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PRAISE FOR THE GREAT SUCCESSOR



“There is, quite simply, no journalist in any language who has done more to unearth and tell the astounding story of Kim Jong Un than Anna Fifield. The Great Successor slashes through myths to yield the first essential and vivid biography of the man and his era.”


—Evan Osnos, author of Age of Ambition: Chasing Fortune, Truth, and Faith in the New China


“Intelligent, insightful, sometimes comic, and also worrying: Anna Fifield has written a vivid, compelling, and, above all, illuminating portrait of a rogue family’s rule over the world’s most reclusive nation.”


—General David Petraeus (US Army, Ret.), director of the CIA when Kim Jong Un became leader


“Anna Fifield owns the North Korea story today in a way that few other journalists, myself included, have ever been able to do. She claims mastery over this most elusive subject.”


—Barbara Demick, author of the best-selling Nothing to Envy


“With a journalist’s eye for detail and with the gift of a storyteller, Anna Fifield has written the quintessential bible on Kim Jong Un. No one working to solve the North Korean puzzle should let The Great Successor sit on a bookshelf; it’s a must-read.”


—Ambassador Wendy R. Sherman, former undersecretary of state for political affairs and author of Not for the Faint of Heart: Lessons in Courage, Power, and Persistence


 “An important, riveting, and detailed account of the rise of Kim Jong Un. Anna Fifield, who is an intrepid reporter and a lively writer, breaks important new ground in The Great Successor. Drawing on a broad array of sources, including remarkable defector accounts, she paints a disturbing portrait of a country fueled by heady delusions of military strength; a potent, bizarre ideology; an unflinching devotion to nuclear weapons; and a disturbing addiction to crystal methamphetamine. Spoiler alert: be prepared for a lot of gore.”


—Evans J. R. Revere, senior advisor with the Albright Stonebridge Group and former senior state department official with fifty years of experience working on Korea


“I loved reading Anna Fifield when she had the Korea beat for the Post, and now she has outdone herself with the first English-language biography of the most opaque and mysterious leader in the world. Carefully crafted from her reporting with additional research, fieldwork, and exclusive interviews with those close to and in the Kim family, The Great Successor peels back the layers to reveal Kim Jong Un’s psyche and the ominous future of the country over which he presides. A must-read for the general and expert reader!”


—Victor Cha, Korea chair at the Center for International and Strategic Studies and author of The Impossible State: North Korea, Past and Future


“The Great Successor shows how a pudgy young heir to tyranny—using fratricide, nuclear terror, crony capitalism, and strategic flattery of a vain American president—has become a sure-footed Machiavelli for the twenty-first century. In this devastating portrait of the latest dictator named Kim, Anna Fifield expertly dissects North Korea’s first family of despotism.”


—Blaine Harden, author of Escape from Camp 14: One Man’s Remarkable Odyssey from North Korea to Freedom in the West


“The Great Successor is a tour de force of reporting. Anna Fifield has penetrated the secrecy and myths surrounding Kim Jong Un to provide a remarkable, multilayered portrait of North Korea’s youthful and enigmatic leader. The ruler depicted in this book, which is based on Fifield’s interviews with an impressive range of people who have had contact with Kim or experience inside his system, plus insights gleaned from her own travel as a journalist in North Korea, is not the bomb-throwing ‘rocket man’ so often mocked and caricatured. Instead, Kim Jong Un comes across as smart, ruthless, diplomatically savvy, and determined to survive at all costs. An essential guide to understanding the man who could well be in charge of North Korea for decades.”


—Mike Chinoy, former CNN senior Asia correspondent and author of Meltdown: The Inside Story of the North Korean Nuclear Crisis
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To the twenty-five million people of North Korea.
May you soon be free to follow your dreams.




Why, I can smile, and murder whiles I smile,


And cry “Content” to that which grieves my heart,


And wet my cheeks with artificial tears,


And frame my face to all occasions …


I can add colors to the chameleon,


Change shapes with Proteus for advantages,


And set the murderous Machiavel to school.


Can I do this, and cannot get a crown?


—Richard, in Henry VI, Part 3, Act III, Scene II





AUTHOR’S NOTE


MANY OF THE ESCAPEES FROM NORTH KOREA WHO APPEAR IN this book asked me not to use their real names. They are afraid that doing so would endanger family members still in North Korea. In those cases, I used pseudonyms or no names at all.


I have used North Korean romanization and style for North Korean places and names. So Kim Jong Un not Kim Jeong-un, Ri not Lee, Paektu not Baekdu, Rodong not Nodong, and Sinmun not Shinmun.
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How to use this eBook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





PROLOGUE


I WAS SITTING ON AIR KORYO FLIGHT 152 TO PYONGYANG, READY to make my sixth trip to the North Korean capital but my first since the third-generation leader, Kim Jong Un, had taken over. It was August 28, 2014.


Going to North Korea as a journalist is always a bizarre and fascinating and frustrating experience, but this trip would reach a new level of surrealness.


For one, I was sitting next to Jon Andersen, a three-hundred-pound professional wrestler from San Francisco who goes by the ring name of Strong Man and is known for moves including the diving neckbreaker and gorilla press drop.


I ended up next to Andersen in business class (yes, the Communist state airline has classes) because a passenger wanted my economy seat so he could sit next to his friend. We settled into the red seats of the aging Ilyushin jetliner, which, with their white-doily-covered headrests and gold brocade cushions, looked like armchairs from Grandma’s front room.


Andersen was one of three American wrestlers who, their best days behind them, had washed up in Japan, where their size had helped make them the top attractions they no longer were at home. They enjoyed modest levels of fame and income there. But they were still in the market for new opportunities, so the three were on their way to a gig like no other: the first-ever Pyongyang International Pro Wrestling Games, a weekend of martial arts–related events organized by Antonio Inoki, a lantern-jawed Japanese wrestler who was promoting peace through sports.


As we took off, Andersen told me he was curious to see what North Korea was really like, to get past the clichés of the American media. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that he was flying into a charade crafted over decades specifically to make sure no visitor could see what North Korea was really like, that he would not have one unplanned encounter or one ordinary meal.


The next time I saw Andersen, he was wearing tiny black Lycra shorts—some might call them underwear—with STRONGMAN emblazoned across his butt. He came romping into the Ryugyong Chung Ju-yung Gymnasium in Pyongyang in front of thirteen thousand carefully selected North Koreans as the sound system blared: “He’s a macho man.”


He seemed so much bigger without his clothes on. I gasped at his bicep and thigh muscles, which seemed to be straining to escape his skin like sausage meat from its casing. I could only imagine the shock that went through the North Koreans, many of whom had experienced a famine that killed hundreds of thousands of their compatriots.


Moments later, an even bigger wrestler, Bob Sapp, emerged in a white sequin-and-feather cape. He was dressed for Mardi Gras, not the Hermit Kingdom.


“Kill ’em!” Andersen yelled to Sapp as the two Americans charged at two much smaller Japanese wrestlers.


It was as foreign and as mind-bending as anything I’d ever seen in North Korea: American farce in the home of the world’s most malevolent propagandists. It soon dawned on the North Koreans in the audience, no strangers to deception, that it was all highly choreographed, more entertainment than sport. With that realization, they laughed at the theatrics.


I, however, had trouble discerning what was real and what was not.


It was six years since I’d last been to North Korea. My previous visit was with the New York Philharmonic in the winter of 2008. It was a trip that had, at the time, felt to me like a turning point in history.


The United States’ most prestigious orchestra was performing in a country founded on hatred of America. The American and North Korean flags stood like bookends at either side of the stage, while the orchestra played George Gershwin’s An American in Paris.


 “Someday a composer might write a work entitled Americans in Pyongyang,” conductor Lorin Maazel told the North Koreans in the theater. They later played “Arirang,” the heartrending Korean folk song about separation, which visibly affected even these carefully selected Pyongyang residents.


But the turning point never came.


That same year, North Korea’s “Dear Leader,” Kim Jong Il, suffered a debilitating stroke that almost claimed his life. From that point on, the regime was focused on one thing and one thing only: ensuring that the Kim dynasty remained intact.


Behind the scenes, plans were taking shape to install Kim Jong Il’s youngest son, a man who was at that time still only twenty-four, as the next leader of North Korea.


It would be two more years until his coronation was announced to the outside world. When it was, a few analysts hoped that Kim Jong Un would prove to be a reformer. After all, the young man had been educated in Switzerland, traveled in the West, and been exposed to capitalism. Surely he would try to bring some of that to North Korea?


Similar hopes had greeted the ascension of London-educated eye doctor Bashar al-Assad in Syria in 2000 and would later await Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, who toured Silicon Valley and let women drive after taking power in Saudi Arabia in 2017.


In the case of Kim Jong Un, too, the initial signs were positive, thought John Delury, an expert on China at Yonsei University in Seoul. He was looking for signs that the young leader would bring reforms and prosperity to North Korea, just as Deng Xiaoping did to China in 1978.


But mostly, there was a different kind of optimism—an optimism that the end was nigh.


From nearby Seoul to faraway Washington, DC, many government officials and analysts boldly predicted—sometime in whispers, sometimes in shouts—widespread instability, a mass exodus into China, a military coup, imminent collapse. Behind all the doom mongering was one shared thought: surely this regime couldn’t survive the transition to a third totalitarian leader called Kim, much less to a twentysomething who’d been educated at fancy European schools and had an obsession about the Chicago Bulls—a young man with no known military or government background.


Victor Cha, who served as a top negotiator with North Korea in the George W. Bush administration, boldly predicted in the pages of the New York Times that the regime would collapse within months, if not weeks.


Cha was maybe the most unequivocal in his predictions, but he was hardly alone. Most North Korea watchers thought the end was near. There was widespread skepticism that Kim Jong Un was up to the task.


I, too, was doubtful. I couldn’t imagine North Korea under a third generation of Kim family leadership. I had been following North Korea, up close and from afar, for years. In 2004, the Financial Times newspaper posted me to Seoul to cover both Koreas. It was the start of an enduring obsession.


Over the next four years, I traveled to North Korea ten times, including five reporting trips to Pyongyang. I toured the monuments to the Kims and interviewed government officials, business managers, and university professors—all in the company of my ever-present regime minders. They were there to make sure I didn’t see anything that called into question the carefully arranged tableau before me.


All the time, I was looking for glimmers of truth. Despite the regime’s best efforts, it was easy to see that the country was broken, that nothing was as it appeared. The economy was barely functioning. The fear in the eyes of the people was inescapable. The applause I heard for Kim Jong Il, when I stood just fifty yards from him at a Pyongyang stadium in 2005, seemed canned.


This system could not continue existing into a third generation. Could it?


The experts who predicted widespread reforms were wrong. Those who predicted imminent collapse were wrong. I was wrong.


In 2014, after six years away from the Korean Peninsula, I returned to the region as a correspondent for the Washington Post.


A few months into my posting, and almost three years into Kim Jong Un’s tenure, I went to cover the pro-wrestling tournament in Pyongyang. The things journalists do to get a visa for North Korea.


I was stunned.


I knew there had been a construction boom in the capital, but I had no idea how widespread it was. It seemed like a new high-rise apartment block or theater was going up on every second block in the center of the city. Previously, it had been unusual to see even a tractor, but suddenly there were trucks and cranes helping the men in olive-green military uniforms put up buildings.


When I’d walked on the streets before, no one as much as glanced at me, even though the sight of a foreigner was a rare thing. They would look down and keep walking. Now, there was an easier air in the city. People were better dressed, kids Rollerbladed in new rinks, and the atmosphere was altogether more relaxed.


There was no doubt that life was still grim in the showcase capital: the lines for the broken-down trolley buses were still long, there were still plenty of hunched-over old ladies carrying huge sacks on their backs, and there was still not a fat person in sight. Not even a remotely chubby one. Apart from the One. But it was clear that Pyongyang, home to the elite who kept Kim Jong Un in power, was not a city on the ropes.


Seven decades after the establishment of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, I saw no signs of cracks in the communist façade.


Over those seven decades, the world had seen plenty of other brutal dictators rise and reign, tormenting their people while advancing their own interests. Adolf Hitler. Joseph Stalin. Pol Pot. Idi Amin. Saddam Hussein. Muammar Gaddafi. Ferdinand Marcos. Mobutu Sese-Sekou. Manuel Noriega. Some were ideologues, some kleptocrats. Many were both.


There were even cases of family dictatorships. In Haiti, “Papa Doc” Duvalier passed power to his son, “Baby Doc,” and Syrian president Hafez al-Assad handed the leadership to his son Bashar. Cuba’s Fidel Castro arranged for his brother Raul to take over.


But what sets the three Kims apart is the durability of their family’s hold on the country. During Kim Il Sung’s reign, the United States went through nine presidents, starting with Harry S. Truman and ending with Bill Clinton. Japan cycled through twenty-one prime ministers. Kim Il Sung outlived Mao Zedong by almost two decades and Joseph Stalin by four. North Korea has now existed for longer than the Soviet Union.


I wanted to figure out how this young man and the regime he inherited had defied the odds. I wanted to find out everything there was to know about Kim Jong Un.


So I set out to talk to everyone who’d ever met him, searching for clues about this most enigmatic of leaders. It was tough: so few people had met him, and even among that select group, the number of people who’ve spent any meaningful time with him was tiny. But I went in search of any insight I could get.


I found Kim Jong Un’s aunt and uncle, who had been his guardians while he was at school in Switzerland. I went to the Swiss capital of Bern to look for clues about his formative teenage years, sitting outside his old apartment and walking around his former school.


I twice had lunch in a grimy restaurant in the Japanese Alps with Kenji Fujimoto, a down-and-out cook who made sushi for Kim’s father and who became something of a playmate to the future leader. I talked to people who had gone to North Korea as part of basketballer Dennis Rodman’s entourage and heard tales of drunkenness and questionable behavior.


As soon as I heard Kim Jong Un’s older half brother, Kim Jong Nam, had been killed in Kuala Lumpur, I immediately got on a plane and went to the spot where he had been assassinated just a few hours before. I waited outside the morgue where his body was held, watching angry North Korean officials coming and going. I went to the North Korean embassy and discovered they were so annoyed with reporters that they’d actually removed the button on the doorbell at the gate.


I found Kim Jong Nam’s cousin, the woman who essentially became his sister and stayed in touch with him long after her defection and his exile. She had been living an entirely new life under an entirely new identity for the previous quarter century.


Then, amid the frenzy of diplomacy in 2018, it suddenly became a lot easier to find people who’d met the North Korean leader.


South Koreans and Americans had arranged and attended Kim Jong Un’s summits with presidents Moon Jae-in and Donald Trump. I talked to people who’d talked with him in Pyongyang, from a South Korean singer to a German sports official. I watched his motorcade zoom past me in Singapore. I searched for any understanding to be gleaned from any encounter with this puzzling potentate.


I also repeatedly asked the North Korean diplomats assigned to the mission at the United Nations—a collection of urbane officials who lived together on Roosevelt Island in the East River, sometimes jokingly referred to as a socialist republic in New York City—if I could have an interview with Kim Jong Un. It was a long shot but not a completely crazy idea. After all, Kim Il Sung had lunch with a group of foreign journalists shortly before his death in 1994.


So every time we met—always over lunch at a steakhouse in midtown Manhattan, where they always ordered the forty-eight-dollar filet mignon rather than the daily special—I would ask. Each time, I was met with guffaws.


On the most recent occasion, a month after Kim Jong Un’s summit with Donald Trump in the middle of 2018, the suave diplomat responsible for American media, Ambassador Ri Yong Phil, laughed at me and said, “You can dream.”


Rather than dreaming, I set out to hear about the reality outside the fake capital, in the places that the regime wouldn’t let me visit. I found North Koreans who knew Kim Jong Un, not personally but through his policies: North Koreans who’d lived through his reign and had managed to escape it.


Over my years covering North Korea, I’ve met scores, perhaps even hundreds, of people who’ve escaped from the Kimist state. They’re often called “defectors,” but I don’t like that word. It implies that they’ve done something wrong by fleeing the regime. I prefer to call them “escapees” or “refugees.”


It is becoming increasingly difficult to find people willing to talk. This is partly because the flow of escapees has slowed to a trickle during the Kim Jong Un years, the result of stronger border security and rising living standards inside the country. It is also because of a growing expectation that escapees will be paid for their testimony, an ethical no-no for me.


But through groups that help North Koreans to escape or settle down in South Korea, I managed to find dozens of people who would talk to me without payment. They were from all walks of life: officials and traders who’d thrived in Pyongyang, people in the border regions who were earning their livings through the markets, those who’d ended up in brutal regime prisons for the most frivolous of offenses.


There were also people who had also been optimistic that this young leader would bring about positive change, and there were those who remained proud that he’d built a nuclear program that North Korea’s richer neighbors had not.


I met some in South Korea, often at down-market barbecue restaurants in their satellite suburbs after they’d finished work for the day. I talked to others near the banks of the Mekong River as they stopped for a pause in their perilous escape, sitting on the floor with them in dingy hotel rooms in Laos and Thailand.


And most dangerous of all, I met some in northern China. China treats escapees from North Korea as economic migrants, meaning they would be repatriated to North Korea and to severe punishment if they were caught. But hiding out in borrowed apartments, they bravely told me their stories.


Over hundreds of hours of interviews across eight countries, I managed to piece together a jigsaw puzzle called Kim Jong Un.


What I learned did not bode well for the twenty-five million people still trapped inside North Korea.





PART ONE


THE APPRENTICESHIP






CHAPTER 1


THE BEGINNING




“The Majestic Comrade Kim Jong Un, descended from heaven and conceived by Mt. Paektu.”


—Rodong Sinmun, December 20, 2011





WONSAN IS A PARADISE ON EARTH. OR AT LEAST A PARADISE IN North Korea.


In a country of jagged mountains and rocky soil, of Siberian freezes and flash floods, the east coast area of Wonsan is one of the few spots of natural beauty. It has white sandy beaches and a sheltered harbor dotted with little islands. Wonsan is where North Korea’s 0.1 percent spend their summers. It’s their Martha’s Vineyard, their Monte Carlo.


They swim in the sea or relax in the pools at their beachfront villas. They suck the delectable meat from fur-covered claws of the prized local hairy crab and scoop the rich roe from inside it. They repair to nearby Lake Sijung, where the 107-degree mud pool is said to relieve fatigue and erase wrinkles, making a tired old cadre feel instantly refreshed.


This area is especially beloved by the most elite of the elites: the Kim family, which has controlled North Korea for more than seven decades.


It was here that a young anti-imperialist fighter with the nom de guerre of Kim Il Sung landed when he returned home to Korea in 1945, after Japan had been defeated in World War II and ejected from the peninsula.


It was here that Kim Jong Il, just four years old when the war ended, hid out while his father maneuvered to become the leader of the newly created North Korea. This half of the peninsula would be backed by communist Soviet Union and China, while the southern half would be supported by the democratic United States.


And it was here that a little boy called Kim Jong Un spent the long, lazy summers of his childhood, frolicking on the beaches and zooming over the waves on a banana boat.


When he was born on January 8, 1984—a year forever associated in the outside world with oppression and dystopia, thanks to the novelist George Orwell—the little boy’s grandfather had ruled the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea for thirty-six years. He was the Great Leader, the Sun of the Nation, and Ever-Victorious Brilliant Commander Kim Il Sung.


The little boy’s father, an odd little man who was obsessed with films and who was about to turn forty-two, had been designated heir to the regime, ready to give it the dubious honor of becoming the world’s first Communist dynasty. He was preparing to become the Dear Leader, the Glorious General Who Descended from Heaven, and the Guiding Star of the Twenty-First Century.


They both loved to spend time in Wonsan. And so, too, did the little boy who would one day follow in their footsteps.


As he was growing up, he would come east from Pyongyang or very far east from his school in Switzerland to spend his summers here. Much later, when he wanted to show off this funfair made for one, he would bring an idiosyncratic American basketballer here for boating and partying—lots of partying. Even later still, an unconventional American real estate developer turned president would praise Wonsan’s “great beaches” and describe it as an ideal place to build condos.


The Kim regime shared Wonsan’s natural beauty with selected outsiders to propagate the myth that North Korea was a “socialist paradise.” The city itself wasn’t particularly attractive. Wonsan was entirely destroyed in the sustained American bombing campaign of the Korean War and had been rebuilt in drab Soviet style. Red signs exhorting “Long Live Great Leader Comrade Kim Il Sung” and billboards advertising totalitarianism to a population that had no choice but to buy it sat atop the gray concrete buildings in the city center.


The pristine white beach at Songdowon was always the main attraction. Throughout the 1980s, when Kim Jong Un began playing on the beach, Wonsan was a focal point for communist get-togethers. A Boy Scout camp there in 1985 attracted children from the Soviet Union and East Germany, and the state media published photos of happy children flocking from across the world to spend their summers in Wonsan.1


The reality—even then in the 1980s, when the Soviet Union still existed and still propped up its Asian client state—was very different.


When Lee U Hong, an agricultural engineer who lived in Japan but was ethnically Korean, arrived in Wonsan to teach at the agricultural college in 1983, he watched as a class of young women learned about a famous tree called the golden pine. Lee thought they were visiting junior high school students. They turned out to be college students—but because they were so malnourished, they looked years younger.2


The following year, when he went to the beach to look for Wonsan’s famed sweetbriar flower, he couldn’t find any. A local told him that North Korean kids were so hungry that they picked the flowers so they could eat their seeds.


Lee saw none of the advanced agricultural methods or the mechanized farms that the government and its representatives liked to crow about. Instead, he saw thousands of people harvesting rice and corn by hand.3


But the Kim regime had a myth to perpetuate. When floods caused devastation in South Korea in 1984, the North sent food aid on ships that departed from the port in Wonsan, which sits just 80 miles north of the Demilitarized Zone, the 2.5-mile-wide no-man’s land that has divided the peninsula since the end of the Korean War in 1953.


Eight months after Kim Jong Un was born, even as ordinary North Koreans were suffering from severe food shortages, sacks marked “Relief Goods for South Korean Flood Victims” and bearing the symbol of the North Korean Red Cross were being shipped from Wonsan.


“As it was the first happy event in our 40 year history of separation, the wharf was full of passion,” the Rodong Sinmun, the mouthpiece of the ruling Workers’ Party of Korea, reported in 1984. “The wide wharf echoed with cheerful farewells … The whole port was full of love for family.”


Of course, Kim Jong Un would know none of this. He was living a blissful, cloistered life in one of the family’s compounds in Pyongyang or at the beachfront residence in Wonsan, where the house was so huge that the Kim children rode a battery-powered golf cart to get around.4


In the 1990s, while North Korean children were eating seeds for nourishment, Kim Jong Un was enjoying sushi and watching action movies. He was developing a passion for basketball and was flying off to Paris to visit Euro Disney.


He lived behind the curtain of the world’s most secretive regime until 2009, when he reached the age of twenty-five. Then, when he was formally introduced to the North Korean elite as his father’s successor, his first commemorative photo was taken in Wonsan. It was broadcast on North Korean television only once or twice and is very grainy, but it shows Kim Jong Un, dressed in a black Mao suit, standing under a tree with his father, his brother and sister, and two other men.


Wonsan remained an extremely important place to Kim Jong Un. After he became leader, perhaps to re-create the carefree fun of his youth, he sponsored the creation of a huge amusement park in Wonsan. The city is now home to an aquarium with a tunnel through the tanks, a funfair-style mirror house, and the Songdowon Water Park, a sprawling complex with both indoor and outdoor pools. There is a twirling waterslide that empties into a series of round pools. It is a socialist paradise recast for a theme park era.


Kim Jong Un inspected the development not long after he became “Beloved and Respected Supreme Leader” at the end of 2011. In a white summer shirt with a red pin placed over his heart that featured the faces of his father and grandfather, he leaned over the waterslides and peered along them. He smiled broadly, declaring himself “very pleased” that North Korea had been able to build a waterpark all by itself.


From the high diving boards, kids could see the colorful umbrellas on the beach and the pedal boats in the bay. Summer in Wonsan brought “the unusual sight of students standing on the sandy beach with beautifully colored tubes slung over their shoulders, and laughing grandparents, hand-in-hand with grandsons and granddaughters jumping from foot to foot as they look out at the sea,” state media reported.


These facilities are for the proletariat. The royals have their own.


The Kim family’s huge compound includes luxurious beachfront residences for the family members, as well as spacious guesthouses for visitors, situated far enough apart from each other and shielded by trees to ensure privacy. Even among the elite, discretion is key. There’s a large indoor swimming pool at the compound and pools set into barges that float offshore, allowing the Kims to swim in the water without the perils of the open sea. A covered dock houses the Kim family yachts and more than a dozen Jet Skis. There’s a basketball court and a helipad. Not far away is a new airstrip so Kim Jong Un can fly himself into the resort on his personal plane.


The family shares their playground with the other elite who help keep them in power. The Ministry for the Protection of the State, the brutal security agency that runs political prison camps, has a beachfront summer retreat here. So, too, does Office 39, the department charged with raising money specifically for the Kim family coffers. Since their toil funds this playground, it’s only fair they should enjoy the spoils.5


An unusual feature of the coast at Wonsan—one not yet found in any Western Disneylands, which make do with much tamer firework displays—is the missile launching sites. Kim Jong Un has launched dozens of rockets from the Wonsan area since he became leader and has supervised large-scale artillery exercises there.


On one occasion, he watched as his munitions chiefs used new 300mm guns to turn an island just offshore to dust. On another, he didn’t even have to leave the comfort of his beachfront residence. His rocket scientists simply rolled a missile on a mobile launcher to a spot across from the house, and Kim sat at a desk at the window, smiling broadly as he watched it blast off into the atmosphere in the direction of Japan.


And it was here, on his private beach, that Kim Jong Un ran a swimming exercise for the navy’s top commanders in 2014. The commanders, who all looked like they should be collecting their pensions, stripped off their white dress uniform and hats and changed into swimsuits before running into the sea and swimming three miles, as if they were on “a battlefield without gunfire.”


It was quite a sight. The new leader, just turned thirty, sat at a desk on the beach, watching through binoculars as men twice his age and half his size crawled through the sea on his instruction. The man with no military experience or qualifications was showing them who was boss. And there was no better place to do it than on his home turf and surf at Wonsan.


The Kim family’s claim on the leadership of North Korea has its origins in the 1930s, when Kim Il Sung was making a name for himself in the northern Chinese region of Manchuria as an anti-Japanese guerilla fighter.


Kim Il Sung was born Kim Song Ju on the outskirts of Pyongyang on April 15, 1912, the same day that the Titanic hit an iceberg and sank. At that time, Pyongyang was a center for Christianity, so much so that it was called the Jerusalem of the East. He was born into a Protestant family, and one of his grandfathers served as a minister.


Imperial Japan had annexed Korea, still one country back then, two years before he was born. It was the start of a brutal occupation. To escape the Japanese colonizers, the Kim family fled in the 1920s to Manchuria. This area had become the focal point for Koreans railing against the Japanese occupation, and Kim—who took the name Il Sung, meaning “become the sun,” in the early 1930s—emerged as an anti-imperialist leader.


In his official memoirs, Kim talked up the power of the anti-Japanese forces. “The enemy likened us to ‘a drop in the ocean,’ but we had an ocean of people with inexhaustible strength behind us,” he wrote. “We could defeat the strong enemy who was armed to the teeth … because we had a mighty fortress called the people and the boundless ocean called the masses.”6


North Korea’s official history exaggerates Kim’s efforts. It portrays him as the heart of the resistance at a time when he still had Chinese and Korean generals above him and claims that the guerrilla movement would have collapsed without him. Though he was just one cog in the resistance machine, Kim even claimed the credit for Japan’s defeat in World War II.


At some stage, contrary to the official narrative, Kim Il Sung shifted from his base in Manchuria to the Soviet Union with the woman who, in 1940, became his wife, in common law at least. Kim Jong Suk was probably only fifteen years old and working as a seamstress when Kim Il Sung met her in 1935.


In 1942—again, according to the official history, but in reality it was 1941—she gave birth to their first son, Kim Jong Il, in an army camp near Khabarovsk, in the far east of the Soviet Union.


When the war in the Pacific came to an end and Korea was liberated from Japan, the fate of the peninsula was uncertain. It had existed as one country for almost fourteen centuries. But the United States and the Soviet Union, the victors in the Pacific War, decided to divide the peninsula between them—without bothering to ask the Koreans what they might want.


A young US Army colonel named Dean Rusk, who would later go on to become the American secretary of state, and another officer, future four-star general Charles Bonesteel, found a National Geographic map. They simply drew a line across the Korean Peninsula at the 38th parallel, proposing a temporary solution in which the Americans would control the southern half of the peninsula and the Soviets would take care of the northern part. To their surprise, Moscow agreed.


This “temporary” solution lasted much longer than Rusk and Bonesteel ever anticipated or intended. It was cemented into the Demilitarized Zone after the bloody Korean War of 1950 to 1953. It has endured for six decades—and counting.


The Soviets needed to install a leader in their northern half of the new country, a mountainous territory that covered about 46,500 square miles of land. The country is the same size as Mississippi, a bit smaller than England.


Kim Il Sung wanted the job.


While he was in the camp near Khabarovsk, he had impressed his Soviet benefactors enough to earn himself a role in the new North Korean regime. But the Soviets had not envisaged Kim as the leader of North Korea. They were wary of his ambition. Stalin didn’t want Kim to build his own power base independent of the Soviet occupation forces.7


So there was little fanfare when Kim Il Sung returned to Korea, wearing a Soviet military uniform as the Pugachyov, a naval ship, docked at Wonsan on September 19, 1945. He wasn’t even allowed to join the Soviet troops who had expelled the last remaining Japanese occupiers and marched victorious into Pyongyang.


Moscow’s preferred leader of their new client state was a nationalist called Cho Man Sik, a sixty-two-year-old Presbyterian convert who had headed a nonviolent reformist movement inspired by Gandhi and Tolstoy. He wasn’t ideal—the Soviets were suspicious of his ties to the Japanese—but he was promoting education and economic development as the way to ensure a bright and independent future for Korea.8


Kim Il Sung wasn’t having it. He soon began positioning himself for the role of leader of the new North Korea, a process that involved, among other things, hosting his Soviet patrons at alcohol-fueled banquets and providing them with prostitutes.


It helped improve Kim Il Sung’s standing in the eyes of the Soviet generals. Less than a month after his return, Kim Il Sung appeared at a rally in Pyongyang and delivered a speech written for him by Soviet officials. As he took to the stage, cries of “Long live Commander Kim Il Sung” rang out. The people had heard awe-inspiring tales through the grapevine about this outstanding guerrilla leader and his daring feats in Manchuria.


But the man on the stage did not match the picture in their minds. They’d expected a gray-haired veteran, an electrifying figure. Instead, they saw a man who looked much younger than his thirty-three years and was wearing a navy-blue suit that was a size too small and clearly borrowed.


To make matters worse, Kim Il Sung wasn’t even very proficient in the Korean language, having spent twenty-six of his thirty-three years in exile. What little education he’d received had been in Chinese. He stumbled through the turgid speech the Soviet occupation forces had written for him, full of Communist terminology awkwardly rendered into Korean. Undermining himself even further, he spoke, as Cho’s secretary would later write, in a “duck-like voice.”9


One onlooker said he had “a haircut like a Chinese waiter” or that he looked like “a fat delivery boy from a neighborhood Chinese food stall.” Others called him a fraud or a Soviet stooge.10


Kim Il Sung was a flop.


But he got a lucky break when Stalin’s team discovered that peacenik Cho was neither Communist nor a pushover. Cho started making irritating demands about running the country as an independent entity. Suddenly, the lackluster Kim Il Sung looked like a useful, pliant alternative.


Cho was quickly arrested and disappeared, and Moscow settled on the ambitious young hopeful as their man. They elevated him through a series of roles until the Soviet occupation officially came to an end. The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea was declared founded on September 9, 1948, and Kim Il Sung was installed as its leader.


No sooner had he been appointed than Kim began a personality cult so pervasive it would soon make Stalin look like an amateur. Within a year, Kim started going by the title “the Great Leader.” Statues of him started to appear, and history began to be rewritten.


The 1945 speech that bombed was described in his official biography as an electrifying moment. People “could not take their eyes from [his] gallant figure” and cheered out of “boundless love and respect for their great leader.”11


Kim Il Sung also quickly established a Korean People’s Army, led by fellow veterans of the anti-Japanese struggle. He formulated a plan to take control of South Korea, and at a meeting in Moscow in March of 1949, he tried to convince Stalin to support a military invasion with reunification in mind. Stalin turned him down—he did not want to begin a war against nuclear-armed America—and told Kim that the North should respond only if it was attacked.


But Kim and his generals watched enviously as the Chinese Communists ousted Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek and his Kuomintang later in 1949. He continued to badger Stalin about making a play for the South, especially after the United States withdrew all of its combat troops from South Korea that year, leaving the lower half of the peninsula vulnerable.


A year after Kim Il Sung first started making the case for war, Stalin finally gave in and approved the invasion in principle—as long as Mao Zedong in China also agreed. Kim went to Beijing in May 1950 and tried to convince Mao, but the Chinese leader was more concerned with Chiang and his Nationalists in Taiwan. He eventually came around to the idea after Stalin leaned on him.12


Kim Il Sung seized his opportunity. In the early hours of June 25, 1950, soldiers of the North Korean People’s Army drove 150 Soviet-made T-34 tanks over the military demarcation line and into the South. Seven army divisions thundered toward Seoul, followed by North Korean troops on foot.


The North Koreans overtook the entire country except for an area around the southern city of Busan. It looked like it was going to be an easy victory.


General Douglas MacArthur, the commander of the American military in Japan, was caught by surprise, but he reacted swiftly. His troops landed on the mudflats at Incheon, west of Seoul, in September and pushed the northern army back. China, sensing that things had taken a wrong turn, then sent in troops to help North Korea.


After six months, the northern army was back where it started, at the 38th parallel. For the next two and a half years, both sides remained bogged down, unable to make any headway.


It wasn’t that the United States didn’t try hard to break the deadlock. Just five years after the unfathomable devastation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, MacArthur, in all seriousness, raised the idea of dropping a nuclear bomb on North Korea.


The nuclear option was quickly discarded. But the United States went for a literal scorched-earth approach with conventional bombs, dropping 635,000 tons’ worth on the northern half of the peninsula, more than the 503,000 tons used in the whole Pacific theater during World War II.13 That included 200,000 bombs unleashed on Pyongyang—one for every citizen in the capital.


Curtis LeMay, the head of the United States’ strategic air command, said they “burned down every town in North Korea.” After running low on urban targets, US bombers destroyed hydroelectric and irrigation dams, flooding farmland and destroying crops. The air force complained it had run out of things to bomb.14 A Soviet assessment after the war found that 85 percent of all structures in the North had been destroyed.


By the end of the war, almost three million Koreans—10 percent of the peninsula’s population—were dead, injured, or missing, according to historians. LeMay estimated that some two million of the dead were in the North.15 Some thirty-seven thousand American soldiers were killed during the fighting.


After all this destruction and long after it became apparent that neither the Chinese- and Soviet-backed North nor the American-backed South could win outright, the two sides agreed to an armistice. On July 27, 1953, the fighting stopped. But because a peace treaty was never signed, the war never officially ended.


In the North, Kim Il Sung’s regime blamed the conflict on an American-supported invasion from the South, a lie that is propagated in North Korea to this day. The regime pronounced itself the victor.


North Korea still refers to the conflict as the Victorious Fatherland Liberation War. There’s a museum devoted to this in Pyongyang, where the wreckages of captured American warplanes are perfectly preserved. It is part of an effort to keep alive the memories of that ferocious war, a way to keep the population on perpetual alert, to make citizens coalesce around the Kim family.


In the immediate aftermath of the war, Kim Il Sung cemented his leadership of the shattered country by overseeing a massive rebuilding program funded by North Korea’s allies. He also purged a number of senior military leaders and Workers’ Party officials, to whom he assigned blame for the destruction of property and life, and he put down rival factions.


Meanwhile, his propagandists accelerated their efforts to build up admiration around him. Soviet officials—themselves no strangers to personality cults—began voicing concern about the way Kim Il Sung was forcing the North Korean people to revere him.


In a Soviet cable from 1955, officials based in North Korea noted there was “an unhealthy atmosphere of sycophancy and servility toward Kim Il Sung” among senior officials in the Workers’ Party.16 By this time, even the Soviet Union was going off this kind of idolatry. Stalin had died, and Khrushchev had secretly given a speech denouncing the adoration that his predecessor encouraged.


The new leader also set about showing he was no Chinese or Soviet puppet. He began positioning himself as a great thinker who was leading an independent, nonaligned nation.17


He espoused a spurious concept called juche, pronounced “joo-chay” and usually translated as “self-reliance.”


The central idea was that North Korea was entirely self-sufficient and that its achievements had been earned “by our nation itself,” conveniently overlooking the state’s total dependence on its communist benefactors. But in other ways, North Korea had achieved a level of autarky, crafting relatively independent foreign and defense policies.


Juche was enshrined as policy in the constitution in the 1970s. But the scholar Brian Myers likes to point out that this idea is so thin that the entry in a North Korean encyclopedia for the Juche Tower, a Pyongyang monument, is twice as long as the entry for the ideology itself.


Still, North Korea’s economy remained larger than the South’s until the mid-1970s. This was partly because the North had all the natural resources, so all Kim Il Sung had to do was rebuild heavy industry and the mining sector that had been developed by the Japanese occupiers. Plus, he had the Soviet Union’s provisions to its client state and the benefits of socialist-style labor mobilization. South Korea had to start from scratch after the war.


Now in his sixties, Kim Il Sung was beginning to think about his legacy—and about making sure that the dictatorship he’d established would endure. While the Soviet Union and China were using Communist Party apparatuses to elevate new leaders, Kim Il Sung wanted to keep it in the family. He toyed with passing the crown to his younger brother. To the dismay of some, he instead decided on his eldest son as his successor.


First, however, the system needed a few tweaks.


The 1970 edition of North Korea’s Dictionary of Political Terminologies stated that hereditary succession is “a reactionary custom of exploitive societies.” That was quietly dropped from future publications.18 State media started referring to “the party center,” a phrase used to obliquely refer to Kim Jong Il’s activities without explicitly stating his name, and Kim Jong Il began to be promoted up the Workers’ Party hierarchy.


The North’s allies picked up on Kim Il Sung’s plans early on. The East German ambassador to Pyongyang cabled the foreign ministry in 1974 to say that North Koreans were being asked to “swear loyalty to Kim Jong Il” at Workers’ Party meetings across the country “in case something grave might happen to Kim Il Sung.” Portraits of Kim Jong Il started to appear on the walls of government offices, along with slogans of statements he had made on reunification or socialist construction, the ambassador said.


Official publications began portraying Kim Il Sung as a benevolent, fatherly figure. Photos and paintings showed him lavishing affection on happy North Koreans or laughing with children. This kind emperor façade would make a comeback some fifty years later, when Kim Jong Un would channel his grandfather and adopt the same smiling dictator persona.


Kim Il Sung’s first wife and his oldest son were featured prominently for the first time, forming a North Korean holy trinity. Some photos showed Kim Jong Il instructing propagandists and film producers. “He already displays the pose usually reserved for Kim Il Sung in his talks with DPRK citizens,” the ambassador wrote. “This visual observation confirms in fact our assumption we have made earlier: Kim Il Sung’s eldest son is systematically groomed to become his successor.”19


At the sixth Workers’ Party Congress in Pyongyang in 1980, it was made official. The younger Kim was elevated to high positions in the three main organs of the Workers’ Party—the Politburo Presidium, the Central Military Commission, and the party secretariat—in one fell swoop. Only Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il held concurrent leadership of all three of the main Workers’ Party organs.20


Presenting Kim Jong Il as his chosen heir, Kim Il Sung said that his son would ensure the revolutionary task was continued “generation after generation.”


Kim Jong Il took on more and more responsibility within the Workers’ Party and accompanied his father on his “on-the-spot guidance” tours around the country—the practice where North Korea’s supposedly benevolent and omniscient leaders show up unannounced and tell farmers how best to grow their crops or factory managers how best to produce steel. Photos show the recipients of this knowledge dutifully taking everything down in little notebooks.


In 1983, Kim Jong Il made his first known foreign trip without his father, a visit to factories in emerging China. The visit, one of a handful the Dear Leader made over the years, was part of Beijing’s efforts to encourage North Korea to embark on a journey of economic transformation without democratizing, just as China had done.


“Through tireless revolutionary activities spanning over 30 years, he ushered in a new era of prosperity,” according to an official North Korean history of Kim Jong Il’s life that was published soon after he became leader.21


But the reticent Kim Jong Il could hardly have been more different from his gregarious father. Kim Il Sung was lionized as a fearless guerilla fighter who led the charge against the imperialist Japanese. Kim Jong Il had next to no military experience. He was a film lover, a heavy-drinking playboy with a bouffant hairdo whose main contribution to the state was the movies he directed.


Still, in 1991, he was pronounced Supreme Commander of the Korean People’s Army. It was hardly an auspicious time to cement the succession. The Berlin Wall had come down. Just two days after his promotion, the Soviet Union collapsed. The Communist Bloc that had supported the North Korean regime, both economically and ideologically, was no more.


To bolster the case for hereditary succession in these challenging circumstances, the regime created a fantastical story about Kim Jong Il’s provenance that borrowed heavily from both Korean mythology and Christianity. He would be leader not simply because he had been appointed by his father but because he had some divine right.


His birthplace became not a guerrilla camp in Khabarovsk but Mount Paektu, the volcano on North Korea’s border with China that has legendary status in Korean culture. It is said to be the birthplace of Tangun, the mythical half-bear, half-deity father of the Korean people. The creature conferred a heavenly origin on the Korean people, and, thanks to this story, Kim Jong Il appeared to come from heaven too.


North Korea’s propagandists didn’t stop there. They said that Kim Jong Il was born in a wooden cabin and that a single bright star shone in the sky at his birth. They stopped short of making the building a manger or his mother a virgin. But, for good measure, they added a double rainbow spontaneously appearing over the mountain. The myth of the holy Paektu bloodline was created.


Kim Jong Il had been busy perpetuating that Paektu bloodline over the previous two decades. He had racked up quite a cast of wives and consorts—and children.


First, in 1966, Kim Jong Il had married a woman with an appropriate revolutionary pedigree chosen by his father. They reportedly had a daughter in 1968. But the marriage didn’t last, and they divorced in 1969. Still, the woman remained in good standing for years afterward, serving in the Supreme People’s Assembly for fifteen years and then as principal of the main education college for almost twenty years, taking her into the Kim Jong Un era.


Kim Jong Il then took up with a famous actress called Song Hye Rim, whom he had spotted while he was directing movies. She was older than him and married with at least one child at the time, but he insisted she divorce her husband to be with him. He installed her in one of his mansions in Pyongyang, and in 1971 she gave birth to their son, Kim Jong Nam. Kim Jong Il was overjoyed. In deeply traditional, Confucian Korea, males are prized as heirs to carry on the family name and the family line. But both the relationship and the love child were kept secret from Kim Il Sung until about 1975.


When that child, Kim Jong Nam, was only three years old, the Great Leader told Kim Jong Il that he needed to marry again. Unable to reveal the existence of his mistress and their child, he followed his father’s orders and wed the woman who was considered his only “official” wife. They had two daughters.


It wasn’t long before a beautiful young dancer called Ko Yong Hui, who was ethnically Korean but had been born in Japan, caught Kim Jong Il’s eye. They had three children together: boys called Jong Chol and Jong Un, born in 1981 and 1984 respectively, followed in 1988 by a girl they named Yo Jong.


There was some debate over Kim Jong Un’s true birth year, with some sources saying it was 1983. There were suggestions his official birthdate had been moved to 1982 to provide symmetry with his grandfather, born in 1912, and his father, whose birthdate was officially moved from 1941 to 1942.


But Kim Jong Un’s aunt, Ko Yong Suk, laughed when I asked about her nephew’s birthdate. It had been almost two decades since she had fled the North Korean regime, but she knew for sure that Kim Jong Un was born in 1984. She’d given birth to a son of her own the month before, and she’d changed both babies’ diapers at the same time.


The aunt had been looking after all the children. Her sister, Kim Jong Il’s concubine, was occupied tending to the designated next leader of North Korea as he worked his way up through a series of Workers’ Party and military positions.


Ko and her husband lived in Pyongyang in a compound of several houses—including one for them and one for Kim Jong Il—with a heavily guarded outer wall around the whole compound and another wall around Kim Jong Il’s house, which was huge, they said, with a home theater and a big playroom for the kids.


Despite the luxurious surroundings, the children lived a relatively secluded life. They played with their cousins or stayed with their father when he was at home in the compound.


There were no other kids around. The intensely paranoid Kim Jong Il kept all his families separate from each other, meaning that the children grew up without knowing their half siblings or really anyone their own age. Even when he sent them to Switzerland for school, he kept them separate: Jong Nam went to Geneva, while the other three went to Bern.


All the while, Kim Jong Il carried on running the propaganda and agitation department, directing movies, and writing six operas, according to his official biography. He continued to appear alongside his father, dispensing pearls of wisdom on everything from agricultural methods to military tactics during the on-the-spot guidance sessions.


Then came the day for which all the preparation had been put in place: on July 8, 1994, Kim Il Sung died after suffering a massive heart attack. His death was kept secret for thirty-four hours while the regime made the final arrangements to confirm the succession.22 Then Radio Pyongyang announced the news: “The Great Heart has stopped beating.”


In a seven-page announcement, the Korean Central News Agency said Kim would be remembered as a man capable of “creating something from nothing. … He turned our country, where age-old backwardness and poverty had prevailed, into a powerful Socialist country, independent, self-supporting and self-reliant.”23


Although the regime had been readying itself for this moment for a quarter century, Kim Il Sung’s death was an earth-shattering event. The system built around a personality cult had lost its personality. It now had to do what no other Communist regime had done before: pass the leadership down from father to son.


Kim Jong Il embarked on a three-year mourning period, not because he was especially grief stricken but because he had been bequeathed a catastrophe and was anxious to avoid the blame for it.


A devastating famine had just begun to ravage the country, the result of decades of mismanagement by the Kim regime. During the Cold War, there hadn’t been much incentive to encourage food production in the country’s inhospitable soil because the Soviet Union and China had been sending in food supplies. When those shipments stopped, North Korea had to fend for itself. But it didn’t have enough arable land, and it didn’t have enough energy to produce the chemical fertilizer needed to boost crops.


This political catastrophe coincided with a series of natural disasters: floods and droughts in the mid-1990s that wiped out what little food North Korea could produce. No one knows exactly how many people died during those years. Some experts say it was half a million; others say it could have been as high as two million.


There was an explosion in the number of street urchins whose parents had died or abandoned them during this period. They were rather whimsically called “flower swallows,” as if they flitted about looking for nectar. Instead, they were fending for themselves by stealing everything from manhole covers to scraps of wire during these years.


Many of those who survived were skeletons who’d picked single kernels of corn from cow pats and eaten rats to survive. Some did unconscionable things, including resorting to cannibalism, to make it through a period known euphemistically in North Korea as “the arduous march.” This was the name that had been given to Kim Il Sung’s struggle in Manchuria, and it was resurrected during the famine to create a sense that this was another epic battle for the nation.


The famine loosened the regime’s grip on the populace in a way no other event had before. Food rations stopped being distributed; people had to rely only on themselves. Citizens of a Communist state became quasi-capitalists out of necessity—and the authorities had to tolerate it because they knew the state had nothing to give.


Pak Hyon Yong, who was a young man living in Hamhung, north of Wonsan, at the time of the famine, watched his younger brother starve to death. Then his older sister’s children. Then his sister too. Realizing he would be next, Pak started making noodles from “corn rice,” North Korea’s measly substitute staple involving grains of “rice” made out of dried corn kernels. He would eat a little but sell the rest, using the pitiful profits to buy more corn rice for the next day’s batch.


“The police would come by and try to persuade me not to sell the noodles, saying that I should not succumb to capitalism and that the Dear Leader would resolve our food shortages,” Pak told me in the northern Chinese city of Yanji, where he was living in hiding after he’d escaped from North Korea.24 But the Dear Leader did no such thing.


The famine in North Korea coincided almost exactly with Kim Jong Il’s ascent to power, forever associating him with a time of extreme hardship. Even today, people who have escaped from North Korea tend to remember Kim Il Sung fondly and recall a time when North Korea was strong and prosperous in reality and not just in the state media’s version of events.
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