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Phutnaegi  (풋내기)





A Korean word for a beginner—

someone still growing,

fresh, imperfect, and full of possibility.



Phut (풋)  


A small, quiet breath of a smile

Not loud, not complete,

but something that remains.
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A person,

even while breathing,

does not fully feel

how precious it is.

Then,

when a moment comes

when the breath is blocked,

only then—

Ah,

so this is how precious

breathing is—

we realize.

Laughter is the same.

We are able to laugh,

yet we do not truly know

the value of laughter.

Then one day,

when life grows heavy

and laughter disappears—

“Phut.”

With just one small laugh,

the heart loosens,

and the first feeling returns.

That is why Phut

is not just a simple laugh.

It is the moment

when we laugh,

remember the beginning,

start again with freshness,

and think of a friend.

So I say—

Phut—

a revolution of laughter,

and hope.
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Prologue
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There was a time when everything was seen with curious eyes. The world felt wide, people were unfamiliar, and everything that came into view felt new. That was my beginner’s time.

Now, I sit at Seonhak Music Hall and play the daegeum. The sound of the daegeum rides the wind and quietly passes through the campus. A student, following that sound, stops for a moment and looks at me.

The student’s eyes are clear and bright. They carry a gaze that seems to want to understand everything, the face of someone meeting the world for the first time.

The moment I see that, a thought crosses my mind. I, too, once looked at the world that way.

The days when I passed through the first door of Akdoryang, met the daegeum, met people, and met Pungryu. Everything was a beginning, and because of that, it remains even more vivid.

Looking back, I knew nothing then, but because of that, I could accept anything. I was clumsy, yet light. I was shaken, yet clear.

And that time eventually became a single path—leading to this very place where I now sit and play the daegeum.

And so, my life of Pungryu began.
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1.  In Search of Clear Joy 
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Phutnaegi

	In Search of Clear Joy 


In the spring of 1988, Chungnam National University was filled with both energy and unrest. Posters covered the walls of the student center, and students gathered each morning to shout slogans: “Down with dictatorship,” “Achieve democracy.” Their voices rode the wind across the campus, sometimes mixed with a sharp air that stung the eyes.

I walked through it all. People moved busily in their own directions, but I did not know where I should go, nor what I should do. I was simply moving along within that time.

Then, in that moment—

A strange sound from the end of a hallway stopped me in my tracks.

“Hoo—”

Clear yet deep, unfamiliar yet ancient. It was the sound of the daegeum.

I followed it and stood in front of a door.  

“Korean Traditional Music Club — Akdoryang.”

After a brief hesitation, I opened it.

Inside, seniors sat holding daegeums. One of them looked at me and asked,

“Who are you?”

“I... want to learn the daegeum.”

There was a short silence, then someone laughed.

“A Phutnaegi (rookie) is here.”

The room filled with laughter. At the time, I didn’t know that a single word would follow me for so long.

From that day on, I found myself returning to that room often. At first, nothing worked. My breath was short, and the sound scattered easily. There were days when no sound came out at all. My lips hurt, and the daegeum felt unfamiliar.

Each time, a senior would smile and say,

“Don’t force it. Just breathe into it.”

It sounded simple, but it wasn’t easy. Still, I never wanted to give up.

After practice, we would naturally gather on the grass in front of the student center—what we called “Makgeolli Hill.” We would sit on newspapers, sharing makgeolli and tofu, talking late into the night.

“Is the daegeum hard?”

“Yes, it is.”

The senior would laugh.

“That’s how you learn.”

That night, the sound of the daegeum rose slowly above the campus, mixed with laughter.

Time passed, and practice continued. In winter, we went on retreats—leaving the city for the countryside, turning village halls or abandoned houses into practice spaces. We pasted newspapers on the walls to block the wind and built our own place to stay.

The days were simple. From morning to night, we practiced. At night, we gathered in a circle—makgeolli, kimchi, and stories of the daegeum.

“Play Suyonjang.”

I inhaled, then exhaled. At first, the sound trembled, but gradually it grew longer.

“The daegeum is breath.”

That phrase stayed with us throughout those days.

Suyonjang, Yeomta-gun, Seryeongsan, Cheonnyeonmanse. The music slowly entered my body. Before my fingers learned, my breath did.

On the final day, we performed for the villagers. When it ended, someone said,

“You students play well.”

Those words stayed with me for a long time.

That time wasn’t perfect, but one thing was clear—the clear joy found in being together.

As time passed, I went deeper into music. My breath grew longer, and my sound became steadier. But at the same time, a quiet thought entered my mind.

Could I live only for music?

Eventually, I chose another path. I stepped away from music and walked toward my major and reality. The daegeum rested in a corner of my room, and life flowed in another direction.

Time passed again, and I picked up the daegeum once more—this time at a gathering called Daecheongmaru. The road to Hapcheon was long, but it didn’t feel heavy. It was a path of beginning again.

People gathered there from all over the country. Age didn’t matter. We were all there for the same reason—to learn the daegeum.

The first time I played Suyonjang again, I broke into a sweat. My body had forgotten the sound, and I had to begin again from the start.

We practiced during the day, and at night people gathered. Food was shared, stories continued, and deep into the night, music began again. When the teacher played, the air changed.

Listening, I thought—

Ah, this is real.

There, I was learning music again, and at the same time learning life. Music, travel, learning, and sharing were becoming one.

At work, I was still busy. Designs, sites, endless tasks—but a part of my heart felt empty. So I played the daegeum again. Walking, meeting people, I began to understand that life is not a single path, but many flows.

And at some point, a thought became clear.

Maybe it’s time to make my own path.

That thought had been building for a long time. While walking the Jirisan trail, I organized my mind. As I walked, my thoughts became simpler, and in the end, they gathered into one.

It’s time to go.

But that spring, my father suddenly passed away. Without a single word between us, he was gone. Something inside me felt empty, but I chose not to stop. I carried that feeling and continued forward.

That summer, I opened a small office. It was the first path I began under my own name. It wasn’t easy. The phone rarely rang, and waiting became long. Still, I couldn’t turn back.

With time, work slowly came in. The company began to take shape.

And then one day, the world stopped.

The pandemic.

The streets grew quiet, people stopped, and the company could not escape it. Work decreased, spaces emptied, and enduring itself became the work of each day.

Time at home increased. At first, it felt suffocating, but I didn’t want to waste it.

So I opened my records.

The days of playing the daegeum, the paths I walked, the writings I had left behind.

Reading them, I found a flow.

Maybe I could bring them together.

That is how the writing began.

Scattered time became one story, and as I organized it, my mind also settled.

That is how my first book was made.

It wasn’t a grand beginning. I simply didn’t want to lose the time I had lived.

Looking back, it wasn’t easy. Business, life, and my heart were shaken many times.

But one thing was certain.

I did not stop.

And so even now, I quietly write one more line.
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2. Youth of Chaedam

3. Akdoryang 

4. A Summer Bicycle Journey 

with Hyeonggi

5. Daecheongmaru
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Phutnaegi

	Youth of Chaedam


The fountain pen I bought at Daiso cost just a dollar.

I picked it up without much thought from beside the counter. When I got home and tried writing on paper, the nib scratched against it.

Scratch, scratch.

The moment I heard that sound, an old memory came back to me.

The world has changed a lot now.

Children carry smartphones, and after school they go to academies.

But the time when I grew up was different.

The television was black and white, and not every house even had one.

There were no mobile phones, and hardly any private academies.

After school, I would throw my bag at home and head outside.

I ran along the rice fields with neighborhood friends and splashed in the stream until sunset.

At night, the sky was full of stars.

On bright nights, we would run around under the moonlight.

We were poor, but we didn’t know we were poor.

We lacked things, but we didn’t feel lacking.

Because everyone was the same.

That made our hearts a little purer.

During that time, I once wrote a letter.

It was in middle school.

Late at night, I sat at my desk with a fountain pen.

I wrote one line, stopped, and then wrote another.

I rewrote the letter many times.

But in the end, I never delivered it.

It was my first, unspoken young love.

I grew up in Chaun, Nonsan.

The distance from home to school was about four kilometers.

Every morning, I carried my square school bag in one hand and walked along the rice field paths.

One day, a friend asked,

“Hey, do you walk every day?”

I shrugged.

“Yeah, so what?”

In winter, my breath turned white.

In summer, sweat stuck to my back.

Still, that road was never boring.

Walking along the fields, I would think about many things, or chat with friends, and before I knew it, I had arrived at school.

By my third year of middle school, I started riding a bicycle.

Back then, all students carried square bags.

There were no backpacks like today.

School uniforms were also different.

They buttoned up to the neck and fastened with hooks in the front.

I only wore that uniform for a year.

The following year, the dress code was liberalized.

Looking back, it was a strange time.

I was a fairly good student.

One day, my homeroom teacher called me.

“Chaedam.”
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