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ABOUT THE BOOK

In the course of a couple of generations, South Koreans took themselves out of the paddy fields and into Silicon Valley, establishing themselves as a democracy alongside the advanced countries of the world. Yet for all their ambition and achievement, the new Koreans are a curiously self-deprecating people. Theirs is a land with a rich and complex past, certain aspects of which they would prefer to forget as they focus on the future.

Having lived and worked in South Korea for many years, Michael Breen considers what drives the nation today, and where it is heading. Through insightful anecdotes and observations, he provides a compelling portrait of Asia’s most contradictory and polarized country. South Koreans are motivated by defiance, Breen argues: defiance of their antagonistic neighbour, North Korea, of their own history and of international opinion. Here is an overlooked nation with a great heart, determined to succeed on its own terms.
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Michael Breen is a writer and consultant who first went to Korea as a correspondent in 1982. He covered North and South Korea for several newspapers, including the Guardian, The Times and the Washington Times. He lives in Seoul.
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TIMELINE



	1945
	World War Two ends; American Military Government rules South Korea; Soviets control the North.


	1948
	Jeju Uprising; Republic of Korea and Democratic People’s Republic of Korea established as separate states.


	1950
	North Korea invades.


	1953
	Cease-fire.


	1960
	Student protests topple Syngman Rhee; cabinet system established under Prime Minister Chang Myun.


	1961
	Military coup by Park Chung-hee; country returns to an American-type presidential system.


	1967
	Annual exports reach 300 million dollars, per capita GDP 150 dollars.


	1970
	Annual exports reach 1 billion dollars, per capita GDP 250 dollars.


	1971
	Park is reelected.


	1972
	First North-South talks; Park establishes Yushin constitution.


	1974
	First Lady Yuk Young-soo is assassinated.


	1977
	Annual exports 10 billion dollars, per capita GDP 1,000 dollars.


	1979
	Park Chung-hee is assassinated; Chun Doo-hwan takes control of army.


	1980
	Chun introduces martial law; uprising in Gwangju.


	1981
	Chun becomes president.


	1987
	Protests lead to democratic election.


	1988
	Roh Tae-woo is inaugurated; Summer Olympics staged in Seoul.


	1993
	Kim Young-sam is inaugurated.


	1994
	North Korean leader Kim Il-sung dies; his son Kim Jong-il takes over.


	1996
	South Korea joins Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development.


	1997
	Asian financial crisis.


	1998
	Kim Dae-jung is inaugurated.


	1999
	Shiri, first of a new generation of blockbuster movies, is released.


	2000
	Boy band H.O.T. performs in Beijing; first North-South summit; Kim Dae-jung wins Nobel Peace Prize.


	2002
	FIFA World Cup held in Korea and Japan; TV drama Winter Sonata gets cult following in Japan; singer BoA becomes a star in Japan.


	2003
	Roh Moo-hyun is inaugurated.


	2004
	Park Chan-wook’s Oldboy wins the Grand Prix at Cannes.


	2007
	Foreign minister Ban Ki-moon becomes UN Secretary-General; Roh Moo-hyun and Kim Jong-il hold summit in Pyongyang.


	2008
	Lee Myung-bak is inaugurated.


	2011
	North Korean leader Kim Jong-il dies; his son Kim Jong-un takes over.


	2012
	PSY’s “Gangnam Style”; Kim Ki-duk wins the Golden Lion award at Venice for Pietà.


	2013
	Park Geun-hye is inaugurated.


	2016
	The Vegetarian by Han Kang wins Man Booker International Prize; influence-peddling scandal rocks Park administration.

 


[image: Title Page for The New Korean]




To qualify as a global citizen and not just pretend, a wise man once told me, you must live in other countries and love the people there more than your own. At least three if you can. The more different, the bigger the challenge. I can claim to have made it with the Koreans, which is a good start. I know, because I root for the Koreans in the FIFA World Cup. And so, this book is for them. I dedicate it to my wife, Arem, who, for me, is their representative.




A NOTE ABOUT ENGLISH SPELLING OF KOREAN WORDS

There are a number of schemes for rendering Korean words in the Latin alphabet. I mainly use the Revised Romanization introduced in 2000 by the South Korean government. With North Korean place names, courtesy demands that we use North Korean spelling. This comes from a slightly revised version of the McCune-Reischauer system, which was developed in the 1930s by two American academics, George McCune and Edwin Reischauer, and is still in use among scholars outside of Korea. The other exception is with personal names. In those cases, I use whatever the owner prefers. If I’m deciding for them, I use the South Korean system, with a nod to familiarity in that I don’t call any Kims Gim or Parks Bark.


PREFACE

This book began as an update to an earlier one, The Koreans, but so much has changed that it turned into something new.

In that first book, which was written in the late 1990s, I suggested that the miracle on the River Han, as South Korean economic development was commonly described, had given rise to a second miracle of democratic development, and would lead to a third: reunification with North Korea, but on South Korean terms. These three remarkable and unanticipated changes would, I thought, complete the reinvention and healing of a once-backward country whose spirit had been broken by Japanese colonial occupation and by its division into North and South by outside powers. I anticipated the sequel by this time to be The Unified Koreans.

Besides being wrong on timing, I have refined my view of this emergence and of what it means. First, while it is true that foreign occupation and national division left both North and South Koreans with a shattered identity after World War Two, I fear that I missed something that now strikes me as obvious about the modern development of the South Koreans: that the source energy driving it was defiance, not of the Japanese who colonized them, but of an entire history that had delivered them to a broken present. They refused to accept the place the world thought they occupied. Their defiance was set alight by anger against their brothers and sisters in the North and drove them to find the right way to compete.

This posture seems petty now. At the start the North was stronger economically and in terms of morale and confidence, but it has become an isolated and sad state whose leadership is mocked around the world.

It is ironic that the North Koreans are now seen as defiant—waving around nuclear weapons, celebrating their racial purity, congratulating themselves for their independence from foreign influence, and flouting international rules and diplomatic courtesies, while all the time looking for handouts from their enemies.

But the North Koreans are blowhards. Their defiance never took them anywhere. They are posers, a flag in one hand and a begging bowl in the other. It is the South Koreans who harnessed defiance and made something of it. It is their habit now, as they set about achieving something, to plug into this source energy as it carries them along, achieving if not everything, at least more than outsiders like me imagined they would.

This energy grew from the horror of civil war, from horror at the cruelty that came out of them as much as it did out of the North Koreans, and from their furious outrage at the arrogance of the aggressor, an arrogance the northerners continue to exhibit to this day.

The first president, Syngman Rhee, felt that defiance and he expressed it in empty threats of “marching north” that annoyed his American mentors so much they considered replacing him. However, it was President Park Chung-hee, who took over in 1961, who tamed defiance, put a hard hat on it, and set it to work to build a nation that would never be wrecked again.1

The second change in my view of Korean development concerns its significance to the world. It now occurs to me that the real importance of the Korean story is the way it demonstrates not only that, if one of the poorest and least developed people in the world can do it in two generations, then any country can give a good standard of living to its people, become democratic, and take its place with the great advanced nations of the world, and do so in a relatively short time. There are plenty of reasons why this doesn’t happen, but there is now no longer a lasting excuse.

The Koreans give us the confidence that eventually every nation will. I suspect that, when that time comes, the concept of the nationstate will have done its duty and may be retired, but that is another theme.

I have stuck to the familiar notion of “miracles” to characterize the unexpected nature of each step. In the previous book I suggested that reunification with North Korea would be the third miracle. I may be overly influenced by the lack of interest we who live in South Korea have for North Korea, but I no longer see reunification as so crucial in terms of global significance. The South Koreans have become advanced and internationally accepted and the northerners may graft onto that achievement sooner or later, but the timing and importance, while it will change things, is the Koreans’ business.

Instead, I would suggest the third miracle that completes the Korean arrival is something more nebulous: the cultural emergence and in particular the international awareness and acceptance of South Korean expression to a point of familiarity. That is, acceptance of its culture as part of the global culture. While many countries have globally famous novelists, athletes, or politicians, such figures tend to stand out as exceptions. With truly advanced countries, like France, Australia, and of course, the United States, the culture itself assumes a familiarity. Such familiarity in Korea’s case has been taking place since the turn of the century. It was so unexpected that it has astonished everyone, particularly the Koreans themselves. That’s what makes it a miracle.



PORTRAITS




1

THE BROKEN SHIP

“What’s the captain doing?”

In the last minute of consciousness a drowning person, it is said, will have a clear thought that is a mix of acceptance and disbelief. This is how I die…. But this is ridiculous, I can’t leave like this.

So it must have been as the Sewol ferry sank. In the flailing panic, I am drowning…. But I was supposed to have been on yesterday’s ferry.

Most of the dead were teenagers. They had been trusting even as the foul water moved over their cabin floors. But I waited like the man said…. I have exams…. Daddy.

Over three hundred died that spring morning in 2014. The last minutes were staggered over two hours, from the moment the overloaded ship tilted to when it rolled over and sank with cruel grace.

Most people were in the cafeteria when that accident happened. Some were on deck, smoking.

Senior crew rushed to the bridge where Third Mate Park had been directing helmsman Cho. She was crying. They called the vessel traffic service and, several times, the ship’s owners. For reasons of culture and character nobody knew to take charge. The vessel-traffic serviceman in nearby Jindo Island instructed that passengers be told to put on life jackets and extra clothing. Communications Officer Kang went on the intercom and announced that everyone should remain in their cabins. It would be dangerous to move along the listing bulkheads. If people jumped into the sea the cold and currents would take them.

“Nonsense!” a student shouts when he hears this.2

“I want to get off. I mean it,” says another. A minute later, the same message. Don’t move.

“What? Hurry! Save us!”

“Are we going to die?”

“We’re going to make news with this,” says a boy, being brave.

“This is going to be a lot of fun if we get it onto our Facebook.”

The stay-put announcement comes again.

“Should I call Mom? Mom, this looks like the end of me.”

The children, all from the same school, put on life jackets. One gives his to a classmate.

“What about you?”

A boy shouts he doesn’t want to die. “I still have lots of animation movies I haven’t watched yet.”

“What’s the captain doing?”

Captain Lee, who has rushed to the bridge in his underpants, asks when the rescue will arrive. The man in Jindo says he has to decide whether they should abandon ship, that a rescue crew will be there in ten minutes. Two crew members drink beer to calm themselves.

The heroes that day are not on the bridge. Passenger Kim Honggyeong leads a group of passengers who hoist twenty trapped students to safety with curtains and fire hoses. Cho Dae-seob hands out life jackets to fellow students and helps the girls out first. Five-year-old Kwon Hyeok-gyu puts his life vest on his little sister Ji-yeon and goes to find their parents. A student, Park Ho-jin, sees her crying alone and carries her out of the ship.

English teacher Nam Yun-cheol and some crew stay aboard to help. Their bodies are recovered later by divers. Park Ji-young, twenty-one, says she’ll leave when the other passengers are all out; so do Kim Ki-woong and his fiancée, Jung Hyun-sun. Cashier Yang Dae-hong texts his wife, “The ship has tilted too much. There is money saved in the Suhyup bank account. Use that for our older kid’s college tuition. I have to go save the kids. I can’t talk anymore. Bye.”

Forty minutes after the accident, Captain Lee issues the order to abandon ship. He is one of the first off. He doesn’t tell his rescuers who he is.

Of all the images, one of the most searing is of the water lapping at the windows of the last cabins still above the surface. At one in the afternoon, there are two or three flashes of light, reflecting movement behind one of the windows: someone, probably a schoolboy, is attacking it with a chair. But it doesn’t break. Such is the impact of the constant coverage of the disaster that millions of Koreans go to bed trying to smash that window, then turn to face the oncoming water, unable to bear what follows.

For the Koreans, this tragedy is a metaphor: Throughout history they had ignored the sea around their peninsula and chose instead to crouch in valleys away from the world. Then the South Koreans defied history and took to the sea as traders and in their rush to make money, cut corners and trampled over one another. The broken ship is our greedy country. It has cost us our innocents.

“As an adult in this society I feel great remorse and responsibility for this accident,” the actor Choi Min-soo told an interviewer.

For Kang Min-kyu, the deputy head of the school most of the victims attended, the agony was overwhelming. “Surviving alone is too painful when two hundred lives are unaccounted for,” he wrote after being rescued. “I take full responsibility.” His body was later found hanging from a tree near the gymnasium on Jindo Island where the families were camped out waiting for news.

Such was the disgust at the familiar corruption and incompetence that oozed out when the surface was scratched—illegal overloading, embezzlement by the family who owned the vessel, failure of regulators, absence of safety training, lack of leadership, cowardice, the botched rescue—that public anger boiled over. Like a matador turning a bull, the presidential office tried to direct it at the crew and criminalize their incompetence. The court obliged and found Captain Lee guilty of gross negligence, equated it with murder, and gave him thirty-six years. Chief Engineer Park Gi-ho was found guilty of murder for leaving an injured mate and given thirty years. Thirteen other crew members were given sentences of between five and twenty years.

The tragedy froze the nation. As they did in old Korea when a king died, artists cancelled performances, officials postponed festivals, and people stopped shopping and eating out. Those in the public eye who wanted to carry on with their lives had to do so carefully. When the teenage son of a candidate in the Seoul mayoral race criticized victims’ families for throwing bottles of water at the prime minister—“This nation is uncivilized because the people are uncivilized,” he wrote—his father had to come out and apologize.

In early May, Children’s Day came and went, followed two days later by Parents’ Day, when children typically give their moms and dads red carnations. On the seawall at Jindo’s Paengmok Port, which had become a mass of yellow ribbons, two signs read: “Come home, Kang-min. Dad needs you to pin a carnation on his chest” and “I miss you, my son. Your Mom also needs you to pin a carnation on her chest.”

Parents came to the lapping shore and tossed flowers into the sea. At that time every teenager in Korea would have queued to give a red carnation to those bereaved parents.

After the tragedy, the Koreans turned on themselves with disdain. The story of their development is not that of a bucolic people who just became hairdressers and bankers. The life left behind was harsh. The old Confucian culture was oppressive and, as it changed, rapid development created its own rough edges. The Koreans are an impatient people and yearn to be as good as they imagine advanced peoples to be. But they are too hard on themselves when their country falls short in their own eyes.

For Korea is a work in progress and her story is not about falling short.


2

OUT OF GANGNAM

The Koreans began with nothing.

With the opening riff of “Gangnam Style” the club burst into life and the students, still in their first week and getting to know one another, piled into a mass horse dance.

My daughter joined in. A man galloping alongside noticed her mouthing the lyrics.

“You know the words?” he yelled over the noise.

“Yes, I speak some Korean,” she yelled back.

“Really?”

“I used to live in Korea.”

“Oh, my God! That’s amazing!” He passed on this discovery to his friends.

“Actually, I was born in Gangnam.”

“No way!”

“Way!”

And for a few minutes she was a celebrity, connecting clubbers in Salisbury—officially a city because it has a cathedral, but really just a humble English town—to the global phenomenon of PSY. He, of course, is the Korean rapper who in the summer of 2012 turned the world on to a new idea: that South Koreans were not the workaholics and swots we had thought them to be. No, they were creative, they were stylish, they were sexy. And they were confident enough to make fun of themselves. Korean was the new cool.

That was a far cry from my reception twenty-five years earlier on a trip home from South Korea to the UK. I don’t recall it exactly but the dialog went something like this:

“Korea? That’s part of Vietnam, isn’t it?” a relative asked.

“No, you plonker,” an uncle said in that put-down bantering way of the British family. “It’s a fucking country.”

“Two,” another said. “North and South.”

They turned to me for confirmation. We had been banished by the women before an extended family reunion lunch and were standing in an awkward circle in a pub, clutching our first pints.

“Yes. The North is communist. The South should be a democracy. But it’s not. I guess it’s a dictatorship. But it’s an ally.” They paused to sip their beer. This was a lot of information.

“You’re in Seoul, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Where’s that then?” said the cousin who’d started the conversation.

“It’s the capital, you twat,” the uncle said. “I knew some blokes who were there in the war.”

“What war was that then?” said the cousin.

“What war do you think it was? The Korean War!”

“Oh, that’s why I thought it was Vietnam. I got mixed up.”

“You can say that again.”

The level of awareness of my chosen home among the participants in this geopolitical discussion was sobering therapy. I didn’t say it out loud but back then I believed the Koreans were already soaring to global center stage. My relatives’ ignorance made me wonder whether I was not going over the top and justifying my own flight from a Britain that seemed bound by self-deprecation and moaning. Just because living among Koreans made me feel purposeful—I found myself walking faster in Seoul than I had in London—didn’t mean I had happened by chance upon a special providence.

Back in Korea any doubts about my decision to have moved there wore off with the jet lag. The country felt so dynamic and important. It seemed to me as if the people had been stretched back by a giant historical catapult and released. They were hurtling into the future.

Actually, there was nothing fanciful about this perception. When I arrived in Seoul in 1982, the Miracle on the Han, as economic development was termed, had been going for fifteen or so years and was very visible. Foreign visitors who had known the poverty of the recent past or who, as first-timers, had come expecting something bombed out, marveled at the jammed markets and stores, the speed with which orders were met, the fourteen-hour days and six-day workweeks, and the cityscapes filled with cranes. Seoul rattled with jackhammers. Just a few years earlier, people would pray for rain before they traveled out of the capital to avoid a journey wrapped in their own dust devil. Now the roads were being surfaced and the dust brushed off cars every morning was from construction.

That the Koreans were on the move and escaping poverty was undeniable. The odd thing, though, was that few outsiders saw them going any further.

Foreign specialists I called on as a journalist for perspective—diplomats, academics, bankers, security officials, as well as longtimers like missionaries and former Peace Corps volunteers—said growth had maxed. Whatever the planners were embarking on next struck these experts as foolhardy. Economic plans wouldn’t work and any idea of democracy was doomed. The more articulate the expert, the more convincing his pessimistic thesis.

I would have liked to argue but lacked the mental infrastructure. With economics especially, my roads were still unsurfaced. Visibility on a lot of issues was zero. Like most journalists I had a slim grip on anything to do with money. Fortunately, though, my fine British schooling included six years of Latin, and that helped me see the bigger picture. “Export,” I could confirm, meant carrying out, and Korea had a carrying-out economy. Carrying out was done mainly by ships, which Korean companies had taken to making; small carrying-out stuff was put in containers, which Korean companies were also making. You get the picture? Koreans started by carrying out and then followed it up by making everything that went along with it. They still do. They might not have invented anything, but they quickly took to making parts of things and assembling them on such a scale that they cornered global markets. Carrying in was okay as long as the goods being carried in were useful for the people making stuff to carry out. Of course, no amount of carrying out would work if the merchants couldn’t vend—from the Latin vendere—in overseas markets. Success abroad was the key to success at home. If a company was good at vending in alien forums, the centurions in government cleared the home battlefield for them—ordering banks to lend, keeping out pesky competitors, and letting them foist whatever they made onto the populus.

Beyond that understanding, I found myself in largely unexplored territory.

Not that this prevented me from writing about the economy and criticizing government policy. No great mystery there. Reporting is a daily journey into ignorance. The skill lies in the ability to identify people in the know, ask the right questions, and go with the ones whose responses you trust.

Which brings me back to my foreign experts. I also relied on them to make sense of the politics. The prevailing view here was that Korea would always be a dictatorship. That’s what the Koreans I relied on also felt. I disagreed with all of them. My instincts told me that change was coming. I just wasn’t any good at figuring out why, or expressing it.

“I don’t know what you’ve been smoking,” a senior Western diplomat (correspondent-code for the American ambassador) said at a lunch with a foreign press group after I’d said I felt democracy was around the corner. He had a point. That weekend, police had put opposition leaders under house arrest and tear-gassed a mass democracy protest. My traitorous colleagues around the table agreed with him. Dictators had been here for five thousand years and weren’t going away.

But, I wondered, how come the policemen and students in democracy protests are so similar? They were brothers. So were the politicians. Opposition activists and government people came from the same schools and held the same values. The government folk shared a sense of national embarrassment about the then–military dictator, Chun Doo-hwan. He was there, so you simply did your best to get on with life, and for some who hated the previous dictators that meant joining his party, or joining the tame opposition—the ones we called opposition-by-day-ruling-party-by-night. They’d argue for their own interest but no one believed he should be there. Even religious people thought God must have been watching a baseball game and hadn’t seen him sneak in. The Koreans had no serious ideological, religious, or racial differences. Being human they chose some issues to bicker over but these didn’t run deep. That was because they weren’t even a generation out of the rice paddy, certainly not long enough to build differences the disadvantaged could accept. Everyone’s life was improving each year. A few people were getting very rich but their fingers had not yet fastened around the neck of opportunity. The dictator was scheduled to step down. Would he do it? Yes. He’d promised the American president. Seoul was hosting the Summer Olympics a few months after the end of his term. It would not be wrecked. That’s how I saw things.

Not that this mattered. For reporters, future forecasts are part of reporting on the present. By the time the future arrives, they’re past. No one gets called out on it. But the pessimism about Korea did represent a collective failure of imagination. The explanation is that journalists, diplomats, and businesspeople worked in short time frames and found safe refuge in criticism. The critics around us, Koreans and foreigners, were of two sorts. Strategic critics disapproved of the government in power and therefore everything it did got them going. Others were tactical. As the process of growth was one of responding to problems, backers of the solutions not taken were always handy for a critical quote. When, for example, the government announced another five-year plan or decided that, say, electronics was now a strategic industry, the press, in the name of objectivity, would turn to people who would pooh-pooh the whole thing and throw in human rights, labor rights, corruption, and the rest to prove the point.

It was nigh on impossible to avoid this intellectual trap because the Korean leadership was challenging the accepted wisdom about what was needed for a country to grow.

“Outsiders were condescending because the Koreans had chosen an unfamiliar route for development,” says John Burton, who was the Financial Times correspondent in Seoul through the 1990s. “Their way involved central planning and authoritarian state power, which went against the accepted model of democracy and free markets. There was a reluctance to admit that this way might work.”

Even today, some older scholars still wriggle away from the idea of South Korean democracy because it was the political right that delivered it. They will instead highlight the “impurity” of South Korea’s post–World War Two origins and argue in the next breath that the world always gets North Korea wrong. In their day, before communism tripped over its own shoes and fell on its face, there was moral and intellectual appeal in the idea that capitalism caused underdevelopment and that socialism was more authentic. The murderousness of communism was never quite as real as the nastiness of free world allies like Park Chung-hee. That much is understandable. But when the evidence proved them wrong, it was hard for many to admit it. One who did was Aidan Foster-Carter, a Marxist who first approached the Korean case as a pro–North Korean antifascist.

“Our twisted template really didn’t fit, but like Procrustes we jammed it on anyway,” he wrote. “Park Chung-hee never stood a chance. He had served imperial Japan, made a military coup, tortured or killed opponents, and not only hosted U.S. troops but sent his own to Vietnam—on the wrong side. A few of us went further. North Korea had no foreign troops, and its economy at first outgrew the South’s. Kim Il-sung’s system was hard to like, but this was the steep climb to the future and the ‘true’ Korea. Stuffing our head with this nonsense blinded us to what South Korea was achieving. My first visit in 1982 was a shock. I found myself in a dynamic developing country, not the wretched comprador neo-colony of my a priori fantasies. The self-imposed scales fell from my eyes.” 3

Besides the big-picture matters, there were smaller flaws undermining confidence in South Korea. Development is not simply about a nation’s accounts. A country that is developing is getting richer and becoming better and more wholesome morally, practically, physically. Given this, at what point does a flaw represent a critical obstacle to continued growth? That depends on who you’re asking. For example, how, expats wondered, could a country whose legal system was based on confession, and thus rife with torture, and whose politicians operated on illegally raised funds, become a democracy? Good point. This was one on a long list of ills: authoritarianism, corruption, male chauvinism, military-style corporate cultures, racism, status obsession, and classism. Actually, not such small matters.

Putting these issues in their context and allowing that they, too, could change at some time, was not easy because they manifested in the people you expected to carry the country forward. As such they seemed immutable fixtures.

Here’s an example of what I mean. Shortly after arriving in Korea, I was invited to the home of a young Korean couple for dinner and the subject of the children of mixed-race marriage came up.

“You know, we hate them,” the husband said quite unashamedly and, for some reason, with a smile. By “we” he meant not just he and his wife. He meant all Koreans. All felt this way. And feelings, I’d already noticed among my Korean friends, were not something to be kept in check by reason. They were justification for whatever came out of your mouth or made you swing your fist. This gentleman was justifying the marginalizing of the children of Korean women and American soldiers. “We hate them.” No more explanation required.

This fellow was not leaning on his hoe with a piece of grass between his teeth. The house was in Gangnam. Thirty years before PSY’s song came out, this part of Seoul—Gangnam means the southern side of the river—was under construction. Cranes moved over the sections of land where rice paddies and melon groves had been cleared. I got lost on the way to his house and had to do a few U-turns on some unnecessarily wide eight-lane boulevards laid out through empty land. Within a few years the city had sprawled south and the river that had once marked its southern edge sliced it in two. Gangnam became the swankiest of places. Those roads were crammed.

My antimiscegenetic friend was in a property that ten years later would make him a multimillionaire. He was a typical young, upwardly mobile Korean man of the new generation who aspired to be like people from an advanced nation. You can see why the foreigners who knew them best might assume they would not make it.

The reader may wonder if I did not rely too much on foreign experts for my analysis of Korea. The answer is yes, but only at first. Turning to people who are similar to you is normal in the expatosphere because you have to be able to understand your informants. Once on more solid ground, you naturally turn to local experts. And that brings me to the biggest reason of all to have doubted continued development in Korea. Local sources were the most pessimistic. Their worry that it would all go wrong was the greatest influence on foreign observers. So many of the Koreans we worked with and socialized with were convinced, even in the days of 8 percent annual growth, that the government was fiddling the figures and that the country was actually in recession or, if not, that disaster lurked in the next quarter. They had opportunity and cash in their pockets but they were shackled by uncertainty. That was because they tended to see the levers of society—the companies, the policy making, the banks, the courts—as being manipulated, not by rational and ever-improving systems, but by people. And they were even less generous about the competence, the virtue, and the motives of their fellow citizens than we foreigners ever were. Any moment, people thought, someone with power will take everything from me.

Thanks to this pessimism the Koreans were the last to wake up to their own arrival in the world. I would say that only now, well over a decade into the twenty-first century, are they getting it. Before this, they didn’t believe their own propaganda.

Amid the transformation in living standards, in governance, and in ways of thinking, the assessment on the ground is mixed. Nostalgia for what has been lost is heightened as some change has been harsh and led to new levels of unfairness and want. Still, broadly, national development is accepted as an emergence from darkness—from material hardship, from vulnerability and disaster and infection, from brutishness and unfairness. It marks the emergence from a dark outlook, from fear of life, fear of nature and neighbor, to a place where life and love of others are celebrated. I mean this in the sense that celebration of life and love underlie the best modern systems. For example, the social agreement that each adult has an equal vote is an expression of love of others, of their equal value; a health-care system dedicated to the physical and mental well-being of all and an education system dedicated to helping all citizens reach their potential is a celebration of life. For most of history, rulers have seen their neighbors as subjects unworthy of such rights to life and happiness. The first steps to this modern world came with technological change that led to greater wealth, new rules that allowed the wealth to spread, and ideas that sustained the changes and created societies in which all could be free from want. The process was ugly and the first countries to emerge from darkness went on to suppress other parts of the world. Europeans did not take control of foreign soil to liberate native peoples. Similarly, Japan as the first modernizing Asian state did not annex Korea and parts of China out of charity. The emergence of the Koreans, then, is a case of post-colonial emergence not only from their own backwardness but also from foreign suppression.

The achievements of the Korean generation born between 1920 and 1955 is a truly remarkable tale. Leadership was of course a key factor in the country’s development but national growth was something the entire generation embraced and contributed to. Their children and grandchildren now look at them as old-fashioned—in the way the men still let the women do all the work at home, in their preference for sentimental music, in how they maintain silences and imagine conspiracies, in how the ghosts from childhoods in what is now North Korea and the war haunt them, in their poor fashion sense, their deference to former bosses, their lack of education, their unwillingness to be challenged, and in their willingness to always, it seems, get drunk. But the young owe their elders. They owe them for what they have been through: the war when families were torn apart, the dictatorships when there was no way to avoid abuse, and the poverty when there were no trips to the beach to punctuate the years of hard work. They are, it may be said, the greatest generation in Korean history. They deserve statues for they are heroic. But no one has told them this and they do not conceive of themselves as such.

Their achievement has immense significance beyond the borders of Korea. If we picture a future in which all nations have made the transition from poverty and fear to material and political comfort, some will have contributed more than others in ways crucial to the benefit of the whole. Some will have given us values and ideas; some will have come up with the best systems and technologies; and some will give us the best cuisine, music, literature, and beloved personalities. At such a time, ironically, it may be natural for national boundaries to melt and for the rules we live by to be set at one end by regional and global government and at the other by local government. Nations may remain for purposes of identity and selecting World Cup teams, but they will no longer need weapons. You don’t hear this often said, because the current issues seem so intractable. But it is obvious to me that such a world will come. Wealth and comfort are not for the few. All nations will catch up. I didn’t believe this until the Koreans showed the way.

This to me is the significance of their story.

It is a story of miracle-making, for the Koreans began with nothing. There is nothing special about them. No secret formula for the sociologists or economists to reveal how they could move in one generation from the paddy fields into Silicon Valley. The Koreans were not exactly a blank sheet—no people are. But their pockets were empty, they had little usable space and no resources.4 Their natural recourse would have been the sea but the inclination was isolation, not adventure. Countries are different, but people are people, and the Koreans are the same as anyone else. Their rise out of poverty in the face of such circumstances to democratic capitalism underlines the theme of our age.

The Korean story is all the more remarkable given the geopolitics. Were it nestled between Germany and France, postwar Korea would have surely grown. But it was hanging out of the Asian massif, a little white anticommunist spot on a huge red communist landmass. The whole peninsula, the North included, is the same size as the United Kingdom. The two Koreas have a combined population just short of 75 million, which means that were they to unify, the nation would be almost as big as Germany. South Korea on its own would be the fifth largest were it a member of the European Union. The Koreans, however, have long felt small. This explains why they have yet to fully accept their newfound importance in the world. They are inhibited by a history of strategic deference to great power. That and their tendency to label themselves, and everyone else, in terms of nationality means that in an international setting the Korean will typically feel he is the person in the room from a small county rather than his individual self.

But that way of thinking, like everything else about Korea, is up for change. The acceptance of their culture overseas in turns gives confidence to the Korean people.

That said, for the Koreans themselves, there is something in their collective national achievement that rings hollow. There is a gaping emptiness at the heart of success. So many Koreans, I would even say a majority, feel themselves to be losers. The waters of the country’s remarkable transformation are not holy and offer no baptism. The citizen may occasionally lean on the achievements of the country and feel a little better about herself, like when she’s overseas and sees everyone with Samsung phones, but it’s not something that sustains her. For that, there needs to be a change in the national ethic.

A few years ago the government in Seoul completed an elaborate project to uncover a stream that had disappeared under concrete and tarmac decades earlier. The undertaking was controversial because there was no perceived economic objective to justify the disruption and the loss. The benefit was hard for residents of Seoul to grasp at first, but I finally got it when I joined the crowds who flocked downtown on the opening day. Here, fittingly in the heart of the capital and fittingly grand—the restored section runs for eleven kilometers—was a nine-hundred-million-dollar government endeavor whose purpose was not to generate income or impress foreigners, but simply to make the lives of the citizens a little nicer. Koreans were not used to that. You could sense the wonderment. My first reaction was criticism: The banks of the river were vertical not sloping, and made of concrete not grass; you had to go right up to the railing to see the water. But the people all around me were mesmerized. The Koreans are a people used to obeying authority, but they do not do so happily. As they bow before power, they’re casting around figuratively for a weapon. But here was benevolent leadership. The project helped propel its author, city mayor Lee Myung-bak, into the presidency and prompted similar beautification schemes around the country.

Despite this, leadership has still not found a way to articulate the idea that it is good to make life better for the individual. The idea of sacrifice for the group is too profound.

The challenge for the Koreans is to establish the vision of the happiness of the individual and shake off the old values and habits that stand in the way. That would seal their miracles.
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THE DEFIANT LAND

“From the air, it must have looked like at humbprint.”

In the nighttime shots of the Korean Peninsula taken from space, where the blackness between Manchuria and South Korea is so deep it could be ocean, the bottom shore of darkness explodes with light, as if a giant lighthouse sweeping the sky had, at that moment, blinded the satellite.

Twenty-five million live down there in the lighthouse. They make up greater Seoul and are the most precariously quartered mass of people in the world. Seventy percent of North Korean military power is aimed at their homes; 60 percent of South Korean military power is committed to their defense. One scenario for their future has the North bombing them helpless, moving into their section of the country, and suing for peace before their own military and the American allies can react.

Not that you sense any of this on the ground. The bustle and noise crowd out thoughts of war. After the last war, South Koreans got on with life. But they did so angrily. The North had invaded as if entitled to their lives, and the regime has continued ever since to pose as more pure, more legitimate, more Korean. The North Koreans purged their ranks of people who collaborated with Japanese colonial rulers, pretend they did not take orders from the Soviets or rely for aid on the Chinese, and refuse to let their citizens marry foreigners. All this allows them to claim to be racially and spiritually unsullied. The claim, it must be said, has a certain nationalistic logic that tugs at the South Koreans, but anger and pragmatism pull them in another direction.

And that’s what the land tells you: Look at us, we are now better, your standards for purity are a delusion, we are the real Korea.

Far from being settled, this bright part of Korea screams defiance. And that blast of light, just a short drive from the demilitarized zone, is its defiant capital.

That pose began unsurely. During the war, many towns were turned to charcoal and ash. “From the air, it must have looked like a thumbprint,” the war reporter James Cameron wrote of Pohang.5 South Korea has since rebuilt, two, three, or four times, each time with more confidence. First was with low buildings, rising ramshackle out of the ground, then with larger and more resilient blocks. Pohang became a great steel center. Greater Seoul is one of the largest agglomerations on the planet. Its high-rise apartment complexes and office towers push upwards like clenched fists.

The whole country is new, even the tatty bits. Nobody lives in the Korean equivalent of Victorian or Edwardian houses. There is of course some history, but not much. The best of what remains are the Buddhist temples, propitiously hidden out of sight in glens and on forest slopes, centuries after the monks were driven from the centers by the Confucians. Besides Gyeongju, the ancient Silla capital, there’s little else from the past: some parts of the old Seoul wall, fortresses, early twentieth-century cathedrals, a scattering of old banks and public buildings. Much of what passes for history is modern restoration. The Namdaemun south gate of the old city wall in Seoul, officially national treasure number one, dates back to 1398. But what you see was built in 2013, five years after a man who claimed developers had shortchanged him in a real-estate deal angrily set fire to the previous renovated version.

Traveling around this new country you get the sense you’re looping back to where you were yesterday. The same Hyundais shooting the same red lights on the same streets. Once the cars were all black. Most now are white or gray, although the recent arrival of BMW’s Mini is making other colors fashionable. Then there’s the signage. Above shops, slapped over windows, on panels outside buildings, sticking out from buildings and stuck all over them, the Hangul script is a regimented thing—a box of characters equals one syllable. Decorative fonts and designs are available, but few shop and building owners bother to use them. The result is a cascade of familiar options within a kind of uniformity experienced as a chaotic visual assault.

There’s a lot of English about now, too. Many road signs, street signs, shop names, menus, ads, notices, T-shirts, and the like are in English. On the roads, it began so the American military could more easily travel and navigate day-to-day life in Korea. Now the use of English is really a reflection of chicness. Meaning is not always important. Take this, for example, on a coffee-cup sleeve from a café called gout de ciel:


Here’s an example from a butterfly an example

That it can lie happy on a hard rock

An example that it can lie on this unsweetened

stone friendlessly and all alone now let my bed

I do not care6



All around, too, of course, are the sounds of the Korean language. After a few days in the country, I took my first taxi on my own, ready to unleash a Korean word—yeogi (here)—because I knew where to get off. The driver was listening to what could have been the news on the radio. I tried to identify a word—any word—like you can in a language you don’t know: ba-doong ba-ding Rolling-Stones bee-doo Mick-er Jagger-ga. But I couldn’t. It was as if each word lasted as long as the announcer’s breath. I understood later that Koreans give each syllable equal emphasis, throw in suffixes denoting status and grammatical position, and drop verbs in at the end of sentences. Half of those verbs end in eyo or hamnida which make for a recurring sound. The effect was ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-bamnida. It was hard to believe these strings of sound actually contained information.

English is now splattered and transliterated throughout the language. If the poetry on the coffee cup moves you to ask for a refill, that’s what you ask for, except there’s no “f” in Korean, so it’s a re-pill. Such wholesale adoption shifts meaning. So the English word meeting has become the Korean word for a date. Like the British adoption of French words for underwear and other embarrassing things, English may be used to soften a blow or give a sense of sophistication in a way a native speaker would miss. One notice in local government offices that made me flinch but didn’t seem to bother native Konglish speakers was for a “Well-dying Program” for the elderly.7

Travel around Korea and you’ll find some nice buildings, but you’d be hard-pressed to find a nice-looking town. Apartment blocks are the predominant feature. In most places, there are older blocks stained by rain, and newer ones prettified with colors and patterns; buildings once fashionable in their time are patched with the kind of tiles used for toilet floors; two-story homes have quickly grown old and ramshackle, something added on the roof here, a concrete and corrugated iron bit there, a plastic sheet over tiles, dusty mosquito netting on the windows. Such is the poor esthetic and poor quality of building that twenty-year-old houses look ancient.

Take a coach or train—the longest Korean journey takes a half day—and even in between towns, in parts of the country that might once have been distinct villages, it looks as if planning permission is given on the strength of how buildings look in the catalog, set against a white background.

“So why do you want to build this twenty-story apartment block in the middle of these fields?”

“Er, so the tenants get a better view of the mountain?”

“Oh, okay.”

The passing motorists moan for thirty seconds and are gone, headed for the other rural eyesore, the love motel, with a name like Eden or Yes, and a zany facade.

That’s not to say there aren’t artists and designers in Korea. It’s just that this is a country for the producer, not the consumer. In time, the eyesores get knocked down and something bigger and better takes their place (when a developer sees an opportunity); thus, progress comes when, in good capitalist style, someone can make money by providing something better, then better again.

One look at this country is enough to know that, truly, the North Koreans have lost the battle for the better life, for that is what it is about. That result has been in since the 1980s.

An agent dispatched from the North, snuck in by submarine and hiding in the hills and who never sees a soul, will find even the forest conspiring to convert him. It will be richer and more abundant than any he has ever seen. If you look at old photographs from the 1880s, much of the land was bare. It was that way for a long time. The culprit was the man walking through the market with a stack of wood on his back to sell for the underfloor ondol (hot stone) system for heating homes. In the twentieth century the Japanese introduced industrial logging, further ravaging the forest stock. By the end of the Korean War in 1953 the peninsula was almost totally deforested. The South in the 1960s decided to reforest. The government created the organizational and technical expertise to achieve this and helped private owners who owned 70 percent of what should have been forested land. Between 1961 and 1995 the stock grew from 4 million to 6.3 million hectares. In the late 1990s the lessons of the land were taken to the towns and cities, which launched urban greening programs. By 2008, eleven billion trees had been planted. About two-thirds of South Korea is now clothed with forest. Conifers account for almost half this area with the predominant species Japanese larch, pitch pine, and Korean pine. Broad-leaved, deciduous trees such as oak fill 28 percent, with the rest of the land mixed.

This covering sings with the seasons. In winter, between snowfalls, brown trees poke out of the lower hills like the stiff fur of a boar’s hide. Spring breaks in the south, in Jeju Island, and rolls up the peninsula in a wave of blossoms of magnolia, forsythia, and azaleas, and full green vegetation breaks out of the glens and crawls high up the slopes where it collapses in glorious Canadian colors.

Twenty areas are now preserved as national parks. The demilitarized border zone is the unintended twenty-first. The belt of land that separates the armies of the two Koreas stretches across the center of the peninsula. It has remained untouched since 1953, except by the boots of patrolling soldiers and the occasional defector, and has become so noted as a wildlife sanctuary that some quite serious people think that if we ask nicely the North Koreans might agree to turn it into a nature reserve even before peace breaks out.8

Rogue North Korean agents aside, the South Korean countryside is safe. Tigers used to roam the steep mountain slopes but have not been sighted since the 1920s. Wildcats and bears still inhabit the more remote areas such as the Jiri and Seorak mountains, but you never hear of attacks. In fact, it’s the bears which should be protected. Some are, at a center in Jirisan National Park. But hundreds more are in cages on farms, milked for their bile and later slaughtered to fuel the demands of traditional medicine.9 The wild boar is making a return thanks to reduced hunting, and there are several indigenous species of deer. Korea is also a great place for the bird-watcher. The sunset flight of tens of thousands of Baikal teals over Cheonsuman Bay is the greatest of free performances. Saemangeum is reckoned to be the best place in the world to see the increasingly rare spoonbilled sandpiper, nordmann’s greenshank, and other endangered east Asian birds such as the black-faced spoonbill, the Chinese egret, and Saunders’s gulls. Of all birds, though, the crane is historically the most emblematic of the country.

The grass in Korea is very coarse and not suited for hill walking off the trail. A stunning exception is a part of Jeju Island where an Irish Catholic priest introduced sheep and, after some bureaucratic battles, was allowed to import soft grass from New Zealand for them to graze on.

You don’t have to go far to find green. One remarkable feature of Korean cities, and of Seoul in particular, is their mountains. Hiking courses, although undersold to foreign tourists, are popular with middle-aged residents and people who don’t go to gyms.

But here’s an interesting thing: For most city folk, the mountains they see every day recede into irrelevance. I’m not making this up. Ask any resident of Seoul, foreign or Korean, to name the mountain downtown that looms right behind the Blue House, the official residence of the president, and you’ll find most don’t know. They might pass by it every day but never think about it or talk about it. North Korean assassins reached its slopes on a mission to kill the president in 1968 and it was closed to the public for the next forty years. You’d think it would exert some mysterious appeal or at least be a point of reference. But no. It’s not known. (It’s actually called Bugaksan, san being the Korean word for mountain). You can expand this test. Ask any Seoulite to name more than five or six of the forty or so mountains in the city and I’ll bet only the hikers will manage it. The only exception is Namsan (South Mountain) in the city center. It has a cable car and the park on top includes an iconic tower complete with revolving restaurant. For good measure, the Korean CIA used to have its domestic spying offices there and “being taken to Namsan” meant a midnight knock on the door, a blindfold and, once you got there, a beating or worse. But the rest of Korea’s mountains are unappreciated. I don’t know why I have wondered so long about this but I have, ever since I realized that I was looking out of my office window at Inwang Mountain for five years before I thought to ask someone what it was called. I think I had whatever it is that Koreans suffer from.

The approach to leisure makes me wonder if people really enjoy their surroundings. Despite some changes, such as a recent fad for camping, the country is still not well arranged for choice. The city folk pile into the same places. Summer, for example, is announced on time each year with front-page photos of half a million sunbathers sweltering on the sandy crescent of Haeundae Beach, on the edge of the city of Busan. The evening’s entertainment there, or at the handful of other popular beaches, involves dinner at one of a line of identical restaurants that sell only seafood and don’t have a view of the sea, lots of drink and noise, a lurch to the beach to set off fireworks, the karaoke, more noise, and then the motel. Next day, you drive home to rest.

The reason for the lack of options for leisure is that government still sees tourism as a means to extract money from foreigners rather than as an integral part of the domestic economy and a way for people to recharge their batteries.10 Political leaders are still from the generation raised on one-day vacations dotted throughout the year. That generation’s exemplary figures were in such flight from poverty that they saw no value in even taking those days off.

Once, when I was on a weekend break with my family near the DMZ, I dropped in to a few real-estate agents to find out who owns it. Actually, this was work, preparation for a seminar about what to do with the zone once peace has broken out. The question of ownership, which I had never heard asked, grew out of an assumption in the seminar topic that experts could decide what to do with the DMZ without consulting the people who owned it. I checked with the government and was told there is no private ownership in the DMZ and therefore no ownership or compensation obstacles to a future grand plan for its use. In fact, I found, that only applies to the North Korean part of the DMZ. My real-estate agents in the towns of Shin Cheorwon in Gyeonggi Province and Haean in Gangwon Province told me a different story about the southern part. One said that in his rough estimate, only 30 to 40 percent of the southern sector is publicly owned, while 50 to 60 percent is privately held, and 10 percent of undetermined ownership. Some ownership dates back to prewar times. Moreover, the land, although it couldn’t be used for anything now, was being traded. For example, in November 2007, a Mr. Shin Joong-hyun donated 39,300 square meters of DMZ land he had bought in 1975 to the National Trust. If you want to buy some, here’s what I found you can expect to pay: Rough land and hills, 2,000–3000 Korean Won (KRW) per 3.3 square meters; potential farmland, KRW 10,000. (That’s an average of US $2 for 36 square feet of rough land and US $9 for farmland).

As for the rest of the country, at the end of World War Two only 10 percent of farmers owned their land. Millions toiled on rented land, some 20 percent of which was owned by Japanese. A land-reform program that the president of the day, Syngman Rhee, tried but failed to resist, redressed this balance so that by the time of Park Chunghee’s coup in 1961, 70 percent of farmers worked their own, albeit small, plots.

It is a measure of just how poor the country was that as the government started nation-building it also had to intervene in a big way simply to ensure everyone had enough to eat. Although they were a rural people, the land could not sustain them. This overlooked part of the economic miracle story lay behind the considerable resistance to what now seem like commonsense ideas about building roads and entering new industries. How can we focus on long-term national development, people—including bureaucrats—wondered, when we don’t know where the next meal is coming from?

This was a question that Park Chung-hee, as a poor boy, knew very well. The toughest time was late spring when the previous year’s rice was gone and the new barley crop was still ripening. Some people even starved to death during this period. To address this, Park employed the kind of discipline he and his generation absorbed during their Japanese-style education in the prewar colonial period. To young Koreans today, the resulting policies—for example, the designation of “no-rice days” when rice was not to be sold anywhere or eaten at home—seem so North Korean. In 1963 merchants were ordered to mix rice with 20 percent of other grains. Restaurants were supposed to do the same when serving rice to customers. Women were mobilized in public events to encourage and educate housewives in making flour-based meals. White rice, the basis for breakfast, lunch, and dinner in Korean households, was labeled luxurious. Women could do their part for the nation by learning how to make bread and noodles out of other grains and starches. The media did their bit, too, with articles claiming Westerners were smarter and more successful than Asians because they ate bread. I guess all those Koreans, Chinese, and Indians at Harvard are testimony to the power of sandwiches.

Government experts at the Rural Development Administration came up with a high-yield strain of rice they dubbed tongil (unification) rice. In 1971 Park participated in a tasting event where senior officials were asked to rate the new rice in terms of color, stickiness, and taste, and to keep their assessments anonymous. Most ticked the “moderate” box. Park, however, wrote “good” for color and taste and “moderate” for stickiness, and then pointedly wrote his name on the sheet to show his support.

Bureaucrats, solders, and students joined in the rice-planting effort to underscore the national significance of the endeavor. In 1975 four million people participated. In 1979, five million. By 1976, some three-quarters of rice-producing land was tongil and the country, as Park had hoped, became self-sufficient in rice. Spring hunger went into the history books.11

The farming villages are now sleepy versions of what they used to be before industrialization. Once upon a time, everyone, the saying went, knew how many spoons their neighbors had. Now villagers are online like everyone else, following celebrity gossip. Local newspapers continue, sustained by ads, but such is the loss of the sense of community that in the countryside everyone follows the same stories as the people in the city. Perhaps the most noticeable feature of so many villages now is the silence, not just that absence of traffic that can be unsettling for city folk, but the absence of children, or anyone under forty for that matter.

The other change is the influx of foreigners as farmers marry women from China and Southeast Asia. One effect of this is familiarity with the outsider. Not so long ago, even in downtown Seoul, people would stare at Westerners and kids would shout out “Hello!” You still get the stares sometimes but, surprisingly, not from villagers. They are more accustomed to foreigners than city people are.

When Isa Kusumawati arrived from Indonesia to marry her husband, Kim Chang-rae, and live in his home village near the south coast, she became a part of their part of divided Korea. An uncle on her mother-in-law’s side of the family was one of the presidential bodyguards killed when Park Chung-hee was assassinated. Her father-in-law was the youngest of seven boys. “His older brothers were all taken during the war by the North Koreans,” she said. “He missed them all his life.” The family performed ancestral rites for them. Then, in 2003, after paying a broker around twenty-five thousand dollars, they learned that some of them were still alive. “My husband met a cousin in China. We tried to bring them to South Korea. But something happened.” She doesn’t want to say what.

The best buildings in her village are new shrines paid for by relatives who have moved out in a kind of keeping-up-with-the-Joneses competitive flurry between clans. The average age of village inhabitants is seventy and villagers have elected Kim Chang-rae the village chief and Isa as the leader of the women’s organization.

But they see no future.

“I want to go to Indonesia. Life is so hard here,” Kim says. “Our children want to go, too. They’re in fifth and sixth grade and every day is study, study, and no play.” Isa says it’s the same story with her Indonesian friends who have married Korean men. The result is a growing community of Koreans in Jakarta, who live relatively well off their savings and by selling clothes and fabrics imported from Seoul’s East Gate market.

You would think that with its high-tech infrastructure Korea would be at the cutting edge of modern farming, but farmers are more inclined to protest change. Despite some pockets of activity such as greenhouse-grown bell peppers, agriculture is depressed. One problem is the size of farms, which were restricted by law from the start to ensure that each farming family could own their own land. As people moved into the cities, these laws remained in place, preventing entrepreneurial farmers from creating large-scale production.

But, as some go, others move in. Young people from the city are joining local farmers and trying their hand at organic farming. Another initiative involves cooperatives through which consumers commit to farmers. The largest, called Hansalim, involves two thousand farmers who produce local, largely organically grown products that are distributed to over four hundred thousand households via cooperatives, health-food stores, and home delivery. It even has an emergency fund to help farmers when there are crop failures and unexpected price rises.

In the turmoil of the past century villages not only lost most of their young people, they also lost an old community ethic to modern materialism. That ethic, known as hongik ingan (live and work for the benefit of all) went back to the founding myth of the country and underscored the relative harmony within close-knit communities. One component was that everyone was disposed to contribute to the wellness of the village. Another was collective work.

“This is the bellwether culture of Korea. It’s one that Koreans need to rediscover,” said Lee Charm, the former head of the governmental Korea tourism organization. Lee, who was born in Germany, and took on a Korean name when he naturalized, brings a European perspective to this issue: In Europe, millions of people take vacations or go for weekends to the countryside. Relaxing in these traditional settings reminds them how their ancestors lived and it gives them a connection and a feeling of pride in their national culture. There’s an economic point here because if people are confident in their own culture, that confidence can be projected outward in a way that attracts others. The majority of Koreans do not feel that way about their culture. They go to the old palaces on school trips but all they see are external structures. There’s no experience. According to the statistics, very few Koreans take vacations in the countryside. Maybe they visit for one day. They need to stay for a few days, relax, and wander around. But that doesn’t happen. These days we see TV stars going to the countryside to live. These programs are hugely popular because there is a craving for that. So maybe this will start to change.

Lee cited one initiative, the Beautiful Village Project, which he said aims to direct villages along the French and German models. The former is to market them for tourism and the latter to make them sustainable, he said.

Interestingly, among the villages now being promoted as beautiful are the handful that resisted government pressure to modernize in the 1970s. One of these, Yaedam Village in the southeast of the country, rejected the government’s money and tried to keep the old ways of doing things. The symbols of this struggle were the preservation of the sacred tree and the thatched roof, which did begin to disappear over time. Now the resisters are receiving official funding to keep things the old way.

For some years, my father-in-law was the village chief of Gume Nongsan Maul, a small community of forty-three homes. At that time there was a nationwide program to pair up villages with companies and government departments. When he arranged a two-day festival to showcase the community, around one thousand visitors turned up, including school groups and thirty officials from the ministry of justice, the village’s partner in the program. Villagers taught the visitors to make bamboo rice strainers, a
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