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 Ji-woo and her sister were home alone, eating their one daily meal of corn porridge, when 

they heard the knocking at the door.1 They guessed it was their mother, back from scavenging 

the farms at the edge of town for something extra she might feed them. But when Ji-woo opened 

the door, she saw a little girl, short and skinny, with ragged clothing and a pale, frightened face. 

Behind her was an even littler boy who smiled through the dirt and the red sores on his face – a 

symptom of pellagra, common at that time, a result of niacin deficiency caused by an all-corn 

diet.2 

The girl in the doorway hesitated, then finally asked if she could borrow some food. “We 

haven’t had anything since two days ago,” she explained. “My parents went to Chengjin to get 

food and said they would come back in three days. They haven’t come back yet, but we’ll repay 

you as soon as they do, I promise.” 

 “I’m hungry too,” Ji-woo replied. “I have no food to give you.” She closed the door and 

locked it behind her. Though the knocking continued for some time, Ji-woo and her sister did 

their best to ignore it as they ate the rest of their porridge. In that summer of 1996, at the height 

of the North Korean famine, compassion was among the luxuries Ji-woo could not afford.  

 

 Park Ji-woo was born in 1989 in Hoeryeong, North Hamgyeong Province, a town famous 

for being the birthplace of Kim Jong-il’s mother. She is now a South Korean citizen pursuing a 

political science degree at prestigious Yonsei University in Seoul. In her young life she has 

endured frostbite and hunger, made five illegal border crossings, been bought and sold as a farm 

laborer, been arrested three times and detained in four countries, survived three separate stints in 

North Korean labor camps, fallen into debt to human traffickers, and walked across the 

Mongolian desert to freedom. She has also gone to school, made friends, learned three languages 
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and how to ride a bike, and traveled to Europe and America. When I met her in New York City 

in 2013, I could easily have mistaken her for one of the many South Korean students who had 

come, like her, to study English. She wore a stylish green coat, had an easy smile, and spoke 

English better than many of her compatriots who had been studying the language since middle 

school or even earlier. 

 Her story is remarkable, but while the details are unique, her experience illustrates the 

profound difficulties confronting the many North Koreans who, driven by hardship or lured by 

the promise of a better life, cross the border into China. Because North Korean defectors 

(NKDs)3 face deportation and repatriation by the Chinese authorities, and because repatriation 

comes with severe punishment, NKDs live outside the law, finding protection of a sort through 

illegal brokers, human traffickers, being sold as wives or concubines, or escaping to third 

countries with still more help from organized crime. The risks and difficulties that Ji-woo has 

escaped are still everyday reality for thousands of stateless NKDs in China who can’t return 

home, can’t find security where they are, and have no safe path to anywhere else.  

 

I. Deprivation 

 Ji-woo was born to parents who had what might be termed a mixed marriage. Her father, 

Park Chun-shik,4 was a pediatrician whose paternal grandfather fought on the northern side in 

the Korean War, earning the family high status in North Korea’s state-imposed songbun caste 

system.5 Chun-shik’s parents were not pleased when he fell in love with Yi Yeong-suk, a bright 

girl whose great-grandfather was a landlord under the Japanese occupation, and whose mother’s 

family had relatives in China – two strokes of bad luck. Though Yeong-suk was a good student, 
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there was no way she could go to college with a family background like that. She worked in a 

clothing factory, though she managed to earn the relatively comfortable position of designer. 

 In an earlier period, Ji-woo and younger her sister, Hae-song, might have grown up in 

Spartan comfort, somewhere in the middle of North Korean society – fed, housed, clothed. But 

Ji-woo’s childhood coincided with the demise of the Soviet Union and the end of its subsidies to 

North Korea, which led to increasing deprivation, then to outright famine. When the food 

distribution system collapsed in the mid-1990s, Ji-woo’s parents, like so many North Koreans, 

had no idea how to get anything to eat. Makeshift black markets appeared, called jangmadang, 

and the family sold their prized possessions there: furniture, television, radio. Even so, it was 

never enough, particularly in winter. Warm clothing was totally beyond their means. The girls 

wore cotton shoes with rubber soles in the winter, and they soaked through easily. Their mother 

warned them not to play in the snow, but Ji-woo and her sister would sneak out to go sledding 

anyway, coming home with frozen fingers and toes. Once Ji-woo lost her shoes as she 

plummeted down a hill, and try as she might, she couldn’t find them again. She walked home 

with bare feet, terrified of what her mother would say. But her mother didn’t say anything. She 

just put Ji-woo’s feet in cold water – a painful remedy for frostbite – and Ji-woo howled as the 

water darkened, stained red as blood returned to the cuts on her soles. Ji-woo’s mother cried as 

she administered the treatment, and then she gave her daughter her only pair of winter shoes, 

switching to thinner spring shoes for herself. She suffered frostbite several times as that winter 

wore on. 

 Conditions continued to decline. For three months in the summer of 1996, Ji-woo and her 

sister had just one meal a day. Their mother had taken to working in the jangmadang, where Ji-

woo would see children begging for food, or simply stealing it. Bodies in the street had also 
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become a regular sight, including the bodies of children – perhaps the children Ji-woo had turned 

away from her door. 

 In 1997, to help provide some relief, the North Korean government permitted ethnic 

Koreans from China to visit their relatives on the southern side of the Tumen River. Yeong-suk’s 

connections in China, once a social liability, were now a lifeline. Her cousin Jang Yeong-pil 

brought money and food, including the first bananas Ji-woo ever tasted. He also brought news 

about the outside world. The North Korean government might say that theirs was the greatest 

nation on earth, but there was no mistaking the greater wealth of those Chinese Koreans who 

came south: their better clothes, the food and money they were able to spare. Though Ji-woo 

didn’t know it then, those contacts would alter the course of her life. 

 

 The next year, Ji-woo’s father contracted typhoid from his patients at the hospital. Ji-

woo’s mother was desperate to buy her husband meat to help his recovery. She skipped meals to 

save money and even sold the bedding her grandmother had sewn by hand for her when she got 

married. 

 Ji-woo’s father recovered, but he wasn’t the same afterward. Whether it was the typhoid 

or just the pressures of hunger and poverty, he was now an angry man, easily set off into rages. 

On her ninth birthday, Ji-woo woke up to see that her mother was packing her belongings. Her 

parents explained that they were getting a divorce – something that was still uncommon, but had 

become more of a feature of North Korean life as society fell apart and men were no longer able 

to provide for their families. Ji-woo would stay with her father, she was told, while her mother 

and sister would go to stay with Ji-woo’s aunt. In that moment, Ji-woo hated both her parents. 

How could they do this to her on her birthday? 
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 Not long after, Ji-woo’s mother came to visit her at her father’s house. She told Ji-woo 

that she was going to start a new life in China, and that Ji-woo could come with her if she 

wanted. Her sister, Hae-song, would stay behind with their father. Just nine years old, Ji-woo 

didn’t really understand what it would mean to leave North Korea; she just knew they had warm 

clothes and delicious food in China, so she agreed to go. Yeong-suk kissed her daughter Hae-

song on the forehead, telling her that she’d be back the next day, and turned to go. As they left 

her father’s home, Ji-woo could see him crying in the window.  

 Ji-woo and her mother slipped away at midnight, hidden by the all-encompassing 

darkness of a nation with no electricity. They walked for four hours, until they reached a stretch 

of forest near the frozen Tumen River, North Korea’s border with China. Then they caught sight 

of a soldier running toward them and waving his arms. “Run!” her mother told her. “Run as fast 

as you can!” Ji-woo didn’t know what was happening, but she ran out onto the ice and across the 

river, until at last her mother stopped running and told her that they were now in China. Ji-woo 

asked about the soldier. Her mother explained that she had paid him to guide them across the 

river, promising to return in two days. “But I lied to him,” her mother said. “We will never go 

back to that country. Do you understand?” To nine-year-old Ji-woo, it was hard to comprehend. 

Since the border was so easy to cross, couldn’t they just go back and forth whenever they 

wanted? Her mother told her, very firmly, that they could not, and it made Ji-woo sad. 

Everything she knew – her father, her sister, her grandparents, her home, her country – was on 

the other side of that frozen river. 
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II. Desperation 

 In the frigid night, Ji-woo and her mother walked quietly into a town called San He and 

began knocking on doors at random, asking for directions to Mr. Kang’s house. When they found 

the right place, a woman opened the door. She asked if they were from the other side of the river, 

and they said yes. Yeong-suk explained that they were looking for Mr. Kang, who could help 

them to find her cousin Jang Yeong-pil in the nearby town of Longjing, about 10 miles from the 

border. After a long moment the woman invited them in, providing them with fresh, warm 

clothing that would make them look less obviously North Korean, and serving them a meal that 

Ji-woo remembered as an astonishing feast: rice, fried egg, kimchi and tofu soup. Ji-woo 

surprised everyone by eating three bowls of rice. She couldn’t believe that it was really possible 

to eat rice at every meal. 

 The next day, Mr. Kang helped Yeong-suk to reach her cousin by phone. He was 

surprised to hear that she had decided to settle in China, and he warned her that it would be 

dangerous and difficult. Yeong-suk asked if she could stay with his family, but he told her that 

the risk of her getting caught was too great. With nowhere to go and no way to survive in China, 

Yeong-suk made the difficult decision to offer herself for marriage to a Chinese man. Another 

cousin helped to find a broker, and Yeong-suk was essentially purchased by a farmer who lived 

in a small country village not far from Beijing. He paid 20,000 RMB (about US $3375 in 2013 

dollars).6 

 Life on the farm was not easy. Neither Ji-woo nor her mother had ever done hard 

physical labor, but now they were required to work in the fields, helping to raise the sweet 

potatoes, peanuts, corn and soybeans. Yeong-suk begged her new mother-in-law not to force Ji-

woo to work, but the woman angrily reminded Yeong-suk how much the family had paid to 
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“rescue” them, and how much they ate every day, especially Ji-woo. They should be grateful for 

their treatment and work harder. Ji-woo and her mother weren’t trusted; everywhere they went, 

even to the outhouse, someone from the family would follow them to be sure they wouldn’t run 

away. But there were good times as well. There were days off, and the farmer had a son, three 

years younger than Ji-woo, who attended school and taught Ji-woo to speak and read Chinese.  

 

 After 13 months, Ji-woo’s life on the farm came to an abrupt end: local Chinese police 

raided their home in the middle of the night. When Yeong-suk realized what was happening, she 

tried to run, but they were surrounded by about a dozen police officers. There was no escape. For 

Ji-woo, it was a terrifying ordeal, and she cried and cried. They were taken to a local jail, where 

they were kept along with three other North Korean women who had married Chinese men. 

Conditions in the jail were decent, and the women had plenty of time to share their stories of 

misery in North Korea and survival in China. One woman told them how she had decided to 

come to China when she was 18, after both her parents starved to death. She walked two days to 

the border, crossed the Tumen, and collapsed as soon as she felt sure she was on Chinese soil. 

She had eaten nothing for six days. A Chinese couple found her and took her in. When she 

recovered, she was married off to a man who was 15 years older than her, a humiliation she 

endured because she didn’t want to die like her parents. Now she had a one-year-old baby whom 

she feared she might never see again. 

 Ji-woo’s detention in China lasted about three weeks, and then the women were all 

deported. It took two days by train and then bus to reach Sinuiju, where they were handed over to 

North Korean authorities on the Sino-Korean Friendship Bridge. The North Korean police strip-

searched them, feeling in the seams of their clothing for money or other contraband. Fortunately 
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Yeong-suk had learned that the best way for a woman to smuggle money into North Korea was 

by slicing open the heel of a shoe, hollowing it out, putting cash inside, and then gluing it back 

together. Always aware of the danger of arrest, Yeong-suk had prepared shoes for the occasion, 

and she was quick enough to grab them before the Chinese police took her away. 

From the bridge, Ji-woo and her mother were taken to a prison that held about 100 

inmates, where they were interrogated. They slept six to a small room on wooden floors, with no 

heating or blankets. It was Ji-woo’s first opportunity to meet people from all over North Korea. 

The prisoners were fed three meals a day, consisting of about 30 or 40 kernels of corn at each 

meal – a diet of less than 80 calories a day.7 Worse than the hunger, however, was the thirst, 

because they were never given enough water. Beatings were a regular occurrence, particularly 

for men. Women were not typically beaten unless they were suspected of having tried to go to 

South Korea or of having become involved with a church; for these women, the stay in the prison 

was short, and then they were sent away. Though no one could say for sure where they went, 

everyone assumed that it was to the political concentration camps from which there is no return. 

Ji-woo was never beaten, but she heard it happening to others.  

 From the prison Ji-woo and her mother were transferred to a labor camp with over 200 

inmates, mostly repatriated NKDs like themselves. The camp dated back to the Japanese 

occupation. The guards – who, in an Orwellian twist, were called “teacher” (선생님) because 

they were educating their charges about the greatness of Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il – 

maintained control maintained through violence, and the men were regularly beaten, though not 

the women. But some women faced a special kind of violence: those who were found to be 

pregnant were given forced abortions, because having a Chinese baby was unacceptable. This 

happened to two women while Ji-woo was in the camp.  
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For adults the labor consisted of farm work or sometimes construction, building roads 

and carrying stone in small hand carts. Work began at 6 a.m. and ended at sunset, followed by 

evening sessions in which the prisoners were required to memorize juche, North Korea’s official 

political philosophy. During the forced labor, the prisoners were given just one half-hour break, 

which meant that they had to work to exhaustion. You could ask the “teachers” for bathroom 

breaks, but they weren’t always granted, so the prisoners sometimes peed in their clothing as 

they worked. Of course there were no laundry or bathing opportunities in the camp. For 

adolescents like Ji-woo, the labor was mostly weeding the grounds of the camp, which was less 

difficult than what the adults had to do, but the hours were the same. At other times they had to 

carry bricks or wood or heavy boxes from one place to another. 

 Meals consisted of corn husks in salty water, but at night the “teachers” would come 

around, quietly asking if anyone had money and wanted to buy food or medicine. The guards 

didn’t steal the money or cheat people because they were running a sort of business – the guards 

too had to survive in North Korea. Ji-woo and her mother were able to buy rice and bread and 

water, which they ate secretly at night while others slept so that they wouldn’t have to share. For 

those prisoners without resources, the situation was dire. Ji-woo felt disgusted with herself as she 

ate, but she did what was necessary to survive. Sleep was another problem. The barracks were so 

severely infested with biting bugs that for the first four nights, Ji-woo couldn’t sleep at all. She 

tried to kill the insects as they attacked her, but eventually she gave in to exhaustion.  

 On February 16, Kim Jong-il’s birthday,8 there was an amnesty, and all of the prisoners 

in the labor camp were released and given travel permits, necessary for legal travel in North 

Korea. Ji-woo’s mother decided to go back to China, but their first destination would be their 

hometown of Hoeryeong. They walked about a half-day to the nearest train station. The transport 



Ross 10 

system was in such disarray that it took five days to make the rail journey; the train was packed, 

and they had neither food nor water. Simply returning to where they had started was nearly fatal. 

 Back in Hoeryeong, they discovered that Ji-woo’s father had remarried. They also found 

that the town was in even worse shape than when they had left it in 1998. They stayed with Ji-

woo’s aunt for two weeks, who then helped them cross back into China, carrying Ji-woo across 

the flowing river. 

 

In China it was as if they were living the same life a second time. They returned to the 

very house where they had been taken in two years earlier, and again their cousins helped 

Yeong-suk to find a Chinese man to marry, this time a farmer near Harbin. He turned out to be 

gentle, his family was kind, and Ji-woo was sent to the local elementary school, her first formal 

education in years. The farmer had a son from a previous marriage, one year older than Ji-woo, 

and they became close. Yeong-suk came to love her new husband. 

After nine months, Ji-woo’s world shifted again. The farmer’s ex-wife had returned, and 

he decided to take her back, much to Yeong-suk’s fury. To smooth the situation, the farmer’s 

parents introduced Yeong-suk to yet another Chinese man – also a Harbin farmer – and she and 

Ji-woo moved to their third Chinese home. This situation was to prove more stable. Yong-suk 

would stay with this new husband, Wang Li-jun, through two more deportations to North Korea 

and even her escape to South Korea. Ji-woo too was happy in her new life. She went to school, 

studied hard, and quickly made friends. And she loved to ride the pretty green bike that Mr. 

Wang bought for her, relishing the sense of freedom it gave her as she explored the countryside. 

In the spring of 2003, as the Chinese government began to confront the growing epidemic 

of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS),9 Ji-woo and her mother were arrested again. This 
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time they were held only briefly in China – local officials wanted to limit potential exposure to 

the disease – but with a much larger group of about 50 North Korean women. (About seven out 

of every ten NKDs who arrive in South Korea are women, with even higher percentages of 

women in recent years,10 and it seems likely that this ratio is reflected in the defector population 

in China as well.) It was here that Ji-woo learned about a common phenomenon among arrested 

NKDs: the jailhouse romance with a Chinese soldier. It was inevitable that the prettiest girls 

would catch the eyes of the young, handsome soldiers, and vice versa. These were innocent 

romances that consisted mostly of love letters and gifts of food. Because Ji-woo could read 

Chinese, she often translated these notes for her eonni (언니, Korean for “older sister,” used by 

girls and women to refer to friends who are slightly older). Ji-woo was also noticed. A Chinese 

soldier called her name through the cell window and gave her some bread and cookies and 

sausage. From then on, whenever he worked at the jail, he would bring her treats and ask if she 

needed anything else. Ji-woo, who had never had a boyfriend, was too shy to say much of 

anything to the soldier. But on the day of her deportation, when he found her and asked if she’d 

be returning to China, she found the courage to tell him firly that she would. Ji-woo never met 

the young soldier again. 

This time Ji-woo and her mother were less frightened and more prepared for the ordeal 

ahead. They were sent to a labor camp in Namyang, in the far north of the country, where the 

guards were harsher than they had been in Sinuiju, with more yelling and more beatings; 

otherwise, conditions were similar. (According to Ji-woo, people from this region have a 

reputation for bad tempers.) The guards maintained the nighttime market, enabling Yeong-suk to 

buy colitis medication for herself – colitis was endemic among the prisoners – along with the 
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food they needed to survive. Ji-woo’s mother also became close enough to one fellow inmate 

that they exchanged Chinese cell phone numbers. 

No amnesty was forthcoming, but once you’d been in the camp for a respectable amount 

of time – perhaps one month – you could pay your way to a reduced sentence. Ji-woo and her 

mother purchased their (relative) freedom for 100 RMB (about US $15), a price that included 

transport by truck back to Hoeryeong, not too distant from the camp. 

In Hoeryeong conditions had at last improved, though life was still hard. The 

marketplaces had flourished, and there were fewer homeless people in them. Everyone, it seemed, 

had gone into business. By now the people of Hoeryeong knew how to survive without the 

public food distribution system or other governmental support. For example, though electricity 

never came through the official grid anymore, people powered their cell phones and other 

devices with car batteries.  

During their stay in Hoeryeong, Ji-woo and her mother were often asked about life in 

China. Was it true that people in China ate pork, eggs and rice every day? Did they wear 

beautiful clothing? Yeong-suk’s friends who were considering defecting asked how Chinese men 

treated North Korean women. People also asked Ji-woo and her mother for money, since it was 

assumed that they were rich now. One of Ji-woo’s cousins asked if she could teach him some 

Chinese pop songs and dances. He later died while trying to cross the Tumen River. 

After lingering in Hoeryeong to await Yeong-suk’s father’s passing and attend his funeral, 

Ji-woo and her mother returned to China in September 2003. From the Chinese side of the border 

Yeong-suk called her husband, who was overjoyed to discover that his wife and stepdaughter 

were alive and well – it was their first contact since the deportation. He wired some money to a 
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local bank to pay for their transport, which had to be picked up by a broker because Yeong-suk 

had no Chinese ID.  

Back on Wang Li-jun’s farm, Ji-woo and her mother tried to pick up their lives where 

they had left off. For Ji-woo it was difficult at first: when she returned to middle school, the 

teacher told the other students not to speak to her or go near her because she could give them 

SARS. This medical shunning lasted for about a week, but soon her classmates forgot about it, 

and Ji-woo went back to being an ordinary Chinese teenager. None of her classmates asked Ji-

woo about her experiences in North Korea. She never knew why not. 

The cycle of arrest and deportation repeated itself in May 2004. By now the process was 

almost a routine: grab the shoes with the money in them, go quietly. Ji-woo thought to herself, 

OK, let me just enjoy it, because I know that if I have money, I can survive. More than anything 

she was frustrated by the waste of time, particularly the loss of time she could have spent 

studying in school. Fear had curdled into resentment. 

This time they were sent to a larger Chinese camp with perhaps 300 men, women and 

children awaiting deportation. As before, conditions were decent, with food and proper bedding 

provided. After two weeks, Ji-woo and her mother were sent back to the same North Korean 

labor camp as before, in Namyang. The most frightening moment for Ji-woo was when a 

bellowing interrogator demanded to know how she had dared to escape from North Korea three 

times. Didn’t she realize that they had the greatest leader in the world? Afraid that she would be 

sent to a political concentration camp, Ji-woo cried and tried to act remorseful, explaining that 

she was just too hungry and hadn’t known any better.  

Once again Ji-woo and her mother stayed in the camp for a bit more than a month, then 

paid their way out and back to Hoeryeong. Ji-woo stayed for a month with her sister and her 
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father. Then she and her mother made their third crossing into China, this time with the help of a 

North Korean soldier whom they’d paid 200 RMB (US $29), and went back to Li-jun and his 

farm. 

 

III. Integration 

Yeong-suk had always planned to return to North Korea once things got better there, but 

they never seemed to. By 2006, tired of the waiting and the constant risk of arrest, she decided to 

go instead to South Korea. A friend had told her about a broker who could take them to 

Mongolia, and from there the authorities would send them on to Seoul.  

When she shared the plan with Ji-woo, her daughter was ambivalent. Ji-woo’s life was in 

China now, the country where she’d lived since she was 10 years old. She knew South Korea 

was richer than China, but there was something about it that she simply didn’t like – perhaps a 

bit of the propaganda from her early life that had stayed with her. In the end, her mother 

convinced her to come along by telling her that if they went to South Korea, Ji-woo could go to 

college. Ji-woo was a good student, and she recognized that her options in China would always 

be limited. She thought she might want more out of life than to become a farmer’s wife as her 

mother had been forced to do.  

In February 2006, Ji-woo traveled with her mother to Qingdao to meet the broker, an 

NKD who lived in South Korea. They paid her ROK ₩1 million up front, with a promise of an 

additional ROK ₩3 million upon their arrival in South Korea (US $1200 and US $3600, 

respectively).11 From Qingdao, Ji-woo, her mother, and six other North Korean women, along 

with a male Chinese guide, traveled by train, bus and car for five days, at last reaching Inner 

Mongolia. They waited in a safe house for half a day, then set out on foot around 11 p.m., into 
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the frozen desert. Their guide told them to go west, and that was the only instruction they had. 

There were no buildings, no trees, no grass, no cover of any kind, just a flat, empty landscape. 

They soon crossed the border, but after three hours of walking, they found that they were 

crossing back into China. Were they going in circles? Did the border double back on itself? They 

had no way of knowing. Some of the NKDs wanted to turn back, but Yeong-suk disagreed, 

arguing that they should keep going and wait for the Mongolian army. They veered off into what 

was definitely Mongolia, with no idea what they might find, if anything. 

They walked all night and through the next day. At last, after 14 hours, they caught sight 

of dust on the horizon. Two Mongolian soldiers on horseback were riding toward them. To Ji-

woo, they seemed like princes from a fairytale, sent to rescue her. They put her on one of the 

horses – she had never ridden one before – and carried her back to their encampment. For the 

first time in her life, Ji-woo was now beyond the reach of the North Korean government. 

 

There was still a long process ahead before Ji-woo and her mother could begin new lives 

in South Korea. It began in the Mongolian army camp, where they waited for the South Korean 

authorities to arrive. The Mongolians were friendly, but the remote army outpost had few 

resources. The NKDs stayed in a small house where it was always too cold, the food was lousy, 

and there was never enough. After 10 days, envoys from the South Korean embassy arrived. 

Each NKD had to fill out an application explaining why they’d come to Mongolia and where 

they preferred to go: the United States, Japan, or South Korea. Those members of the group who 

had family there chose Japan, while the rest chose South Korea.   

Next they were sent to a refugee camp close to Ulan Baator, the Mongolian capital, 

where they were housed with about 60 other NKDs awaiting processing. There were three main 
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rooms in the facility: a dormitory for men, one for women, and a common dining rom. It was 

basic but comfortable, and there was enough food, even if most of it was still mutton. A South 

Korean diplomat visited once a week, asking if anyone needed anything and bringing kimchi, 

magazines, newspapers, and any requested medicine. People also gave money to the Mongolian 

soldiers to buy kimchi, rice, bread, apples and similar items to break up the culinary monotony. 

Tedium was the principle enemy here. Often people would gather in the common room to sing 

and dance, either North Korean songs or new South Korean ones that people were learning. 

There were also fights and arguments, the inevitable result of close quarters, hours of boredom, 

and the stress of uncertain futures. 

Finally, after six weeks, it was time. Ji-woo, her mother, and six others were loaded into a 

car and driven to the airport. They flew to Incheon – Ji-woo’s and Yeong-suk’s first time on an 

airplane – and Ji-woo was astonished by the efficiency and cleanliness of the airport when she 

arrived. It was April 28, 2006. Every year since then, Ji-woo has celebrated April 28 as the 

anniversary of her freedom. 

In Seoul, Ji-woo and her mother were sent to stay under the care of the National 

Intelligence Service (NIS) for two months of debriefing. She was still detained, it was true, but 

the conditions were better than any she’d ever experienced. Each NKD had her own room, with 

TV and good food, and the guards were so good looking that some of the older women fell in 

love with them. Ji-woo underwent three days of very detailed but gentle questioning, and then 

she and her mother were sent to Hanawon, South Korea’s halfway house and cultural and 

vocational training school for NKDs. Ji-woo learned about the South Korean economy and 

political system, received some psychotherapy, and was taught basic computer and job skills. 

With other teenagers, she was taught math, English and Korean – the latter a necessity for Ji-woo 
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and other defectors who had left North Korea at young ages and lived for long periods in China. 

Ji-woo noticed that most of her fellow students struggled to sit still in class or listen. Many of 

them, growing up during the famine, had abandoned school in order to survive, and they didn’t 

have the sitzfleisch to concentrate in a classroom. The idea of attending university was difficult 

to comprehend for some of her classmates, who couldn’t see the value in it and just wanted to 

find jobs and make money. Ji-woo was fortunate to have spent a considerable amount of time 

outside of North Korea before arriving in the South, which has been correlated with greater 

success in integrating into South Korean society,12 and she was lucky to have attended school for 

many years in China. The dream of a college education had brought her to South Korea, and now 

she was committed to realizing it. She woke up each morning at 6 to study English vocabulary, 

and she read the South Korean newspaper aloud to familiarize herself with the Korean 

vocabulary she had lost or never learned. Hanawon was also Ji-woo’s first encounter with 

organized religion. The program offered Buddhist, Catholic, and Protestant services. Ji-woo 

chose the Protestants because they offered a lot of bread and seemed nice, but soon she found 

that she enjoyed the services, and the idea of God became important to her. She realized that she 

had been praying all her life – asking for help in her darkest moments – but now she knew whom 

she was praying to.  

Ji-woo and her mother left Hanawon with resettlement funds, new dishes and bedding, 

two Red Cross volunteers to help them find housing, and hearts full of confidence. Soon 

thereafter, the broker who had guided them to Mongolia contacted them, so some of their 

resettlement funds went to complete that illegal transaction. They never learned how the broker 

found them so easily, nor did they wish to discover what might happen if they refused to pay.  
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Ji-woo and her mother took an apartment in Suwon, a gritty city on the outskirts of the 

Seoul metropolitan area, and began their new lives by buying a sack of rice and a bottle of soju. 

Yeong-suk found a waitressing job in just a few days, and Ji-woo entered middle school, where 

she was two years older than her classmates. Perhaps because her accent was more Chinese than 

North Korean, her classmates mostly asked her about life in China, rather than about the North. 

At first Ji-woo had difficulty understanding the teacher and the other students, but she spent her 

evenings watching TV to gain vocabulary – English loan words were especially difficult – and 

reading about celebrities and pop stars so that she could fit in with her peers. In February 2007, 

Ji-woo graduated from middle school and began studying for her high school equivalency exam 

so that she could begin college. With the help of an affirmative action program, she was accepted 

into Yonsei University, one of Seoul’s most prestigious schools, where she began in 2009. 

Determined to tell her story and to make a difference in the lives of other North Koreans, inside 

and outside her country of origin, she’s majoring in political science. (Ji-woo has taken time off 

to travel in Europe and study English in the United States. She expects to graduate in 2014.) 

Ji-woo has few physical traces of her North Korean life: a photo of herself and her 

younger sister, taken when Ji-woo was four; a cloth doll made by her grandmother. But she is 

still haunted by the worst moments of her past – the memory of that girl and boy who came to 

her door seeking food, the feeling of self-loathing that accompanied the midnight meals she ate 

to survive in the labor camps while others went hungry – and she sometimes wonders why these 

things happened to her and not someone else. Sometimes the unfairness of it makes her angry. 

These experiences mark Ji-woo and separate her from South Korean society, and she has 

tended to seek out other NKDs for companionship. At Yonsei Ji-woo has joined defector clubs 

and communities, and her boyfriend for the past two years is a fellow NKD. Even in New York 
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City, where Ji-woo has come to study English for a year on a scholarship for NKDs, her closest 

friend is a fellow defector. Her mother too has found that NKDs are easier company than native 

South Koreans: she runs a kimbap restaurant with five other women from North Korea. She has 

also been reunited with her third Chinese husband, Wang Li-jun, who came to South Korea to 

live with her in 2008. The continuity of the marriage has provided stability and companionship, 

but has also been a barrier to blending in with South Korean society.  

Today, as Ji-woo studies English at Baruch College and enjoys opportunities that are 

unimaginable for most of her compatriots, she has come to question her choice to go to South 

Korea rather than the United States. She grew up learning that Americans were monstrous 

creatures bent on invading and destroying her country, but actually living in the US has given her 

a sense of freedom and inclusion that she doesn’t always feel in South Korea. Here, rather than a 

South Korean who doesn’t quite fit in, she’s just another immigrant in a society of immigrants. 

 

 Ji-woo’s story is uniquely her own, but the broad contours – famine and deprivation, 

crossing the border with the help of corrupt officials, an unstable life in China beyond the 

protection of the law, harsh punishment upon repatriation, difficulties adjusting to life in South 

Korea – match the experiences of other NKDs, as documented by Barbara Demick,13 Melanie 

Kirkpatrick,14 high-profile NKDs like Hyeonseo Lee15 and also lesser-known defectors.16 These 

stories are still being lived. While the number of NKDs to reach South Korea fell from the 

previous year in 2012 – the first such decline since before the famine in the 1990s17 – and there 

are reports of a growing market society in North Korea,18 and even an emerging class of nouveau 

riche,19 it is unlikely that conditions have improved dramatically enough that defections will 

become a thing of the past. The drop in defections is probably a result of crackdowns at the 
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border rather than a sign of deeper change.20 The future of border crossings is as uncertain as 

everything else involving the North Korean regime, but the people’s reliance on the illicit China 

trade and the corruptibility of border officials makes it likely that no crackdown will be absolute 

or permanent, and the lure of a better life in China and beyond will only become stronger as 

more information trickles into North Korea – even in the form of something as prosaic as Choco 

Pies, a popular South Korean treat that has become emblematic in the North of prosperity 

abroad.21 Indeed, there may be a wave of defectors who are pulled by rising desires and 

expectations rather than pushed by desperation. In the meantime, some tens of thousands of 

NKDs continue to live a precarious existence in China. What is to be done? 
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Policy Proposal: A Mongolian Safety Valve 

 The plight of North Korean defectors is a moral and practical challenge not only for 

North Korea, but also for China, South Korea, and even the United States. North Korea seeks to 

keep its citizens from escaping into China, but also punishes them when they return because their 

back-and-forth travel and trade is disruptive of the regime’s attempts at isolation and information 

control. China is faced with absorbing a floating population into its underdeveloped Northeast, 

where NKDs’ illegal status breeds organized crime and enslavement; returning these refugees to 

North Korea brings international condemnation that is likely to worsen now that the human 

rights situation in North Korea is getting an official United Nations investigation,22 but leaving 

them in place is also untenable. South Korea has a moral and legal obligation to accept whatever 

refugees make their way to third countries that will send them to Seoul, but has found that 

absorbing and integrating these refugees is no easy matter. The United States has also absorbed a 

small number of NKDs, and activists would like to see it do more to help. 

 A practical solution might just be found in Mongolia, where the South Korean 

Ministry of Unification should work with the government to establish a guest worker program 

for NKDs, in exchange for which the Ministry should coordinate substantial development 

investment and aid from both private- and public-sector sources in South Korea as well as the 

US, Japan and perhaps Russia. Mongolia has good relations with both Koreas, considerable trade 

with South Korea, and a rapidly growing economy that could absorb a migrant labor force. A 

guest worker program would give NKDs legal status in a third country where they could adjust 

to life outside of North Korea before having to integrate into South Korean society. It would also 

provide China a more palatable alternative than either ignoring NKDs, deporting them to North 

Korea, or sending them directly to South Korea, which would be a direct challenge to 
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Pyongyang. For Mongolia, it’s an opportunity to gain capital investment, and President 

Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj and Prime Minister Norov Altankhuyag, democracy activists with a long 

history of supporting human rights, might also be persuaded to take action on humanitarian 

grounds.23 

According to Morris Rossabi, Professor of Inner Asian History at Columbia University 

and author of Modern Mongolia,24  Ulan Baator has cultivated relations with both South and 

North Korea for the purposes of raising its importance to the wider world – to little avail, so far. 

At the same time, Mongolia’s rapid economic growth – 12.3% in 201225 – and labor shortages 

have led it to create a substantial guest worker program for Chinese laborers, as well as a much 

smaller program in cooperation with the North Korean government. Along with labor, Mongolia 

also lacks capital. In particular, South Korea should help Mongolia to ramp up the Greater 

Tumen Initiative (GTI), 26 an ambitious program to turn the Tumen River region into an 

economic hub, sponsored by the UNDP and supported by China, Mongolia, Russia, and both 

Koreas. Investment in this area would forward an already agreed program, diminishing the odds 

of a political backlash from any of the countries in the region. It would also help Mongolia to 

leverage its rare earths mineral deposits, which could bring Japanese and US investment in an 

attempt to curb China’s overwhelming dominance in that field. 27  

To ensure that NKDs are not lost in the desert on the way to Mongolia, additional border 

patrols would be needed. It would also be necessary to provide schools, housing and other 

services, as well as legitimate protection under the law, to NKDs. These challenges are serious 

but not insurmountable, particularly in a growing economy like Mongolia’s. 
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 China’s response to such a plan is uncertain. Will China be glad to find a new alternative, 

or will it fear angering Pyongyang while triggering increased numbers of defections into its 

territory? 

China’s current policy of repatriation reinforces China’s unwanted role as North Korea’s 

lone ally, and many believe China is violating its responsibility under the Refugee Convention to 

provide asylum hearings. No one loves the policy, and there are documented cases of Chinese 

police looking the other way as NKDs have attempted to leave China.28 Deportation to Mongolia 

would still violate the Refugee Convention, but human rights groups are less likely to be 

concerned if the NKDs are being sent somewhere safe. NKDs would have less reason to fear 

Chinese authorities, which would reduce the power of organized crime and give China greater 

control over its own territory. And if these efforts were to help with regional economic 

development, local Chinese officials and communities are likely to be grateful.  

 As for worsening relations with Pyongyang, it’s hard to see what leverage North Korea 

really has. China has already shown a willingness to punish North Korean misbehavior by 

shutting off its oil supply;29 the proposed shift in NKD policy is a less direct threat to North 

Korea.  

 Concerns about increased refugee outflows are harder to dismiss. I hesitate to recommend 

that China beef up its border policing or ask that North Korea do so, but these may be necessary 

actions if the number of refugees increases rapidly. However, North Korea’s current restrictive 

policies are likely to keep refugee flows relatively small for the time being. Meanwhile, China 

might use the refugee issue as a means of demanding greater economic reform from Pyongyang, 

insisting that North Korea reduce the flow by creating better conditions at home.  
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 For South Korea, there are considerable advantages to turning Mongolia into a way 

station for NKDs. Officially, NKDs are South Korean citizens, and South Korea thus has a 

responsibility to protect them. NKDs in South Korea are also a living laboratory in preparation 

for eventual unification, and the experiment so far is not going well. Despite considerable effort, 

South Korea has found it difficult to turn North Koreans into South Koreans, but time outside of 

both countries seems to help. It may be that it’s easier for North Koreans to get a grip on life in 

the capitalist world of the 21st century in an environment where they can function as minorities, 

without the expectation – of themselves and from those around them – that they will become 

perfect exemplars of the society in which they now live, indistinguishable from native-born 

citizens.  

It took South Korean officials nearly two months to process Ji-woo’s case and send her 

from Mongolia to Seoul; without a substantive change in NKD policy, South Korea could extend 

that processing time to a year or two – a more tenable option if NKDs can in the meantime get 

jobs and housing. Mongolia could function as a kind of Hanawon writ large, where NKDs could 

form a sense of community and gain their own sense of the world outside of North Korea, while 

also interacting with South Koreans in a neutral environment (South Korea is Mongolia’s fourth-

largest trade partner, and many South Koreans work in Mongolia). 30 As a laboratory for 

unification, Mongolia would provide a unique opportunity: a chance to see how North and South 

Koreans might cooperate, and what difficulties might arise, when they’re not living under one or 

the other of the contending regimes on the Korean Peninsula. 

 South Korea might be nervous about setting off the Pyongyang regime by sponsoring 

NKDs, even in Mongolia. That’s a good reason to keep development aid and investment from 

being a direct quid pro quo. A more likely objection, even if it’s not clearly articulated, might be 
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a South Korean squeamishness about empowering North Koreans to think politically or 

communally. Ordinary South Koreans tend to believe that the peninsula will eventually be 

unified under their own system. NKDs are a challenge to that assumption. Giving them their own 

voice, even in Mongolia, could be seen as setting up a challenge to South Korea’s right to rule 

the Korean Peninsula in the event of a North Korean collapse. Would North Koreans in exile 

demand a say in the future of their country? Would they create their own political organizations, 

which might contradict South Korea’s goals and aims? 

 There are two reasons why South Korea should take those risks. First, if South Korea 

hopes one day to unify all of Korea, it must be prepared to integrate rather than occupy North 

Korea. North Korean perspectives can be ignored now, but that will become impossible in any 

unification scenario. It would be better for South Korea to begin understanding and responding 

to North Korean viewpoints – those of the people, not the Pyongyang regime – now, rather than 

waiting for a catastrophe before making the attempt. 

 The second reason to support an NKD community in Mongolia is that it could help to 

bring about helpful change within North Korea. Information passes back and forth between 

North Korea and the outside world. Ji-woo regularly talks to her sister on Chinese cellular 

networks near the border. Even as far back as a decade ago, Chinese cash could buy a defector 

out of a labor camp. Trade and information are changing North Korea. South Korea should 

support these grass-roots changes, both for moral reasons and because its long-term security 

interests are best served by a North Korea that becomes increasingly capitalist, dependent on 

trade, and connected to the outside world. A community of NKDs in Mongolia would likely be a 

source of information and remittances for North Koreans still at home. They could also become 

an activist community, helping North Koreans to find their own solutions to their country’s 
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profound political, social and economic problems. There are relatively few potential sources of 

change for North Korea: the regime itself, some segment of its population, outside military force, 

NKDs in South Korea. A community of North Koreans in Mongolia might be the best such 

source from a South Korean perspective: exposed to the outside world and in contact with South 

Korean perspectives, but not likely to be seen as direct agents of a South Korean agenda. 

 

The Ministry of Unification should approach Mongolia and other governments quietly, 

with little fanfare, so as to avoid a political backlash, especially from North Korea. All parties 

can maintain plausible deniability: Mongolia can claim that it’s simply expanding its existing 

guest worker program and welcoming undocumented workers from China, South Korea and 

other nations that provide aid can claim to be investing in Mongolia for reasons unrelated to 

NKDs, and China can insist that it has no responsibility to investigate the national origins of any 

undocumented detainees who request to be sent to Mongolia, or it could claim that deportations 

to Mongolia rather than North Korea are the actions of renegade local officials rather than a 

change in national policy. 

 A guest worker program in Mongolia will not solve all of the problems NKDs face. They 

will still need to figure out how to get to Mongolia in the first place, with or without Chinese 

help. They might not be especially happy in Mongolia either, though it’s presumably better than 

risking arrest and repatriation in China. Nevertheless, a community of North Korean guest 

workers in Mongolia, if created and handled well, could bring benefits to Mongolia, China, 

South Korea, and even North Korea, as well as to those desperate people who are caught in the 

middle – ordinary, extraordinary people like Park Ji-woo and Yi Yeong-suk, who would risk 

their lives for freedom, but shouldn’t have to. 
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