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CHAPTER 1


The Princess Cometh


Under a foggy February sky, a plane made its descent towards Incheon International Airport in South Korea. Inside sat twenty-three passengers – five officials, three reporters, and the rest bodyguards. But one mattered above all.


At 1.46 p.m. Korea Standard Time, on 9 February 2018, the Soviet-era Ilyushin-62 that was the North Korean leader’s personal plane, Chammae-2 (Goshawk-2, after the national bird of North Korea), touched down. It was the first time an individual of the ‘Mount Paektu Bloodline’, as the direct descendants of North Korea’s dynastic founder Kim Il Sung style themselves, had set foot on South Korean soil since North Korea’s founder himself in July 1950, one month after invading the South. But it was not the current North Korean leader, Kim Jong Un, and this was an entirely different kind of North Korean ‘invasion’ – one the majority of South Koreans embraced.


From touchdown, it was nine minutes of taxiing to reach the gate. Television viewers eager to catch the first on-screen glimpse of the very important personage were then treated to a further thirty-five minutes of the contours of the parked plane and nothing else: the tail featuring a big red star, the national emblem; ‘Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’ in Korean stretched along the fuselage.


When an air bridge began extending itself towards the plane, a news anchor on one of the major South Korean networks covering the proceedings live gasped in disappointment. Viewers would not, after all, witness the important person grandly exiting the plane.


The very first image of the visitor, depending on the TV channel, came more than forty minutes into the coverage. The nominal head of the North Korean mission, Kim Yong Nam, emerged from the airport building and got into the first of two black sedans. Then, shadowed by a tall, male North Korean bodyguard and a female South Korean bodyguard, a slightly built young woman walked the dozen steps to the second car. Her gaze was still and her posture erect, as though at ease with being the centre of a historic moment like this.


It had happened so quickly, lamented the TV commentators – and that fleeting glimpse was partially blocked by a structure. But even in those few seconds, something was clear. The visitor was known for her eschewal of heavy make-up, an expert noted – yet here she seemed to be wearing her thickest make-up yet. What could this mean? Were they sure it was she? Still, it was exciting, the expert mused, because the thickness of her eye shadow must mean something positive – that she, in her commitment to inter-Korean rapprochement, took her mission most seriously.


A few minutes later, as the motorcade began to move, another North Korean bodyguard came into view on the other side of the young woman’s car and, along with the first one, jogged alongside the vehicle before jumping into a trailing black SUV. The destination was the KTX (Korea Train eXpress) station within the airport complex, from where the delegation would travel east by South Korea’s state-of-the-art high-speed train to Gangneung. The train, no doubt, would be a first-hand experience of the numerous painful points of stark contrast between the two Korean states.


Television networks played and replayed those precious brief seconds of the walk to the car. Some commentators identified a couple of the North Korean officials who had walked out of the airport afterwards. ‘But wait!’ one newscaster burst out. ‘We have a video clip of her earlier, in the VIP room!’


The new clip, again played over and over, did not disappoint. At last viewers got a good look at the debutante as she made her highly anticipated ‘stage entrance’ into the VIP Reception Room in the airport terminal. Kim Yong Nam entered first, escorted by his South Korean host, Unification Minister Cho Myoung-gyon. After a few steps, Kim stopped mid-stride and looked back, as if slightly concerned that he was walking ahead of his more important colleague. The glance caused all heads to turn, and then the woman of the hour walked in with a faint smile on her face. Cameras whirred. She maintained her flawlessly erect carriage, her eyes steadily focused on just two or three spots in the room, to avoid giving the least impression that she was either excited or anxious.


This was Kim Yo Jong, the younger sister of North Korea’s Supreme Leader Kim Jong Un. Her brother rules like an absolute monarch, but she was not a mere royal sibling without real power, like Jong Un’s older brother, Jong Chol. Since at least 2014, she had run her nation’s powerful Propaganda and Agitation Department. She was ambitious. As the youngest child of Kim Jong Il, North Korea’s second-generational leader, she had been doted on lavishly since her earliest days. Both her father and mother addressed her as ‘My Sweet Princess Yo Jong’ or ‘Princess Yo Jong’. Her father had long recognized her talents and political acumen. The world, too, would soon see them at last.


While the main North Korean delegates were being led off the plane, commentators on the TV networks had noted the historical significance of the moment, and filled viewers in on Kim Yo Jong’s expected itinerary over the next fifty-six hours, although much still remained to be finalized. One thing, however, was certain. The most important event was Ms Kim’s visit the next day with South Korean President Moon Jae-In in the Blue House, the presidential office and mansion, followed by a luncheon. Perhaps she would bring a personal letter from her brother? Perhaps Kim Jong Un might even suggest the two leaders meet in person sometime? Another inter-Korean summit, the first in over a decade – how exciting would that be for the prospects for peace in the Korean peninsula? (The next day, she did indeed deliver such a letter.)


It had also been confirmed that later that evening the North Korean delegation would attend the opening ceremony of the Winter Olympics in Pyeongchang on the east coast, some two and a half hours by high-speed train from Incheon. The historical irony of Kim Yo Jong landing at Incheon, the city on the western coast of the peninsula where a pivotal military operation in 1950 had turned the tide in the Korean War to Pyongyang’s detriment, could not have been lost on the delegation. That evening, the North Koreans would meet President Moon for the first time, if only for a photo-op. Kim Yong Nam, the ninety-year-old nominal head of the delegation, would attend the pre-opening ceremony reception and dinner and mingle a bit with other world leaders; Kim Yo Jong would show up later, at the opening ceremony itself. She would be in the royal box in the stands, presumably seated quite close to President Moon.


The South Korean host had many dignitaries to attend to: US Vice President Mike Pence; German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier, whom few outside Europe were familiar with; the Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, whom many South Koreans reviled; the International Olympic Committee president, Thomas Bach, who delighted in the North Koreans’ attendance; and others with perhaps less at stake. During the ceremony, athletes from both Koreas would make their entrance together under a single blue peninsular flag – this symbolism also called for a historic inter-Korean handshake between Kim Yo Jong and President Moon. Perhaps Ms Kim would be seated with Kim Yong Nam a few seats down from President Moon? Might she be seated somewhere in the vicinity of the US vice president? Perhaps she would have to walk past Mr Pence, or he past her, as seats were being taken – would they end up shaking hands? A very special moment that would be.


In the airport VIP room, the South Korean hosts indicated to Kim Yong Nam to take the centre seat across the table from Minister Cho, the head of the receiving corps. But the seasoned nonagenarian knew better, and motioned to the thirty-year-old princess to take the head seat instead. With a wide, generous smile, she gestured to the older man, pointing with her left hand at the centre seat to concede the honour. He protested mildly; she opened her hand and her eyes returned a reassuring smile. ‘How gracious she is!’ remarked the South Korean pundits ad nauseam, too thrilled to notice that Kim Yo Jong’s outstretched fingers were less a gesture of respect than the boss telling her underling to sit down. Had her gesture signified true deference to age, Kim Yo Jong would have motioned with both hands cupped slightly.


Imperiousness, authority, and self-confidence bred from an early age do not lend themselves to modesty, unless the occasion calls for it. In this moment, she was calmly exuding arrogance rather than respect. Three months later, on the other hand, visiting China with her brother, Ms Kim would willingly give President Xi Jinping of China a deep, ninety-degree bow, as she would again in June 2019 during Xi’s visit to Pyongyang: the Chinese head of state needed to be shown deference. But South Koreans were her inferiors. The Mount Paektu royalty was the true Korean leadership, while the South was a mere puppet of the United States. After all, the dynasty was named for the fabled mountain home of the military camps from which Kim Il Sung had finally vanquished the Japanese colonialists in 1945, before founding the North Korean state, according to the official North Korean narrative. And Kim Yong Nam, valued official as he was, could only ever be a junior to the granddaughter of Kim Il Sung.


But at this moment, many South Koreans, who had learned all this at school, had suddenly forgotten. ‘She is not only pretty but also polite!’ declaimed the commentators, overlooking, in this rare, exciting moment, that Ms Kim’s ‘simple, unassuming image’ was the product of an extremely entitled lifestyle and a studied royal decorum. Like her brother, she knew how to comport herself with the appropriate level of imperiousness in public.


Ms Kim took her seat with Kim Yong Nam on her left. On his left was Ri Son Gwon, a foul-mouthed army colonel turned chief of the Committee for the Peaceful Reunification of the Fatherland, the key North Korean agency that deals in talks with the South, who in January 2020 would be appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs. To Ms Kim’s right sat her former subordinate in the Propaganda and Agitation Department, Choe Hwi, at the time Chairman of the State Physical Culture and Sports Guidance Commission. Like Ms Kim herself, Choe had been sanctioned by the US Department of the Treasury since January 2017 in response to the North Korean regime’s ‘serious human rights abuses and censorship activities’.1 Such matters were not raised before, during, or after the special visit.


The sit-down made for awkward optics, as the North Koreans kept their winter coats on over their suits. The South Korean officials would have offered to take their coats, but the Northern guests – who could also have left their coats with their own staff – would have politely declined, not because they felt cold inside the airport, but to signal that they would rather be on their way and were agreeing to this photo-op as a gesture of goodwill. Kim Chang Son, Kim Jong Un’s chief secretary of the Secretariat of the State Affairs Commission, who occasionally led North Korean delegations in talks with the South, and whose priority on the trip was to tend to the princess, remained standing by the door. The royal family’s trusted – and therefore powerful – butler, he had served them for decades.


Minister Cho made a little small talk, remarking how the weather had suddenly turned warmer. ‘The very important Northern guests brought to South Korea warm weather,’ he said with a smile. In fact, by Korean winter standards, it was now a balmy 45°F (7°C). Kim Yo Jong sat silently, her back straight and her face impressively expressionless. Across the table, her South Korean hosts maintained their wide grins.


Ms Kim wore a black coat with a wide fur collar and fur trim around the wrists, accentuated by a single big round button on her bare neckline. No necklace or earrings; ears unpierced; a black handbag over her left shoulder. A faint trace of peach eye shadow was now visible, as was a touch of eyeliner. Light peach leggings and black fur boots were sighted. Later, it became clear she wore a silver watch and no bracelets. How revealing was her chaste taste in fashion, cooed reporters. According to The Washington Post, viewers ‘marveled at [Kim Yo Jong’s] barely-there makeup and her lack of bling. They commented on her plain black outfits and simple purse. They noted the flower-shaped clip that kept her hair back in a no-nonsense style.’2


Another close-up shot of Kim Yo Jong that played over and over on South Korean networks was her escalator ride at Incheon Airport. Kim Yong Nam was the first among the North Korean delegation to come down, wearing his immovable faint smile, with two bodyguards staying close. Kim Yo Jong was surrounded by three North Korean bodyguards and a South Korean bodyguard as she descended, holding her chin up and projecting that catwalk-model style and purposeful fixed gaze. Behind her was Kim Song Hye, a rare female senior official from the Committee for the Peaceful Reunification of the Fatherland who had participated in several rounds of talks with South Korea and who would also be on the North Korean delegation visiting President Donald Trump in the White House on 1 June 2018, just eleven days before Trump’s first summit meeting with Kim Jong Un in Singapore. Kim Chang Son followed, and then the more nominally senior officials, Choe Hwi and Ri Son Gwon.


The sequence was a snapshot not only of Kim Yo Jong’s position in the North Korean delegation, but also of a peculiarity in North Korean political culture, in which official ranks and titles often belie the true hierarchy and power dynamics, and the lives of cabinet members and four-star generals often hang on the whims of a real powerholder of a much lower rank. Kim Yo Jong’s position, of course, was unique: even if she were ranked at the bottom of the 250-strong Central Committee of the Workers’ Party of Korea, she could, on a whim, order the execution of any one of them but one, her brother. Similarly, Kim Chang Son and the princess’s personal secretary, Kim Song Hye, held greater sway than higher-ranked officials on the delegation, such as Choe and Ri.


For the next two days, the mysterious young princess from Pyongyang had South Korea enthralled by not doing anything much besides walking, sitting, dining, occasionally talking, infrequently smiling, shaking hands, ghosting Mike Pence while sitting above him in the Olympic stands, and quite frequently looking down her nose at the South Koreans she met – including President Moon Jae-In. She didn’t give a single public statement or interview.


Yet she was the talk of the nation, and far beyond the peninsula. Press coverage of Kim Yo Jong remained intensely over-the-top from the first moment of her visit until she took off aboard her brother’s plane late on the night of 11 February. As the press kept reminding the public, hers was the first-ever visit-by-invitation to South Korea by a member of the North Korean royalty. The world, including President Moon and his officials, gawked. Fascination bordering on fetishism followed her wherever she went, swelled by her femininity and the South’s hopes of communing with her brother. That she simply showed up in the South made her an international star. Princess-watchers from Tokyo to Washington opined on her simple taste in fashion, royal comportment, modesty, imperiousness, self-confidence, demureness, and her Mona Lisa smirk-smile.


She herself gave no overt message to the South Korean people or to the world. But she brought that personal letter from her brother inviting President Moon to Pyongyang, which made her presence all the more tantalizing. Whether the Kim siblings were scheming to use the softest target in their geopolitical neighbourhood – i.e. whoever occupies the Blue House as South Korea’s elected leader – with a view to moving up to a slightly harder target in President Donald Trump, was a consideration complicated to the point of being unnecessary. The Princess of Mount Paektu was here, in South Korea! Her flesh and blood presence, keenly tailed and surrounded by her brother’s royal bodyguards, could only mean the two Koreas stood on the verge of an epoch-making event. It presaged, at the very least, reconciliation and peace – perhaps even eventual reunification.


The sensational optics trumped the cold reality. The majority of South Koreans did not favour making even a small financial sacrifice to underwrite the long-term economic cost of reunification. And the eventual reunification dreamed of by Kim Yo Jong and her brother would be only on their terms: dominated by the Kim dynasty, antithetical in turn to South Koreans grown used to basic freedoms and relative affluence. But to raise such sober points in the euphoria of the moment seemed downright curmudgeonly.


That Kim Yong Nam, a veteran of six decades in high government positions, had been for the past twenty years President of the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly, North Korea’s rubber-stamp parliament, was of interest only to a few specialists. Most South Korean viewers knew that it was the First Sister of North Korea who wielded the real power. Kim Jong Un actually sending his own sister, went the logic, could only mean she was bringing peace.


The public also intuitively knew that in North Korea, the Supreme Leader’s word carried far greater authority than any written statutes or government rank. Kim Jong Un was the state and his words the inviolable law. But what the public largely missed was that his sister was far more than just a pretty face at her brother’s party meetings and on-the-spot guidance tours. Her brother was the face of the nation, but she was the chief censor, the enforcer. Her visit to the Olympics was not as a tourist or messenger. The sister had a purpose.


This book will document Kim Yo Jong’s rise in power since her visit to South Korea. Her role in government has dramatically increased since 2018, but was foretold as early as 2009. We’ll see how she has played an integral part in statecraft, expanding her dynasty’s power by utilizing lessons learned from her father, Kim Jong Il. At the time of writing, she is second in power only to her brother Kim Jong Un, and the fate of the ‘Mount Paektu Bloodline’ may yet lie in her hands.










CHAPTER 2


The Mount Paektu Bloodline


Since its founding in 1948, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) has neither been a democracy nor a republic. Rather, it has existed as a totalitarian hereditary kingdom cloaked under the trappings of democracy, with a constitution that purportedly protects all basic rights and a government that, since the mid-1950s, has determinedly met even the tiniest dissent with banishment or death. Handing down power from father to son is heresy in Communism, but the so-called Communist DPRK has done it twice: first, in the wake of Kim Il Sung’s death in 1994, and again after Kim Jong Il’s death in 2011. This hereditary rule is legitimized by the purported greatness of the Mount Paektu Bloodline.


The first of the Mount Paektu Bloodline was, of course, the founder of the DPRK, Kim Il Sung. A small-time anti-Japanese guerrilla since the early 1930s, supposedly operating out of camps in the foothills of Mount Paektu, Kim Il Sung’s heroic feats against Korea’s Japanese colonial masters were hyper-inflated by his propagandists who declared him the greatest patriot and war hero bar none. This fictitious narrative has long formed the ideological foundation for his and his progeny’s right to rule. Like the divine right of medieval monarchs, this is derived from the grace of God. In North Korea, where no religious freedom or deity is allowed, God is Kim Il Sung. While he was alive, Kim Il Sung was infallible. In death, his legacy is so sacred that it cannot be challenged or recognized in an individual outside his direct descendants.


Mount Paektu is a real place, a stratovolcano with a stunningly beautiful crater lake, called Heaven Lake (‘Cheonji’ in Korean and ‘Tianchi’ in Chinese), which sits on the border between North Korea’s Ryanggang Province and China’s Jilin Province. Mount Paektu is the North Korean spelling for what in South Korea is transcribed as Baekdusan (White Head Mountain) and in China Changbaishan (Ever White Mountain – its peaks are visibly snow-capped for much of the year). Historically, the present border between Korea and China, over 1,300 km (808 miles) long, was undelimited. In September 1909, when Korea was Japan’s protectorate and bereft of sovereignty, Japan and China signed the Gando (‘Jiandao’ in Chinese) Treaty, under which Heaven Lake and its adjacent peaks became Chinese territory.


In the early 1960s, when China was embroiled in the famine induced by the Great Leap Forward, and in serious stand-offs with the Soviet Union and India, North Korea took the chance to negotiate a new border treaty. On 12 October 1962, the two communist neighbours settled on a redrawn border more favourable to North Korea. The two sides split the mountain into approximately equal parts, but North Korea gained more of the Heaven Lake summit caldera (55.5 per cent to 45.5 per cent). China also conceded approximately 500 km2 of land.1 It was a major victory for North Korean diplomacy, and further inflated the Mount Paektu myth.


In Korean creation mythology, Dangun, the purported progenitor of the Korean people, was born atop the mountain in 2333 BCE. In North Korean mythology, it is where, in February 1942 in a wooden hut on a foothill near the Heaven Lake crater, Kim Jong Il, the second-generation ruler, was born, during the period of heroic struggle against Japan led by his father.*2 In 1988, Kim Jong Il had one of the peaks, Jangsu Peak, renamed Jong Il Peak, and the words carved into it in red. In wintertime, the snow-capped mountain and its ice-covered summit caldera appear mysterious and majestic, but bitingly cold ‘knife winds’, as North Koreans say, swirl around it for much of the year, eternally underlining the indomitable spirit of the freedom fighters under Kim Il Sung’s command. February is one of the colder months, when the temperature near the peak of Mount Paektu often falls well below -29°C, and sometimes as low as -50°C. It is unlikely that Kim Jong Il’s mother would have chosen such an inhospitable place to give birth to her first child.


And, of course, she didn’t. He wasn’t born there, but on a Soviet army base in the Russian Far East, and not in 1942 but on 16 February 1941, and not even as Kim Jong Il, but as Yuri Irsenovich Kim.3 By then, Kim Il Sung had joined the Soviet 25th Army.


Mount Paektu is referred to in the national anthems of both Korean states. It is the most celebrated and symbolically important mountain in Korean history. Koreans on both sides of the border regard it as the birthplace of the Korean nation – the unique Korean ethnic identity, with its autonomous history and culture, set apart from its gargantuan and occasionally threatening neighbour, China.


For this reason, North Korean leaders have determinedly milked the mountain’s imaginary mythical qualities. In the North Korean national emblem, its image appears just under the five-pointed red star. Mount Paektu is often referred to as the ‘Sacred Mountain of the Revolution’. Kim’s ‘historical resistance’ from his base in this Sacred Mountain of the Revolution, overstated as it is, affords the despotic dynasty its single most important source of legitimacy. Again, Kim Il Sung was the greatest patriot and war hero, bar none. It is only a matter of time before each scion of the dynasty undergoes a symbolic ‘christening’ as a child of Mount Paektu.


The earliest image of the current ruler Kim Jong Un riding a white horse with a silver star in its headstall appeared in 2014. It shows the boy Jong Un, seemingly no older than ten, riding next to his father. The photograph may be from around 1994, not long after Kim Jong Il had assumed power as Supreme Leader in the wake of his father’s death.


It was November 2012, not quite a year into Kim Jong Un’s reign, when Kim Yo Jong, then twenty-five, was shown riding a white horse with her paternal aunt, Kim Kyong Hui. Her aunt’s white horse featured a five-pointed silver star on its headstall, as did the niece’s: the emblem of the Kim dynasty, and also the nation it rules. Both women were of the Mount Paektu Bloodline: one the daughter of Kim Il Sung, the ‘Sun of the Korean Nation’, the other his granddaughter. While Kim Kyong Hui had long been a known entity, having run the party’s Light Industry Department for more than two decades, Kim Yo Jong was not. But state media showing the younger sister of the incumbent Supreme Leader horse-riding genially with her aunt was a clear suggestion that Kim Yo Jong’s official role in the dynasty was set to expand. It also implied a link between the two women: each was a princess and the sister of a Supreme Leader. At the same time, the difference between the two women was as stark as sunset and sunrise. Each offshoot of the ‘Sun’ will one day have reached its zenith, and the aunt was of a bygone era. The young niece’s zenith is yet to be reached, and its height unknown.


A further indication of her importance came in October 2019, when Kim Jong Un and Kim Yo Jong were photographed riding up Mount Paektu together, each on horseback. At the time, the significance of the event went virtually unnoticed but, as I will argue in Chapter 14, it was a clear sign that plans to vastly strengthen and normalize Kim Yo Jong’s official role in government were already in place. The pandemic only accelerated them.
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Kim Yo Jong attends a wreath-laying ceremony at the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum in Hanoi, Vietnam, on Saturday 2 March 2019.




Unlike famine or foreign attack, a pandemic kills prince and pauper alike. It can kill even the unassailable bearer of the Mount Paektu mantle. Since the end of the Korean War in 1953, North Korea’s ruling family has never faced any serious existential challenge: not a popular uprising or even organized public protest worthy of the name. Despite countless stand-offs and rhetorical bellicosity, it has not been attacked by the United States or South Korea, beyond self-defence against armed attacks by the North. Between 1965 and 1971 there were over two thousand significant incidents south of the Military Demarcation Line, including in the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) and inside the Republic of Korea (the formal name for South Korea), resulting in the deaths of 395 United Nations Command personnel.4 And between 1954 and 1992, the North infiltrated approximately 3,700 armed agents into the South, 20 per cent of them sneaking in during 1967 and 1968 while the US was bogged down in the unwinnable war in Vietnam.5


But a silent, invisible, deadly enemy like Covid was one the North Korean leader had never seen before, and he is not in optimal health. Like his father and grandfather, Kim Jong Un suffers from heart disease, diabetes and obesity, and those are just his known ailments. Unless he suffers from delusion, too, he must believe that a succession plan to install his most trusted aide, his sister, should he become incapacitated, is essential to the security of his nation, and the safety of his wife and young children.


Even in the rigidly patriarchal, male-dominated society that is the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Yo Jong’s gender is not an impediment to rule – her blood is what matters above all else. Her mother was Ko Yong Hui, Kim Jong Il’s most favoured consort, who gave birth to three children. The oldest, Jong Chol, might seem a more likely candidate to take over just by being male, but he has long been passed over as heir and has not appeared in public with Kim Jong Un since the death of their father in December 2011. Her half-brother, Jong Nam, the eldest son among the seven children Kim Jong Il fathered by four different women, fell victim in February 2017 to a sinister plot – assassinated by a chemical weapon attack in Kuala Lumpur International Airport in broad daylight. None of her three older half-sisters have held any significant government roles, or been given public acknowledgement.


Kim Jong Un himself is reported to have three young children, a son and two daughters. In November 2022, he publicly revealed one of his children for the first time, a daughter approximately ten years of age, at an event no less family friendly than the launch of a powerful intercontinental ballistic missile that could hit every part of the continental United States. The girl, reportedly named Ju Ae, bore a remarkable resemblance in facial features to both her mum, Ri Sol Ju, and her dad.* North Korean state media released several photos of the Kim family – dad, mum, daughter, and Aunt Yo Jong – joyously applauding the missile flight. Eight days later, North Korea released more photos of the girl at a photo-op with dad, this time dressed and made-up in the style of her mother, at the recent test-fire of what state media called ‘the world’s strongest strategic weapon.’6


Kim Jong Un’s public rollout of his young daughter led some North Korea watchers to predict that she had already been chosen as his successor. In fact, Kim may have brought his child along to the spectacle just to gloat over the democratically elected leaders in Washington and Seoul, bound as they are by term limits. She is a symbol that his power, unlike theirs, is held for life and, in due course, will be passed on to one of his children. Moreover, Kim must have thought that the juxtaposition of a powerful missile that can hit the US with nuclear warheads and a wholesome parent–daughter ensemble might sow in his adversaries’ subconscious a resigned acceptance of his nukes: ‘He obviously cares about his daughter. He couldn’t possibly start a nuclear war. Perhaps, in time, he’ll become a responsible custodian of his nuclear weapons.’


In February 2023, Kim Jong Un had his girl sit centre-stage at a banquet, between her mother and himself, with generals in full dress uniform adorned with multiple shiny medals as the backdrop for a family photo shoot. Moments before, Kim had made his entrance on the red carpet holding his daughter’s hand while his wife walked half a pace behind. The guests in attendance cheered and clapped wildly, as the ritual called for. All but one, who stood with her hands by her side looking on with a smile – Kim Yo Jong. She was the sole individual in the banquet hall who didn’t need to applaud rapturously. Just days later, Kim Jong Un had his little girl sit next to him in the reviewing stand at a night-time military parade. At one point, she placed her little black-gloved hands on her daddy’s grinning face, further reinforcing the loving father–daughter image.


Even if Kim Jong Un has decided his daughter is his most suitable successor, it will be some time before she grows into adulthood and is able, like Aunt Yo Jong, to issue formal statements in her own name or lead a delegation to Seoul or a foreign country. Among Kim Il Sung’s seven grandchildren by direct hereditary lineage, it is therefore the youngest, Yo Jong, who stands as the sole heir to the throne. At least until well into the 2030s. In the event of such a sudden power transition, whether North Korea’s first female Supreme Leader chooses to settle for the role of regent until her nephew or niece comes of age, or decides to rule for life – the rest of her life and for her own life – is a question to which there is no clear answer. But the wrathful nipping winter of 2013 could give her sobering pause for thought: Kim Jong Un’s uncle, Jang Song Thaek, had served as the new, young Supreme Leader’s regent for the previous two years, but that winter his utility and life together expired. Suddenly accused of being a traitorous counter-revolutionary, and also guilty of ‘clapping half-heartedly’ at his nephew’s formal events, Jang was stripped of all his titles and executed – at the same time as which, or soon after, the process of digitally removing him from articles and photos was completed.


Memories of avunculicide and fratricide may deter any indiscretion on Ms Kim’s part.


At least Kim Yo Jong is far better prepared to be the torchbearer than Kim Jong Un was on 17 December 2011, when, three weeks shy of his twenty-eighth birthday, he was thrust onto the throne in the wake of their father’s sudden death from cardiac arrest. Until 2020, Yo Jong’s day job was as her nation’s ‘Censor-in-Chief’,7 leading the Department of Propaganda and Agitation, also known as the Information and Publicity Department of the Central Committee of the Workers’ Party of Korea. ‘Department’ belies its power and reach: it is more of a ministry, its mission to ensure that the North Korean people are properly indoctrinated with the state ideology and remain, to the greatest extent possible, ignorant of the outside world. Her father had also led the department from 1967 to 1972, when he was being groomed for power.


In 2020, Kim Yo Jong assumed more powerful roles, and effectively became ‘Deputy Dear Leader’. Further following in her father’s footsteps, she became the de facto head of the Department of Organization and Guidance, her nation’s central locus of political power, overseeing all daily decisions on key personnel matters, including in the military.8 In this most powerful department, political surveillance, punishment and commendation were her prerogatives. In theory she could decide who was monitored, demoted, promoted, punished, rewarded, banished or even tied up to be executed in the town square or in a sports stadium behind closed doors. The final word on which official or royal family member was to be purged, reinstated, suicided, demonstrably executed, or assassinated next still lies with her brother, but for many years she has clearly had his ear, and he has delegated foreign policy to her. As she declared in June 2020, she had been authorized by ‘the Supreme Leader, [the] party and the state’ to run policy towards the ‘enemy’, which means South Korea, Japan, much of Europe and, pointedly, the United States.9 In other words, Kim Yo Jong now looms large as her nation’s ‘supreme deputy’ – second only to her brother, and a powerful internal administrator and foreign policymaker.


Her spheres of influence have grown correspondingly in power, reach and, above all, visibility. In early 2021, she returned to her old job in the Propaganda and Agitation Department and, on 30 March, excoriated South Korean President Moon Jae-In in a written statement signed as ‘Vice Director’ of the department. Moon’s crime? He had dared, four days earlier, to raise a mild objection to her nation’s recent flight test of a ‘new-type tactical guided’ ballistic missile. Moon, she said, was ‘a parrot raised by America’ who ‘doesn’t have even the elementary logic and face.’10


The move back to her old haunt is neither a promotion nor demotion, but rather suggests that the Kim siblings, pleased with her work at the Department of Organization and Guidance in tightening control over key officials and punishing the undesirables, wanted to return to the task of putting their dynastic house in order vis-à-vis external enemies. They did this through pronouncements, vituperation and threats – including, as of early 2022, nuclear threats. (As of March 2023, Kim Yo Jong has issued nearly thirty statements, each of which is accentuated by her signature snark).


Later in 2021, Kim Jong Un pushed her higher still. In September, he appointed his sister to the State Affairs Commission, the top governing body and successor to the National Defence Commission, an entity Kim Jong Il had created.11 Becoming one of thirteen members of the Commission, alongside Kim Jong Un, gave Kim Yo Jong a new official title when engaging with foreign heads of state, but as described above, titles and ranks often have little bearing on the actual power dynamics in North Korea. She was already the second-in-command, and will remain so even after she leaves the Commission, as she will whether she becomes a full member of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee of the Workers’ Party of Korea, or merely an alternate member – as her brother appointed her in 2017 – or indeed is ‘stripped’ of the position altogether, as Kim Jong Un is rumoured to have done in January 2021.12


In short, as a divine princess of Mount Paektu Bloodline, Kim Yo Jong is immune to the vicissitudes of political appointments and dismissals of which the rest of DPRK officialdom must live in fear.


What Kim Yo Jong has shown so far suggests, moreover, that were she ever to become the Supreme Leader, she may prove fiercer and more ruthless than even her brother, their father or their grandfather. In her written statements she has repeatedly berated the South Korean president, calling him ‘impudent’, ‘shameless’, ‘deranged’, a ‘frightened dog’, an ‘imbecile’ and ‘foolish’ man who ‘put his neck’ into the ‘noose of pro-U.S. flunkeyism’. In June 2020, she threatened to move troops into border regions that had previously been demilitarized. Although this threat was ‘suspended’ by Kim Jong Un later the same month, as though he was a restraining factor against his sister’s wild impulses, it still loomed, as intended, as a psychological threat, further conditioning South Korea to docility.


In his 2018 New Year’s Address, her brother had spoken of the ‘nuclear button’ on his desk. Of the heads of the world’s nine nuclear states it is only one, the North Korean dictator, who remains unencumbered by any institutional checks and balances. Kim Yo Jong has already prefigured her own finger resting on that button. In April 2022, the First Sister threatened to nuke South Korea were the South to shoot first. If the South’s military ‘violated even an inch of our territory’, she warned, ‘our nuclear combat force will have to inevitably carry out its duty’. ‘If the situation reaches such a phase,’ she went on, in language as clear and bombastic as can be, ‘a dreadful attack will be launched, and the South Korean army will have to face a miserable fate little short of total destruction and ruin. This is not just a threat.’13


Despite South Korean and Western media cooing over her charming smile and deportment during her Olympic visit, her gender denotes neither a softer streak nor a propensity towards denuclearization. In fact, to presume this first female co-dictator with her finger on the nuclear button in history – the world’s first ‘nuclear despotess’ – may be more prone to parting ways with nukes by virtue of her gender is at best patronizing. Her youth – the other characteristic that disarms her interlocutors – in reality portends a prolonged reign of repression, as did her brother’s when he took the reins at twenty-seven.14


At twenty-seven years of age, Kim Yo Jong, as the de facto leader of her nation’s powerful Propaganda and Agitation Department, was spewing racist and sexist attacks, respectively, on US President Barack Obama and South Korea’s first female president, Park Geun Hye. At thirty-five, in January 2023, she assumed the larger role of chief spokesperson on Russia’s war on Ukraine and the renewed Cold War dynamics. Warning the US that any tanks supplied to Ukraine for defence against Russia will be ‘burnt into pieces in the face of the indomitable fighting spirit and might of the heroic Russian army and people,’ she added that her nation will ‘always stand in the same trench with the service personnel and people of Russia.’15


Her dynasty’s kinship with Russia, born when Josef Stalin designated Kim Il Sung the leader of what would become the North Korean state, was further consolidated by the greatest gamble to reunify Korea to date: the devastating war started by her ambitious grandfather.










CHAPTER 3


Peninsular Predominance: Pyongyang’s Ultimate Mission


The continued division of Korea into the North and South is a living reminder today to Kim Jong Un and whoever may follow him that his family has unfinished business. North Korea’s ‘supreme national task’, as stipulated in its constitution,1 and referred to in the Charter of the Workers’ Party of Korea, the Communist Party, is ‘completing the cause of reunification through the united efforts of the whole nation.’ In plain language, that means the obliteration of the democratic south, bringing the whole peninsula under the rule of the Kim dynasty.


If not for the United States thwarting the Soviet Union’s plan to take over the whole peninsula, Kim Il Sung would most likely have become the Supreme Leader of a united Korean state, albeit a satellite state of the USSR, before handing over that power to his progeny. The partitioning of the Korean peninsula in August 1945 by the United States and the Soviet Union, the two principal powers emerging from the Second World War, was never meant to be permanent, but a temporary measure to facilitate the surrender of the Japanese troops dispersed throughout the region.


For the US, the broader strategic goal was to prevent the Soviet forces taking over all of Korea. The Soviet Union had declared war on Japan on 8 August 1945, and the very next day Soviet forces began attacking the Japanese Kwantung Army in Manchuria on three fronts. The Soviet–Japanese War lasted only a week, but the battles were intense, with heavy casualties on both sides. As the Red Army rapidly made its way south towards the Korean peninsula, the US belatedly sought to gain a foothold on the Asian mainland. Korea suddenly became a potential barrier to further unilateral Soviet land acquisition.


On 10 August, Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov made it clear to the US Ambassador in Moscow, William Averell Harriman, that the Soviets were determined to take over the entire Korean peninsula.2 Senior US officials scrambled to come up with a plan for partitioning Korea that would be acceptable to Stalin. At the time, the closest US troops to the Korean peninsula lay 600 miles (966 km) away in Okinawa.3 Time was not on their side.


The few days between the US atomic attacks on Japan, on 6 and 9 August, and Japanese Emperor Hirohito’s announcement of surrender on 15 August were hectic for senior US officials in Washington, their agenda consumed with the terms of surrender and the consequent US occupation of Japan. Korea, Japan’s colony since 1910 and, thereafter, largely forgotten by Americans, suddenly took on an unprecedented importance.


At approximately 2 a.m. on 11 August, at a State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee meeting at the Pentagon, Brigadier General George Lincoln, together with Colonels Dean Rusk and Charles Bonesteel, was charged with coming up with a plan to block further southward advance by the Red Army. Poring over a small National Geographic map of East Asia, the three men less-than-methodically determined that the thirty-eighth parallel running east–west across the peninsula was likely to be the northernmost line acceptable to Stalin. In his memoir, As I Saw It, Dean Rusk, who went on to become Secretary of State in the 1960s, would recall that ‘[W]e looked just north of Seoul for a convenient dividing line but could not find a natural geographic line. We saw instead the thirty-eighth parallel and decided to recommend that.’4 Persuading the Soviet leader to concede nearly half the peninsula to US administration even as Soviet forces stood on the verge of entering northern Korea seemed overly ambitious.5 It was a frantic, last-minute, Hail Mary effort.


To the Americans’ surprise, Stalin, his eyes set on winning American concessions on the post-war division of Europe, accepted the US proposal in less than forty-eight hours. In truth, neither the US nor the Soviet Union were inclined to go to war with each other in the very last days of history’s greatest conflict over such a secondary prize as Korea. Thus a country that had remained undivided for over 1,000 years was split in two, and Brigadier General George Lincoln came to be referred to by his fellow West Point Military Academy alumni as ‘the man who drew the thirty-eighth parallel.’6


The flippant manner in which the division of Korea was conceived and executed still grates on many Koreans’ nerves.7 At the same time, it prevented the full Communization of the peninsula, and made it possible for at least South Korea to develop into a prosperous democracy. The totalitarian Mount Paektu clan has prevented that in the North, yet through three generations remains just as determined to extend its rule over the South.


So, even before Kim Il Sung was chosen by the Soviets in 1945 to be their proxy in northern Korea, the United States had blocked the most direct route to his becoming the Supreme Leader of a united Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. But the partition was still a line drawn on a map – not an insurmountable obstacle to the DPRK’s unification agenda. Yet, to Kim Il Sung’s surprise and much dismay, the US, which by 1949 had almost abandoned South Korea, would be mobilizing the United Nations to defend the South against his forces in the Korean War he started on 25 June 1950.


North Korea is a state built on bold and blatant falsehoods. The bald-faced lies that Kim Il Sung liberated Korea from Japanese colonial rule in 1945 and defeated the United States in the Korean War are the foundation of the state, and are both vigorously promoted to English readers abroad. In 1973, North Korea published an English translation of a biography of Kim Il Sung by Baik Bong, a government-employed writer, which was first published in Korean in 1968.


‘On August 8, 1945, the Soviet Union finally declared war on Japan,’ writes Baik. Of the events leading up to Korea’s liberation, he states that:


General Kim Il Sung, who had already completed his operational plan for the final decisive offensives against Japanese imperialism, ordered the mobilization of all units under the Korean People’s Revolutionary Army. Under the command of the General, the units began conducting courageous military operations in many areas in North, East and South Manchuria and the homeland, together with the Soviet Army.8


The acknowledgement of Soviet support in the book is noteworthy, not only because it is perhaps the only fact that is actually true, but also because for much of the first half of the 1960s, North Korea’s relations with the Soviet Union had soured. Kim Il Sung had supported China in Beijing’s stand-off against Moscow and also in the 1962 Sino–Indian War. And during the Cuban Missile Crisis in late 1962, which was contemporaneous with the Sino–Indian clash, North Korea denounced the Soviet Union for ‘revisionism’ – that is, giving in to the US imperialists instead of being yet more militant.


However, in the latter half of the 1960s, North Korea moved away from Beijing and cozied up to Moscow. By 1965, Nikita Khrushchev, with whom Kim Il Sung had had a frosty relationship, was out of power and Soviet arms aid to North Korea resumed. Moscow generously supplied Pyongyang with tanks, submarines, missiles, and jet fighters. Exploiting the acrimonious Sino–Soviet relationship in the 1960s, North Korea heavily leaned on the Soviet Union and openly criticized China, especially once China descended into the chaos of the Cultural Revolution in 1966. During the most radical early phase of the violent socio-political movement, which for three years engulfed so much of China from the north all the way to Yunnan and Guangdong,9
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