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Behold! A new world is approaching
before our very eyes!


The age of might has receded,
and the age of morality has arrived.


—KOREAN DECLARATION
OF INDEPENDENCE, MARCH 1919
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



IN LATE AUGUST 2011, I HITCHED A RIDE INTO BENGHAZI ON A PLANE from Cairo chartered by the United Nations’ World Food Program. I was arriving in the middle of a civil war, which had pitted troops loyal to the Libyan strongman Muammar Gaddafi against rebels, who were outraged by the country’s corrupt government and inspired by the wider Arab Spring movement.


When I arrived, it felt like the civil war might be in its final weeks. A group of us reporters would make the long drive each day west along the coast from Benghazi toward Sirte—the final battleground—in the hopes of finding rebel commanders with updates on the fighting.


Rebel brigades blocked the road into Sirte about ninety miles east of the city. There, amid gaggles of fighters, journalists would spend a few hours each day conducting interviews. One day, as a fellow journalist named Kristen Chick and I were about to leave, we spotted a group of fighters gathered in a circle, laughing uproariously.


We headed over and, in the center of their circle, discovered an improbable sight: a grinning eighteen-year-old Korean American college student by the name of Chris Jeon. The young American had flown to Cairo, taken a train to Alexandria, and then hitchhiked his way into Libya. Jeon, who had just completed an internship at the financial firm BlackRock in San Francisco, was on his summer break. Clad in a blue Lakers jersey, Jeon didn’t speak a lick of Arabic, but that had not deterred him from getting a taste of “one of the only real revolutions” in the world.


When I got back to Benghazi, I immediately wrote up the story of the mathematics student turned would-be rebel. Within minutes of being published online, the story exploded. Hundreds of news outlets around the world picked it up. Then, later that day, an email arrived in my inbox from an unfamiliar name: Adrian Hong.


“Great story,” the stranger wrote, mistakenly referring to me as “Bob.” And then he asked me if I could put him in touch with Jeon.


Adrian told me he was heading to Libya soon and wanted to help ensure Jeon got home to America safely. I connected Adrian and Jeon’s father over email, but, curious, I began digging into Adrian’s online trail. His full name, I learned, was Adrian Hong Chang, but he went by his father’s last name. I saw that he was a Yale graduate who was active in North Korean human rights issues. Intrigued, I decided to strike up a separate conversation with Adrian himself. Why would a young North Korea activist like himself want to go to Libya?


He had a suave, confident way about him in our conversations. There was always a touch of mystery, too. He seemed to be extremely connected with the Libyan rebels. He also seemed connected to Syrian and Egyptian revolutionaries. But everything was vague. For the first time, but not the last, I began to wonder, is he really doing things, or is he pretending?


I was then living in Cairo and covering conflicts throughout the Middle East. I knew that war could act as a magnet—attracting all types of unlikely people, whether their aim was duty, altruism, or profit. My first thought was that he was an American spy posing as a businessman. But there was something about him—an air of authenticity mixed with a touch of the amateur—that kept me questioning. It was also highly unlikely a spy would contact an American journalist. There was too much risk of exposure. Was he an Ivy League do-gooder in over his head? Or could he, too, be a civilian thrill seeker, perhaps a more sophisticated type than Chris Jeon, but a thrill seeker nonetheless? Or was he something else entirely, some kind of rogue operative, with hidden motivations?


One thing I was certain of: The man seemed worth keeping tabs on.


WRITING ABOUT SECRETIVE PEOPLE and events is an enormous challenge. I have been tracking Adrian Hong and his activities for more than a decade and spent much of the last three years of my life reporting in depth on the story of Adrian and his organization, now known as Free Joseon. I interviewed scores of people around the world with unique insights, as well as obtaining documents, photos, and video footage unavailable to the public to confirm aspects of the story and fill in crucial details.


All my books have been catalyzed by questions that try to cut to the heart of how power and influence work in the twenty-first century. And I try to answer them by telling a good story. In Billion Dollar Whale, my co-author, Tom Wright, and I tried to understand how a young Malaysian poser could purloin billions of dollars, right under the noses of the financial world’s watchdogs, while convincing politicians, Hollywood A-listers, and countless others that he was who he said he was. In my second book, Blood and Oil, with Justin Scheck, I wanted to understand Mohammed bin Salman, the enigmatic crown prince of Saudi Arabia, who had emerged from obscurity to embark on a quest to modernize the oil-rich nation while at the same time cutting a ruthless figure in his attempt to consolidate power and quash dissent. That book sought to probe how MBS was upending the simple bargain that had been at the center of U.S.-Saudi relations for more than eighty years—oil for military protection—and unpack the implications.


Here, the question that animated my reporting and writing is deceptively simple: Who is Adrian Hong? I wanted to understand how an idealistic Ivy League graduate had become a global fugitive. What had motivated him to do what he did? What made him think he could change the world? And, moreover, was it even possible for someone, a regular citizen driven by passion and good intentions (assuming they were good), working with a small group of collaborators, to effect a change to the global political order in the age of digital surveillance and autocracies? Those are the questions I hope you will keep front of mind as you read on.


A few things to note. First, I’m a journalist, not a historian. There are many fine books on the history of Korea, which offer far more comprehensive detail on pivotal events and figures. I sought to provide necessary historical context while placing current events and figures at the center of the book’s narrative. My hope is that the pages that follow will offer insights both to seasoned readers of North Korean history and to those coming to the subject for the very first time.


Many of the sources for this book spoke to me at great personal risk. Adrian Hong, his fellow members of Free Joseon, and others connected to them have operated despite threats against their lives and myriad other dangers. In the book, I made the decision to not name anyone who has not already been publicly identified as a member of the group. I took special precautions to protect my communications with the book’s sources and leave no traces for would-be assailants to identify them.


Finally, a note on names. The Korean names in this book follow the order of family name first, given name second. If the given name has multiple syllables, as it usually does, it is hyphenated. This does not apply to the names of Korean Americans, who typically follow Western naming conventions. For them, and non-Korean individuals, I typically use last names on subsequent references, with the exception of Adrian Hong.







   

[image: Map of Routes for North Korean Escapees]







   


PROLOGUE



THE BREAK-IN


MADRID


FEBRUARY 22, 2019


ON A COOL FRIDAY AFTERNOON IN LATE WINTER, A WELL-DRESSED man carrying two luxury gift bags walked up to the door of the North Korean embassy in Madrid and pressed the buzzer.


“¿Sí?” a voice said through the intercom after a few minutes.


“Good afternoon, my name is Matthew Chao,” the man outside replied in good Spanish, explaining he’d been there several weeks earlier and had returned with a gift for “Señor So,” citing the name of the embassy’s highest-ranking official.


The embassy was a burnt-orange compound in Madrid’s Valdemarín quarter, a posh district known for its parks and luxurious residences. The diplomatic compound looked more like the estate of a rich if perhaps paranoid Spaniard than the office-like quarters of the city’s other embassies. The discreet entry gate was set back from the sidewalk and flanked by an imposing wall. Little could be seen from the road, and most people in the neighborhood walked by without giving the building a second thought. The embassy received few visitors.


Now, however, hearing the name of his boss, the North Korean worker, a thirty-year-old embassy employee called Jin Choe, who was gardening when the buzzer rang, cracked open the door. Seeing a smiling, dapper Asian man wearing a black suit with a polka-dot tie and his hair tied in a man bun, Jin allowed him in. “I’ll find Mr. So,” he said, pointing the visitor to a seat on a bench inside the door. The time was just after 4:30 P.M.


As Jin went in search of Mr. So, outside the embassy walls an older woman resting at a bus stop was observing a different scene, one that would have caused the junior diplomat to shut the door and run for safety. Concealed against a wall near the embassy’s front door stood another five men dressed casually in blue jeans and sunglasses. Some of them wore large black backpacks. Several were crouching as if they were about to spring into the building.


A few moments after Jin disappeared, the man calling himself Matthew Chao rose from the bench and quietly opened the door behind him. The men waiting outside slipped inside. As they crossed the threshold onto North Korean grounds, several of the intruders pulled on black balaclavas and began running. They drew pistols and handcuffs from their bags, speaking to each other over a walkie-talkie app on their mobile phones and wireless headphones.


The intruders dispersed throughout the building, yelling at the startled staff to drop to the ground. After fastening their hands with plastic ties and handcuffs and placing bags over their heads, the masked men corralled the workers into a meeting room. Mr. So, whose full name is So Yun-suk, was initially pulled into a bathroom, while his wife—who had tried at first to barricade herself and their child in a bedroom—was guarded by a man upstairs without any restraints.


The intruders then went room by room, learning the layout of the embassy and ensuring no one was hiding in a closet or unused office. Most rooms were startlingly spare considering the building was home to four diplomatic staff as well as two of their wives and one young boy.


They charged into a propaganda room, whose walls were covered in North Korean ideological posters and stylized pictures of the three generations of the Kim dynasty, who have ruled the country since its founding in 1948 following the partitioning of Korea by the United States and the Soviet Union in 1945. The diplomats would be expected to gather in the room daily to read and recite ideological material praising their leader, Kim Jong-un, as well as his father and grandfather, as deities protecting the proud country from evildoers around the world, especially the United States.


Down one hallway, the embassy raiders came upon a chamber purported to exist in every North Korean embassy around the globe, a space few if any foreigners had ever set their eyes on: the intelligence center, featuring a computer, stacks of papers, and foil-lined walls intended to prevent the prying of Western intelligence agencies. Here the diplomats would receive orders from their superiors in North Korea via their own cryptographic system.


Within fifteen minutes, the group had taken control of the embassy and secured the premises. Or so they thought. Not all was what it seemed—both to the intruders and to the captives.


One of the North Korean hostages later told Spanish police that the man putting on his wrist tie couldn’t figure out how it worked at first and required help from another of the men, an odd shortcoming for what he automatically assumed was the work of an elite paramilitary group seizing control of the embassy.


With their terrified captives tied up, the intruders dashed through the rooms again, sweeping everything they could, including USB sticks, two computers, a mobile phone, documents, and two hard drives, into a backpack. One of the hard drives was connected to the embassy’s surveillance system, so taking it was meant to eliminate any evidence the men had been inside.


With the rest of the embassy staff terrified and tied up in the meeting room, Matthew Chao led So Yun-suk into the basement.


BUT THERE WAS A problem. What the intruders didn’t know is that they’d missed someone, Cho Sun-hi, wife of one of the officials and the unknown, seventh resident of the embassy. Hearing men with South Korean accents storming into the embassy, she panicked.


North Koreans have been in a declared state of war with South Korea since 1950, so any unexpected interaction with a South Korean has the potential to create a visceral panic. From the time they are toddlers, North Koreans are taught that the United States and South Korea are “cannibals” bent on destroying the great North Korean state. As the men went room to room, kicking down doors, Cho escaped onto the terrace outside her room on the second floor. Fearing for her life, she decided to jump. Dropping onto the concrete below, she landed hard, injuring her head and leg.


In pain but undeterred, Cho hobbled across a paddle tennis court and out a side door with a small path onto the main road. By the time she reached the road, she was crawling on all fours.


A gym worker driving through the usually sleepy neighborhood of Madrid nearly swerved into the curb when he saw a woman with blood dripping over her face screaming beside the road. He pulled over to help, later telling police he thought she’d been badly assaulted.


He drove her to a clinic just down the road, where a staff member called an ambulance and the police. The woman was in a hysterical state, anguished words streaming out of her mouth, all but unintelligible to the Spaniards.


When police officers soon arrived, they struggled to determine where the distressed woman had come from. They tried calling the Chinese embassy, but realized she couldn’t speak Chinese. One of the doctors used Google Translate to decipher her words. Finally, the officers understood; the woman was from the North Korean embassy, just up the road. But what she was telling them made little sense.


“Some people have entered the embassy and are killing and eating people,” Cho was screaming. “There are children in there.”


BACK AT THE EMBASSY, it had been only an hour since the masked men had stormed the building. During that time, Matthew Chao and his crew had tied up the staff, grabbed a ream of documents, and even quickly staged and filmed a video that involved smashing portraits of the former North Korean leaders on the ground.


About half an hour later, the intruders froze at the sound of the embassy’s door buzzer. It was the police. Composing himself—and placing a “Dear Leader” pin, a red North Korean flag with portraits of Kim Jong-un’s forefathers, on his suit jacket—Chao headed to the door.


Affecting the tone of a haughty and standoffish official, he opened the door to confront three Madrid police officers wearing sunglasses. They explained to Chao that an injured woman had been found on the street and was howling that something bad was happening inside the embassy.


Feigning bureaucratic nonchalance, Chao explained that if police wanted to interact with the embassy, they must go through the appropriate channels. Then he shut the door.


But who had called the police to the embassy in the first place? As the intruders raced to determine the leak in their airtight plan, it dawned on them: they’d missed someone. Someone had gotten away, someone they didn’t know lived in the embassy until this moment.


They’d now been in the embassy for more than two hours. The original plan was to stay for no longer than forty-five minutes.


Ring. Ring. Ring.


Suddenly the phones in the embassy started to ring incessantly. The men tried to ignore them as they continued to try to convince So Yun-suk everything would be fine once they got on their way.


But whoever was calling was incessant, dialing again and again for hours. The sound filled the embassy’s cavernous interiors, devoid of much furniture or carpeting. As afternoon turned to night, the masked men exchanged increasingly worried glances.


The North Koreans, sitting on the floor, shuffled uncomfortably. Did the ringing signal help or further danger? They were still unable to see because of the bags over their heads.


In the basement, So Yun-suk, the embassy’s top North Korean official, stared with a pained expression at the man calling himself Matthew Chao.


“You can’t keep me safe, Adrian,” he declared, with an air of resignation. “You have to leave. Now.”
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A READY-MADE LIFE




In the camp, there was no difference between man and beast, except maybe that a very hungry human was capable of stealing food from its little ones while an animal, perhaps, was not.


—KANG CHOL-HWAN,
THE AQUARIUMS OF PYONGYANG





NEW HAVEN, CONNECTICUT


SPRING 2002


TOM NAKANISHI WAS SITTING AT HIS DESK IN HIS DORM ROOM AT Yale University doing homework when his roommate burst in clutching a stack of articles.


“You have to see these,” the roommate practically shouted to his fellow sophomore, splaying out the papers onto the desk in the Berkeley College residence they shared. The articles detailed the real-world concentration camps in North Korea where prisoners were starved, tortured, and forced to perform backbreaking manual labor.


This was Adrian Hong Chang, boyish, clean-cut, and aged nineteen, on the cusp of a momentous shift in his life. At that time, saying you were going to change the world—from a dorm room in the Gothic brick Berkeley College building at Yale—felt like the kind of utterance any number of their classmates might make over a late-night joint. Though neither young man could fathom it, the fact was that, for Adrian, his growing obsession with North Korea was the spark that would lead to hundreds of rescues of international refugees and a confrontation with one of the most brutal regimes on earth on its own soil.


“We have to do something about this,” Adrian told Nakanishi, in a moment that was still vividly imprinted in the latter’s memory nearly two decades later. The world was ignoring an ongoing genocide in North Korea, he lamented. The irony stung: Americans were shedding tears over World War II films like Schindler’s List and Saving Private Ryan while all but ignoring the concentration camps, extrajudicial killings, and mass starvation that were still happening.


The truth was, until recently, Adrian hadn’t shown more than a passing interest in North Korea, whether at college or as a child growing up in California. In the early years of the twenty-first century, the casual observer might have a vague awareness that North Korea, like Cuba, was a place seemingly stuck in the 1950s. Those paying a bit more attention might have had a sense that these conditions were a by-product of World War II and the Korean War, which had established a family dynasty now led by a cartoonish man named Kim Jong-il, with a passion for cinema and brandy, and that he operated one of the world’s last, terrifying, and sometimes darkly humorous dictatorships, with the self-importance of a real-life Bond villain. Someone who read the newspaper might have heard, too, of the country’s devastating famine in the 1990s, during which millions of people died because of massive state negligence. They certainly would have heard about Kim’s nuclear weapons.


The headlines could be scary, but often news reports about North Korea contained little nuance, and for good reason. Many so-called experts on the country had never been there at all because of its obsessive wariness of outsiders. Quirky and laden with third-world tragedies, North Korea for most Western audiences was not so distinguishable from the many places on earth where life is much harder than anything they’d ever experienced.


But beginning in the late 1990s and into the early 2000s, a raft of new reporting was trickling and then flooding out in newspaper articles, reports from humanitarian organizations, and books by escapees telling dark accounts of life in the “hermit kingdom.” They told of a network of concentration camps that had been established throughout the country—camps that were reminiscent of Nazi-controlled Germany and Poland. North Korea wasn’t just an insular country ruled by a dictator with delusions of grandeur, like Alexander Lukashenko in Belarus or Saddam Hussein in Iraq. It was like something out of a dystopian novel mixed with the systematic brutality of Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Party. “Worse Than 1984,” screamed the headline of an op-ed from 2005 by the British writer Christopher Hitchens describing North Korea.


The details were shocking, but simply too few people had been able to wrap their minds around the full scope of the regime’s atrocities. It was a problem, Adrian believed, of awareness. Surely once people heard the details and saw the pictures, as he had, policy makers in Washington and others with influence would begin to act, he declared to Nakanishi.


Something was different about the cohort of these college roommates in 2002 compared with the irony-steeped Gen X generation that had come before them. Ten years earlier, Francis Fukuyama had published his infamous book The End of History, arguing that with the breakup of the Soviet Union liberal democracy had triumphed. But just the prior year, two weeks into their first semester at Yale, Adrian and Nakanishi had witnessed the world change before their eyes when Islamic jihadists crashed planes into the World Trade Center in New York City and the Pentagon.


Even before the pair arrived on campus, where they would witness the country’s 9/11 reckoning together, they had bonded over the online messenger ICQ and Xanga, the social media website of choice for Asian Americans in the 2000s. They both came of age in California, sons of Asian families living in predominantly Latino areas, and both yearned to express themselves politically without yet knowing exactly what they wanted to say. Nakanishi hailed from Los Angeles, and Adrian had grown up in a suburb of San Diego.


During their online chats, Adrian intrigued his future roommate with his descriptions of his early life as an only child living in Tijuana, Mexico, where his family had lived until he was seven. His South Korean–born parents were Christian missionaries and continued operating an orphanage there even after they moved a few miles north to San Diego. His dad was a tae kwon do master and Adrian was, too. As his chat handle, Adrian had once chosen the moniker “tkdmaster001.”


One of his father’s main tae kwon do studios was just across the street from Bonita Vista High School, where Adrian was an A student and co-editor of the school newspaper, The Crusader. After school, an athletic and fresh-faced Adrian would often walk over to the sand-colored strip mall to the studio, next to a Fantastic Sams hair salon and a Massage Eden. Practicing since he was a small boy, Adrian was a black belt.


Classmates from those years don’t remember Adrian mentioning North Korea, but he was proud of his Korean ancestry. On the Xanga account, he set his birthday as March 1, 1919, the date when a huge protest movement by Korean citizens kicked off to demand independence from Japanese rule and cultural hegemony. Some seventy-five hundred people died, with many more injured and arrested. The movement was a turning point in Korean society, but they weren’t liberated from Japanese rule until the end of World War II in 1945. Today, in Korea, it’s known as Independence Movement Day.


To Nakanishi, these intriguing elements of Adrian’s story added up to an air of adventure, one detectable over late-night chat sessions in the months before they’d meet in person.


Once his family had moved north to San Diego, Adrian had spent most of his life in Chula Vista just to the city’s south. The area had a distinctly low-key vibe: palm trees, strip malls, and the beach. Adrian had a high-octane personality, but he would occasionally let his SoCal origins slip through, talking in the laid-back, overly familiar manner of a Chula Vista “bro.”


“Ah, the glorious life of a bachelor,” he wrote on his Xanga page one afternoon while at Yale. “Sitting on a couch watching dvds alone, eating out of a can sigh.”


Those around Adrian back then recall a confidence about him that was offset by a strong sense of empathy. Fellow students would remember for years his ability to notice one person whose voice was being drowned out by louder students, taking them aside afterward and letting them know he heard what they were trying to say. And even from a young age, Adrian had seemed to hunger for something bigger than the chilled-out suburb he called home. Together with his best friend in high school, who would go on to become a key member of Adrian’s clandestine work, he’d speak with fervor about civil rights leaders like Martin Luther King Jr.


Though he lived on a typical Southern California cul-de-sac filled with middle-class office workers who commuted into San Diego every day, Adrian’s upbringing stood out for the sense of mission brought by his parents. Money earned by the tae kwon do studios his father ran was largely plowed into the Gloria World Mission, a charity his parents created to help poor and disadvantaged people in Tijuana. The family would frequently make the half-hour drive over the border, spending weekends and religious holidays. The family car had the mission’s name emblazoned on the side.


“Let us not live with words or tongue, but with actions and in truth” was the Bible quotation on the website of his father’s studio, which described itself as the “fundraising arm” of the Gloria World Mission.


Adrian later told a friend that his parents had raised him with an obsession about getting good grades, but not about what to do after he got them. “I am just a normal dude, went to public school,” he told the friend. “I did well, but when I got to college, I wondered what was the point?”


For much of his teenage years and first year at college, Adrian couldn’t quite put his finger on which direction to take his life. Soon after arriving at Yale, he and Nakanishi began attending meetings of the Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán, a social justice group originally established in 1969, where there was vibrant discussion of the U.S. response to 9/11. Nakanishi’s dad was a co-founder of the group as well as the Asian American Students Association decades earlier.


Students discussed what happened to Japanese residents of the United States and Asian Americans after Pearl Harbor. Would that happen now to Muslim Americans? Adrian was a spirited participant.


Adrian frequently showed a strong aversion to the status quo, the established wisdom on all topics, and the safe options for a young person making their way in the world. To him, there was a sense of meaning missing from so many efforts around him.


On AOL Instant Messenger he communicated under the username “areadymadelife,” the title of a 1934 short story by the Korean novelist Chae Man-sik depicting middle-class Koreans with good educations but no direction. The feeling resonated with Adrian. He saw Korean and Korean American youths adrift without a deeper purpose.


As a plucky freshman at Yale, he wrote a sixteen-hundred-word op-ed in The Korea Herald lamenting the decline of values of his brethren and calling for Koreans at home and abroad to stop obsessing over material gains and foster a deeper appreciation of Korean heritage and its history of fighting oppressors. “Where are the college students of old, who rallied for democracy and freedom in the 70s and 80s?” he wrote. “Where are the aware, educated youth that would shake this earth? They have disappeared.”


The article describes his personal journey to learn more about Korea and his heritage, including an impromptu trip to the Korean Mission to the United Nations, where he was denied entry. But here he was in January 2002—just eighteen years old, making him one of the younger members of his class—writing a long article about Korea without ever directly mentioning the North. The only references are to the concept of “reunification” and South Korea’s long history of fighting communists.


Adrian was still a campaigner in search of a campaign. Then he encountered a book that would change the course of his life.
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THE PRESENT IS NO DIFFERENT


PYONGYANG


1968


KANG CHOL-HWAN WAS BORN IN 1968 IN PYONGYANG, NORTH KOREA’S capital, but his parents were brought up mostly in Japan. From the late 1950s, Zainichi Koreans—ethnic Koreans who had migrated to Japan during Japan’s colonial rule over Korea or in the late 1940s in search of better opportunities—were steadily fed propaganda promoting North Korea as a socialist paradise. Kim Il-sung himself delivered remarks welcoming returnees, dangling a life with quality education and dignified work as rightful citizens. The call for repatriation was a joint effort. The North Korean state, with aid from other socialist countries slowly drying up, was looking to thicken its labor force, while the Japanese government wanted to weed out ethnic minorities thought to be incompatible with Japanese society.


The promises of material comfort and a campaign to rebuild the national identity were an appealing pitch for some in the Korean diaspora who faced discrimination in Japan and felt they could never reach equal status in the homeland of their former colonizers. But Kang’s paternal grandparents, who had immigrated to Japan at a young age, were already wealthy from their business operating pachinko parlors and lived an opulent life in Kyoto’s most upscale neighborhood. It was Kang’s grandmother, a fervent socialist and Kyoto chapter director of the newly created Korean Workers’ Party, who saw a higher calling and persuaded her husband to return to their homeland.


Arriving by ship in North Korea, the Kang family members were startled to find the country economically feeble and underdeveloped. North Korea was pummeled by the U.S. Air Force during the Korean War, but more than a decade later an air of lifelessness still lingered. Even worse, bureaucratic hurdles led to food shortages, and there was no freedom of thought. The onetime guerrilla leader Kim Il-sung had declared juche, meaning self-reliance, as North Korea’s operating principle, pushing political and ideological unity that could justify the state’s tight grip on all aspects of life.


For the first few years, the family didn’t speak of the shocking difference between the reality on the ground and the picture painted to them by North Korean promoters in Japan. The shame of their getting conned by North Korean intermediaries in Japan was too much to bear.


Kang’s family managed to maintain a higher standard of living than most in North Korea thanks to his grandparents’ appointments to government posts and gifts from relatives back in Japan. He kept a collection of aquariums in his room, a symbol of the family’s affluence and, later, the inspiration for the title of his book.


The family’s political standing deteriorated over time, and one day in 1977 police arrived without any warning to arrest them. Kang never could definitively learn the event that sent his family to the gulag, but he believes it had something to do with a remark by his grandfather interpreted as treasonous by another official. Whatever the catalyst, in an instant, their lives were forever upended. The officers looted their possessions and escorted them to Yodok concentration camp 2915, where they were forced to live in a dirt-floor room and work in a dangerous gold mine, frequently witnessing deaths from disease and starvation. After ten years in the camp and another five struggling to make ends meet as a status-less worker, Kang managed to escape the country via China and make his way to Seoul.


Years later, he told his story to a French journalist, which led to the publication of The Aquariums of Pyongyang. First published in France in 2000, the book started percolating to a wider readership only in late 2001, when it was published in English, and would go on to become an international bestseller, published in more than two dozen languages.


At Yale, Adrian Hong consumed the book in a fury, feeling he’d found a cause so obvious and pressing that he was ready to devote himself to it. Not long after splaying the North Korea articles out in front of Tom Nakanishi and reading the book, Adrian started imagining how he, a teenage college student, could make an impact on something as intractable as a belligerent, hermit nation with a growing hoard of nuclear weapons.


AROUND THE SAME TIME as Adrian was first immersing himself in the literature on North Korea, a future acquaintance of his, the human rights investigator David Hawk, was putting the finishing touches on a pivotal 2003 report that pulled back the cover on the Kim regime’s widespread human rights violations.


Hawk had earned a reputation as a steadfast human rights expert from his work to document Khmer Rouge atrocities in Cambodia in the 1970s and 1980s. While he was serving as the executive director of Amnesty International, the organization was awarded a Nobel Prize in 1977. In the mid-1990s, Hawk had turned his attention to the genocide in Rwanda, before focusing on North Korea’s system of prison labor camps. He’d spend much of the rest of his life working to spread the word about the oppressive conditions facing millions of people there.


Released in October 2003, his 120-page investigation, The Hidden Gulag: Exposing North Korea’s Prison Camps, used prisoner testimonies and satellite imagery to conclude that North Korea was systematically imprisoning, torturing, and killing its citizens with abandon. There were no trials, verdicts, or sentences from a judicial authority. The ruling party simply decided who would disappear and sent them to a camp in the North Korean hinterland. Hawk’s report, which would go on to see four different editions published in the years that followed, was a persuasive, evidence-backed indictment of the Kim regime’s wholesale human rights violations. Hawk’s report, along with the testimony of people like Kang, brought North Korea’s secret culture of torture and imprisonment to the attention of the world.


The report generated instant headlines around the world. Of particular interest was Hawk’s use of striking satellite imagery, which he marshalled to bring credibility to the allegations.


Hawk’s work, published by the U.S. Committee for Human Rights in North Korea, was aided by growing communities of defectors and escapees living in Seoul. During the famine in the 1990s, Kim Jong-il had opened the gates to international aid groups who flooded into North Korea to help millions of starving citizens. During the ensuing years, North Koreans fled the country over the Chinese border. Hawk as well as other academics and human rights campaigners sought them out to learn about daily life and politics in the repressive North. One of the most shocking topics were the camps, places some escapees were able to describe from chilling first-person experience.


What Hawk concluded was that North Koreans were undergoing their own special kind of misery in the modern world. The Cambodian and Rwandan genocides Hawk documented were bloody affairs, where powerful forces sought to wipe out huge numbers of people for political and religious reasons. In Cambodia, the killing went on for three and a half years; in Rwanda, it was eight grievous months.


But in North Korea, the systematic degradation of human rights had been going strong since the late 1950s. This was oppression carried out over generations, and many of the prisoners were from a lower class. North Korea has a system called songbun, dating to a major purge of “neutral” and “enemy” forces in society in 1957. Under this system, citizens are subdivided into fifty-one categories and slotted into one of three broader classes based on their background as well as the behavior of their ancestors. The result is something like a merger of India’s caste system with Joseph Stalin’s ruthless sorting of society by political allegiance. Moving up is nearly impossible, but falling to the bottom is all too easy with as little as an ill-advised complaint. Having a parent who had been a landlord, merchant, or Christian minister or collaborated with Japanese occupiers was a recipe for a very low status.


The top quarter of North Korea’s twenty-five million population today make up the loyal “core” class and are granted the best opportunities and privileges in society. These elites live a somewhat privileged existence, carrying smartphones and living in apartment buildings in what is jokingly referred to by some as Pyonghattan. These are what people often see when they watch footage from news crews permitted to visit North Korea. The “core” class are encouraged to intermarry so as to prevent any sullying of their impeccable blood. They are the ones running the country and filling the diplomatic posts around the world.


The “wavering” class is roughly half of the population. They serve the “core” class as technicians and laborers and live a quality of life that might be considered the upper end of lower class by Western standards—just enough to survive, with some rare perks. They are allowed to live in Pyongyang, working in servile and bureaucratic positions.


The final group, about 25 percent of all North Koreans, are the so-called hostile class, who are worked to the bone and live with barely enough for physical existence. Many descend from those who allegedly collaborated with Japanese occupiers or opposed Kim Il-sung in some way. These are the people whom hardly anyone sees. Even foreign diplomats living in Pyongyang are rarely given passes to leave the city or travel freely in the most impoverished sectors of the country. The homes of members of the “hostile” class are often without electricity or running water, according to reports compiled by human rights organizations. It’s a medieval agrarian existence where nearly all of the fruits of their labor are given to the all-powerful overlord as a tax without any accompanying services or rights. Most of the roughly 100,000 to 120,000 people in prison camps come from the “hostile” class.


This wasn’t genocidal, Hawk realized as he spoke to North Korean refugees. It was the state-driven grinding down of the human soul to next to nothing. For those confined to labor camps, death was viewed as the easy way out. Suicide was common. Guards would drive them to work harder with less food until their bodies simply stopped functioning. They were exhausted and starved to death, their dignity stripped away on arrival. Prisoners were at best machines for chiseling coal from the earth, harvesting crops, and manufacturing products to be sold to China for hard currency to support the regime.


The vast majority of citizens were effectively slaves, owned by the state, with no rights of any kind. Their purpose was only to further the Kim regime’s wealth and secure its hold on power. The more privileged had better access to food and products, but they lived under perpetual fear of losing everything.


In an interview, Hawk told me that the story that stuck with him the most over the years was from a woman he spoke with named Kim Hye-sook, who was hauled to Camp No. 18 (known as Bukchang) at the age of thirteen and spent twenty-seven years living there. Most of her family had been sent there four years earlier. The presumed reason: her paternal grandfather had fled to South Korea. This was the “guilt by association,” or yeon-jwa-je, system in action.


The teenage Kim Hye-sook attended some school, but mostly she was part of a child labor brigade that spent most of their daylight hours cutting down trees and collecting wood. Soon after, she started work at the Hong-je coal mine, where the men and boys would break the coal and the women and girls would ferry it up in buckets, wheelbarrows, and trolleys that they’d manually push back to the surface.


While a prisoner there, she lost her father, mother, and a son. For a quarter of a century, she slept on the floor in one room with what remained of her family, sharing a single blanket. They subsisted on a meager corn porridge supplemented by grass or leaves they’d gather whenever they could. When she was finally set free in 2001, her brother and sister were so beaten down and brainwashed they initially opted to remain in the camp.


Her life was so difficult after leaving that she even tried to return to Bukchang again, but they refused her. Finally, she escaped to China and made her way to South Korea, where she encountered members of the international rights community, including Hawk, and shared her harrowing story.


One of the people Kim Hye-sook spoke to in 2013 was the then UN high commissioner for human rights, Navanethem Pillay, who, inspired by her story and others’, appointed the landmark UN Commission of Inquiry on Human Rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.


For as much as Hawk’s 2003 report did to illuminate the horrors of North Korea’s human rights abuses, when other countries paid attention, their diplomatic focus tended to go elsewhere: the country’s nuclear weapons.


The origins of North Korea’s nuclear ambitions can be traced back to the political philosophy created and championed by its founder, Kim Il-sung, who over decades forged an ultra-paranoid nationalist political system by marrying Soviet-style communism with juche, which entailed a philosophy of self-reliance. The primary ingredient of this system was a dose of mythology more at home in an ancient Persian civilization than modern-day politics: the idea that the Kim family were themselves deities with superhuman powers and, hence, the only ones qualified to lead the homeland.


By most authoritative references, the would-be deity had been born in 1912 in a humble North Korean village. As a young man in the 1920s, he escaped the yoke of Japanese occupiers who invaded and annexed Korea as they looked to expand the power of the Japanese empire. He and his parents moved to the Chinese province of Manchuria, where he became part of a small resistance group. As the North Korean myth goes, Kim founded the Korean People’s Revolutionary Army, the precursor to the official Korean People’s Army, in 1932. Exaggerations aside, Kim actually was a guerrilla fighter by the mid-1930s.


In June 1937, a group of some 150 revolutionaries, supposedly led by the twenty-five-year-old Kim, blitzed Japanese-occupied public buildings, including police stations and post offices in Pochonbo, a town near the Chinese border. This elevated Kim’s status enough to later earn him the rank of captain in the Red Army, where he commanded the Korean battalion. His ability to speak Russian and his relative obedience were noticed by Stalin, who eyed Kim as a convenient proxy leader for the Soviet Union after it went to war with Japan in August 1945, just days before Tokyo surrendered. If anything, Kim was adept at strategically positioning himself for advancement without coming across as lusting after power. Still, more than seven decades after he assumed control of North Korea, his history is so mixed up with the country’s propaganda that sorting myth from truth is a formidable task.


With Japan’s surrender, its thirty-five-year-long occupation of Korea came to an end. But before Koreans could catch wind of their own liberation, the country was arbitrarily divided down the middle at the 38th parallel, with the United States administering the south and the Soviet Union controlling the north. As was the case with so many centers of strife after World War II, the decision to divide Korea was made briskly by Westerners with little understanding of how momentous their decisions would be. In the case of the creation of two Koreas, it came down the night of August 10, 1945, when U.S. officials were working around the clock in a building next to the White House to figure out what to do in the weeks ahead with Japan on the verge of surrender.


Two mid-ranking officers, Charles H. Bonesteel and the future secretary of state Dean Rusk, were tasked with dividing the country with the Soviet Union, which had agreed to vague plans for a four-power trusteeship over Korea at the Yalta Conference in February 1945. Without much time to think things over and using a 1942 National Geographic map of “Asia and Adjacent Areas,” they simply selected the 38th parallel because it looked like it intersected the country about evenly and placed Seoul, the capital, and several prisoner of war camps around Seoul in the American zone. Stalin, who wasn’t too concerned with the details surrounding Korea, accepted the arrangement and ordered his ground troops to stop at the agreed-upon division line.


On the advice of his brutal secret police chief, Lavrentiy Beria, Stalin chose the reliable Korean Kim Il-sung as an administrative leader for what the Soviet Union called the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea in the North.


Divisions of territories between the Americans and the Soviets were happening across the world, including in places like Berlin. But the Korean divisions proved an enduring flash point with few equivalents. Koreans on both sides never accepted the border or the idea of two sovereign states on the Korea Peninsula as legitimate.


In 1950, the tensions came to a boil. Kim Il-sung’s Korean People’s Army made the first move, rolling over the 38th parallel so powerfully and abruptly that they nearly won control of the entire country. But two months in, U.S. and United Nations forces managed to deploy enough troops to turn the tide. In the push and pull of the war, Seoul was seized four times.


North Korean land troops were driven back to the border, creating a stalemate with major powers backing the forces on either side. Cementing an eventual armistice in 1953 was the Americans’ punishing two-year barrage from the air. Some 635,000 tons of bombs including napalm were dropped on North Korea, nearly 40 percent of the total munitions dropped by the United States in the European theater of World War II.


In that milieu, surrounded on all sides by the military might of interventionist global powers, Kim Il-sung became even more paranoid and aware of his own fragile hold on power. Though the ideas of juche are rooted in Marxism-Leninism, the ideology has evolved over time to incorporate the justifying principle that North Korea is different from other socialist countries and needs to protect itself at all costs. It’s why North Korea is the only “socialist” country in the world run by a single bloodline of men descended from the founder, something completely anathema to Marxist political theory.


Thanks to aid from the Soviet Union and China and a firm hold on the economy, North Korea thrived well into the 1960s. But by the 1980s, the top-down controlled economy began to stagnate while South Korea started growing exponentially due to the government support for several key industries including steel, shipbuilding, chemicals, and electronics. When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, together with the death of Kim Il-sung in 1994, North Korea’s problems came to a head, resulting in a four-year famine that saw hundreds of thousands, possibly millions, of people die of starvation.


Government propagandists painted this period as the third “Arduous March,” referring to a winter in the late 1930s when Kim Il-sung marched through Manchuria with a group of anti-Japanese guerrilla fighters suffering from starvation and the bitter cold. Like Kim, North Koreans were to adopt a self-sacrificial attitude and band together to face adversities. They conveniently left out that the famine was entirely the result of the Kim government’s mismanagement.


Yet much of the world failed to grasp the true scale of the humanitarian catastrophe thanks to North Korea’s self-imposed isolationism. The term “hermit kingdom” has been applied to North Korea for much of its existence. It’s not well-known nowadays, but the term dates back to the Joseon dynasty, the period from 1392 to 1910. After repeated invasions by Chinese and Japanese aggressors, Joseon rulers adopted a harshly isolationist policy that coincided with nearly two hundred years of peace, cultural development, and relative stability that in the mid-nineteenth century descended, as in neighboring China, into domestic unrest and foreign encroachment.


In 1888, The New York Times ran the headline “Trouble in the Hermit Kingdom” on a news brief about people seizing government officials and beheading them. The paper continued to refer to Korea as the “hermit kingdom” throughout the twentieth century, but after World War II, as South Korea evolved into an ultra-capitalist, open society and economy, usage of the term shifted to exclusively referring to the North.


Over North Korea’s first few decades, Kim Il-sung, who never forgot how a U.S. general had requested nuclear bombs to use against his country during the Korean War, pursued nuclear weapons as the ultimate protection of North Korea from external meddling and would-be invaders. He leaned on Soviet engineers to build the Yongbyon Nuclear Scientific Research Center in the early 1960s, but even Kim’s Soviet allies were wary of giving any further assistance that would help him construct actual nuclear weapons.


Western intelligence agencies later concluded that North Korea received clandestine support from Pakistan in the 1990s to weaponize its nuclear energy program. Abdul Qadeer Khan, the Pakistani nuclear engineer who helped his country develop weapons of mass destruction, is believed to have played a key role in providing technology for developing nuclear weapons to Kim Il-sung’s engineers, the details of which emerged in a former Pakistani president’s memoir.
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