been seen. The dogs were closing in steadily.
Desperately I pulled myself to the top of the wall, gasping, and threw myself to the other side, landing heavily.
A moment later I heard the dogs barking from the spot I’d just been.
I took a moment to catch my breath before running along the wall toward the pine forest. I had a pistol in my
right hand, and I was waiting for the first sign of a guard. Sure enough, when I was thirty feet from the southeast
corner, another patrol lurched into view. With a shout I emptied seven or eight rounds at them, not checking my
pace. They tried to retreat, but I continued shooting until the clip was empty and the guards were lying in a heap
and thoroughly covered with paint.
“Well done!” I heard as I passed them.
*
I charged into the forest, gripping the flashlight with my free hand and switching it on. I felt as though my
heart burst, and I knew that it was essential that I stop to rest, but I wanted to put some distance between myself
and the compound first. Though reluctant to use the flashlight, I had no alternative. I would run into a tree within
seconds otherwise.
When I had covered a hundred yards, I stopped. I sank against a tree trunk and turned off my flashlight. I had
never been so out of breath in my entire life, and my pulse was like a jackhammer in my chest and throat. Dazedly
I reloaded the pistol, wondering how long it would be before I could continue.
I didn’t have long to decide. I could soon hear the distant sound of barking again, and intuitively I guessed that
they were putting the dogs on my trail.
I staggered to my feet and pushed on. The dogs would be kept on leads and could therefore move only as fast
as my human pursuers. I switched on my flashlight again, dodging among the tree trunks. It would still be a few
minutes before they picked up my scent—time enough to lose them, provided I did everything correctly.
*
A quarter of a mile farther on I came across a brook, no more than three or four feet wide. I plunged into it and
waded upstream, my feet recoiling from the icy coldness of the water. When I had followed the course for a few
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hundred feet, I leaped onto the bank and continued through the forest. Now I was searching for a tree I could
climb, and fortunately there are many such trees in a pine forest.
Five minutes later I was perched atop an enormous larch tree. I could still hear the barking in the distance, and
even see the flickering flashlights; but my pursuers, if indeed they’d found my trail, seemed to have lost it at the
brook. As I waited, catching my breath, they moved off toward the compound. They were calling it off.
I sighed in relief and even cried for a few minutes. I was utterly exhausted and psychologically drained. I
looked at my watch—2:20 a.m. I still had several miles to cover, and less than four hours in which to do so. I
descended from the tree and took out my compass and flashlight. It was time to move on.
*
I moved mechanically, putting one foot in front of the other by force of habit. I had been covered in sweat, and
now I felt cold and clammy in the chill night air. I did not think about anything in particular, and I no longer felt a
sense of urgency. My mind was blank. I could only dully proceed and trust that I would soon reach the camp.
It was 5:00 a.m. when I finally came to the Keumsung Mountain trail. My legs, particularly my knees and
ankles, were throbbing with pain, and I was beginning to feel feverish.
I shuffled on, descending along the trail until I had reached the courtyard. I was nearly sobbing with relief at
this point, longing only to get into my bed and sleep for the next day or two. I opened the door to my house and
stumbled inside.
Rae Hong and Myung were waiting inside, dozing on the sofa. They stirred and woke when I entered, and their
eyes widened in expectation.
*
A day later, when all the reports had been analyzed, it was determined that I would receive 98 points for the
field test, one of the highest scores on record.
The only thing that had kept me from a perfect score was the fact that I had been forced to shoot so many
guards and had caused a ruckus in general.
But at that moment I could only repeat, like a robot, the words that had somehow become etched in my mind a
few hours earlier:
“Ok-hwa, you are halfway to the finish! When you meet Inspector Rae Hong this morning, you are to repeat
these exact words to him as best you can. Good luck.”
The last thing I noticed, as I sank to the floor and passed out, was Rae Hong’s smile. …
298.181 Excerpt from Dear Leader: 1. “Prologue: May 1999” 2. “Psychological Warfare” 3. “Going
Home”\fn{by Jang Jin-sung (1971- )} Sariwon, North Hwanghae Province, North Korea (M) 23
Prologue
A little after midnight, just as I’m settling into bed, the phone begins to ring. I decide not to answer before the
fifth ring, and hope it will stop before then. When it rings a sixth time, I imagine my parents waking up, disturbed,
and I pick up. I am ready to give whoever is on the other end a good telling-off.
“Hello?” In the silent house my voice sounds more intrusive than the ringing phone.
“This is the first party secretary.” At these words, I jerk upright and jar my skull against the headboard.
“I am issuing an Extraordinary Summons. Report to work by one a.m. Wear a suit. You are not to notify
anyone else.”
Although in this country we are accustomed to obeying even the strangest command as a matter of course, it’s
disconcerting that the first party secretary himself has just given me an order. He is the Central Party liaison for
our department. Under normal circumstances, I would expect to receive orders from the party secretary of
Division 19 or Section 5, in keeping with my position in the party’s organizational hierarchy.
On top of that, he has used the term “Extraordinary Summons.”
This usually refers to the mobilization of troops.
*
When the United States and South Korea perform joint military exercises on the Korean peninsula, our nation
responds by conducting nationwide mobilization drills. The call to take part in these is referred to as an “Extraordinary Summons.”
But we are usually notified through deliberate leaks in advance of such a call. Individual Workers’ Party units
and sections, under fierce pressure to outperform their rivals, are always seeking to gain an edge: employees of
those well connected enough to be in the know remain at work on the specified day, reporting for duty ahead of
those who unwittingly went home for the evening.
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However, if this were a standard military mobilization summons, I would not have been asked to wear a suit.
We cadres who belong to the Central Party, unlike ordinary North Koreans attached to regional or departmental
Party branches, know that an “Extraordinary Summons” can also lead to an encounter with Kim Jong-il, our
“Dear Leader.”
*
When someone is summoned to meet him, there is no advance notification.
Not even the highest-ranking generals are made aware of the operational details of these meetings. An
invitation to meet Kim is relayed through a first party secretary, who is summoned to a party committee room that
has been placed under lockdown by the Dear Leader’s personal bodyguards.
Under their close surveillance, the first party secretary receives a list of names and issues the individual
summons for each cadre, with the logistics of the encounter carried out in strict secrecy. In this situation, the term
“Extraordinary Summons” is the code phrase that sets this clandestine process in motion.
But the same phrase can have a third, more perturbing meaning.
The Ministry of State Security uses it when carrying out secret purges of high-ranking officials. On receiving
an “Extraordinary Summons” at night, a cadre might leave his house alone, taking care not to wake his family,
before disappearing into a prison camp or being executed.
*
Thankfully, I am confident that the third scenario will not apply to me. In fact, I can’t wait to leave the house.
Only a few days ago, the first party secretary dropped a subtle hint of glory to come.
As instructed, I put on my best suit and tie. In Pyongyang, there are no taxis available after midnight, and
motor vehicles must have a special night license to travel after this time. So although it is pitch dark outside, I hop
on my bicycle and pedal to work.
Bicycles are one of the main forms of transport, but unlike most bikes, mine is brand new and has been
specially shipped to me by a relative stationed overseas.
Outside, there are no streetlights lit. The silence of the capital city is so absolute that I can only sense the
presence of passers-by before their dark shapes loom into my vision.
The electricity supply is in a perpetual state of emergency, even though there are two power stations serving
the city. The ageing Pyongyang Thermoelectric Plant was built with Soviet support in 1961, and the East
Pyongyang Thermoelectric Plant was built in 1989, but neither produces enough power to supply more than one
district of the city at a time. So, like a roaming ghost, power settles in rotation on sections of Pyongyang for about
four hours a day.
*
One area of the city is always bright, though: the Joong-gu area, which lies at the heart of Pyongyang. This is
where Central Party offices, senior cadres’ residential areas, and buildings for foreigners, such as the Koryo Hotel,
are located. My workplace, Office 101 of the United Front Department (UFD), lies at the heart of this bright
central district.
Nearing the compound, I notice that it is more brightly lit than usual, with the grounds as well as the usual
guard posts lit up. As I enter the gates, I exclaim to myself,
“Yes! I am going to meet the General!”
In the courtyard stand thirty or more soldiers dressed in the dark mustard-colored uniform of the Dear Leader’s
personal guards. They wear the characteristic X-shaped leather harness that supports a pistol on each side. Three
beige Nissan vans with curtained windows are parked one behind the other, each big enough for a dozen
passengers.
The party secretary for South Korean Affairs greets me in person, beside whom the prestige of the first party
secretary, who phoned me earlier, pales in comparison. He leads me toward a two-star general with a clipboard,
who seems to be supervising the operation. The other soldiers refer to the man as Comrade Deputy Director. After
briefly looking me up and down, the general barks,
“Stand him over there!”
I look over to where he is pointing and see the nation’s most senior cadres in the sphere of inter-Korean
relations standing in line: the party secretary for South Korean Affairs Kim Yong-sun, UFD First Deputy Director
Im Tong-ok, UFD Policy Director Chae Chang-guk, UFD Policy Deputy Director Park Young-su, and two other
cadres from the Department for the Peaceful Unification of the Homeland.
The atmosphere is tense, and with six powerful men standing in line like schoolchildren, I feel uncomfortable
about greeting them. I go to stand at the end of the line.
“Are we meeting the General?” As I whisper to the man in front of me, a voice yells,
“Don’t talk! Understand?”
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I look indignantly at the soldier, about to demand that he speak to me in a more respectful way, but the vicious
light in his eyes quickly puts me in my place.
One by one, Comrade Deputy Director checks our identification documents against his list. We climb in
silence into the middle vehicle according to our position on the list. We take our assigned seats. The soldier who
yelled at me for whispering is the last to step into the van. I’d thought he had treated me condescendingly because
I am only in my twenties, but now I hear him speaking in a rude, officious manner even to Central Party cadres
who are twice his age.
“Don’t open the curtains! Don’t get out of your seat! Don’t talk!” he barks. Even more alarming than his
insolence is the fact that my comrades meekly reply,
“Yes, sir.” Even Kim Yong-sun and Tm Tong-ok, two of the most senior cadres in the country, are lowly men
in the presence of the Dear Leader’s personal guards.
Through the open door of the van, I watch the remaining soldiers scramble into the other two vehicles. Soon,
the door is pulled shut and the engine starts. As the van begins its journey, my stomach churns with anxiety, but I
know that an encounter with the Dear Leader is a wondrously momentous event.
Thick brown curtains seal off the windows and separate us from the driver. Unable to see out of the van, I
begin to feel a little carsick.
After a two-hour journey in silence, and much to my relief, we finally arrive at a railway station. It is around 4
a.m. We climb out of the van and as I regain my bearings I realize we have come to Yongsung, a First Class
station.
In a population of over 20 million, there have only been two First Class Citizens: Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il.
First Class stations are reserved exclusively for their use, and there are dozens of these stations scattered across
the country. The station roofs are camouflaged in green to make them difficult to spot through satellite imagery.
At ground level, the buildings are unmarked, but heavily armed guards patrol them and they are enclosed by high
walls.
Yongsung Station is in the northern outskirts of Pyongyang, usually less than half an hour away from where we
began our journey. I recognize my surroundings because I have passed by the place on several occasions. At first,
I’m puzzled that it has taken so long to get here, but I can’t suppress a grin when I realize that the vans have tried
to confuse us by taking a deliberately circuitous route. As we move from the van to a train, we go through another
series of identity checks.
The special train reserved for this occasion is different from ordinary trains. The sides of the carriage are
painted grass green and the roof is white. From the outside, the markings suggest that it was made in China: above
the door handles the word “Beijing” is painted in bright red Chinese characters. But when I step into the carriage,
I spot prominent Mitsubishi logos that betray its true origin in Japan. The seats in the carriage have been replaced
by single beds and everything is arranged open-plan, presumably so that the guards can keep watch over us.
*
As at the start of the journey, the rules are barked out:
“Don’t touch the curtains. There are blankets under the beds. Remain in your bed throughout the journey. Sleep
until the train comes to a stop. Notify us if you wish to use the toilet. Break any of these rules and you’ll be
removed from the train—immediately.”
The guard takes care to put added emphasis on that final word. I feel that if I make one wrong move, I might
be thrown off this train and out of my privileged existence altogether. During the long night ride no one speaks a
word, not even to ask to use the toilet. There is only the sound of the train rattling along the tracks. I close my
eyes and count the rhythmic beats, trying hard to fall asleep.
The special train dispatched for just seven civilians comes to a halt at around six in the morning. We have
stopped at Galma, a First Class station in Gangwon province. When I step down from the carriage, the cool dawn
air on my face is refreshing.
I realize how tense I’ve been in the presence of the soldiers. Policy Director Chae Chang-guk elbows me as he
overtakes me and flashes a grin. He’s like a child, unable to contain his excitement.
*
We are transferred once again, to another waiting van. After an hour’s drive, again in silence, we climb out at a
small pier surrounded on all sides by cement barriers, where we board a waiting launch. The waves lap gently, but
the brackish smell of seawater is overwhelming.
The boat starts with a lurch and a deafening roar as the engine sparks into life. A moment later, I absorb the
fact that I am on a boat for the first time in my life. It accelerates recklessly, seemingly intent on tossing me into
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the waves. I lean forward to hold on to the railing, but a soldier suddenly puts his arms around me from behind
and pins down my hands.
A shiver runs down my spine. I tell myself that the closer we get to the Dear Leader, the stronger must be our
show of faith in him. I glance around and see that each of the six other passengers is similarly held in place by a
soldier acting as a human safety belt. Staring back into the distance, where the two strands of white foam in our
wake merge into one continuous stream, I shout at the top of my voice over the engine's roar,
“Is this a Navy boat?”
My guard smirks, even as his forehead wrinkles with the effort of understanding what I am trying to say above
the racket of the engine.
“The Navy? Hah! The Navy doesn’t have a boat as speedy as this. This one’s ours. It belongs to the Guards
Command. It’s pretty fast, isn’t it?”
The Guards Command is responsible for the protection of Kim’s household.
It comprises one hundred thousand infantry, seamen, and pilots.
*
Although he has to shout, I notice how my guard has abandoned his officiousness and talks conversationally,
perhaps because we are speaking without an audience. This makes me feel a little more at ease. The boat is very
fast: a cap blows off the head of one of the guards and flies off into the sea, where it lands on the water. I watch it
grow smaller among the waves and then disappear.
After about twenty minutes, we slow down near a tree-covered island. I wonder if we have been going round
in circles within a small area, just as we had done on the journey to Yongsung Station. The bow of the boat drops
and the island comes into clear view.
From the pristine wharf to the manicured woods on either side of the pavement, everything is spotless. It looks
as though the place was completed yesterday.
I realize I had been expecting to find our Dear Leader waiting for us on the pier with wide-open arms, just as
he does in the revolutionary movies. It is a bit startling to see that no one is here to greet us.
The guards lead us to a large hut, where we take our seats in a room that is about three-fifths of a square mile.
We are told to remain silent.
Everything is white: the chairs, the floor, the walls. There are no windows. Instead, there are squares of greentinged light shining from built-in wall panels.
*
At half past noon, more than four hours after we arrived on the island, there is a sudden burst of activity
around us. Guards wearing white gloves spray something onto the chair where the Dear Leader will sit.
Comrade Deputy Director makes us stand in line again. We are ordered to take off our watches and hand them
in, as part of the security procedure. Each of us is then handed a small envelope. The outer packaging has
Japanese characters printed on it. Inside, there is a small cotton wipe that smells of alcohol. Comrade Deputy
Director instructs us:
“You must clean your hands before shaking hands with the General.” He then comes forward, singling me out
for a stern instruction:
“You must not look into the General’s eyes.” He gestures to the second button of his uniform jacket and says,
“You must look here. Understand?”
I wonder whether this is intended to impress on me my inferiority to Dear Leader, but the thought quickly
passes. We continue to wait as Comrade Deputy Director finalizes seating arrangements. Again, I’m at the back of
the line.
There are seven civilians in the room, and more than twenty guards around us. We stand rigidly, staring in
silence at a pair of closed gates for perhaps ten more minutes. They are large and white, and decorated with gilded
flowers.
*
When the gates finally open, a guard with the rank of colonel marches through and stands to attention.
“The General will now enter the room,” he announces.
Everyone and everything turns to stone. Keeping my head still, I focus my gaze on a point halfway up the arch
where Kim Jong-il’s face will soon appear.
Another minute seems to pass. Unexpectedly, a small white puppy tumbles into the room. It is a Maltese with a
curly coat. An old man follows, chasing after the puppy that belongs to him. We raise our voices in unison to
salute Dear Leader.
“Long live the General! Long live the General!”
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Our combined cheer hurts my eardrums, but the puppy is unperturbed by the noise, probably used to such
fanfare. However, the Dear Leader must be pleased that his puppy has shown such courage, because he bends
down to stroke it. He then mutters something into its ear.
I feel let down when I see the Dear Leader up close, because I am confronted by an old man who looks nothing
like the familiar image of the People’s Leader. Even though we are clapping fervently and cheering for him, he
doesn’t respond or even seem to notice. He continues to play with his puppy, as if resentful of being surrounded
by men who are younger than him. Seeming to read my mind, he looks up and my heart skips a beat. As if we had
all been waiting for this moment, we cheer even more loudly.
“Long live the General! Long live the General!”
He glances round the room, then strides in my direction.
I prepare myself for the glorious encounter, but he walks straight past me, halting before a slogan displayed on
the wall behind us. In yellow letters on a red background, it reads:

Let’s Serve Great Leader Comrade Kim Jong-il by Offering up our Lives!
He calls out,
“Kim Yong-sun!” Party Secretary Kim Yong-sun hurries to his side. Kim Jong-il asks him,
“Is this hand-painted? Or is it printed?” In this close proximity, his voice indeed belongs to a great leader.
Every syllable resonates with absolute authority. Seeing Kim Yong-sun falter, the comrade deputy director
answers in his place:
“Sir, it’s hand-painted.” Kim Jong-il says,
“This looks good. When I went somewhere last week, I saw slogans printed on enamel. But this hand-painted
one looks much better, don't you think?” This time, Kim Yong-sun is ready with his answer.
“Yes, sir, I agree. In fact, I already made inquiries about this. But I was informed that we will continue to
produce enameled slogans, as hand-painted slogans require the use of costly imports.”
Kim Jong-il ignores him. He steps back a few paces, inspects the slogan for a few more seconds, and gives an
order with a quick wave of his hand:
“Replace existing versions of this slogan throughout the country with hand-painted ones.”
I attempt some mental arithmetic. How much would this project cost? At that very moment, the General
wheels round, catching me off guard, and thunders,
“You, boy! Are you the one who wrote that poem about the gun barrel?” I bark my carefully worded response:
“Yes, General! I am honoured to be in your presence!” He smirks as he approaches me.
“Someone wrote it for you, isn’t that right? Don’t even think about lying to me. I’ll have you killed.”
As I begin to panic, the Dear Leader bursts into hearty laughter and punches me on the shoulder.
“It’s a compliment, you silly fool. You’ve set the standard for the whole Songun era.”
I find myself unable to respond, and it doesn’t help that Kim Yong-sun is glaring at me. Before the General
takes his seat, Kim Yong-sun finds an opportunity to scold me.
“You stupid bastard. You should have thanked him. You should have responded by offering to write poems of
loyalty even from your grave,” he hisses into my ear.
*
When he is done with me, he puts his joyous face back on and rushes to attend to Kim Jong-il. Returning to his
own seat, he gently smoothes his hands over his buttocks before they touch the chair, just as a woman does with
her dress as she sits down.
The other cadres are no less formal. Instead of real people sitting on chairs, it is as if sculptures are set around
the room, incapable of movement. The Dear Leader’s Maltese puppy is the most active being in the room,
whimpering excitedly and pacing around its owner’s feet.
Kim Jong-il seems not to be interested in small talk and the white Maltese puppy holds his attention. The
General remains focused on what the dog is doing, what it might be thinking. But every now and then he shouts,
“Hey, Im Tong-ok!” or “Hey, Chae Chang-guk!” and the chosen man rushes toward him to be consulted. It makes
for a strange scene, in which he holds the puppy in higher esteem than any of his most loyal men.
*
Ten or fifteen minutes later, a pair of double doors opens. Men in white dinner jackets and red bow ties appear
with salvers held high. At the other end of the room technicians are bent double, humbly moving to and fro on the
stage, adjusting the microphone and lighting. The band are seated and strike up; the feast is about to begin.
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I can't help but feel it’s all a bit of an anticlimax, having expected to hear a sublime new saying or pearl of
wisdom from the Dear Leader. But as the food and music get under way, I lose myself in the occasion. I become
mesmerized.
Every time a new course is brought into the room, the lights in the wall panels change to an eerie new color.
When the vegetable dish comes out, the lights go from a vivid grass green to light purple; with the meat dish, the
lights go from pink to a deep red. It is astonishing to discover that lighting can be part of a meal’s presentation.
As for the fish course, the platter it is presented on glitters so spectacularly that I can’t taste the food. Tiny
spotlights are set around the big gray serving platter, making the fish scales shimmer.
The wine is slightly tangy. My steward, who like all Kim Jong-il’s staff belongs to the Guards Command and
has a military rank, points to a label on the bottle that reads Baedansul. He describes its contents as an 80 percentproof liquor developed by the Foundational Sciences Institute.
This is the academic body devoted to the study of the Dear Leader’s health, and as such also falls under the
Guards Command. Three thousand researchers work there, planning and preparing medicines and dishes specifically designed to extend Kim Jong-il’s longevity.
In order to test the effects of different medicines and foods, they operate a testing unit made up of men selected
from a nationwide pool that shares his illnesses and physique. I am proud to understand more than most about this
important work, as a friend’s older brother works at the institute.
The climax of our banquet is dessert. I am presented with a glass containing a large scoop of ice cream, over
which the steward pours clear liquor. He lights the spirit and the flames dance blue and wild. As I scoop some of it
up with a small spoon, flames rise with it. Kim Yong-sun taps me on the shoulder and advises me,
“Blow it out first, then eat it. Don’t have too much, though. It’s very strong stuff.” He shares the information
boastfully.
I lose myself momentarily in the contradictory sensations of heat and cold in my mouth. Then Kim Jong-il
waves me over.
*
When you visit the house or workplace of a cadre who has had the privilege of attending a banquet hosted by
the Dear Leader, the wineglass that clinked against his in a toast is always kept in pride of place in a display
cabinet. I realize that the Dear Leader wants to provide me with such a treasure. The steward, who has been
lingering close by for this moment, quickly hands me a large wineglass. Unprepared, I hastily take it over to Kim
Jong-il, who fills it with dark red wine, saying,
“Keep up the good work.”
As I stand bent double at the waist in a deep bow, my eyes cast down, I can see his feet under the tablecloth.
He has taken off his shoes.
Even the General suffers the curse of sore feet!
I had always thought him divine, not even needing to use the toilet. That’s what we were taught at school and
that's what the party says: our General’s life is a continuous series of blessed miracles, incapable of being matched
even by all our mortal lifetimes put together. With this glorious invitation into his circle, I had thought I would
enter and partake of a divine dimension in time.
But here I am, looking into his shoes, which have high heels and an inner platform at least two and a half
inches high. Those shoes have deceived his people. Although his thin, permed hair adds to the illusion of height,
the Dear Leader can’t be more than five feet three inches without those shoes.
*
After his earlier majestic commands, the way the General speaks at the table confounds me too.
He uses coarse slang.
In all the books and lectures quoting his words that I’ve read and heard since my childhood, his words serve
not only as examples of perfect usage, but also reveal the truth of our homeland. The Dear Leader’s speech is always elegant, beautiful, and, above all, courteous to his people.
Yet tonight he muddles subject and predicate. He doesn’t even call anyone Comrade, but addresses cadres as
“You!” or “Boy!”
It’s disconcerting.
Towards the end of dessert, the colored lights dim. A woman appears onstage wearing a Western-style white
dress that reveals her shoulders. The band starts to play an instrumental prelude, and she begins to sing a Russian
folk song.
As she sings, Kim Jong-il starts to twitch. Although the spotlight is on the woman, the protocol of the occasion
dictates that we should focus our attention on him alone.
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We watch as he draws out a gleaming white handkerchief. I blink, and the cadre sitting next to me reaches for
his own handkerchief. Oddly, others also begin to withdraw their handkerchiefs.
Then the General bows his head a little and starts dabbing at the corners of his eyes.
I cannot believe what I am seeing. Here am I, beholding his tears! What will become of me after witnessing
such an intimate thing?
My eyes shut tight in awe and terror.
*
When I open them, I see the most extraordinary thing I have ever seen in my life.
My comrades, who have been beaming with the joy of feasting with the Dear Leader, have begun to weep.
How did this happen? Can I escape this banquet with my life intact?
But before I can think any further, my own eyes feel hot and tears begin to flow down my cheeks. Yes, I must
cry. I live my life in loyalty to the General. Loyalty not merely in thought and deed, but loyal obedience from my
soul. I must cry, like my comrades.
As I repeat these words in my heart, I must cry, I must cry, my tears grow hotter, and anguished shouts burst
from somewhere deep within me.
Amid my uncontrollable shaking, the song comes to an end. There is no applause, but the room has filled with
the sound of wailing. As the lights are slowly turned up, our crying quickly diminishes to whimpers, as if we had
practiced together in advance.
Wiping my eyes, I glance round, to look at the faces of the cadres around me. They were crying only moments
ago, but they are now watching the Dear Leader intently, awaiting instructions for the next act of synchronicity.
*
For the first time in my life, loyal obedience makes me cringe.
*
On my journey back home, I find myself haunted by seeing the General cry. I am aware that North Korea’s
Propaganda and Agitation Department chose to portray him as full of tears after his father Kim Il-sung’s death in
1994, when the state distribution system fell apart all over the country.
By early 1995, the rumors that people were starving to death in the provinces were made plausible by what
was happening in Pyongyang itself.
When food distribution centers started shutting their doors and the numbers of people absconding from work to
find food increased like a virus, the party slogan “If you survive a thousand miles of suffering, there will be ten
thousand miles of happiness” was introduced. The state of food emergency was officially referred to as the
“Arduous March” and the population was urged to follow the example set by our General, at the forefront of the
struggle.
As evidence, the song “The Rice Balls of the General” was played over and over again on television. The
song’s lyrics claimed that the Dear Leader was traveling hundreds of miles around the country each day to offer
support to his people, all while sustained by just one rice ball.
Before the Arduous March, television broadcasts had only ever shown the smile of our Leader, as he led us
towards a socialist victory. So when they saw the tears of our divine Dear Leader for the first time on television,
people began to cry spontaneously, uncontrollably, and en masse.
*
As I continue on my way homewards, I am profoundly unsettled by my reaction to seeing Kim Jong-il’s tears
in the flesh.
A distressing thought grips me, and it is hard to shake off: those were not the tears of a compassionate divinity
but, rather, of a desperate man.
1
I was loyal and fearless.
I didn’t have to live in terror of the consequences of being late for work.
Nor did I need to keep my head down like other cadres in an attempt to be invisible at Party meetings, for fear
of becoming the next target of criticism.
I had immunity, thanks to the Dear Leader, who had sanctified me after being moved by a poem I wrote in his
honor.
*
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The world might damn North Korea as a ruthless regime that kills its own people, claiming that the system is
oppressive and run by physical force. But this is only a partial view of how the country is governed. Throughout
his life, Kim Jong-il stressed,
“I rule through music and literature.”
Despite being the commander in chief of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) and chairman of
the National Defense Commission, he had no military experience. In fact, he began his career as a creative
professional, and his preparation for his succession to power began with his work for the party’s Propaganda and
Agitation Department (PAD).
To express this in the language of “dictatorship” understood by the outside world, Kim Jong-il wielded a
double-edged sword: yes, he was a dictator by means of physical control, but he was also a dictator in a more
subtle and pervasive sense—through his absolute power over the cultural identity of his people.
As with socialism, where ideology is more important than material goods, he monopolized the media and the
arts as a crucial part of his ambit of absolute power. This is why every single writer in North Korea produces
works according to a chain of command that begins with the Writers’ Union Central Committee of the Party’s
Propaganda and Agitation Department.
*
Anyone who composes a work that has not been assigned to the writer through this chain of command is by
definition guilty of treason. All written works in North Korea must be initiated in response to a specific request
from the Workers' Party. Once the writer has handed in his piece, it must then be legally approved before being
accepted as a new work. Those writers who produce distinguished works under these standards are of course
rewarded.
The role of a North Korean writer, in each set task, is to create the best articulation of the assigned idea according to a combination of aesthetic requirements determined in advance and in consultation with the Workers’
Party. It is not the job of a writer to articulate new ideas or to experiment with aesthetics on his or her own whim.
There are no novels, histories, or biographies that have not been commissioned and then ratified by the ruling
Kim.
Literature thus plays a central role not only in North Korean arts but also in the social structure of the country.
Before 1994, when Supreme Leader Kim Il-sung was alive, the art of the novel was preeminently in vogue.
Nearly all the top state honors such as the “Kim Il-sung Medal” the “Order of Heroic Effort” and the title of “Kim
Il-sung Associate” were swept up by the state’s novelists. The novel provided a perfect narrative format through
which writers might expound upon the great deeds of the Supreme Leader.
It also helped that in his last years, Kim Il-sung lived immersed in the world of novels. He took special interest
in works written by novelists belonging to the April 15 Literary Production Group, a First Class literary institution
whose mandate is the revolutionary history of Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il.
As is the case with First Class train stations, the term "First Class" is incorporated into the job title of the
nation's professionals who work only on matters directly related to the Kim family. In fact, Kim Il-sung’s own
memoir, With the Century, was compiled by a group of First Class novelists from the April 15 Literary Production
Group.
In elite circles, the memoir was known as one of Kim Il-sung’s favorite books. Once, at a gathering of North
Korean cadres who had family connections in Japan, Kim Il-sung described, to the amusement of his guests, how
much he enjoyed reading With the Century.
*
After his death, and as his son Kim Jong-il’s rule became established in the institutions of the state, the status
of novelists changed.
Poetry became the literary vogue.
This was not due solely to Kim Jong-il’s preference for the form. The phenomenon was reinforced, if not
triggered, by a shortage of paper when the North Korean economy collapsed and people scrambled just to survive.
When there wasn’t even enough paper in the country to print school textbooks, not many people could afford to
own a hefty revolutionary novel.
With poetry, however, the necessary tenets of loyalty to the Kim dynasty could be distilled potently into a
single newspaper page.
Thus poetry emerged as the dominant literary vehicle through which Kim Jong-il exercised his cultural dictatorship.
*
With the decrease in the number of novelists, and an increase in demand for poetry and poets, a more stringent
professional hierarchy was needed. Epic poets write long poems, lyric poets write shorter ones; and this generic
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distinction came to determine a poet’s rank, although only the Workers’ Party could decree which genre a poet
might adopt and which poets might be permitted the honor of praising Kim Jong-il through poetry. The epic genre
of Kim Jong-il poetry in particular was restricted to just six poets, who were also the poets laureate of North
Korea.
At the age of twenty-eight, in 1999, I became the youngest of this tiny elite of court poets.
Based on age and experience alone, I had accomplished the impossible.
Unlike my fellow poets, however, I was also an employee of the United Front Department—a job that allowed
me entry into a world completely unknown to most ordinary North Koreans, where I was given access not only to
state secrets, but to a world that lay far beyond the mandate of the Workers’ Party.
*
The United Front Department (UFD) is a key section in the Workers’ Party, responsible for inter-Korean espionage, policy-making and diplomacy. Since 1953, Korea has been divided by an armistice line known as the
Korean Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), held in place by military force on each side. The division of the Korean
peninsula is not based on a difference in language, religion, or ethnicity, but on a difference in political ideology.
The North Korean version of socialism, founded as it is on the maintenance of absolute institutional unity, regards pluralism and individual determination as its greatest enemy. The Workers’ Party has therefore been active
and diligent in psychological warfare operations aimed at Koreans in both the North and the South for over half a
century.
Entrusted to this most sanctified mission, I worked in Section 5 (Literature), Division 19 (Poetry) of Office
101. In spite of the uncanny and unintended echo of Orwell’s Room 101, this office was, ironically, so named
precisely in order to avoid any hint of the nature of our work. The institution had been established in 1970, and
the ratification from Kim Il-sung had been issued on October 10, hence Office “101.”
*
When it was first set up, my department specialized in conducting psychological warfare operations against
and about the South through cultural media such as the press, literary arts, music, and film. After the 1970s, it
strove particularly to amplify anti-American sentiment and foster pro-North tendencies among the South Korean
population, exploiting the democratic resistance movements that had risen against the then military dictatorship.
Work produced here was circulated under the names of South Korean publishers, and even took on their
distinctive literary style, preferred fonts, and quality and weight of paper.
In music too, the styles of instrumental and vocal arrangements were copied from South Korean recordings.
Books and cassettes produced in this way were systematically distributed by our department through pro-North
organizations in Japan or through other Southeast Asian nations, and passed on to democratic resistance movements in South Korea.
My department in this way sowed the seeds of what might at first appear to be a political paradox: even today,
sympathy towards the DPRK among South Koreans is almost entirely concentrated within the democratic,
progressive and anti-authoritarian camp of the nation’s political divide.
*
Just as on a beach, wearing a swimsuit is more appropriate than a business suit, in the spirit of being faithful to
the South Korean context, the institutional slogan of the UFD was “Localization”. We were required to absorb the
character and identity of South Koreans. My first day at work in Office 101, and therefore my entry into its South
Korean bubble, was August 12, 1998.
I was twenty-seven and never more proud of myself than that day, as I stepped into the secret world of the
UFD.
My office was in the built-up neighborhood of Ryunghwa District in Pyongyang’s central area. The strikingly
different world of Office 101 was evident as soon as I crossed the threshold of the compound. There was a large
steel gate with high walls all around, representing the exclusivity of a world that ordinary people could not peer
into. Employees used a small entrance that was part of the gate, and which allowed only one man at a time to
squeeze through. A single soldier stood guard.
The presence of the soldier was also a mark that distinguished this institution from the rest of North Korean
society, where employees usually took turns to serve as guard and surveillance for and against fellow employees.
As if to confirm that guard duty was a separate duty from UFD duties in this institution, a male cadre of our
department’s party committee had to be fetched to explain my presence to the guard, and have my identification
double-checked before I was allowed to set foot in the compound for the first time.
*
Once I entered, in contrast to the small and unassuming entrance, the yard was very large.
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Everything was paved with cement, without a trace of visible bare earth. The cadre who came to fetch me
explained that the four-story building opposite us was the headquarters of Office 101. The main building was
flanked to the left by a library of South Korean literature and an assembly hall. Communications Office 813, to
the right, was where counterfeit books were printed under the imprints of South Korean publishers.
Pointing to the library, the cadre told me that the library building had been the only school for courtesans in
Pyongyang at the time of the Japanese occupation. Adding that the Woihyang-dong in the Moranbong area, not far
from here, was a famous courtesan area in the past, he smiled knowingly at me.
My office in Division 19 (Poetry) was on the second floor of the main building and in my time there were eight
of us in the team: seven men and one woman. Opening the office door, I immediately saw long wooden desks on
two sides of the room. Each desk sat four, and we would face the wall as we worked.
*
As I set foot on the marble floor of the office, I almost turned back to leave: it was as if I had just blundered
onto the scene of North Koreas most terrifying crime: treason—the extent of which no one else in the country
could begin to imagine or exaggerate. The forbidden materials so casually littering every surface in the room
would have brought a death sentence in any other room in all of North Korea and, anywhere else in the country,
the shocking slogan framed in pride of place on the wall would have been far beyond the pale in its daring
contradiction of half a century’s demonizing of the South.
The enemy newspapers and books strewn carelessly about the office were only slightly less astonishing to my
eyes than the mandate for Office 101 from Kim Jong-il, respectfully framed and displayed prominently on the
otherwise bare white wall:

Inhabit Seoul, although you are in Pyongyang.
An act of abominable treason outside these walls was not only permitted within them, but actively encouraged
by Kim Jong-il himself! The leader required us to inhabit South Korea’s collective psyche so as to undermine and
triumph over it.
Every day that I worked in the UFD I never lost my sense of wonder at our world’s stark and secret contrast
with the closed society outside our compound.
*
With our Workers’ Party passes in our shirt pockets, we arrived at Office 101 every morning at 8 a.m. and
began our working day by reading the South Korean newspapers.
Although North Korea’s official name is the Democratic People’s Republic of Chosun, it refers to itself as
Chosun and South Korea as southern Chosun, and defines the borders of Korea from the DPRK point of view.
However, in the course of our work in Office 101, we saw the term “South Korea” everywhere in the papers and it
became second nature to us.
In North Korea, the southern administration was portrayed as a treasonous regime led by a sycophantic leader,
who continued to betray the Korean people and their land in order to make them puppets of the United States; but
through the media that filled the room, we came to know their leader as the South Korean president.
As no one within our office was allowed to talk about their job, or know anything about a colleague’s, there
were no items on anyone’s desk that were not strictly necessary to the task at hand—apart from a calendar. The
only item that stood out in the room was a small mirror on the table of our female colleague, fiercely marking her
territory as a woman.
If it weren’t for the different locks on each of our desk drawers, the rest of us might forget which desk was our
own.
*
Just as our drawers were always locked, members of my team rarely talked about their personal lives, although
there were only the eight of us. Once, I cautiously asked the reason for this on my way home with a senior acquainttance at the UFD.
His answer was unexpected.
He said the reason why everyone kept to him- or herself inside the office compound was not so much because
of security constraints, but because of the nature of our work. Outside, we were Pyongyang residents and North
Koreans. Inside, however, we were South Korean citizens, each one of us. As there was not much to talk about
while in these foreign shoes, the lack of conversation on personal topics had become an institutional habit.
After this explanation, I understood better how the essence of “Localization” was our chameleonlike duality.
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Nevertheless, this privileged “Localization” was strictly controlled. South Korean newspapers were only
loaned out for a day at a time, and we had to return them to the library before leaving work. In the case of South
Korean novels or poems, we could borrow them for several days, but we had to keep them in our locked drawers
when leaving the UFD premises. Taking any South Korean materials out of this area was forbidden, and the
librarian sometimes visited the office unannounced to check that our reading materials were kept securely.
Our main task, from the moment we arrived at work to the moment we left, was to transform ourselves into
South Korean poets and write South Korean poetry.
To be more precise, we were to be South Korean poets who were supporters of Kim Jong-il. My South Korean
pseudonym was Kim Kyong-min. Our names and surnames had to be different from our real names, and when
asked to choose a pseudonym I had used the name of the first relative who came to mind.
Supervisor Park Chul deliberated for over three hours on whether the name sounded plausible as that of a
South Korean poet before he granted permission for me to assume it.
In return for our specialist work, and on top of our standard rations, we received additional rations of imported
food every Saturday. Because of our identity as inhabitants of the outside world, the resources we received—
different each time—came from the outside world. They were taken from humanitarian materials donated by the
UN and the rest of the international community, as well as from South Korean NGOs and religious organizations.
In the eleven-pound packages that we received, there would be rice from the United States, cheese, butter, olive
oil, mayonnaise, and even underwear and socks. Sometimes, there were cookies and sweets, or milk powder
intended for babies.
Because we were given so much, it was a chore to collect our regular rations from the public distribution system, on which the rest of North Korea depended for survival.
The foreign packages always came to us with their labels intact.
The existence of such international aid was viewed as a shameful secret that the regime could not afford to
reveal to its ordinary citizens at a time of wide-spread famine, as it would undermine the state’s ideology of “selfreliance”.
But as our department’s role was to live and work as outsiders, it seemed logical that we should receive outside
goods. We had been handpicked for this work and were trusted not to be tarnished by association with these
outside voices and supplies. It felt like a blessing to be allowed to inhabit such a privileged world.
*
Consuming outside products was easy, but thinking like an outsider was not.
One day, feeling it was too difficult to write successfully like a South Korean, I consulted Supervisor Park
Chul. He was a man who struck me as imposing, despite his balding head. He had double eyelids and thick
eyebrows that bristled with charisma.
“I don’t really know much about southern Chosun,” I said. “And I just don’t have the knowledge or experience
to make literature out of southern Chosun life. So exactly what kind of writing should I do here?”
Supervisor Park Chul laughed so hard that his comb-over flopped down over his eyebrows. He patted it back
into place.
“Neither you nor I have been to Seoul!” he said. “Although we’re all countrymen, Northerners and Southerners, our cultures are different now. But it doesn’t make much difference, because we’re actually working with the
Northern audience in mind, not the people of southern Chosun.”
He paused to crumble some cooked egg yolk into a fish tank into his mouth, he wiped his hands and continued,
“To succeed here, you have to give up on anything like your own name or renown as a writer. You know, when
I used to work for the Writers’ Union, I was a star on the rise. You’ve probably read my poems. Take, for example,
Longing for my Townsfolk.”
“Yes,” I replied, though the title didn’t ring any bells. He continued,
“If I’d stuck to being a poet, I’d probably be a household name by now. But since I’ve spent my life as a UFD
operative, no Koreans here or in the south will ever recognize my work. Still, at least we have an easy life, working here.”
*
Hearing him sigh, I thought of him as a lonely, ageing man who had to keep his secret life to himself and his
colleagues. Just as he’d said, working at the UFD meant not only hiding our work from our countrymen in the
south, but also from those in the north.
With the increasing economic discrepancy between the North and South, the ideological warfare against the
South was perceived as futile by the 1990s, and the propaganda campaigns against the South had run out of steam.
241

By my time, the UFD was using the experience and techniques previously employed against South Korea’s
citizens to conduct psychological offensives against our own people. The experience and techniques that had been
learnt were replicated in psychological operations aimed at North Koreans, though, in other ways, we were still
fighting a cultural war on two fronts.
The work of Office 101 was never confined to a single genre or medium. It employed speeches, video, music,
and other forms of cultural expression—all under the names of South Korean or foreign authors—that could be
used to infiltrate and influence the values of Koreans.
*
In April 1998, for example, four months before the start of my work at UFD, Office 101 Section 1 (Newspapers) produced an article that received praise from Kim Jong-il. The piece was written under an assumed
outsider’s name and declared our Great Leader, Kim Il-sung, to be the Sun of the World.
The evidence in question was the sinking of the Titanic.
April 15, 1912 is the date on which the RMS Titanic sank, and it also happens to be the date of Kim Il-sung’s
birth. Using this coincidence as a form of historical proof, Section 1 explained that, “as the Sun set in the West, it
rose in the East.”
Such creations of the United Front Department were then published in the party newspaper, the Rodong Sinmun, or broadcast on television—which only shows state-run channels—as the works of foreign authors, journalists, and intellectuals. The North Korean people could never have imagined that all these apparently foreign works
were produced by Office 101 in the very heart of their capital, Pyongyang.
Isolated from the outside world, it’s not surprising that they believed that the people of the world, including
South Koreans, admired our country’s strong leadership and many achievements.
After Kim Il-sung’s death in 1994, epic poetry became the chief vehicle of political propaganda with the
publication of a poem by Kim Man-young of the Writers’ Union Central Committee.
The work took the form of a prayer for the eternal life of Kim Il-sung. Kim Jong-il published that lengthy
poem about his father in the Rodong Sinmun and proclaimed Kim Man-young the most loyal worker in North
Korea. Soon afterwards, the poetry of Shin Byung-gang was promoted by the military’s Propaganda Department
in order to demonstrate their loyalty to the Dear Leader. Kim Jong-il declared Shin’s works, along with those of
Kim Man-young, to be “People’s Literature”; and the two poets were presented with imported cars and household
appliances, as well as extravagantly decorated luxury apartments whose furnishings included sets of gold-plated
cutlery.
Within my department, a panic ensued.
Although the UFD also employed poets, it had not been able to satisfy Kim Jong-il with a single epic poem—a
serious omission that could potentially lead to an accusation of insufficient loyalty on the part of the United Front
Department as a whole. By the time I joined the department, it was a source of great concern.
The problem had been exacerbated by the type of personnel they employed. Due to the constraints of
psychological warfare which we were waging, operatives were highly trained in ideological persuasion but had
not invested much thought in the literary qualities of the work they produced. It was perhaps the tragic and
inevitable consequence of making art anonymously, as Supervisor Park Chul had suggested when he described
not being able to publish his works in his own name.
UFD writers had to internalize two lies unique to them in the writing process: they had to pretend to be South
Koreans in their feelings of adoration for Kim Jong-il, and this had to be expressed in a fabricated South Korean
way of writing.
Although I was the youngest writer on board, at twenty-seven, the onus of rectifying this situation fell on me.
When I was summoned to UFD headquarters to receive orders from First Deputy Director Im Tong-ok, I could
hardly believe my own ears.
Im Tong-ok was the highest authority in the UFD, and even the head of Office 101 could not meet him without
being explicitly summoned. To be summoned outside of the standard chain of command was a striking anomaly.
The headquarters of the UFD lies in Jeonseung-dong of the Moranbong District in Pyongyang. The long, threestory building, privy to the secrets of the history of the Workers’ Party and our nations history of espionage,
looked even more imposing than Office 101. As if to hide its secrets from the world, the building faced north,
away from the sunlight, and was covered in ivy.
The deputy policy director of Office 101 led me to the door of Director Im Tong-ok’s office, on the first floor
of the building. The wooden floorboards creaked beneath our feet with every step. The majestic old building
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seemed to be in built in an old Russian style, with its high ceilings and large windows, and the imposing double
doors to Director Im’s office added to the sense of grandeur.
My guide knocked and entered, revealing another, open door. He mumbled something into the room, and a
loud voice answered from within.
“Ask him to come in. Come in!” said First Deputy Director Im Tong-ok.
His title of “First Deputy Director” meant that he acted with the absolute authority of Kim Jong-il in one of the
nation’s key ministries.
There were only six institutions considered important enough to be headed by a First Deputy Director: the
Organization and Guidance Department (Kim Jong-il’s executive chain of command, which sits above the constitution and has unrestricted jurisdiction to intervene in any sphere), the Propaganda and Agitation Department
(whose first deputy directorship was left vacant until 1998, after which Jung Ha-chul was appointed to the post by
Kim Jong-il), the United Front Department, Office 38 (in charge of Kim Jong-il’s personal wealth), Office 35
(conducts intelligence activities overseas) and the Ministry of State Security (the secret police).
Director Im came to meet me at the door. His piercing gaze and countenance suggested that he indeed had the
authority to lead all matters related to South Korea and to the external presentation of North Korea as the
representative of Kim Jong-il. However, perhaps he was dumbfounded by the situation he found himself in,
assigning such a critical task to an inexperienced young man, or perhaps he was just at a loss for words.
He wiped his wide forehead, mustered all the concern he could gather into his deep wrinkles, and made it clear,
in his long-winded way, that this task was not one he was assigning lightly. Then he suddenly stood to attention,
saying with utmost conviction:
“Now the General’s order will be communicated.”
Whenever Kim’s words are disseminated in an order, letter or certificate of appreciation, the speaker must
stand to attention and make sure his appearance is properly respectful, that his uniform is impeccable, and that all
his shirt buttons are done up properly. Loyalty to Kim Jong-il had to be demonstrated even in the smallest action
as well as through one’s overall attitude. As Director Im stood to attention, I instinctively did the same, waiting
for his next words.
“The General has issued an order for an epic poem to be used in the conducting of psychological warfare,” he
continued. “This work must promote the notion that our Songun policy has been formulated to protect South
Korea. The United Front Department assigns this operation to Comrade Kim Kyong-min,” he said, using my
assumed South Korean name.
Director Im looked as if he were about to continue speaking, but paused when he noticed that I was biting my
lip in consternation. The Songun or “military-first” policy was supposed to unify the entire Korean peninsula
under Kim Jong-il through the superior might of our military force, and to defend our Socialism. I now had to
write a poem based on the premise that such a policy protected the South.
Without realizing it, I had grimaced at the evident impossibility of such a task. Director Im assumed a severe
expression, but seemed to be at a loss for further words.
“You have two months,” he said, and the meeting was over.
*
It was mid-December 1998.
From that day on, I worked round the clock on the task that had been assigned to me. The basic argument was
straightforward: it was my job to praise Kim Jong-il as the master of the gun, the bringer of justice, and the
People’s Lord who knew only victory.
But the essence of the task was to find evidence for these truths and shape them into a literary form.
To help me accomplish this, I spent an entire month reading South Korean literature, identifying themes that
supported the argument I was to explore through poetry.
I decided on a comparison of South Koreas Mangwoldong Memorial for the Martyrs of Democracy with North
Koreas Sinmiri Memorial for Revolutionary Martyrs, with a pun linking Gukgun (the name of South Korea’s
National Army) and Songun (the military-first policy of North Korea). This allowed me to compare South and
North as two sides of the same coin: while the democratic martyrs of South Korea had been killed by the bullets
of their Gukgun, the revolutionary martyrs of North Korea would be looked after even in their afterlife by our
policy of Songun.
My poem portrayed South Korea’s military as aggressive, and that of North Korea as concerned solely with
defending the Korean people.
When I submitted my proposal, Director Im and the other UFD officials heaped praise on the approach I had
chosen.
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*
On May 16, 1961, a military coup ended civilian rule in South Korea and ushered in the military dictatorship
of Park Chung-hee. His long rule of eighteen years was ended by his assassination by an associate, but in the
instability that followed, Cheon Doo-hwan positioned himself as the new military dictator. In this way, the divided
peninsula was ruled by a military dictator not only in North Korea, but also in the South.
On May 18, 1980, however, South Korean democratic activists rose up in protest in the provincial city of
Gwangju in South Korea. They were violently suppressed in the streets by South Korean soldiers, whose authoritarian leader claimed that the protesters, armed and harming government property and the police station, were
North Korean agents who had infiltrated the country.
Taking my inspirational starting point from the fact that the South Korean military had once massacred its own
citizens, I wrote in the passionate voice of a South Korean poet visiting Pyongyang in May.
To the poet, a Korean spring could not come about through Nature's will alone. It could only be brought about
and sustained by the committed protest of the people rising for their rights. The South Korean poet, knowing only
a blood-soaked spring, recognizes in Pyongyang a true Korean spring: here, both Koreas are protected by Kim
Jong-il’s policy of Songun, as he wields the very gun handed to him by his father, Kim Il-sung, who once used the
weapon to free the Korean people from Japanese rule.
This is how the poet concludes his praise of that gun:
So this is the Gun
that in the hands of an inferior man
can only commit murder,
but, when wielded by a great man,
can overcome anything.
As history has shown,
war and carnage belong
to the weak.
General Kim Jong-il,
the General alone,
is Lord of the Gun,
Lord of Justice,
Lord of Peace,
Lord of Unification.
Ah, the true Leader of the Korean people!

The poem was presented to Kim Jong-il in time for the anniversary of the Gwangju uprising on May 18, 1999.
*
After publication, I received the moving news that Kim Jong-il had read my poem many times, underlining
key phrases as he went. He even wrote next to the title of the poem in his own hand,
“This is the artistic standard of the Songun era.”
It was a historic moment of triumph for the UFD in establishing itself above the military and the Party’s propaganda departments in the sphere of literary arts.
Most importantly for me, I gained the personal approval of the single most powerful man in our country. The
personal endorsement from Kim Jong-il was followed by an order for nationwide publication. Four days after my
submission of the poem, on May 22, 1999, Spring Rests on the Gun Barrel of the Lord was distributed throughout
the nation in the Rodong Sinmun newspaper, which led to my invitation to become one of the “Admitted” of Kim
Jong-il.
*
My entry into this circle changed the course of my life in the way that winning the lottery might do in a
capitalist nation. My career ahead was full of opportunities from which I could cherry-pick as I chose.
But most importantly, my new status guaranteed a privilege of immunity that was powerful beyond imagination: not even the highest authorities of the DPRK could investigate, prosecute, or harm one of the Admitted. The
only way prosecution could possibly occur was for the crime to be treason and for the Organization and Guidance
Department to receive explicit permission from Kim Jong-il himself.
Nobody wanted to push too far and risk the ill will of the General himself, so such a process was rarely pursued.
The Party’s Organization and Guidance Department, responsible for the protection of Kim Jong-il, operated a
special section dedicated to serve those who were Admitted. The criteria were strict and the circle small. As was
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the case with me, Kim Jong-il had personally to request your presence and spend time with you behind closed
doors for more than twenty minutes.
Bursting with pride at my admission to this tiny and exclusive elite, I felt like a new man each day.
My first year of work at the UFD passed by very quickly.
*
In North Korea, the anniversary on July 8, of Kim Il-sung’s death—referred to as the Celebration of Kim Ilsung’s Eternal Life—is a field of battle among cadres desperate to demonstrate their loyalty to the cult of Kim.
Director Im Tong-ok announced during the UFD’s agenda meeting for the year 2000 that we would be the ones to
offer the best epic poem to Kim Jong-il, outshining the military and party’s propaganda departments once again.
As I was now one of the Admitted, there was no question of the glorious task falling to anyone other than me,
and my primary task for the year was the completion of this assignment. Director Im took the reins with great
gusto from the start of the first thematic planning meeting.
“Quiet, please. We will now begin our meeting to discuss the literary work of the United Front Department that
will be published to commemorate the Supreme Leader’s immortal life on July 8. I have already asked Com-rade
Kim Kyong-min to call his poem An Ode to the Smiling Sun. In any event, we must stick to the ‘Smiling Sun’
motif.”
As Director Im said, the only way to eulogize the Supreme Leader’s immortal life was through the motif of the
“Smiling Sun.” The Workers’ Party had conducted propaganda activities focused on Kim Il-sung and his
successor, Kim Jong-il, for over half a century. In the context of this tradition, “Smiling Sun” was a relatively new
motif. It had first been seen at the funeral of Kim Il-sung in 1994.
Usually, funeral portraits showed the deceased wearing a 245omber expression. However, declaring that “The
Supreme Leader is alive and with us forever” Kim Jong-il ordered that the standard funeral portrait of his father
be exchanged for one of him smiling.
From then on, the Supreme Leader was referred to as a “Sun” whose immortal life was a “smile.”
*
On July 8, 1997, exactly three years after Kim Il-sung’s death, the Central Party Committee, Central Military
Committee, National Defense Commission, Central People’s Committee, and Parliamentary Committee issued a
joint declaration that Kim Il-sung’s birthday was to be inaugurated as the “Sun Festival.”
At the same time, it was declared that our calendar was to be changed. Kim Il-sung’s birthday, April 15, 1912,
was set as the first year of the new Juche Calendar, Juche being the state-ratified philosophy of North Korea
based on the principle of self-reliance.
The year AD 2000 became Juche 89.
“Now, Comrade Kim Kyong-min will expound on this theme.”
Only after someone tapped me on the arm did I realize that everyone was waiting for me to rise and speak. I
leapt to my feet.
“Although the title of this work refers to the ‘Smiling Sun’ I would like the poem to make a literary allusion to
tears.”
I could hear murmuring around me.
“If you examine the ‘Smiling Sun’ works produced until now by the party or military, they refer to the Supreme Leader’s smile predominantly in the context of our achievements,” I explained.
“For example, the Supreme Leader smiles from the height of his immortality because he is satisfied with the
great virtue and legacy politics of our General’s rule, or as he peers down with pleasure at our unique kind of
Socialism, which remains steadfast despite threats and pressure from imperialistic forces.
“In my view, it is time for the United Front Department to steer towards satisfying our audience’s literary
sensibilities, and to move beyond agitating their political fervor.”
“That’s all very well, but how will you satisfy their literary sensibilities?” Director Tm asked curtly.
“This is what I propose to say: when I traced the history of the ‘Smiling Sun’ I discovered that our Supreme
Leader was surrounded by tears from early childhood. Embarking on his life in this manner, the Supreme Leader
triumphed over individual suffering and anguish and dedicated his entire life to his people and homeland by
smiling.
“In other words, our Supreme Leader lived for his people and not for himself. This progression will lead to the
following conclusion: ‘All the tears that were to have been shed by his people, our Supreme Leader took on
himself alone to shed. What smiles he had, he gave them all so that his people might smile.’
“By juxtaposing his tears and his smiling, the ‘Smiling Sun’ will appear to shine more brightly.
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“This also allows for the Smiling Sun to be ascribed with the following poetic qualities: ‘When the Supreme
Leader gave the people his gift of smiling, it manifested as his Love; when he sowed his gift on our lands, it
manifested as rays of the Sun; and as he left his gift for history, it manifested as Immortal Life’”
*
As soon as I finished speaking, Director Im leapt out of his chair. His excitement could not be contained and he
smacked the desk several times. He exclaimed,
“That’s it! If this goes according to plan, the General will no doubt be moved to tears, as will the rest of the
nation. The Propaganda and Agitation Department and the General Political Bureau are no match for us. Let me
assure you, the United Front Department will come out ahead if we go through with this. This is real poetry!
Comrades, what are your thoughts?”
With the powerful head of the United Front Department showing such enthusiasm for my proposal, it was no
wonder that praise and wonder erupted from the rest of the room too. One man confessed how difficult it had been
for him to hold back tears as he listened to me speak, and began to clap his hands.
*
Suddenly, Supervisor Park Chul stood up, wearing a severe expression in stark contrast to the others in the
room. He was my immediate superior in Section 5.
“Comrade Director Im,” he said, “although the proposal is laudable in its literary potential, I believe that a
reference to our Supreme Leader shedding tears is highly problematic.”
The room was silent. Supervisor Park continued,
“Kim Chul, one of our nation’s three canonical poets, employed the word ‘dew’ to refer euphemistically to the
Leader’s tears. For this mistake, he was banished to the countryside for ten years.”
“What do you mean? Of course we can make a reference to tears. Don’t you remember how our General shed
tears at our Supreme Leader’s funeral ceremony? And it was even broadcast all over the world!
“On top of that, I’m sure I’ve seen references to our Supreme Leader’s tears when he was moved by the novels
he read.” As Director Im retorted with annoyance, other cadres nodded enthusiastically.
Park Chul spoke again.
“The novel is a descriptive genre, but poetry is a lyric genre. Poetry is to do with human emotions, not with
human psychology. To refer so explicitly to tears in a poem would promote ‘pessimism on the part of the
individual.’ Besides, in verse, you can only have tears of loyalty. Yet Comrade Kyong-min proposes not only to
refer to the tears of an individual, but of our Supreme Leader himself.
“Heaven forbid! If we are accused of promoting ‘pessimism on the part of our Supreme Leader,’ each one of us
will have to face the consequences.”
No one said a word, perhaps at the terrifying mention of “consequences.” One man shut his notepad, as if to
acknowledge that the meeting was over. I rose again to speak.
“Of course you are right to say that tears of loyalty, which must be shed by an individual, are the only tears
permitted in poetry. But the poetic work in discussion here is to be composed in the genre of epic. Epic poetry is a
narrative genre, just like the novel. Moreover, the focus of the work is not on our Supreme Leader shedding tears,
but on how he has continuously exercised restraint and held them back. It is due to this forbearance that his tears
were made manifest as Love, Sunshine, and Immortal Life. Therefore, I do not see a problem.”
Supervisor Park, visibly annoyed that an employee of his should speak out in defiance, refused to change his
stance.
“Referring to our Supreme Leader’s tears once or twice? There’s nothing wrong with that. But you’re talking
about an epic poem, whose length will require repeated references to our Supreme Leader’s tears. Have you ever
seen such a thing in any of our nation’s poems?
“Right now, as our nation pulls through this time of famine and bad harvests, the party slogan is The Journey
is Hard but Let Us Go Forth in Laughter. And you propose to write a poem about our Supreme Leader shedding
tears?”
At these words, even the cadre who had earlier been close to tears upon hearing my proposal nodded in
agreement.
*
Everyone now looked to Director Im. Pushing at the table with both hands, he stood up and spoke gravely.
“This is the plan. Starting from today, Comrade Kyong-min will put all other duties aside for six months and
compose an epic poem according to his proposal. But he will make sure to avoid excessive references to our
Supreme Leader’s tears.
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At the United Front Department, you have assumed a South Korean identity and this allows you some leeway.
We’re not restricted by Writers’ Union rules and don’t have to go through their censorship or approval process.
We just have to judge among ourselves at the UFD as best as we can.
“The current proposal is excellent in terms of its literary merit. Let's make this work.”
Director Im dismissed everyone from the meeting but asked me to stay behind. The two of us were alone in the
room.
“Don’t pay any attention to what Supervisor Park says,” he told me. “I’m sure he’s jealous. What achievements can he boast of? You have six months of hard work ahead of you. You should take a week off. Go and
recharge yourself. Where would you like to go?”
I told him I wanted to visit my hometown.
After meeting the General, I had been thinking a lot about my friends back home. It was glorious enough to
have been admitted to the UFD, but I had even become one of the “Admitted”
How much everyone would admire me!
I said that revisiting my place of birth would help me equip myself emotionally for the task ahead.
Im Tong-ok granted my request without hesitation.
2
I phoned my childhood friend Young-nam from Pyongyang Station. We had been best friends in nursery
school, where we were in the same class, and we had remained inseparable all the way to the end of primary
school.
“You’re meeting me at the station, right?”
“In your wildest dreams!” His response was as predictable as ever, and I burst into laughter.
Young-nam’s nickname was “Jappo”—short for Japanese expatriate. Like me, he had been born in Sariwon in
North Korea, but all the kids called him Jappo because his parents were immigrants from Osaka in Japan. They
had arrived in Sariwon in the 1960s, as part of the repatriation of Koreans from Japan referred to as the “Great
Movement of the Korean People.”
At the time, in a bid to promote the North over the South as the homeland of a unified Korea, Kim Il-sung
welcomed into North Korea around one hundred thousand ethnic Koreans who had been living in Japan.
After the Korean War, the circumstances of the Cold War made North Korea a more attractive choice in terms
of its economic superiority, and this enabled Kim Il-sung to pursue a policy of embracing expatriates. Using these
immigrants as evidence of people choosing socialism over capitalism, the North Korean state fervidly referred to
them in propaganda campaigns.
*
On the surface, it looked as if Kim Il-sung was gaining significantly from a propaganda policy based on an
embracing celebration of Korean ethnicity. In reality, however, the arrival of the immigrants caused unexpected
ripples in North Korean society.
Actually, it was what they brought with them that had the greatest impact. The Japanese products that the
immigrants brought with them were regarded as wondrous goods from the outside world, never before seen by
ordinary North Koreans. Until then, they had believed that any product of Kim Il-sung’s Socialism must be the
best in the world, but now they were exposed to the state of progress in Japan.
The immigrants settled all over North Korea, according to their wishes or ancestral connections, and an
unofficial new slogan was seized on nationwide:
“Capitalism may be rotten to the core, but they do make good products!”
Almost instantaneously, North Korea became caught up in a fever of all things “made in Japan.”
*
It became a fad for North Koreans to pick up labels or packaging thrown out by the “Jappos” and display them
in their homes like treasure. The immigrants naturally came to be regarded as a privileged class through their
enjoyment of Japanese products, and they were soon firmly entrenched in the comfortable middle class of North
Korean society.
They were admired not only because of the products they possessed, but also because of their Japanese cultural
traits. Whether it was their characteristic forms of greeting, language, manners, or even their eating habits, their
way of life was considered sophisticated and prosperous.
In contrast, the official reward of higher status in return for loyal service seemed not as exciting. Increasingly,
those who did not have family outside the country to send in Japanese products tried to emulate the Jappos at least
in cultural terms.
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Children were all too sensitive to this trend, complaining to their parents that none of their older relatives had
had the foresight to run away and settle in Japan. The North Korean state had built the legitimacy of Kim Il-sung
on the basis of his credentials as an anti-Japanese resistance fighter, and so it was a great irony that his immigration movement caused ordinary North Koreans to admire Japan.
Korea had been freed from the ignominy of colonial servitude under the Japanese, but now it had been
“colonized” again by the Japanese or, more specifically, the Jochongryon, the organization run by the UFD that
represents people of Korean origin in Japan.
In effect, the Japan taboo reinforced by means of institutional communalism had begun to fade away from the
public consciousness.
To North Koreans, for whom even ordinary clothes were a uniform dictated by the state, the notion of a private
car for individual use was inconceivable. Nevertheless, this very privilege was freely given to the Jappos, whose
private cars, speeding along empty roads in Pyongyang, were more than just a mode of transport in the eyes of
North Koreans.
They introduced the dangerous suggestion that one might control the speed of one’s journey, instead of goose
stepping in line to the whistle of the state. In this way, the presence of these immigrants offered a daring invitation
to flout the traditional framework of loyalty.
The North Korean state’s jealousy eventually led to oppression of the Jappos.
The immigrants, who had experience and memories of living in a capitalist society were assigned to the
“wavering” class, reserved for those who ideas were perceived to be a risk to the state. Their career prospects
were severely restricted. Kim Jong-il even legally prohibited Jappos from driving white cars. The reason for this
seemed petty: it was because white cars were the same color as the background of Japan’s national flag. In Party
lectures, cadres alleged that Japan only exported white cars to the world, yet within their own nation they were
fixated on red cars; and the reason for this was that they wanted to paint their national flag on the world map as a
symbol of their central position in the world.
It was clearly a warning from above that a Jappo could not be trusted as a Korean.
Despite these efforts, the preference of many North Koreans for the “Mount Fuji people” as opposed to the
“Mount Paektu people” did not disappear. My friend Young-nam was therefore a member of a group of people
who were generally admired, in contradiction of the official stance.
Moreover, his family was once the wealthiest in Sariwon.
Nevertheless, life became very difficult for his family after the deaths of his grandparents in Japan, when their
supply of Japanese money and goods came to an end. As they were immigrants from Japan, Young-nam and his
parents had no prospect of entering into a respectable career, because the job assignments were controlled by the
Workers’ Party. They had to start selling off their possessions one by one and, eventually, they became impoverished and came to live in a much worse state than the local North Koreans.
The one thing I remember clearly from my childhood is that we had a Yamaha piano at home, given to our
family by Young-nam’s father when he was still a wealthy man. I remember my mother telling me that when
Young-nam’s family first settled in Sariwon, my father helped them secure a new apartment through the allocations made by the Workers’ Party.
As the piano had arrived in the house before I was born, I grew up assuming that everyone had Japanese
pianos, just as everyone had a portrait of Kim Il-sung on their wall at home.
One day, however, when I went to a friend’s house to play, I realized that they did not have a piano. I was
astonished. When I came home, I ran into the house and shouted at my mother, as if I had just witnessed
something incredible:
“Mom, did you know? They don’t have a piano at home!” She replied coolly,
“They probably didn’t want a piano in the house. They prefer reading books.”
*
It was only when I began my first year at Dongri People’s Primary School that I came to understand that the
possession of a Japanese Yamaha piano was a very big deal indeed. The kids—and the grown-ups too—referred to
me as “The Boy with the Japanese Piano” or “The Doctor’s Boy.”
Most kids at school lived in “harmonica apartments” built in the 1950s, so-called because each floor had flats
that were packed closely together like the square holes in a harmonica. We lived in a large flat on the third floor of
an apartment block set aside for officials.
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My mother, who was the head doctor at a medical center for the exclusive use of party cadres, hoped that my
two older sisters would become teachers and that I would one day become a famous pianist. She finally cajoled
my father into finding me a famous piano tutor.
One day, my father brought a tutor home with him.
The man had a long face and spoke with the heavy accent characteristic of Hamgyong Province in the north.
But what amazed me more than his accent was that he was an ethnic Korean from China. And he stank of
cigarette smoke, which I didn’t like. Worse, he was a chain-smoker. My sisters didn’t like him much at first,
either.
But he didn’t seem to care. Bending down, he pulled my ear to his mouth and said emphatically in his
phlegmatic voice,
“My name is Choi Liang. Did you hear that? Two syllables. Choi Liang!”
His loud voice frightened me as much as the stench of smoke did. When my father announced that the man and
his family were going to move in with us, I was devastated. I pretended to need the toilet, ran outside, and sobbed.
*
In time, Choi Liang became my first proper mentor. He had been a violinist in Chinas Shanghai Symphony
Orchestra. During the Cultural Revolution, he’d fled the Red Guards’ assaults on the educated by coming to North
Korea, along with many other ethnic Koreans.
His first job in North Korea was as a violin tutor at Pyongyang Arts School. At the time, he and Paek Go-san
were considered to be among North Koreas leading violinists. Paek Go-san had taken both the top prize for his
category and the honorary prize in the Tchaikovsky International Music Competition of 1982. In 1978, he had
also been the first Asian to be appointed a lifetime member of the panel of judges for the violin section of the
competition.
Paek Go-san had a younger brother called Paek Do-san, who had insulted Choi Liang by referring to him as a
“dirty bastard,” a common derogatory term used by Koreans to refer to the Chinese.Choi Liang, infamous for his
short temper, punched him in the face. For this Choi Liang was banished to the countryside until my father
rescued him from rustic exile by hiring him to teach me music.
Choi Liang’s wife, son, and daughter moved into our house with him and our quiet home burst into unaccustomed life as it became home to our two families.
*
In my early years, teacher Choi Liang seemed to me the cruelest of men. He started me off with ear training
and he went about this task without mercy.
Several hundred times a day, I would have to strain to discern the note or interval he sounded on the piano.
Gradually, I learned to pick out the notes and intervals without hesitation. Eventually, he moved on to chords and
by the end he had taught me how to arrange music for a string quartet.
My father tried very hard to get Choi Liang hired as a professor at Sariwon Arts School. However, his foreign
birth proved too great an obstacle for the post and he was taken on as a lecturer instead. Even so, because he was
one of North Korea’s leading violinists, students flocked from all over the country to study with him. Choi Liang
frequently invited them to our house and even showed them my string quartet arrangements.
I still remember very clearly what Choi Liang had to say about string quartet arrangements, as he often
repeated this piece of wisdom:
“Above all, the score should be covered with black notes everywhere. Semitone intervals should be used with
care, but as frequently as needed. Understood?”
*
More than just an education in music, Choi Liang instilled in me great artistic ambition. Every day I listened to
his anecdotes about Beethoven, Mozart and the fame that surrounded them even after their deaths. While other
children aspired to become Party cadres or to drive cars for Party cadres, I dreamt of becoming Dvořák,\fn{ Anton
Dvořák (1941-1904) Czech composer} and of achieving world renown for the composition of my own “New World
Symphony.”
I once mentioned this dream to my mother and she gave me a fierce telling-off, saying that if I shared these
thoughts with anyone else, our entire family would be accused of “revisionism” or moral corruption. She made
sure to give me a terrific fright by saying that if I didn’t keep these thoughts to myself, I might be arrested.
*
My mother was troubled by the realization that her thirteen-year-old son had grown enamored of the music of
Dvořák. I had come to love his works because of the tape recordings that Choi Liang had smuggled in with him
from China, and because the only other kind of music I had access to was the stuff I heard at school. It wasn’t just
that the music was limited to revolutionary anthems. Rather, after having been exposed to the thrilling world of
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harmonic possibility, I found it frustrating to listen to North Korean songs of perfect victory that did not allow for
any suggestion of imperfection through musical dissonance or tension.
Once, in singing class at school, I couldn’t contain my thoughts any longer. I volunteered to do the accompaniment for the session, and played as I wished instead of following the prescribed pattern.
My pedaling on the organ (there was no piano at school) wasn’t perfect, but I knew that I had played well and
without mistakes. In spite of this, our music teacher punished me for my deviation by humiliating me in front of
the class, making an example of me as someone who knew nothing whatsoever about music.
In my heart, though, I believed it was the school—not me—that lacked an understanding of music. As a result,
I could not stop myself from beginning to doubt everything else the school taught us to regard as the most accurate and objective form of knowledge, whether this took the form of the revolutionary history of Kim Il-sung,
linguistics, or any other subject.
*
As time went on, I was confirmed in my conviction that Western music was artistically superior to the North
Korean music I was being taught.
It wasn’t that I preferred one set of stylistic rules to the other. Western music had its rules too; but what it had
that North Korean music didn’t was the infinite possibilities of breaking an established rule, to make a new one of
your own.
With Choi Liang by my side to explain the intricacies of musical rule breaking, I grew more confident that the
transgression of expectation and rules was not unmusical, but, rather, that this was part of the essence of musicality. From dawn to dusk, I listened to Dvořák. My father worried about my hearing and took my headphones away
from me several times; but I was so desperate that I once took a stethoscope from my mother’s bag and held it
against the speaker of the tape player so that I could listen under the blankets at night.
My father was proudly supportive of my ambitions and was convinced that I was destined for great things, but
Choi Liang was stubborn in his honesty.
“This boy will never become a good pianist,” he said. “His fingers are too short. He does have creative talent,
though, and I recommend that he should train to be a composer.”
*
I entered Pyongyang Arts School at fifteen. I was determined to become a world-famous composer, fulfilling
the dream that Choi Liang had sown in me. But my sudden encounter with a book from the “100-Copy
Collection” resulted in my musical ambitions being replaced overnight by literary ones.
The book was the Collected Works of Lord Byron.
As part of North Koreas “100-Copy Collection,” the print run of this book was restricted to one hundred
copies. In North Korea, circulation of foreign books is restricted in this way so that only the ruling Kim and his
family, his closest associates, and select members of North Korea’s elite have access to them.
Each of the books in a 100-copy set has a stamped number on the first page to show which of the hundred
copies it is. Books bearing the “No. 1” stamp are, of course, offered only to the ruling Kim. It is thus considered a
mark of high status among cadres and other members of the elite to possess a book stamped with a single-digit
numeral, or the closest number they can get to it.
The secret translation and printing of these limited editions of foreign works continues to be done by a team of
translators working under the auspices of the Propaganda and Agitation Department and the Chosun Social
Sciences Institute, in the Joong-gu area of Pyongyang. It is the responsibility of cultural or science attaches
stationed in DPRK embassies abroad to acquire foreign books for limited distribution through this system.
*
I don’t know how our copy of the Collected Works of Lord Byron had ended up in my father’s personal
bookcase. One day, I picked it up from the shelf out of mere curiosity, noticing that the spine of the book was
different from the others stacked there. North Korean books usually reflect North Korean state aesthetics in their
bright and gaudy designs. This book, however, was subdued in color. The dark and faded cover was suggestive of
an ancient foreign culture. The pattern of a frame, similar in design to that of an oil painting, surrounded the
printed title. Ordinary books were mass-produced, but this book seemed to be handmade, as its thick and bulky
cover housed pages that were held together by delicate threadwork.
I opened the book with vague curiosity, but I was pulled in from the first page and the poetry seized me at
once. The vocabulary was bold and the words pushed their definitions and associations to the limits, unlike
anything I had ever read.
In North Korea, the institutional control of thought begins with the consolidation of language, a policy
designed to unify the private and public spheres of thought. In order for the realms of individual expression to
adhere to a shared ideology, the Party’s Propaganda and Agitation Department sets strict boundaries for the
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written and spoken word. No North Korean literary work may deviate from the legal framework of Kim Jong-il’s
“Juche Art Theory,” printed in several volumes, which sets the conditions under which socialist art can exist. The
authority of thought which monitors and enforces this theory, through the penalty of prison camp for all those who
are responsible for letting a deviant work slip through the net, is the National Literary Deliberation Committee.
As one who had been brought up in such a fixed framework of linguistic expression, Byron’s poetry was like a
dictionary of New Korean to me. As I worked out the meanings and inferences in words I had never seen before, I
experienced the strange sensation of learning how to speak Korean from a foreign-language speaker.
*
What really intrigued me too was the politeness of the language.
In the North Korean language, there are two distinct registers of speech: one relating to the Leader, and one to
everyone else. Before encountering Byron’s poetry, I had thought that adjectives such as “Dear” and “Respected”
were a special form of pronoun in the Korean language reserved for Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il. Along with
“Great,” which is always seen in one of the terms referring to Kim Il-sung as “Great Leader:” I had assumed that
these adjectives were names just like Kim and therefore etymologically and purely Korean.
But I learnt, through Byron’s poetry, that these words were terms of respect that were part of a universal
language and not uniquely Korean.
I felt strangely elated by the discovery that these terms might be applied to an individual.
*
Most of all, the patterns of words and poetic devices—all balanced against the underlying rhythm of the poem
—awakened in me a sense of literary sublimity that surpassed what music alone could convey. Just as I had done
with Dvořak’s New World Symphony, I read Byron’s epic poems Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage and The Corsair
over and over again in their North Korean translations.
The Corsair’s ending—the protagonist, a vagabond pirate, disappearing from the island upon learning of his
beloved’s death—left me restless, and this agitation lingered with me long after each reading.
I had known only loyalty to the Supreme Leader, believing that this was the most sublime emotion a human
being could feel. But these poems were proof that emotions could be experienced in a personal sphere that did not
include the Leader. This understanding may be taken for granted in the rest of the world, but it was an astounding
epiphany for me, and after this realization, I wanted suddenly to confess my love to a woman.
I wanted to fall in love, and I wanted to be weak for love. Out of this longing, I began to write poetry of my
own. I even considered dropping out of Pyongyang Arts School, but I did not dare let my parents down after the
faith they had placed in me. The least I could do, I reasoned, was to attempt to find a literary mentor.
*
There are three poems that all North Koreans must learn by heart. These are “For My One and Only
Homeland” by Ri Su-bok, “Mother” by Kim Chul, and “My Homeland” by Kim Sang-o. In “For My One and
Only Homeland” the poet states that although he has only one lifetime to live, he will sacrifice it to his homeland,
of which there is also only one. In this poem, the self is sublimated to the country. “Mother” describes how the
motherly love of the Workers’ Party is deeper than that of any human mother, who cannot rear her child as an
individual separate from the state. Here, motherly love is inadequate on its own, and profoundly inferior to the
love provided by the Party. “My Homeland” describes the Great Leader as the poet’s true homeland, and the
country is subsumed into the identity of its leader.
If I were to have a teacher at all, I wanted it to be one of North Korea’s foremost poets. Fortunately, as wide as
my world seemed, it was also small. Ri Su-ryon, the granddaughter of Kim Sang-o, happened to be my classmate.
When she told me that her grandfather had agreed to meet me, and she asked me to go home with her after
lectures, I was so overjoyed that I took her hand and shook it wildly.
It was the winter of 1990, when I should have been wholly devoted to my musical studies at Pyongyang Arts
School.
*
Kim Sang-o’s apartment was in Otan-dong, in the Joong-gu area, with unobstructed views over the Daedong
River. After Korea’s liberation from Japanese occupation in 1948, Kim Sang-o had returned from Japan and
served as the deputy editor of a newspaper in Hwanghae Province. When Kim Il-sung came to Hwanghae
Province, Kim Sang-o was assigned to be his speechwriter. This collaboration eventually led to his promotion to
the post of vice president of the Central Committee of the Korean Writers’ Union.
However, the influence of China’s Cultural Revolution, which began in 1966, led to many intellectuals being
purged in North Korea too. The North Korean state had designated Khrushchev as a “revisionist” following his
criticism of Stalin’s cultification, and at the time the DPRK preferred the Chinese style of communism to that of
the Soviet Union.
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The record of Kim Sang-o’s years in Japan as a student let him down as it associated him with pro-Japanese
collaborators, and was seen as undermining Kim Il-sung’s authority as an anti-Japanese resistance fighter. After
losing his licence as a writer, Kim Sang-o was banished to the countryside, where for fifteen years he worked as a
farm laborer.
*
Kim Il-sung, however, had a good memory. When he conducted an on-site inspection in South Hwanghae
Province, he asked for the young speechwriter who had composed his first speech in Hwanghae Province, shortly
after the liberation of Korea. Kim Sang-o was subsequently recalled to Pyongyang and he composed the lyric
poem “My Homeland” at this emotional time, praising the person of Kim Il-sung (instead of the state or territory)
as his true homeland. My classmate Ri Su-ryon was born in Seoheung-gun in Hwanghae Province where Kim
Sang-o had been in exile, but following his rehabilitation she had moved with him to the capital city of
Pyongyang.
Kim Il-sung appointed his former speechwriter as the head of the UFD Office 101, Section 5. From then on, he
had to channel his literary talents to serve the goals of the Workers’ Party, working under a pseudonym and
deprived of an identity or history of his own. By the time of my visit to his home, he had retired from the UFD,
though he was still an honorary director of Office 101 due to his official status as a “Kim Il-sung Associate.” As
his UFD title came with no actual responsibility, he was living as quiet and ordinary a life as possible for someone
with such a background.
More importantly from my perspective, he also had the time to meet me.
*
When Kim Sang-o himself opened the door, I was startled and bowed deeply from the waist. His tall stature
and imposing countenance made a strong first impression on me, suggesting that men of Kim Il-sung’s inner
circle were, even in appearance, extraordinary beings. Yet it was his humility that made him a truly great man in
my eyes.
In spite of his status, Kim Sang-o’s house was cold because of the erratic heating system in Pyongyang. As I
entered, his wife offered me one of his coats to keep me warm, and I was surprised to notice three cigarette burns
on the fabric.
Until fairly recently, the electricity supply had not been too bad. But as it was a centrally organized system,
even a minor disruption in one area would affect the hot water heating supply for the rest of Pyongyang. The age
of the pipes and their tendency to burst frequently was a problem, and many households resorted to siphoning hot
water from the traditional Korean underfloor heating system to use for washing. So there was always a lack of
heat, and with the inefficiency of the infrastructure, even in the harsh middle of winter, the best heat to be had was
a lukewarm floor.
This was the case even though Kim Sang-o lived in a senior party cadres’ retirement flat, built in the 1980s in a
residential area set apart from those of ordinary Pyongyang residents. Although this was the first time we had met,
he lamented that what he found more unbearable than the cold was the fact that he could not set foot properly on
the bare earth.
He had been assigned a twelfth-floor apartment and, as the lift was always out of order, he was stuck between
the earth and the sky.
*
When he started to talk about his home province, I could see that the burn marks on his coat were nothing
compared to the scars in his heart.
In the early 1980s, the North Korean state had decided that the presence of disabled citizens in Pyongyang was
an affront to the beauty of the city, and banished them en masse to the countryside. Kim Sang-o’s only daughter,
who had a physical disability, was left behind in Hwanghae Province when the rest of the family was instructed to
relocate to Pyongyang. That woman was my friend Su-ryon’s mother.
On the day of my first visit, Kim Sang-o took great pains to read every line of the poems I’d taken from my
jacket pocket. When he had finished reading my attempt at an epic poem, he laughed heartily, saying that he knew
I had written in imitation of Byron. To my astonishment, he did not scold me, but was accepting of it:
“If you had come to me with something like, ‘Oh, my homeland! Oh, my Party!’ I would have refused to talk
to you. I enjoyed your personal narrative of love. I can see that you’re faithful to your own voice.”
Kim Sang-o’s words of moral encouragement became the cornerstone of my life as a writer. He taught me that,
“a piece of writing will stubbornly pursue its author and hold him accountable to the end. Look to your
conscience; speak your own truth. That is the only way that you can go beyond what you have been taught and
accomplish a literature that truly belongs to you.”
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In Kim Sang-o’s last years, the UFD pleaded with him continuously in the hope that he would produce more
state literature for them, but he refused to the end, saying that his health didn’t allow it. I wonder, though, if his
choice to keep silent was the decisive act of Kim Sang-o’s conscience and his truth, after a life spent in loyal
obedience to the Workers’ Party,
*
With Kim Sang-o’s recommendation, I was able to submit my own poems to the selection process for literary
works organized by the Party’s Propaganda and Agitation Department. The best would be offered for the
judgement of Kim Jong-il himself, and my compositions made the selection.
On February 19, 1992, the state newspaper Rodong Sinmun published an announcement to the effect that a
collection of fifty poems entitled “The Songs of a Blessed Generation” had been presented to General Kim Jong-il
on his fiftieth birthday. He had read the book and written the two poets a letter of commendation.
Even today, I remember with vivid clarity the look on the face of the party secretary for Pyongyang Arts School as
he presented Kim Jong-il’s letter of appreciation to me, a student of music who had wronged the school by
straying from his assigned course of study. He had to do this in front of all the staff and students, and while he had
no alternative but to say, “I am so delighted that we had such a jewel in our school,” he twisted my ear with such
force that I almost cried out loud on stage.
It didn’t end there.
*
In his letter, Kim Jong-il said that anything I asked of him would be granted, and I took him at his word.
The Party required a graduate of music to serve the state in a musical capacity for the remainder of his or her
working life. But the Party made an exception for me and granted me my first choice of career: I was assigned to
be the arts writer of the Chosun Central Broadcasting Committee in the Propaganda and Agitation Department.
In North Korea, there is only one television channel. Central TV is broadcast from 5 p.m. to 11 p.m. on
weekdays and from 10 a.m. on Sundays. In my new role as arts writer, I was responsible for curating North
Korean poetry and helped with presenting poetry in a format suitable for television.
My parents and teachers were shocked at Kim Jong-il’s granting of my wish, as was, of course, the Party secretary for Pyongyang Arts School.
*
It was 1994 when I began my working life. Before my first day at work, I went to see Kim Sang-o’s widow,
and in the traditional Korean show of reverence, I offered her a deep bow.
Kim Sang-o had died in 1992 of tuberculosis in a special ward on the eleventh floor of Kim Man Yu Hospital,
a state-of-the-art facility. Even his final breath, he gave to me. All cadres had to sign an oath of loyalty to Kim
Jong-il when they were close to death, swearing that their single-hearted devotion would continue after they have
died. Poet Kim Sang-o had added the following words to his handwritten will:
“I leave behind unfinished works, to be completed by my children and my student.”
His funeral was handled by the United Front Department, as befitted a dignitary of the state. Kim Il-sung also
decided that the “Homeland Unification Medal”—of North Korea’ highest state honors—was to be awarded to
Kim Sang-o on the day of his funeral. The Rodong Sinmun duly announced this as an ordinance of the state.
*
It was Kim Sang-o’s will that prompted the UFD to recruit me into its ranks, although I had originally applied
to be an arts writer. Following a stern complaint from Kim Jong-il that the UFD had ceased to produce works of
Kim Sang-o’s quality, UFD First Deputy Director Im Tong-ok had personally sought me out for recruitment. The
vetting process for a Central Party cadre required at least six months of rigorous background checks, but the
process was rushed through on orders from above and my transfer to the UFD happened quickly.
There was another problem, though: the Party required UFD staff to be graduates of literature or the social
sciences, and music just didn’t cut it. So I was admitted to the graduate faculty of literature and languages at Kim
Il-sung University in September 1996, under the pretext of doing my trial period at the UFD.
But this wasn’t about due process, only a means of achieving an end. The one-year UFD trial period was also
replaced by my graduate degree, and I was admitted to the UFD upon graduation.
*
Because of this history, my request to return to my place of birth before working on “An Ode to the Smiling
Sun” was about much more than merely revisiting friends and seeing my hometown again.
It was really to make a pilgrimage to the place that brought me to Choi Liang and Kim Sang-o, who had taken
my hand in theirs to guide me towards my calling. …
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298.78 Quotations of Shin Dong-Hyuk: 1. from Escape From Camp 14 (1912 edition); 2. from An Interview
Conducted on April 30, 2012 3. from An Interview Conducted on April 6, 2013 4. from An Interview
Conducted on August 30, 2013 5. A Letter Published on December 17, 2013 6. from An Interview
Conducted on March 19, 2014\fn{from Shin Dong-hyuk (1982- )} Kwan-li-so 14 (Penal Labor Colony 14), nr.
Kaechon County, South Pyongan Province, North Korea (M) 7
1\fn{The numbers in brackets refer to page numbers in the book by Blaine Harden. Shin Dong-hyuk was born in Penal Labor Colony 14,
one of the most maximum of North Korean political prisons, and as far as is known is the only person to have escaped from such an
institution}

There were a lot of things I needed to hide. I was terrified of a backlash, of people asking me, “Are you even
human?” It has been a burden to keep this inside. In the beginning, I didn’t think much of my lie. It was my intent
to lie. Now the people around me make me want to be honest. They make me want to be more moral. In that
sense, I felt like I need to tell the truth. I now have friends who are honest. I have begun to understand what
honesty is. I feel extreme guilt for everything. I was more faithful to guards than to my family. We were each
other’s spies. I know by telling the truth, people will look down on me. Outsiders have a wrong understanding of
the camp. It is not just the soldiers who beat us. It is the prisoners themselves who are not kind to each other.
There is no sense of community. I am one of those mean prisoners. (80-81)
I need to way something to you. But before I do, I want to get something in return. I want a guarantee of more
food. (86)
I … I really don’t know anything. (91)
I really don’t know. (93)
I was the one who reported this. I did a good job. (94)
Uncle, tell me a story. (98)
There is nothing in my life to compare with this burden (103)
I wanted to but I couldn’t find you. (105)
Hey! Hey! Hey! It’s falling! Falling! (116)
You eat it. (143)
Teacher, I saw a stolen piece of cloth. (145)
It was Kang Chul Min, in my room. (145)
My home? My home is here. (146)
I’m younger than you. Please drop the honorific with me. (147)
By the way, where is Pyongyang? (147)
Hey! What do you think you are doing? (153)
Stop at once. (153)
I wish you wouldn’t sing. (154)
What are you talking about. If we don’t do it now, there won’t be another chance. (169)
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Let’s Run! (169)
Hello, isn’t it cold? (201)
Can anyone cross over to China? (202)
Here, smoke this. (203)
Do a lot of people cross into China? (207)
Would it be possible for me to visit my uncle who lives in the village across the river? When I return, I’ll treat
you. (208)
Is the river frozen? Will I be okay? (208)
Could I get some help, please? (211)
May I meet the owner of this place? (226)
I am from North Korea. I just got off the bus, and I have no place to go. I was wondering if I could work in this
restaurant. (226)
Is there anything I can do here? (228)
Excuse me, I am from North Korea, looking for a job. Please help me. (227)
I was very moved. (243)
I don’t want to be critical of this country, but I would say that out of the total population of South Korea, only .
001 percent has any real interest in North Korea. Their ways of living do not allow them to think about things
beyond their borders. There is nothing in it for them. (245)
It is just a matter of time. I hope that the United States, through pressure and persuasion, can convince [them]
not to murder all those people in the camps. (253)
This is really private and sensitive. I try to avoid talking about it as much as I can. (255)
My story can be very heartbreaking. I don’t want you to be depressed. (255)
I was not worthy. (255)
The things I went through were mine alone. I believe most people will find it nearly impossible to know what I
am talking about. (255)
I am evolving from being an animal. But it is going very, very slowly. Sometimes I try to cry and laugh like
other people, just to see if it feels like anything. Yet tears don’t come. Laughter doesn’t come. (258)
Why are you so nice to me? Don’t you know what I have done?” (260)
Because I am surrounded by good people, I try to do what good people do. But it is very difficult. It does not
flow from me naturally. (261)
These are emotions that slowly started to come out from within me. (261)
It is because they thought so little of me. They thought they could rule my private life. (267)
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We have to work before anything else. But after work is done there is hope for progress. (271-272)
I did not know about sympathy or sadness. They educated us from birth so that we were not ca[able of normal
human emotions. Now that I am out, I am learning to be emotional. I have learned to cry. I feel like I am
becoming human. I escaped physically. I haven’t escaped psychologically. (273)
2
Every single day was the worst possible. You live every moment under the intense fear of being beaten and the
guards fault every single movement.
Everything we ate was horrendous. But the worst thing was corn kernels picked out of cow dung.
Hearing about the food he’d eaten in the outside world was the main trigger. I wanted to eat that kind of food
—things unimaginable within the camp.
People don’t know about the outside world. There’s also the systematic brainwashing—‘I’ve been born as a
criminal, I have to live as a criminal until I die and that’s my fate’.”
When I was hospitalized in South Korea with psychiatric problems I considered suicide once or twice. But I
thought about how I’d escaped and been through such difficult times, and decided I should live on.
That guilt will last until my death.
The most shocking moment came the day after I escaped and saw North Korean society for the first time. I
thought it was paradise! People were walking around without guards. This was the moment that changed my
understanding of the world.
I want the camps eradicated—that’s my driving force. I urge people to sign petitions and write to MPs, and
keep raising the human rights issue. Holding talks and events will put pressure on the North Korean government.
I love what I’ve seen so far—especially the House of Commons, which is one of the most stunning buildings
I’ve come across.
People often take an interest only once something horrible has happened, such as the Holocaust. I want the
world to know what’s happening because that same thing could easily happen there. What’s the point in doing
something afterwards? I see raising awareness as my responsibility.
I can’t even predict what will happen in one year’s time. Of course I have hope that in 10 years time people
will no longer starve to death, that they’ll be better off and that one day I’ll be able to return. But that’s wishful
thinking.
3
I was taken to a chamber full of torture instruments. I was stripped, my legs were cuffed and my hands were
tied with rope. I was hung by my legs and hands from the ceiling. Someone started a charcoal fire and brought it
under my back. I felt the heat at my waist and shrieked. My torturers pierced me with a steel hook near the groin
to stop me writhing. The pain was so bad that I passed out.”\fn{ What did he hope to get out of informing on his own
family?}
Being full for the first time. But the biggest reason was simply that I was supposed to report things like that. If
I could meet my mother and brother through a time machine I would apologize. By telling this story I think I can
kind of repent for what I did.
*
I had no concept of human rights. I was only destined to live and die in this camp. We were always hungry, and
the guards always told us ‘through hunger you will repent’.”
*
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We woke up before sunrise and worked all day. It was manual labour well into night until the prison guards
deemed it fit for us to go to sleep. It was repeated day in, day out. And it was something that I thought was very
natural. There was no way for the prisoners to know what was beyond the electrified fence, whether it was a
world of prison camps or a different society. My mother and father never talked to me about the outside world.
*
I paid most attention to the food he ate outside the camp—like barbecued pig. The most important thing was
the idea that a prisoner like me could eat chicken and pork if I escaped. I still think of freedom as broiled chicken.
*
I used to feel intense hatred for the guards. But now I think they are victims too. I hope they will realize their
wrongdoings and grab a chance to start a new life. The biggest change is that I can forgive them.”
4
Hong Kong’s not far.
Yeah, I think Pepsi’s better.
I still think of freedom as roasted chicken.
I thought about food all the time. An hour after each meal, I was hungry again. There were lots of mice in the
camp. We would ask the guard if we could catch them and, if he was in a good mood, he would say, ‘OK.’l Then
the guard would watch us eat the mouse alive.
Yes, of course. Many, many times.
I know everything is delicious. I look at the colours and the way the food is presented on the plate but it’s very
difficult to choose. When I first came to South Korea, I was so greedy that I used to order too much food.
Nowadays I try to order only as much as I can handle.
My mum and I were at this place. There were many people at that place and the military brought a person to a
wooden column. Then there were gunshots and I remember being very scared.
I did not have feelings for my parents. I try even now but I have a hard time doing that.
When I compare the freedom of China or the US or South Korea, their levels of freedom are all pretty much
the same. For me, freedom is when people are free to walk in the street, to say what they want, and to eat what
they want.
I don’t really know anything about music. I can’t sing and I don’t’ feel any emotion from it. But I do watch lots
of films and the one that moves me the most is Schindler’s List.
It is similar in a way. In the prison camp, every day I repented and confessed the bad things I’d done to the
prison guards. And in church, too, I repent the things I have done wrong. The formula is the same but the
difference is that in the prison camp I was forced to do this. In church I confess of my own volition.
I don’t want to think about the past any more.
I have no idea what can be done. All I ask is that it should not harm the people of North Korea.
I don’t know. My mind doesn’t have too much room for those things right now. I still suffer psychologically.
I’d like to take things slowly, day by day. For now I don’t think about the future.
I have a good relationship with jy US foster parents. I contace them often. Whenever I have a holiday, I visit
them. I think of them as good parents and I try to be a good son.
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I have never had a chance to meet a girl. … No, I think there was a misunderstanding. The way it was
described in the book … I’m sorry, I’m leaving now. I’m sorry. Maybe I can see you next time you’re in Seoul.
5
Dear Mr. Rodman
I have never met you, and until you visited North Korea in February I had never heard of you. Now I know
very well that you are a famous, retired American basketball player with many tattoos. I also understand that you
are returning this week to North Korea to coach basketball and perhaps visit for the third time with the country’s
dictator, Kim Jong Un, who has become your friend
I want to tell you about myself.
I was born in 1982 in Camp 14, a political prison in the mountains of North Korea. For more than 50 years,
Kim Jong Un, his father and his grandfather have used prisons such as Camp 14 to punish, starve and work to
death people who the regime decides are a threat. Prisoners are sent to places like Camp 14 without trial and in
secret. A prisoner’s “crime” can be his relation by blood to someone the regime believes is a wrongdoer or wrongthinker.
My crime was to be born as the son of a man whose brother fled to South Korea in the 1950s.
You can see satellite pictures of Camp 14 and four other labor camps on your smartphone. At this very
moment, people are starving in these camps. Others are being beaten, and someone soon will be publicly executed
as a lesson to other prisoners to work hard and obey the rules.
I grew up watching these executions, including the hanging of my mother.
On orders of the guards in Camp 14, inmates are forced to marry and create children to be raised by guards to
be disposable slaves. Until I escaped in 2005, I was one of those slaves. My body is covered with scars from
torture I endured in the camp.
Mr. Rodman, if you want to know more about me, I will send you a book about my life, “Escape From Camp
14.” Along with the stories of many other camp survivors, my story helped persuade the United Nations to create
a commission of inquiry that is now investigating human rights atrocities in my country. I was “witness number
one.”
In the coming year, the commission’s findings may force the U.N. Security Council to decide whether to
approve a trial in the International Criminal Court of the Kim family and other North Korean officials for crimes
against humanity.
I happen to be about the same age as your friend Kim Jong Un. But if you ask him about me, he is likely to
refer to me as “human scum.” That is how his state-controlled press refers to me and all other North Koreans who
have risked death by fleeing the country.
Your friend probably also will deny that Camp 14 exists, which is the official position of his government. If he
does, you can show him pictures of it on your phone.
Mr. Rodman, I cannot presume to tell you to cancel your trip to North Korea. It is your right as an American to
travel wherever you wish and to say whatever you want. It is your right to drink fancy wines and enjoy yourself in
luxurious parties, as you reportedly did in your previous trips to Pyongyang.
But as you have a fun time with the dictator, please try to think about what he and his family have done and
continue to do.
Just last week, Kim Jong Un ordered the execution of his uncle.
Recent satellite pictures show that some of the North’s labor camps, including Camp 14, may be expanding.
The U.N. World Food Programme says four out of five North Koreans are hungry. Severe malnutrition has
stunted and cognitively impaired hundreds of thousands of children. Young North Korean women fleeing the
country in search of food are often sold into human-trafficking rings in China and beyond.
I am writing to you, Mr. Rodman, because, more than anything else, I want Kim Jong Un to hear the cries of
his people. Maybe you could use your friendship and your time together to help him understand that he has the
power to close the camps and rebuild the country’s economy so everyone can afford to eat.
No dictatorship lasts forever. Freedom will come to North Korea someday. When it does, my wish is that you
will have, in some way, helped bring about change. I end this letter in the hope that you can use your friendship
with the dictator to be a friend to the North Korean people.
298.137 Excerpt from In Order To Live\fn{by Park Yeon-mi (1993- )} Hyesan, Ryanggang Province, North Korea
(F) (10)
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1
The Yalu River winds like the tail of a dragon between China and North Korea on its way to the Yellow Sea. At
Hyesan it opens into a valley in the Paektu Mountains, where the city of 200,000 sprawls between rolling hills and
a high plateau covered with fields, patches of trees, and graves.
The river, usually shallow and tame, is frozen solid during winter, which lasts the better part of the year. This is
the coldest part of North Korea, with temperatures sometimes plunging to minus-40 degrees Fahrenheit.
Only the toughest survive.
To me, Hyesan was home.
Just across the river is the Chinese city of Chaingbai, which has a large population of ethnic Koreans. Families
on both sides of the border have been trading with one another for generations. As a child I would often stand in
the darkness and stare across the river at the lights of Chaingbai, wondering what was going on beyond my city's
limits. It was exciting to watch the colorful fireworks explode in the velvet black sky during festivals and Chinese
New Year.
We never had such things on our side of the border. Sometimes, when I walked down to the river to fill my
buckets with water and the damp wind was blowing just right, I could actually smell delicious food, oily noo dles
and dumplings cooking in the kitchens on the other side. The same wind carried the voices of the Chinese children
who were playing on the opposite bank.
“Hey, you! Are you hungry over there?” the boys shouted in Korean.
“No! Shut up, you fat Chinese!” I shouted back.
This wasn’t true. In fact, I was very hungry, but there was no use in talking about it.
*
I came into this world too soon.
My mother was only seven months pregnant when she went into labor, and when I was born on October 4,
1993, I weighed less than three pounds. The doctor at the hospital in Hyesan told my mother that I was so small
there wasn't anything they could do for me.
“She might live or she might die,” he said. “We don’t know.” It was up to me to live.
No matter how many blankets my mother wrapped around me, she couldn't keep me warm. So she heated up a
stone and put it in the blanket with me, and that’s how I survived. A few days later, my par ents brought me home,
and waited.
My sister, Eunmi, had been born two years earlier, and this time my father, Park Jin Sik, was hoping for a son.
In patriarchal North Korea, it was the male line that really mattered. However, he quickly recovered from his
disappointment. Most of the time it’s the mother who makes the strongest bond with a baby, but my father was the
one who could soothe me when I was crying. It was in my father’s arms that I felt protected and cherished.
Both my mother and my father encouraged me, from the start, to be proud of who I am.
*
When I was very young, we lived in a one-story house perched on a hill above the railroad tracks that curved
like a rusty spine through the city.
Our house was small and drafty, and because we shared a wall with a neighbor we could always hear what was
going on next door. We could also hear mice squeaking and skittering around in the ceiling at night. But it was
paradise to me because we were there together as a family.
My first memories are of the dark and the cold. During the winter months, the most popular place in our house
was a small fireplace that burned wood or coal or whatever we could find. We cooked on top of the fire, and there
were channels running under the cement floor to carry the smoke to a wooden chimney on the other side of the
house. This traditional heating system was supposed to keep the room warm, but it was no match for the icy
nights. At the end of the day, my mother would spread a thick blanket out next to the fire and we would all climb
under the covers—first my mother, then me, then my sister, and my father on the end, in the coldest spot.
Once the sun went down, you couldn’t see anything at all. In our part of North Korea, it was normal to go for
weeks and even months without any electricity, and candles were very expensive. So we played games in the
dark. Sometimes under the covers we would tease each other.
“Whose foot is this?” my mother would say, poking with her toe.
“It’s mine, it’s mine!” Eunmi would cry.
On winter evenings and mornings, and even in summertime, everywhere we looked we could see smoke
coming from the chimneys of Hyesan. Our neighborhood was very cozy and small, and we knew everyone who
lived there. If smoke was not coming out of someone's house, we’d go knock on the door to check if everything
was okay.
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The unpaved lanes between houses were too narrow for cars, although this wasn't much of a problem because
there were so few cars. People in our neighborhood got around on foot, or for the few who could afford one, on
bicycle or motorbike. The paths would turn slippery with mud after a rain, and that was the best time for the
neighborhood kids to play our favorite chasing game. But I was smaller and slower than the other children my age
and always had a hard time fitting in and keeping up.
When I started school, Eunmi sometimes had to fight the older kids to defend me. She wasn't very big, either,
but she was smart and quick. She was my protector and playmate. When it snowed, she carried me up the hills
around our neighborhood, put me in her lap, and wrapped her arms around me. I held on tight as we slid back
down on our bottoms, screaming and laughing. I was just happy to be part of her world. I
In the summer, all the kids went down to play in the Yalu River, but I never learned how to swim. I just sat on
the bank while the others paddled out into the current.
Sometimes my sister or my best I friend, Yong Ja, would see me by myself and bring me some pretty I rocks
they’d found in the deep river. And sometimes they held me in their arms and carried me a little way into the
water before bringing me back to shore.
Yong Ja and I were the same age, and we lived in the same part of town. I liked her because we were both good
at using our imaginations to create our own toys. You could find a few manufactured dolls and other toys in the
market, but they were usually too expensive. Instead we made little bowls and animals out of mud, and sometimes
even miniature tanks; homemade military toys were very big in North Korea.
But we girls were obsessed with paper dolls and spent hours cutting them out of thick paper, making dresses
and scarves for them out of scraps. Sometimes my mother made pinwheels for us, and we would fasten them on to
the metal footbridge above the railroad we called the Cloud Bridge.
Years later, when life was much harder and more complicated, I would pass by that bridge and think of how
happy it made us to watch those pinwheels spin in the open breeze.
*
When I was young, I didn’t hear the background noise of mehanical sounds like I do now in South Korea and
the United States. There weren’t garbage trucks churning, horns honking, or phones ringing everywhere. All I
could hear were the sounds people were making: women washing dishes, mothers calling their children, the clink
of spoons and chopsticks on rice bowls as families sat down to eat. Sometimes I could hear my friends being
scolded by their parents. There was no music blaring in the background, no eyes glued to smartphones back then.
But there was human intimacy and connection, something that is hard to find in the modern world I inhabit
today.
At our house in Hyesan, our water pipes were almost always dry, so my mother usually carried our clothes
down to the river and washed them there. When she brought them back, she put them on the warm floor to dry.
Because electricity was so rare in our neighborhood, whenever the lights came on people were so happy they
would sing and clap and shout. Even in the middle of the night, we would wake up to celebrate.
When you have so little, just the smallest thing can make you happy—and that is one of the very few features
of life in North Korea that I actually miss. Of course, the lights would never stay on for long. When they flickered
off, we just said, “Oh, well,” and went back to sleep.
Even when the electricity came on the power was very low, so many families had a voltage booster to help run
the appliances. These machines were always catching on fire, and one March night it happened at our house while
my parents were out. I was just a baby, and all I remember is waking up and crying while someone carried me
through the smoke and flames. I don’t know if it was my sister or our neighbor who saved me.
My mother came running when someone told her about the blaze, but my sister and I were both already safe in
the neighbor’s house. Our home was destroyed by the fire, but right away my father rebuilt it with his own hands.
*
After that, we planted a garden in our small fenced yard. My mother and sister weren’t interested in gardening,
but my father and I loved it. We put in squash and cabbage and cucumbers and sunflowers. My father also planted
beautiful fuchsia flowers we called “ear drops” along the fence. I adored draping the long delicate blossoms from
my ears and pretending they were earrings.
My mother asked my father why he was wasting valuable space planting flowers, but he ignored her.
In North Korea, people lived close to nature, and they developed skills to predict the next day’s weather. We
didn’t have the Internet and usually couldn’t watch the government's broadcast on television because of the
electricity shortage. So we had to figure it out ourselves.
During the long summer nights, our neighbors would all sit around outside their houses in the evening air.
There were no chairs; we just sat on the ground, looking at the sky. If we saw millions of stars up there, someone
would remark,
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“Tomorrow will be a sunny day.” And we’d all murmur agreement. If there were only thousands of stars,
someone else might say,
“Looks like tomorrow will be cloudy.” That was our local forecast.
The best day of every month was Noodle Day, when my mother bought fresh, moist noodles that were made in
a machine in town. We wanted them to last a long time, so we spread them out on the warm kitchen floor to dry. It
was like a holiday for my sister and me because we would get to sneak a few noodles and eat them while they
were still soft and sweet.
In the earliest years of my life, before the worst of the famine that struck North Korea in the mid-1990s had
gripped our city, our friends would come around and we would share the noodles with them. In North Korea, you
are supposed to share everything.
But later, when times were much harder for our family and for the country, my mother told us to chase the
children away. We couldn’t afford to share anything.
During the good times, a family meal would consist of rice, kimchi,\fn{Fermented cabbage} some kind of beans,
and seaweed soup. But those things were too expensive to eat during the lean times. Sometimes we would skip
meals, and often all we had to eat was a thin porridge of wheat or barley, beans, or black frozen potatoes ground
and made into cakes filled with cabbage.
*
The country I grew up in was not like the one my parents had known as children in the 1960s and 1970s. When
they were young, the state took care of everyone’s basic needs: clothes, medical care, food. After the Cold War
ended, the Communist countries that had been propping up the North Korean regime all but abandoned it, and our
state-controlled economy collapsed.
North Koreans were suddenly on their own.
I was too young to realize how desperate things were becoming in the grown-up world, as my family tried to
adapt to the massive changes in North Korea during the 1990s. After my sister and I were asleep, my parents
would sometimes lie awake, sick with worry, wondering what they could do to keep us all from starving to death.
Anything I did overhear, I learned quickly not to repeat. I was taught never to express my opinion, never to
question anything. I was taught to simply follow what the government told me to do or say or think. I actually
believed that our Dear Leader, Kim Jong Il, could read my mind, and I would be punished for my bad thoughts.
And if he didn’t hear me, spies were everywhere, listening at the windows and watching in the school yard.
We all belonged to inminban, or neighborhood “people’s units,” and we were ordered to inform on anyone who
said the wrong thing. We lived in fear, and almost everyone—my mother included—had a personal experi-ence
that demonstrated the dangers of talking.
*
I was only nine months old when Kim Il Sung died on July 8, 1994. North Koreans worshipped the eightytwo-year-old “Great Leader.” At the time of his death, Kim Il Sung had ruled North Korea with an iron grip for
almost five decades, and true believers—my mother included—thought that Kim Ii Sung was actually immortal.
His passing was a time of passionate mourning, and also uncertainty in the country. The Great Leader’s son, Kim
long Il, had already been chosen to succeed his father, but the huge void Kim Il Sung left behind had everyone on
edge.
My mother strapped me on her back to join the thousands of mourners who daily flocked to the plaza-like Kim
Il Sung monument in Hyesan to weep and wail for the fallen Leader during the official mourning period. The
mourners left offerings of flowers and cups of rice liquor to show their adoration and grief.
During that time, one of my father’s relatives was visiting from northeast China, where many ethnic North
Koreans lived. Because he was a foreigner, he was not as reverent about the Great Leader, and when my mother
came back from one of her trips to the monument, Uncle Yong Soo repeated a story he had just heard.
The Pyongyang government had announced that Kim Il Sung had died of a heart attack, but Yong Soo reported
that a Chinese friend told him he had heard from a North Korean police officer that it wasn’t true. The real cause
of death, he said, was hwa-byung—a common diagnosis in both North and South Korea that roughly translates
into “disease caused by mental or emotional stress.”
Yong Soo had heard that there were disagreements between Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il over the elder Kim’s
plans to hold talks with South Korea....
“Stop!” my mother said. “Don’t say another word!”
She was so upset that Yong Soo would dare to spread rumors about the regime that she had to be rude to her
guest and shut him up.
The next day she and her best friend were visiting the monument to place more flowers when they noticed
someone had vandalized the offerings.
261

“Oh, there are such bad people in this world!” her friend said.
“You are so right!” my mother said. “You wouldn’t believe the evil rumor that our enemies have been spreading.” And then she told her friend about the lies she had heard.
*
The following day she was walking across the Cloud Bridge when she noticed an official-looking car parked in
the lane below our house, and a large group of men gathered around it. She immediately knew something awful
was about to happen.
The visitors were plainclothes agents of the dreaded bo-wi-bu, or National Security Agency, that ran the
political prison camps and investigated threats to the regime. Everybody knew these men could take you away
and you would never be heard from again. Worse, these weren’t locals; they had been sent from headquarters.
The senior agent met my mother at our door and led her to our neighbor’s house, which he had borrowed for
the afternoon. They both sat, and he looked at her with eyes like black glass.
“Do you know why I’m here?” he asked.
“Yes, I do,” she said.
“So where did you hear that?” he said. She told him she’d heard the rumor from her husband’s Chinese uncle,
who had heard it from a friend.
“What do you think of it?” he said.
“It’s a terrible, evil rumor!” she said, most sincerely. “It’s a lie told by our enemies who are trying to destroy
the greatest nation in the world.”
“What do you think you have done wrong?” he said, flatly.
“Sir, I should have gone to the party organization to report it. I was wrong to just tell it to an individual.”
“No, you are wrong,” he said. “You should never have let those words out of your mouth.”
Now she was sure she was going to die. She kept telling him she was sorry, begging to spare her life for the
sake of her two babies. As we say in Korea, she begged until she thought her hands would wear off. Finally, he
said in a sharp voice that chilled her bones,
“You must never mention this again. Not to your friends or your husband or your children. Do you understand
what will happen if you do?”
She did. Completely.
Next he interrogated Uncle Yong Soo, who was nervously waiting with the family at our house. My mother
thinks that she was spared any punishment because Yong Soo confirmed to the agent how angry she had been
when he told her the rumor.
*
When it was over, the agents rode away in their car. My uncle went back to China. When my father asked my
mother what the secret police wanted from her, she said it was nothing she could talk about, and never mentioned
it again. My father went to his grave without knowing how close they had come to disaster.
Many years later, after she told me her story, I finally understood why when my mother sent me off to school
she never said, “Have a good day,” or even, “Watch out for strangers.” What she always said was,
“Take care of your mouth.”
In most countries, a mother encourages her children to ask about everything, but not in North Korea.
As soon as I was old enough to understand, my mother warned me that I should be careful about what I was
saying.
“Remember, Yeonmi-ya,” she said gently, “even when you think you’re alone, the birds and mice can hear you
whisper.”
She didn’t mean to scare me, but I felt a deep darkness and horror inside me.
2
I think my father would have become a millionaire if he had grown up in South Korea or the United States. But
he was born in North Korea, where family connections and party loyalty are all that matter, and hard work
guarantees you nothing but more hard work and a constant struggle to survive.
Park Jin Sik was born in the industrial port city of Hamhung on March 4, 1962, into a military family with
good political connections. This should have given him a great advantage in life, because in North Korea all of
your opportunities are determined by your caste, or song-bun.
*
When Kim Il Sung came to power after World War II, he upended the traditional feudal system that divided the
people into landlords and peasants, nobility and commoners, priests and scholars. He ordered background checks
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on every citizen to find out everything about them and their families, going back generations. In the songbun
system, everyone is ranked among three main groups, based on their supposed loyalty to the regime.
The highest is the “core” class made up of honored revolutionaries—peasants, veterans, or relatives of those
who fought or died for the North—and those who have demonstrated great loyalty to the Kim family and are part
of the apparatus that keeps them in power.
Second is the “basic” or “wavering” class, made up of those who once lived in the South or had family there,
former merchants, intellectuals, or any ordinary person who might not be trusted to have complete loyalty to the
new order.
Finally, lowest of all, is the “hostile” class, including former landowners and their descendants, capitalists,
former South Korean soldiers, Christians or other religious followers, the families of political prisoners, and any
other perceived enemies of the state.
*
It is extremely difficult to move to a higher songbun, but it is very easy to be cast down into the lowest levels
through no fault of your own. And as my father and his family found out, once you lose your songbun status, you
lose everything else you have achieved along with it.
*
My father’s father, Park Chang Gyu, grew up in the countryside near Hyesan when Korea was a Japanese
colony.
For more than four thousand years there has been one Korean people, but many different Koreas. Legend tells
us that our history began in 2333 B.C., with a kingdom called Chosun, which means “Morning Land.” Despite its
soothing name, my homeland has rarely been peaceful.
The Korean peninsula lay at the crossroads of great empires, and over the centuries Korean kingdoms had to
fight off invaders from Manchuria to Mongolia and beyond. Then, in the early twentieth century, the expanding
Japanese empire slowly absorbed Korea using threats and treaties, finally annexing the whole country in 1910.
That was two years before the birth of North Korea’s first Leader, Kim Il Sung, and eleven years before my
grandfather Park was born.
*
The Japanese were despotic colonial rulers who tried to destroy Korean culture and turn us into second-class
citizens in our own land. They outlawed the Korean language and took over our farms and industries. This
behavior sparked a nationalist resistance to Japanese rule that was met with violent suppression.
Like many Koreans, Kim Il Sung’s parents moved the family across the northern border to Manchuria, then a
part of the Chinese empire. After the Japanese invaded Manchuria in the early 1930s, our future Great Leader
joined a guerrilla group fighting the Japanese occupiers.
But at the outset of World War II, Kim Il Sung joined the Soviet army and (as I later learned), contrary to
North Korean propaganda, which has him almost singlehandedly defeating the Japanese—spent the war at a military base far from the fighting.
*
When I was growing up, we didn’t talk about what our families did during those times. In North Korea, any
history can be dangerous. What I know about my father’s side of the family comes from the few stories my father
told my mother.
At the start of World War II, Grandfather Park was working for Japanese managers in the finance department
of Hyesan’s administrative office, or city hall. It was there that he met his future wife, Jung Hye Soon, who was
also working at the city hall. She was an orphan who had been raised by her aunt, and she’d had a very hard life
before she met my grandfather.
Their courtship was unusual, because unlike so many Korean couples whose marriages are arranged by their
parents, my grandparents actually knew and liked each other before their wedding.
*
My grandfather kept his civil service job all through World War II. After the Japanese surrendered on August
15, 1945, the Soviet army swept into the northern part of Korea, while the American military took charge of the
South—and this set the stage for the agony my country has endured for more than seventy years. An arbitrary line
was drawn along the 38th parallel, dividing the peninsula into two administrative zones: North and South Korea.
The United States flew an anti-Communist exile named Syngman Rhee into Seoul and ushered him into power as
the first president of the Republic of Korea. In the North, Kim Il Sung, who had by then become a Soviet major,
was installed as leader of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, or DPRK.
The Soviets quickly rounded up all eligible men to establish a North Korean military force. My grandfather
was taken from his job at city hall and turned into an officer in the People’s Army.
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*
By 1949, both the United States and the Soviet Union had withdrawn their troops and turned the peninsula
over to the new puppet leaders.
It did not go well.
Kim Il Sung was a Stalinist and an ultranationalist dictator who decided to reunify the country in the summer
of 1950 by invading the South with Russian tanks and thousands of troops.
In North Korea, we were taught that the Yankee imperialists started the war, and our soldiers gallantly fought
off their evil invasion. In fact, the United States military returned to Korea for the express purpose of defending
the South—bolstered by an official United Nations force—and quickly drove Kim Il Sung’s army all the way to
the Yalu River, nearly taking over the country. They were stopped only when Chinese soldiers surged across the
border and fought the Americans back to the 38 th parallel. By the end of this senseless war, at least three million
Koreans had been killed or wounded, millions were refugees, and most of the country was in ruins.
*
In 1953, both sides agreed to end the fighting, but they never signed a peace treaty. To this day we are still
officially at war, and both the governments of the North and South believe that they are the legitimate representatives of all Koreans.
*
Grandfather Park was a financial officer and never fired a shot during the Korean War. After the armistice, he
remained in the military, traveling with his family from post to post. He was based in Hamhung, about 180 miles
south of Hyesan, when my father was born—the fourth of five children and the youngest son. Later, when my
grandfather retired from active duty, the government resettled him and his family in Hyesan. My grandfather’s
position as an officer and a member of the ruling Workers’ Party of Korea gave him good songbun status, and he
was awarded another job as finance manager at the commissary that supplied goods to military families. At least
for a while, the family prospered along with North Korea’s growing economy.
During the 1950s and 1960s, China and the Soviet Union poured money into North Korea to help it rebuild.
The North has coal and minerals in its mountains, and it was always the richer, more industri alized part of the
country. It bounced back more quickly than the South, which was still mostly agricultural and slow to recover
from the war.
But that started to change in the 1970s and 1980s, as South Korea became a manufacturing center and North
Korea’s Soviet-style system began to collapse under its own weight. The economy was centrally planned and
completely controlled by the state. There was no private property—at least officially—and all the farms were col lectivized, although people could grow some vegetables to sell in small, highly controlled markets.
The government provided all jobs, paid everyone’s salary, and distributed rations for most food and consumer
goods.
*
While my parents were growing up, the distribution system was still subsidized by the Soviet Union and
China, so few people were starving, but nobody outside the elite really prospered. At the same time, supply wasn’t
meeting demand for the kinds of items people wanted, like imported clothing, electronics, and special foods.
While the favored classes had access to many of these goods through government-run department stores, the
prices were usually too high for most people to afford. Any ordinary citizen who fancied foreign cigarettes or
alcohol or Japanese-made handbags would have to buy them on the black market. The usual route for those goods
was from the north, through China.
*
My father went into the military sometime around 1980, when he was in his late teens. Like most North
Korean men from the middle and upper classes, he was conscripted for ten years of service, although with
connections that could be reduced to as little as two.
But less than a year after my father joined the army, he got very sick with a burst appendix. After four or five
surgeries to control complications from the infection, his military service was over for good.
This could have been a catastrophe for him, because North Korean men without military backgrounds are
usually shut out of the best jobs. But when he returned to Hyesan with nothing to do, his father suggested he study
finance. He was able to enroll in a three-year program at the Hyesan Economic College.
The rest of the family was also doing well. My father’s older brother Park Jin was attending medical school in
Hyesan, and his eldest brother, Park Dong Il, was a middle school teacher in Hamhung. His older sister had
married and moved to Pyongyang where she worked as a waitress, and his little sister was attending school in
Hyesan.
*
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But disaster struck in 1980 when Dong Il was accused of raping one of his students and attempting to kill his
wife. I never learned all the details of what happened, or even if the charges were true, but he ended up being
sentenced to twenty years of hard labor. It was only because of Grandfather Park’s connections that he escaped
execution.
It is common for nonpolitical prisoners to be released from prison before they die, to save the government the
trouble of sending their bodies home. So after serving twelve years, Dong II was let out on sick leave and he
returned to Hyesan.
Nobody in the family ever spoke about his past. I remember him as a frail and quiet man who was al ways kind
to me. He died when I was still a little girl.
*
In North Korea, if one member of the family commits a serious crime, everybody is considered a criminal.
Suddenly my father’s family lost its favorable social and political status.
*
There are more than fifty subgroups within the main songbun castes, and once you become an adult, your status is constantly being monitored and adjusted by the authorities. A network of casual neigh borhood informants
and official police surveillance ensures that nothing you do or your family does goes unnoticed. Everything about
you is recorded and stored in local administrative offices and in big national organizations, and the information is
used to determine where you can live, where you can go to school, and where you can work.
With a superior songbun, you can join the Workers’ Party, which gives you access to political power. You can
go to a good university and get a good job.
With a poor one, you can end up on a collective farm chopping rice paddies for the rest of your life.
And, in times of famine, starving to death.
*
All of Grandfather Park's connections could not save his career after his eldest son was convicted of attempted
murder. He was fired from his job at the commissary shortly after Dong Il was sent to prison, although no official
reason was given for his dismissal.
Fortunately, his younger sons were less affected by the scandal and managed to complete their educations. My
uncle Park Jin finished medical school and became a professor at Hyesan Medical University and later became
administrator at the medical college. He was an excellent student and clever political player who managed to succeed despite his family’s problems.
My father earned his degree in economic planning and, like his father before him, was hired to work in the
finance office in Hyesan’s city hall.
But after only a year, there was a restructuring in the administrative offices and he lost his job.
His poor songbun had finally caught up with him.
*
My father realized he would have no future unless he found a way to join the Workers’ Party. He decided to
become a laborer at a local metal foundry where he could work hard and prove his loyalty to the regime. He was
able to build good relationships with the people who had power at his workplace, including the party representative there.
Before long, he had his membership.
By that time, my father had also started a side business to make some extra money. This was a bold move,
because any business venture outside of state control was illegal. But my father was unusual in that he had a
natural entrepreneurial spirit and what some might call a healthy contempt for rules. He also had the luck to be
living at the right time and in the right part of the country to turn his business into a big success.
At least for a while.
*
Hyesan already had a long-established tradition of cross-border trade with China and a small but lively black
market for everything from dried fish to electronics. During the 1980s, women were al lowed to sell food and
handicrafts in makeshift markets, but general trading was still an underground and specialized activity.
My father joined a small but growing class of black market operators who found ways to exploit cracks in the
state-controlled economy.
He started small. My father discovered that he could buy a carton of top-quality cigarettes for 70 to 100 won
on the black market in Hyesan, then sell each cigarette for 7 to 10 won in the North Korean interior. At that time, a
kilogram—2.2 pounds—of rice cost around 25 won, so cigarettes were obviously very valuable.
The government had placed more restrictions on travel in North Korea, and there was a lot of paperwork
involved in traveling out of town. First my father needed permission to leave the factory where he worked. He
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would negotiate a fee with a doctor to write him a note saying he was sick, then he would tell his supervisor that
he needed to go out of town for a few days for treatment. The supervisor would issue him papers. Then my father
would go to the police and bribe them for a travel permit.
My father traveled by train to small cities where there weren’t big black markets. He hid the cigarettes in his
bags, all over his body, and in every pocket. He had to keep moving to avoid being searched by the police, who
were always looking for contraband. Sometimes the police discovered him and confiscated the cigarettes or
threatened to hit him with a metal stick if he didn’t turn over his money. My father had to convince the police that
it was in everybody’s interest to let him make a profit so that he could keep coming back and giving them
cigarettes as bribes. Often they agreed.
He was a born salesman.
*
Although I know he would have preferred a safer and more conventional life as a high government official,
that was never to be his fate.
Almost anywhere else, business would have been my father’s vocation.
But in North Korea, it was simply a means to survive.
And it made him an outlaw.
3
My father’s business began with cigarettes and soon grew to include Chinese-made clothes, a product in high
demand.
In the summer of 1989, he traveled to Kowon, a small city near North Korea’s east coast, to sell his goods, and
while in town stopped to visit with his friend Byeon Min Sik, another ambitious young man whom my father had
known in Hyesan. It was there that my father met his friend’s younger sister, Keum Sook.
My mother.
*
She was four years younger than my father, and her songbun status was just as poor as his, also through no
fault of her own. While my father had to struggle because his brother was in prison, she was considered untrustworthy because her paternal grandfather had owned land when Korea was a Japanese colony. The stigma passed
down through three generations, and when my mother was born in 1966, she was already considered a member of
the “hostile” class and barred from the privileges of the elite.
My mother’s father, Byeon Ung Rook, came from North Hamgyong province in the northernmost part of
Korea. His family wasn’t very wealthy, but they owned just enough property to be considered landlords.
By the time my grandfather Byeon was born in 1931, the family had already lost their money. That was the
same year that Japan decided to expand its empire by invading and occupying the three Chinese provinces
that\fn{now} make up Manchuria, just north of the Korean border.
Hundreds of thousands of ethnic Koreans had already settled in Manchuria, and the border was notoriously
porous. When Japan occupied both regions during the 1930s and 1940s, it was even easier to travel back and
forth.
*
In 1933, when my grandfather Byeon was two years old, the whole family moved to Hunchun, China, just
across the Tumen River from Hamgyong. When World War II broke out, he was still a schoolboy, but he ended up
in the fighting. My mother never knew which army he belonged to, because my grandfather never spoke of it.
After the war ended, he remained in China but often visited his North Korean homeland. When he was twentytwo years old, right before the Korean War began in 1950, he made a visit to Onsong, a border town where his
father had once owned property. There he met a group of men who were on their way to the Soviet Union to work
as loggers. He joined them for dinner, and they kept buying rounds of drinks.
Finally, he left them to walk back alone to the inn where he was staying, but he was so drunk that he lay down
on the railroad tracks and fell asleep.
*
My grandfather woke up the next day in an Onsong hospital with an arm and a leg missing and no idea how he
got there. He was told that a train had run over him while he slept, and he’d survived only because a railroad
monitor found him and brought him to a doctor.
Grandfather Byeon remained -in North Korea to heal. His arm was completely gone, but enough of his leg
remained that he was fitted with a prosthetic limb and learned to walk without crutches.
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By the time he recovered, the Korean War was ending. In fact, the devastat ing injury might have saved his life,
because he would almost certainly have ended up fighting in a conflict that claimed more than three million lives.
*
The United States dropped more bombs on North Korea than it had during the entire Pacific campaign in
World War II. The Americans bombed every city and village, and they kept bombing until there were no major
buildings left to destroy. Then they bombed the dams to flood the crops. The damage was unimaginable, and
nobody knows how many civilians were killed and maimed.
After the war, the North Korean government set up nursing centers for the disabled who had no families to care
for them. One of these facilities in Onsong was where Grandfather met his future wife, Hwang Ok Soon.
*
She was an orphan from a rural community in what was now South Korea, and her father had been a resistance
fighter against Japan during Korea’s colonial days. When she was ten years old, he was arrested and never heard
from again. After that, Grandmother Hwang was abandoned by her family, and ended up working as a farm
laborer in Tumen, China—which was then part of the Japanese empire.
She returned to her home country after the Japanese surrendered and Korea gained independence. Unfortunately, she was living in the Communist North when Korea was partitioned. In 1952, she was working at a munitions factory in the port city of Chongjin on the East Sea when her leg was injured in a bombing raid and had to
be amputated.
She was sent to a nursing facility to recover and learn to use her wooden leg. She was still young and single,
but it was not likely that an able-bodied person would marry someone with a disability. So her best hope was to
find a husband with a similar condition. My grandfather Byeon apparently had the same idea, and he was visiting
nursing homes all over the northern provinces, looking for a bride. The way she told the story, my grandmother
saw him walking around the hallways and took pity on him.
“This man is in bad shape,” she thought. “If I don’t marry him, he’ll never find a wife.”
*
They were wed shortly after the war ended, and she traveled the 150 miles north with him, across the Chinese
border to his home in Hunchun. By 1956, my grandmother was pregnant with their first child, my mother’s older
sister.
She was also miserable and homesick. Even though she had spent time in China, she never learned to speak
Chinese. And she had a terrible craving for seafood, especially octopus the way it is prepared in Cheongjin.
Finally, she couldn’t stand it anymore, and she left her husband behind while she went to find some octopus to
eat. She could be an extremely emotional woman, and very strong-willed. When she made up her mind to do
something, she could not be dissuaded.
My grandfather had no choice but to follow her.
*
Cheongjin was once a small fishing village, but the Japanese had turned it into an industrial port, and the North
Korean government was rebuilding it as a major manufacturing and military center.
My grandparents agreed that it was no place to raise a family. They were both loyal followers of Kim Il Sung,
and they worried about the capitalistic tendencies in the border areas. They didn’t want their children to be tempted by smuggling and other criminal activities.
They traveled south by rail to find a place to settle deep in the countryside. This was how my mother’s family
came to live in Kowon, a small city near a big agricultural river delta backed by rolling moun tains. There were
rice paddies and orchards, and none of the corrupting influences of the bustling border towns.
*
It should have been a fresh start, but they came to Kowon at the time that Kim Il Sung began purging North
Korea of class traitors. All citizens had to be investigated to determine their loyalty and record their songbun. Unfortunately, my grandfather was very truthful, and he told the investigator that his father was a landowner from
Onsong.
From then on he was cursed with a bad songbun, and there was no chance for him to join the Party and get
ahead in life. He was assigned a job in a button factory.
*
My mother’s older sister was born in Kowon in 1957, followed by three more children—two boys and then my
mother, the youngest, who was born on July 16, 1966. They all grew up to be loyal followers of the regime, like
their parents.
My mother was an excellent student and a gifted singer and musician who accompanied herself on the accordion and guitar. In North Korean propaganda videos, you often see beautiful women dressed in traditional han267

bok—the colorful jackets and high-waisted skirts that make them look like floating flowers—who sing such high
and mournful songs that the audience bursts into tears.
That’s what my mother did so well.
When she was young, she wanted to perform professionally, but her teachers told her she had to study to go to
university. Her father also discouraged a career as a performer. Instead she concentrated on her studies and
memorized poetry praising the Great Leader and his son, Kim Jong Il, his chosen heir.
*
It was unusual for a North Korean woman of her status to get a higher education. But my mother was such a
good scholar that she was accepted at a college in the nearby city of Hamhung. If given a choice, she would have
liked to have become a doctor.
But only students from better families are allowed a say in what they will study. The school administration
decided she would major in inorganic chemistry, and that’s what she did.
When she graduated, Party officials sent her back to Kowon to work in a chemical factory there. She was
assigned a low-level job making the ingredients for fragrances to put in soap and toothpaste.
A few months later, she was allowed to switch to a better job at another factory that made clothes for export to
the Soviet Union.
*
Despite what others might call disappointments, she never questioned the regime’s authority to control her life.
Unlike North Koreans who grew up along the borders, my mother had no exposure to the outside world or foreign
ideas. She knew only what the regime taught her and she remained a proud and pure revolutionary.
And because she had a poet’s heart, she felt an enormous emotional connection to the official propaganda.
She sincerely believed that North Korea was the center of the universe and that Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il
had supernatural powers.
She believed that Kim Il Sung caused the sun to rise and that when Kim Jong Il was born in a cabin on our
sacred Mount Paektu (he was actually born in Russia), his arrival was marked by a double rainbow and a bright
new star in the sky.
She was so brainwashed that when Kim Il Sung died she started to panic. It was like God himself had died.
“How can the Earth still spin on its axis?” she wondered.
The laws of physics she had studied in college were overcome by the propaganda that was drilled into her all
her life. It would be many years before she realized that Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il were just men who had
learned from Joseph Stalin, their Soviet role model, how to make people worship them like gods.
*
My mother was still living at home and working in the clothing factory when she met my father in the summer
of 1989.
It had become my father’s habit to stay with her brother Min Sik while he was conducting his black market
business in Kowon. Since Min Sik also lived with his parents, my mother and father saw each other quite often,
but they didn’t speak to each other except for polite greetings.
There was no concept of “dating” in North Korea at that time. Our culture has always been extremely conservative about relations between men and women.
If you grow up in the West, you may think that romance occurs naturally, but it does not. You learn how to be
romantic from books and movies, or from observation.
But there was no model to learn from in my parents’ time. They didn'’t even have the language to talk about
their feelings. You just had to guess how your beloved felt from the look in his eyes, or the tone of her voice when
she spoke to you.
The most they could do was hold hands secretly.
*
I don’t know what my father thought when he met my mother, but she must have been a beautiful sight. She
was slender, with strong limbs, high cheekbones, and fine, pale features. She also had a quick mind and a powerful will, which must have fascinated him.
She was not that impressed with him. To her he was ordinary looking, and not very tall. But her brother Min
Sik had told her that his friend was capable enough to take care of a wife.
There’s a saying for men like my father: “He could survive even on bare rock,” mean ing he was resourceful
and resilient no matter what the circumstance.
According to tradition, their marriage was arranged by their families.
*
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My grandfather Park accompanied my father on a selling trip to Kowon. They had decided that it was safer to
spread the risk between the two of them, so that neither would be carrying too many cigarettes or too much money
if they were searched. When they arrived safely, they stayed with Min Sik and his family.
Grandfather Park quickly noticed my mother, and saw her exchanging significant looks with his son. He sat
down with my mother’s mother to discuss a match. My parents were judged by their families to be well suited;
they both had bad songbun.
As we say, you have to match swallow with swallow, magpie with magpie. In this case, bride and groom were
both magpies. When the deal was done, Jin Sik and Keum Sook were told they were engaged.
End of story.
*
The wedding celebration was nothing special. My mother wore her traditional hanbok, and my father came to
her parents’ house, where there was a big table of food laid out for close family and friends.
Then, my mother rode the train to Hyesan for a similar gathering at my father’s house.
There was no ceremony. My parents just brought their ID cards to the police station to record their marriage,
and that was it.
*
There is another Korean saying:
“The thread follows the needle.” Usually the man is the needle and the thread is the woman, so the woman
follows the husband to his home.
But she does not take his name.
For many women, it is the only independence that remains in their lives.

The Yŏngmyŏng Buddhist Temple, Moranbong Hill, Pyongyang, North Korea
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The Changchung Cathedral, Pyongyang, North Korea

The Church of the Life-Giving Trinity, Pyongyang, North Korea
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The Sokka Pagoda of the Pohyonsa Buddhist temple is 13-storeyed octagonal pagoda located at Mt.
Myohyang, Hyangam-ri, Hyangsan County, North Pyongan Province, North Korea.

The Ryonghung Buddhist Temple, Mt. Paekun, South Hwanghae Province, North Korea
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The Hyunam Hermitage, Mount Jangsusan, South Hwanghae Province, North Korea

A Buddhist temple nr. Sariwŏn, North Hwanghae Province, North Korea
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Two of the six buildings of the Sŏngbul-sa Buddhist Temple (founded 898), Mount Jŏngbang, North
Hwanghae Province, North Korea

The Chongyang BuddhistTemple, Mt. Kumgang, Kangwon Province, North Korea
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The Pyonun Buddhist Temple (founded in 670), Mt. Kumgang, Kangwon Province, North Korea. Below: a
detail of the central structure
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The Podok Hermitage (founded in 627), Mt. Kumgang, Kangwon Province, North Korea

One of the buildings of the Anguk-sa Buddhist Temple (founded in 503), Mount Pongrin, South Pyongan
Province, North Korea
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The Pohyon Buddhist Temple, Mt. Myohyangsan, North Pyongan Province, North Korea: two views
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One of the three Ryangchon Temples (753), Rakchon-ri, South Hamgyong Province, North Korea

The Anbul Temples, Kuknakbo Hall and Minjok Hall (1393, rebuilt 1843), Tonghung-ri, South Hamgyong
Province, North Korea
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The Kaesimsa Temple, Pochon-ri, Myongchon-gun, North Hamgyong Province, North Korea

The Mansu Hermitage, Huichon, Changang Province, North Korea
▲
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