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Yeonmi-ya,


tigers leave behind a coat,


and men leave behind a name;


make yours good and lasting.


—MY FATHER













Foreword


If the hypothetical moralism of the Left had any grounding in reality, it would be hard to imagine anyone who those of that political stripe would celebrate more than Ms. Yeonmi Park, who escaped with little more than her skin and bones from the tender mercies of the brutal North Korean regime. She has everything the heroic victim (hypothetically) requires: all the “intersectional” virtues. She is an immigrant, and female; someone who had been subject to truly dreadful abuse from someone truly tyrannical (and from the government agents at his family’s diabolical disposal); she was genuinely starved; she was enslaved—along with her mother, literally bought and sold—and exploited sexually, at a very young age.


Her “education” as a young girl consisted of little more than the propagandistic glorification of her persecutors; subjugation to the lies they told (and constantly) about everyone else everywhere in the world—including the explicit demonization of Americans, blamed continually for the utter catastrophic failure that North Korea clearly and irrefutably constitutes. Park emerged from all that, and worse, to become a voice of freedom; to become someone who not only talked about speaking truth to power but actually did so; to become, despite her relative and starvation-induced frailty, a true thorn in the side of one of the worst dictatorships the world has ever managed to produce.


In that respect, she is reminiscent of Ayaan Hirsi Ali, another woman whom I thought in my initial ignorance, years ago, would be a positive darling of every feminist worth her salt in the West. Ayaan Hirsi Ali: another woman, another immigrant, a victim of female genital mutilation; someone whom, with extraordinary bravery, dared to face down the authoritarian religious hypocrites who wished to doom her to a life of unquestioning subordination and obedience. Her reward? She was, not least, identified as an “anti-Muslim extremist” by the Field Guide to such individuals published by the Southern Poverty Law Center, an appallingly self-righteous and utterly hypocritical leftist organization—a group of lawyers purporting to serve as a “catalyst for racial justice in the South and beyond, working in partnership with communities to dismantle white supremacy, strengthen intersectional movements, and advance the human rights of all people,” and employing all the reprehensible clanging idiot-jargon of the radical narcissists of compassion to do so. However, because Ali had the gall not to toe the party line and trumpet the evils of the capitalist West (quite the contrary: she regards the West as exceptionally admirable, particularly in comparative terms), she is persona non grata on the Left.


There is no one more annoying to the ideological activists of the radical Left than a minority woman who doesn’t know her proper political place; no one more irritating than someone whom, according to the dictates of that God-forsaken jargon-ridden conceptual scheme, has “internalized their oppression,” and who therefore stands up for the hypothetical enemy, which must always and invariably be, by the standards of the pseudo-illuminated puritans in question, the West, the West, the West.


Thus, Ms. Park has been subject to treatment very similar to that which befell Ali, although arguably even more extensively. She employed her YouTube channel to draw attention to the plight of the North Koreans, particularly the women who experienced the same horrors that befell her and her mother. She pointed out, with all due accuracy, the utter complicity of the damned Chinese Communist Party in supporting that appalling, tyrannical regime—allowing the continued slave-trading of North Korean women in China, and using the cruel, genocidal, and megalomaniac Kim dynasty as a convenient and nuclear-armed goad to prod and threaten the West. And that regime poses no mean threat: North Korea’s military is the fourth largest in the world and is nuclear armed. Furthermore, as Ms. Park points out, the anti-American rhetoric employed by the Kim family’s nest of devils is ultimately inflammatory, in the most atomic of manners: North Korean schoolchildren are taught that the total destruction of American cities by the very weapons just described is something not only fully justified but to be devoutly desired. YouTube’s response? The demonetization of Yeonmi’s channel—not once, but repeatedly, with no explanation. Remember “Don’t be evil”? The much-paraded motto of the very Google that now owns YouTube? Remember when that motto was scrapped? Every wonder why? Look no further than the pathetic kowtowing to the Chinese overlords that characterizes such behavior and derive your own conclusions.


If the Cinderella story had been written by someone much grimmer than the Brothers Grimm, the star could well be the author of the current book. After escaping from the utter prison of North Korea; after surviving the sex slavery imposed on her (and her mother, simultaneously) in China; after educating herself in an absolutely unlikely manner in South Korea, she made her way to the United States, and enrolled in Columbia University, a once-great beacon of Western freedom. To say that this was the dream of a lifetime is to radically overstate the case; this was something undreamed of, something outside the realm of all reasonable possibility. Ms. Park, guided by the spirit of her entrepreneurial father, truly valued education—had endeavoured in all ways to educate herself as thoroughly as possible, in the traditional sense, when she managed to make her way to South Korea, where she pored over, among other works, the books of the great George Orwell, author of Animal Farm and 1984.


And what happened when she entered the hallowed halls of that august institution of higher education?


She encountered the same ideology that had corrupted her homeland and doomed its inhabitants to a life in hell. Of course, it was America: it was Totalitarianism Lite, offered, as all such things are in this over-coddled and narcissistic time, as a convenient fashion statement; a faux identity; a means of parading unearned moral virtue while biding time as an oppressor-in-training—the inevitable and truly desired fate of every virtue-signaling Ivy League graduate. She was upbraided by her pathetic professors for daring to admire Jane Austen, whose books “promote female oppression, racism, colonialism, and white supremacy” and “propagate the idea that women are inferior to men; that only white males are fully evolved and capable of higher-level thinking; that salvation is only achievable through the dogma of Christianity” (of course; or else). And Yeonmi learned that she better think and feel that way—even when listening to “Western” classical music (or else). There was nothing more unacceptable at Columbia than to be a “SIX HIRB”: a sexist, intolerant, xenophobic, homophobic, Islamophobic, racist bigot.


Yeonmi Park grew up in a totalitarian nightmare. As a child, she roasted and consumed insects to survive, when she could find them. As someone from a poor family (and that genuinely meant poor in North Korea) she had to bring five rabbit pelts to class and hand them over to maintain any social standing whatsoever with the propagandists who passed as teachers. She grew up among people whose dying wish was meat stew and rice. She was subject to the worst dictatorship on the planet—maybe the worst dictatorship ever promulgated, although the competition for that vaunted position is very fierce. She came to the US, miraculously, and encountered fools dallying with the same ideas that had made her life something almost unbelievably harsh—certainly that, by Western standards. She attempted with all her heart, as she is doing in the present volume, to warn us here in our luxury and comfort not to fall prey to the same ideological temptations that doomed the Soviet Union and all its satellites and that still possess the billion-plus people in China, much to the detriment of that country’s beleaguered citizens and the rest of the world. Who led the rush to lockdown? China. Who copied the actions of that terrible state?


The cowardly fools of the West.


Park is warning us not to continue to do so.


Will we listen?


Perhaps.


Perhaps not.


—JORDAN B. PETERSON










Preface


On October 4, 1993, I was born in darkness.


For the previous half-century, the North Korean regime could only sustain the illusion of socialist “self-sufficiency” with charitable aid from the Soviet Union. When the USSR dissolved in 1991, the aid dried up. Money, goods, and energy imports to North Korea collapsed. Then came the floods. The country’s arable lands, inadequate to feed its 21 million people even in the best of times, were flooded. The coal mines that powered the country’s meager electricity supply were flooded, too. By the autumn of 1993, in the house where I was born, the darkness had already arrived. The famine was coming.


Juche is the official religion and political ideology of the North Korean state, and it means that North Korea is self-sufficient because it is ruled by a single leader. In reality, it is one of the least self-sufficient countries on Earth. It could not exist without help from Moscow during the Cold War, just as it cannot exist without help from Beijing today. With no actual experience of producing or distributing enough food to feed its population, it was all but inevitable that the regime would preside over a catastrophic famine. It had no idea how to respond.


The government in Pyongyang couldn’t come up with a rationing procedure that had any basis in reality. The “eat two meals a day” campaign, in which two meals a day would supposedly be allocated to individual North Koreans in the order determined by their loyalty to the regime, was only meant to convey the illusion that North Koreans in ordinary times were used to three meals. To prepare the country, the government with no plan to feed its people banned the words famine and hunger, officially terming the struggle to come “The Arduous March.”


By the time I was five years old, up to 3.5 million North Koreans had died of starvation. No one knows the real number—it is likely that no one will ever know—because no one kept track.


I was born in Ryanggang Province, in Hyesan, on the Yalu River, which separates North Korea from China. Even if it were run by the Swiss or the Japanese, Hyesan would still be mountainous, dry, and freezing cold. Under the remit of the Kim family, it is a wasteland.


Darkness in Hyesan is total. It is not just the absence of light, power, and food. It is the absence of dignity, sanctuary, and hope.


Darkness in Hyesan is hunting for cockroaches and dragonflies to eat on the way to school so you won’t get distracted by hunger in class, where the teacher leads you in songs with titles like “Nothing to Envy.” It is witnessing public executions on your way back home. It is watching your parents and neighbors hauled away by police for the crime of collecting insects and plants for their children to eat. It is watching the authorities take away the little that does grow on collective farms for the “Glory of the State.” It is eternal night.


On the night of March 30, 2007, when I was thirteen years old, I escaped North Korea into China. I didn’t escape in search of freedom, or liberty, or safety. I escaped in search of a bowl of rice.





EVER SINCE, I have always said that being born in North Korea is the best thing that ever happened to me. It is of course, in a literal sense, the very worst thing that could happen to anyone. But now, looking back on it from a distance of nearly half my life, from my apartment in Chicago, that part of my life gave me an appreciation for simple human existence that I’m not sure I would have gotten elsewhere.


It is not just the basic provisions of everyday life—nutritious food, clean water, light, heat, a bed to sleep in—that I now regard as minor miracles. I feel a deep appreciation and awe for human freedom as a whole: the right to exist, the ability to think, to love, to walk or sit without looking over my shoulder, to take two consecutive breaths uninterrupted by fear. I feel that I have an unusual capacity for gratitude now, and I owe it to the sixteen-year nightmare that was my previous life. In the most twisted way imaginable, I actually regard that time as a blessing.


I say sixteen years because for the first two years after my mother and I crossed the frozen Yalu River into China, our nightmare was prolonged. We found our bowl of rice, but nearly at the price of our lives. As I recounted in my first book, In Order to Live, for those twenty-three months in China—before we traveled through the Gobi Desert to eventual safety in South Korea—we were slaves. The people who helped us cross the river from North Korea were human traffickers, and once they had us in China, they traded and sold us like commodities. In those years, we were made to serve as the personal bodily property of Chinese farmers who viewed North Korean women as inhuman vessels for sex and violence. They fed us rice, but for reasons that were no more virtuous or compassionate than the reason North Korean prisons feed inmates gruel.


It was in China that I learned how the North Korean regime was able to weather the famine and continue subjecting millions of people, up through the present day, to what the United Nations has described as “a modern-day holocaust.” The same regime that surveils 1.4 billion Chinese people, which controls almost every aspect of their lives, and which has made real progress toward wiping out the Tibetan and Uyghur peoples, keeps the Kim family in control of Pyongyang. The Chinese Communist Party has long since replaced the USSR as the chief enabler of the modern-day holocaust. While I was in China, not knowing any better, I started to believe that the whole world must be nothing more than variations on a North Korean theme: fear, cold, abuse, despair.


There was only one time in my life when I ever came close to not having the strength to see it through—and it was after I had already left North Korea. It was in China.





BY 2009, I got my first taste of freedom in South Korea. There I met Christian missionaries who worked all over the world, and in 2013, they invited me on a trip to places I’d hardly ever heard of: Tyler, Texas and Atlanta, Georgia. Eager to travel, I accepted their invitation. I was nineteen years old, and went to America.


And I was saved.


There are a number of places that are even more spectacular in person than they are in legend. The Great Pyramid of Giza. The Taj Mahal. The Sistine Chapel. The same is rarely true of countries as a whole. Most societies have founding myths—national origin stories—that serve certain internal political purposes, or project some desired image to the outside world. But these myths don’t always reflect reality, at least to outsiders. France’s commitment to fraternité, for example, isn’t immediately obvious to visitors to Paris.


The United States remains the only country that, for me, was even more magnificent in person than its reputation. It wasn’t just the friendliness of the people, who exude the confidence and openness of men and women living, worshiping, and loving as they please. It was the sense of excitement, of dynamism, a certain electricity in the air and in personal interactions. These were clearly the descendants, I thought, of those who overturned imperialism and slavery, defeated fascism and communism, invented motion pictures and jazz, eliminated diseases, created the internet, and landed on the moon. I knew then that I wanted to live with them, to call them my friends and family—even, if I could, to be one of them.


In January of 2022, I did. I became an American citizen. I sometimes have to pinch myself as a reminder that it’s true. I never imagined that I would have the degree of freedom and personal liberty that I’ve been able to enjoy in the United States. The simple fact that I wrote this book using nothing but my own memories, my own conscience, and my own perspective—unencumbered by censorship or threats of legal repercussions—is a testament to the miracle of American life.





THE IMPETUS for this book came from something that happened to me in Chicago in the summer of 2020, when I was assaulted and robbed in broad daylight in front of my young child. The bystanders who watched it happen refused to intervene because of the color of my skin, and that of the assailants. I go into detail about this incident in chapter 7. But in that seminal experience, I realized two things that made me want to write the pages you now hold in your hand: first, that many of my fellow Americans have lost the ability to appreciate the glory of this country the way I do, and second, that many of them are not able to recognize certain threats the way I can.


When I tell my American friends and colleagues that certain developments in the United States remind me of North Korea, they typically cock their heads and smirk. When I clarify that I’m referring not to the quality of life or system of government, of course, but to the control of institutions by a small class of people eager to punish dissenters, it doesn’t help—they still look away in embarrassment. People who have no problem believing that I was able to escape and recover from thirteen years of brainwashing by the Dear Leader also seem to think I’ve fallen prey in a few short years to indoctrination from the “far right.” And that’s exactly my point.


“Right wing” is one of those terms of abuse I understood only after a number of my fellow Americans used it in a concerted and sometimes successful attempt to harass and censor me. In this context at least, I’ve learned that it does not refer to a set of social and economic preferences on the spectrum of American political possibilities. It means “disloyal”—disloyal to the tastes, opinions, values, and preferences of the financial, political, and cultural elite. The disloyalty of the lower and working classes to the ruling class.


If those circumstances remind me of aspects of North Korea, where I grew up and you (most likely) did not, does that make me “far right”?


I have no idea, to be honest, because “right” and “left” are categories that haven’t helped me understand much about my new home. I understand these mostly as outdated terms that stopped having any explanatory power sometime before I arrived in America in 2013, and that survive only as tools of social organization wielded by oligarchs, elites, and political operatives to police the boundaries of acceptable thought. All of which is to say that I have no ideological commitment to the success or failure of Democrats or Republicans, to liberals or conservatives, or to the left wing or right wing, insofar as they exist in any meaningful way.


What I am committed to is an absolutist ideology of individual rights and freedom, of the kind that Thomas Jefferson and Martin Luther King Jr. shared in common. I’m also committed to resisting any encroachments on it, which is why I draw on my knowledge and experience of North Korea to illuminate—not exaggerate—threats to liberty in America. And I do see threats on the horizon.


That’s why I wrote this book. Because I escaped hell on earth and walked across the desert in search of freedom, and found it. Because I made it to the promised land, and had a son, whose first breath was as an American citizen. Because I don’t want anything bad to ever happen to my new home. Because I want us—I need us—to keep the darkness at bay.


Because I need your help to save our country, while time remains.










INTRODUCTION American Bastards



The classroom is cold and decrepit. It smells of the spent wood disintegrating into white ash in the furnace in a corner of the room. The wall above the furnace is stained black, and as the wood crumbles under its own weight the embers crack and pop. I’m all but indistinguishable from my two dozen classmates, all of us dressed in identical, run-down winter uniforms, sitting on the concrete floor, crammed together for warmth. Some of us are hungry, others are starving. A few struggle to stay awake; their eyes roll back and their heads fall as they nod off.


Better to sleep than to be awake and hungry, I think.


I’m stuck on the far side of the back row—the one farthest from the furnace—with other “struggling” kids. Why can’t I be a better student, I ask myself, and get to sit in the front? I close my eyes and clench my fists, wishing for it to come true so the teacher will move me up front, closer to the heat. I open my eyes and there I am, still in the back. I know why, of course: I’m bad at studying. I often have no idea what my teacher and classmates are talking about. History is impossible to memorize, math is like a foreign language.


The only way to make up for being a poor student is to exceed the “rabbit pelt quota”—each student must deliver five furs per semester, ostensibly for the army’s winter uniforms but in reality for the school administrators to sell—and to answer questions about our “Socialist Paradise” with a fervent, almost hysterical passion. I’m not good at doing these, either.


“Park Yeonmi!” The teacher’s harsh tone wakes me up from my stupor.


“Yes, Teacher?” I answer. A shiver runs down my spine.


“Recite the full title of our Great Leader!”


I stall, trying to buy time to gather my thoughts before opening my mouth. If the wrong answer comes out, there could be consequences for my family.


“Quick! We don’t have all day.”


“Our great comrade Kim Jong Il,” I venture, “the general secretary of the Workers’ Party of Korea, the chairman of the DPRK National Defense Commission, and the supreme commander of the Korean People’s Army…” I mumble the last few words, in case they’re not exactly right.


“Very good!” the teacher responds.


I breathe a sigh of relief. My family will be okay today. But then…


“Now sing the national anthem!” the teacher yells.


Oh no. How does it start, again? I can’t remember. I panic. “Umm…”


“Park Yeonmi! Sing the national anthem!”


Why is everyone staring at me? Why isn’t anyone helping me? I wish my sister Eunmi were here. I want my umma. I feel a lump in my throat and a tear run down my cheek, and wipe it away with the back of my hand as quickly as possible.


“What is this? Are you even stupider than I thought, girl? Sing the national anthem—now!”


I have no choice. I shut my eyes and open my mouth, praying for the right melody to emerge. Miraculously, it works! The words come out—I’m singing! Right? Or… what is that sound? It’s tinny, like a bad recording being played through a loudspeaker, and at a deafening volume. Is it coming from outside? It’s not. It’s coming from me. Oh no…


“O’er the ramparts we watched, were so gallantly streaming?”


I’m singing, but the voice isn’t mine. It’s the recording from my naturalization course, the line in the national anthem that gives me so much trouble.


“O’er”? Ramparts? And why is there a question mark?


More importantly, can anyone else hear this? How on earth is it coming from inside of me?


“What is this nonsense?” the teacher yells.


My stomach freezes. They all can hear it. I’m gripped by terror.


“Stop it and sing the anthem of our beloved motherland!”


“And the rocket’s red glare,” I go on, not able to shut my mouth. “The bombs bursting in air.”


“GUARDS!” the teacher shrieks. “GUARDS!”


I go quiet, close my lips, and open my eyes. The room is pitch black now, but I still smell the burning wood. The teacher and my classmates are gone, but I hear whispers, feet shuffling on the concrete floor. There must be someone there. I look to the only source of light, the embers in the furnace. They disappear and reappear like flashing lights. Someone is pacing back and forth in front of the furnace.


I hear a loud, artillery-like whistling noise. I look outside the window, and it’s only a flare. It lights up the night sky, throwing a crash of white light into the classroom. I turn around to look at the furnace again.


Two soldiers advance toward me with fixed bayonets, obscuring the man behind them. He’s in a black suit, pacing back and forth in front of the furnace, and throws a lit cigar onto the floor.


I wake up screaming.


I sit up in bed, my palms pressed down on damp sheets, my back straight as a board. I’m in my apartment in Morningside Heights, in New York City. I see now that I’m safe, that it was just a dream. But it takes several minutes for my muscles to relax, my insides to resettle. It’s almost 4 a.m. There’s hardly any noise coming from the street below. My skin is still sweaty, but I turn the heat up a little anyway, and a lamp on.





MY GREATEST wish came true in 2015 when I immigrated to the United States of America. Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined such an ending to my escape from North Korea. I had previously traveled there in 2013 as part of a volunteer mission program based in Tyler, Texas, southeast of Dallas. I had no money then and didn’t speak much English, but I’d found America to be a vast and stunningly beautiful country, and Americans far from what I’d learned growing up.


It is customary in North Korean schools to use anti-American propaganda even to teach math. “There were five American tanks and the North Korean Army destroyed four of them. How many are left?” That kind of thing. And of course we could never just use the word American unadorned by any insults, which would have been seen as suspiciously respectful. It was always “American bastards,” “Yankee devils,” or “big-nosed Yankees.”


We were also taught in school that, unlike the great people of North Korea, American bastards were not human. I don’t mean that Americans are “dehumanized” in North Korean schools—I mean we were taught, quite literally, that Americans are cold-blooded reptiles with horns and pitchfork tails. This nonsensical myth remains so persistent throughout the lives of poor, uneducated North Koreans that my own mother was stunned when she met the lovely American coauthor of my previous book, Maryanne Vollers, in person. “Yeonmi-ya,” my mother said to me after Maryanne shook her hand and gave her a hug. “This American lady feels warm.” “Yes, Umma!” I replied. “She is a human like us.” She was quite shocked.


Schools in North Korea also used graphic imagery to accompany the official state narrative about the United States. Our textbooks and even some classroom walls were covered in grotesque renderings of blond-haired, green-eyed American soldiers with massive noses murdering Korean civilians, or else being killed by brave North Korean students wielding pitchforks and bayonets. On many mornings, we would line up in the freezing cold during recess and take turns stabbing dummies of American GIs with sticks whittled into spears, in order to keep ourselves sharp for when the enemy would inevitably return.


The message was clear: The threat from America is real, it is imminent, and you are all in immediate danger.


I remember being so scared at night that Yankee devils would bomb and invade Hyesan, kill my parents, and torture me and Eunmi for pleasure.


Of course, the propaganda taught in North Korean schools is not limited to lies about America. We were also taught that the Kim family has supernatural powers and that their very existence is a gift from Heaven to the North Korean people. Kim Il Sung (1912–1994), the founder of North Korea, was revered not just as a god-like figure, but as an actual deity. He was so successful at developing this cult of personality that even when he died of a heart attack, no one questioned the fact of his supposed immortality.


The birthday of his son, Kim Jong Il (1941–2011), is known as Kwang Myong Song-jol, “Day of the Shining Star.” According to legend, the night he was born, a bright star appeared in the sky above Paektu Mountain—the highest point in North Korea—and guerrilla fighters carved messages on trees proclaiming, “Oh! Korea! The Paektu Star Was Born!” and “Three Heroes Shining in Korea with the Spirit of Mount Paekdu: Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong-suk [his first wife], and Kwang Myong Song.” More than one observer has noted the similarity between the “morning star” of Jesus Christ in the Book of Revelation and the “shining star” of Kim Jong Il, son of North Korea’s founding god.


Like all totalitarian heirs of Joseph Stalin, the Kim regime knows that it is important to control people’s bodies, but more important to control their thoughts. In 1934, the German novelist Heinrich Mann referred to the power of the Nazi state as the “dictatorship of the mind,” “complete control over the whole intellectual and spiritual life of the nation.” Jang Jin-sung, a former North Korean poet and propaganda official who eventually defected to South Korea, called the mass enslavement of a population’s mental life as “emotional dictatorship.”


Like aspects of Muammar Gaddafi’s Libya and revolutionary Iran, the Kim regime controls the flow of information in North Korea the way drug lords control the flow of narcotics: systematically eliminating sources of competition, centralizing production, and determining distribution.





MY FATHER, Park Jin Sik, was an entrepreneur from Hyesan, and he dedicated his life to doing what little he could to improve the lives of his family. Dissatisfied with the paltry living he eked out working at a defunct factory, he decided to work for himself instead in the black market: first selling cigarettes in the surrounding townships, and eventually smuggling copper and other metals into neighboring China. Such business was risky, but the profits were worth it. My father was a natural salesman and knew how to evade the authorities and do well by his customers. By the time I was seven years old, we were living happy, relatively prosperous lives.


But when I was nine, the authorities caught my father and sentenced him to hard labor in a camp near Pyongyang, about 550 miles southwest of Hyesan. Umma, my mother, Keum Sook Byeon, was considered to be his accomplice, and was also sentenced to time in prison. During this time, she was regularly interrogated and sexually assaulted. She was eventually sentenced to hard labor for several months for moving her residence from Hyesan to Kowon without the permission of the authorities. For nearly two years, she was “disappeared” for up to forty days at a time.


During that time, I was left alone in Hyesan and my mother’s hometown of Kowon with my sister Eunmi, who was thirteen. Up to that point, it was the hardest period of my life.


Eunmi and I had very little food or money, and had to learn harsh lessons in real Juche—learning how to catch grasshoppers and dragonflies and roasting them for dinner. When these “protein delicacies” were scarce, we gathered plants from the surrounding hills, if for no other reason than to have something to chew on. I remember crying so hard on certain nights that my eyes went completely dry, even as I continued to convulse and rock back and forth. Worrying I would never see my parents again—that the four of us would never be made whole again—I eventually went numb, feeling a near-total indifference to life. I hadn’t yet reached my tenth birthday.


When you hear stories about the apathy and cruelty that ordinary people find themselves resorting to in socialist systems, don’t judge them: A human being alienated from her family and facing starvation has been robbed of her capacity to connect with the world around her.


My mother was eventually released from prison early (she was able to bribe a guard), and in 2006, my father was also released after three years in the camp (he had also bribed his prison guards to allow him safe passage to Hyesan with the promise of sending them money upon his return). We were all, at last, reunited. But the initial euphoria of seeing my father again was tempered by the realization that he was not the same person anymore. His joie de vivre was gone, the lines of his mouth sloping downward, his eyes without the spark that had always lit up his face when he told us stories about his adventures doing “business” across North Korea, and even about how he’d heard that other countries were “advancing.” (I didn’t know what this meant, as I’d never seen a map before.) My father was sick and broken. The four of us were together again in Hyesan, but we were a different family now. The hope that one day we’d be made whole again was lost forever.


It might be difficult for outsiders to grasp, but the life of an ex-offender is exponentially worse than that of an “average” North Korean. There are no reintegration programs, no case managers, no social workers, no employment assistance or opportunities for reentry like in America or Europe. The North Korean ex-con is a pariah, and his family is guilty by association. They are downgraded to the lowest caste and shunned. Their blood is tainted, and all doors to opportunity are closed: No collective farm, factory, military branch, or civil service will take them back.


The possibility of redemption is at the center of all great religions and societies. In North Korea, as in all communist dictatorships, it is inconceivable.


Then, one night, Eunmi disappeared. When she was several hours late returning home, my parents panicked, and they searched for her all over town. The longer the night went on, though, the more it became apparent that Eunmi was not simply missing or hard to find; she was no longer in Hyesan. Eventually, we found a note from her hidden under my pillow: Eunmi had decided she couldn’t tolerate our destitution any longer, and escaped across the Yalu River into China. The note instructed me to make contact with a woman on the outskirts of town who was helping her; she would know how to make contact with Eunmi. Her decision was extremely risky, both to her own life and to ours, and caused a lot of anger and fear within our family.


To make matters worse, just before Eunmi’s escape, I’d suddenly fallen ill with horrendous abdominal pain and had to be taken to the hospital. I was misdiagnosed with appendicitis and underwent surgery with substandard anesthesia. I woke up mid-procedure and passed out from the pain.


When I regained consciousness in the run-down hospital bed, a few days had passed. Eunmi was gone, and my parents seemed to be on the brink of insanity.


We had no other choice: We needed to make contact with Eunmi. I begged the doctors to remove my stitches, and they reluctantly agreed. Eunmi’s handwritten note had given instructions for finding the woman on the outskirts of Hyesan. When we found her, she told us what she’d apparently told Eunmi: In China we would not only find food but also be able to make immediate contact with my sister. At the time, we had no idea how big China was, or what the Chinese government’s policy was toward North Korean defectors.


Unbeknownst to my sister, my mother, and me, however, we had all walked into the hands of human traffickers. The woman on the outskirts of Hyesan was in the business of luring North Korean women with the prospects of food and work in China. We were faced with an impossible choice: My mother and I could leave immediately and have a chance to find Eunmi, or lose that opportunity forever and go back home, where there was no food to eat and no possibility of my parents finding employment. I convinced my mother that we had to take that chance.





EVEN THE most hardened critics of the Chinese state express shock and dismay when I explain that, in certain ways, our nightmare began only after we left North Korea. In Changbai County, in China’s southern Jilin Province, my mother and I were passed from one human trafficker to the next, each time at an increased price. We were eventually sold as “wives” to rural Chinese men who could not find a Chinese wife. (The CCP’s one-child policy, brutally implemented in 1980 to slow population growth, resulted in a massive gender imbalance—a generation of “missing women”—due to the preference of many Chinese families for sons rather than daughters.) I was thirteen years old, and my mother was forty-one.


There was no choice for us in the matter. Failure to comply with the men who purchased us would result in our transfer to the Chinese authorities, who would return us to North Korea—where we would have been tortured to death. My mother was sold as a slave-wife to a farmer, while I was purchased as a mistress by a human trafficker. Before we were separated, the man who sold us threatened to rape me. To protect me, my mother offered herself instead. It happened several times, sometimes within earshot and eyesight of me.


The man who kept me as his child-mistress eventually promised to help buy back my mother and even bring my father to China. He stayed true to his word. It was the kind of small mercy I prayed for, but by the time he made good on his promise, I was a different person. What innocence and sanity I’d felt I had left were gone. Eunmi, too, was still missing.


Three months later, my mother and I were reunited. My father’s arrival in China three months after that was bittersweet. It coincided with my fourteenth birthday—the best present I could have ever asked for—but by then he was too sick to function. At the time, we didn’t know what was wrong with him, but we later discovered that he had colon cancer—it had gone undiagnosed for years while he was in prison. When he underwent a kind of experimental surgery in China, the doctors determined that there was nothing that could be done; cancer had spread throughout most of his body.


In early 2008, my father passed away. At the moment he died, I was tending to him, and I held his motionless body in my arms. It was 7:30 a.m., I remember I’d spent the night before holding him and cutting his fingernails. I was shattered and angry, and felt an indescribable loneliness, even with my mother next to me. The only thing that kept the ultimate darkness at bay was the knowledge that my father, who had been able to find joy, adventure, and love even in a life marked by untold suffering, was suffering no more. Unlike the living, he was at peace.


My mother and I moved my father’s body in the dark, with the help of two henchmen hired by the man who called me his mistress. It had to be done under cover of night to avoid detection by Chinese police (my “husband” was only allowed to smuggle in North Korean women, not men). My father was unceremoniously cremated, and to avoid drawing attention, I took his ashes to the top of a hill in Yangshanzhen, overlooking a river. I buried his remains quickly, afraid that if I said a word in prayer, I would start to cry, and be heard by the police, who would send me back to North Korea.


After a year, the trafficker who had taken me as his mistress fell prey to a desperate gambling addiction. When he could no longer afford to pay for much, he allowed me and my mother to find refuge elsewhere. We were eventually introduced to a group of Christian missionaries who aided North Korean defectors in China by first converting them and then sending them to South Korea.


The path the missionaries used for defectors was arduous and involved crossing the Gobi Desert to Mongolia in the dead of night. My mother and I were part of a small group of eight, including a couple with a toddler. We were cold and hungry and had only the stars and a compass to guide us. After treading the path described by our guides, we were finally discovered by Mongolian border patrol. We were transferred to a military base and processed to be sent to South Korea.


Ever since, I’ve thought of the Gobi Desert as my deliverance, my personal Red Sea. I remember the feeling of looking up at the sky on the night we spent trekking across the desert: a dumbstruck awe, accompanied by an intense loneliness and feeling of utter insignificance. I recall thinking that if I died that night, of frostbite, or an affliction, or by falling prey to a wild animal, that ultimately, once my mother was gone, no one would ever know or care.


My father used to tell me, “Yeonmi-ya, tigers leave behind a coat, and men leave behind a name; make yours good and lasting.” If I died in the desert that night, I would have left behind nothing. My life, I felt, would have been for naught.


Looking up at the tapestry of stars, keeping my legs moving so as not to freeze, trying to help the young couple in our group keep their baby warm, I remember looking back on all that my family and I had endured up to that point—how all of it would have been meaningless unless I could find a way to give it meaning. I promised myself that night that if I made it to the other side—if I survived—I would have to find a way to give it all meaning: to Eunmi’s disappearance, to my mother’s abuse, to my father’s imprisonment and death.
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