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Concentration camps did not disappear after World
War 2…

 


Since the 1950s, North Korea has imprisoned its
citizens in a network of massive labour camps across the country.
Today they are the longest existing camps in history, lasting twice
as long as Soviet Gulags and twelve times longer than Nazi
concentration camps. 250,000 labourers, including children, are
forced to work there daily as slaves, denied even the most basic
human rights. The following story is inspired by first-hand
accounts of the few survivors who have escaped these ‘total control
zones’ and fled North Korea. It is set in a different time and
place, but depicts how people anywhere, pressured by a toxic
ideology, can behave towards one another.

 


The reality is far worse than depicted.


 ONE

 


Eyes shut, a thin hunched young woman stands among
the crowd and waits. Like many others, she seizes the chance to
rest, hides her exhaustion by fixing an alert expression on her
face. She nearly yawns, forces herself to repress it. The crowd
remains hushed around her, no one dares to speak openly, yet
beneath the hearing range of the guards several murmurs drift past
her ears. Who was he? Did anyone know? What had he done? Struck a
guard? Been rude? Been late? Been eating something prohibited?
Would it be over soon? A child coughs, as if choking on the noxious
air, putrid body odour, unwashed sweat, layers of soiled rags, all
of it mixing with the peculiar stench of different workplaces:
manure, brick dust, smoke, cooking fat, factory oil. Occasionally,
another smell pierces the miasma, something fresh, spicy – a waft
of fresh herbs, a bunch secretly stuffed up someone’s sleeve,
picked earlier and yet still uneaten. The young woman’s stomach
grumbles with hunger.

Boots march on concrete, move closer, stamp to a
halt. A male voice issues a command: “READY. TAKE AIM.”

The metallic clink of guns and triggers. Stillness
in the crowd.

“FIRE!”

Gunshots crackle in unison.

“FIRE!”

Another volley of bullets.

“FIRE!”

At last, a heavy thump as the body hits the
concrete.

The woman opens her eyes. Blinking in the midday
light, she peeks through heads and shoulders to see across the
execution grounds. A mass of tattered, faded red uniforms like her
own stand around on all sides. At the fringes of the crowd, a small
squad of clean khaki uniforms are also poised watchfully. The
guards appear nervous today, submachine guns tilted down but ready
to jerk upwards at the first sign of trouble.

Fifteen feet in front of the crowd, beside a wooden
pole, a man lies dead. His red uniform disguises the blood. A black
bag covers his head. As usual, the guards had tied him to the post
at three different positions – head, chest, waist. The first volley
of gunfire cut the upper cord, killing the man, letting his head
droop. The second round of shots freed his chest, so his body
slumped forward. And the third severed the rope at his waist,
allowing the body to fall completely and crumple beneath the post.
Rocks crammed inside his mouth kept him quiet, muffled his attempts
to cry out.

One of the guards, a tall man, slightly balding,
holds a tablet computer instead of a gun. He glances over the
screen at the grounds, the crowd, the guards, never quite focusing
on the body. He clears his throat and mutters: “Private Loch, do
the honours, please.”

A short lad reacts, fast and bristling with energy:
“Sir, Captain Mortimer, sir.”

Private Loch surges into action, submachine gun
raised. The crowd are already organising themselves.

“Right, stop there,” yells
Loch.

The red uniforms merge into a single line near the
body.

“Stones – show ‘em – hold ‘em
up.”

They raise their hands to reveal a stone clasped in
each palm.

Captain Mortimer types on his tablet unconcerned.
“Yes, yes, very good, Private. Please continue.”

Loch strides down the line. “Alright, listen up, you
bastards – one at a time. Soon as you’re done, file out and clear
off back to work. Understood?” He turns, jutting his chin at the
first man in line. “Go on, then. Get at it!”

The man lurches forward, throws his stone hard at
the corpse, marches away out of the execution grounds. One by one,
each member of the crowd shuffles forward, casting their stone at
the body, steadily filing onwards to leave. To an outsider, they
would seem an oddly shrunken group of people, skeletal, stooped in
the shoulders, faces wrinkled far beyond their years. Some hobble
along on stumps, missing their toes, feet, sometimes an entire leg
cut off beneath the knee. Others have trouble even holding their
stones, hands crippled by injuries, deformed from disease, fingers
amputated from frostbite.

The young woman edges up in the line slowly as it
progresses drearily towards the corpse. She watches the person in
front of her – a slightly older woman with dark hair who seems
fatter and healthier than the average member of the crowd. The
woman keeps shaking oddly. Her turn is next, yet she appears
stunned when finally confronted with the sight of the body. She
doesn’t step forward. Doesn’t throw. Her fingers loosen and the
stone slips to the ground.

The younger woman bends down quickly, snatches up
the stone, pushes it back into the older woman’s hand. No good. She
is still frozen, barely gripping the rock.

“You’ll get solitary,” whispers
the young woman, checking over her shoulder.

Too late. Loch is already stalking in their
direction. He raises his gun, sticks the barrel at her. “Oy! You!
Hurry up, bitch!”

The older woman stares, arms dangling uselessly. She
drops the stone once again. Alarmed, the younger woman hesitates,
darts forward, scoops up the stone, thrusts it back in her hand and
side-steps around to take her place in the queue.

Loch glowers. “What the hell is this! Back in line.
NOW. You wanna a bullet, too? SAID BACK IN LINE.”

Mortimer frowns over the top of his tablet. “A
problem?”

“Captain, this bitch–”

“Debtor,” Mortimer interrupts,
correcting him.

“This debtor here, sir, is
disrupting the collective punishment. And this other one is
disobeying or something. Broke out of line.”

“Oh…” Mortimer turns to face the
younger female debtor. “Can you explain yourself?”

She lowers her eyes, pale hands brushing the sides
of her red uniform. “I’m very sorry, sir. I think she’s new. I
think she’s confused. I was going to show her what to do.”

“And who told you to do that, eh?”
says Loch, gritting his teeth.

Mortimer nods. “Yes, we don’t assist others, we
inform on them, correct?”

“Correct, sir,” she
replies.

“Please recite the Fourth Rule in
its entirety.”

She gulps, choosing her next words with immense
care: “Guards Must Be Obeyed Unconditionally. Anyone who disobeys
an order will be shot. Nobody is allowed to contradict a guard or
make complaints.”

“So?”

“I’m very sorry, sir, I
didn’t–”

“Didn’t?”

“–want there to be a
delay.”

“Why not?”

“So I could get back to work
quicker.”

“And why would you want to do
that?”

“Then I can finish
sooner.”

“And?”

“Then I get to eat.”

Mortimer pauses to assess the answer. Satisfied, he
addresses the other debtor instead. “Arm,” he commands. The older
woman raises her left arm uncertainly and Mortimer uses his tablet
to scan her forearm. As he waves it over her skin, the machine
detects a microchip and bleeps. He swipes the tablet screen,
reading the information retrieved. “Arrival date… two days ago… ah…
I see… still settling in, I should expect?”

She looks up at him, eyes wide and petrified. Loch
jabs her with the gun’s muzzle. She jolts and mumbles: “Sir, yes, I
mean, Ca-Capt-Captain –”

“Captain Mortimer,” he says
patiently. “Yes, anyhow, seeing as you are in fact new to camp
discipline, we can make a special allowance this time. Of course,
you’d be advised to follow the example of your fellow debtors in
future.”

He gestures to the young woman. She instantly
pitches a stone at the corpse. The older debtor attempts to copy,
treads forward, hand quivering, tosses her stone with a clumsy jerk
of her wrist. It misses the body.

Loch shakes his head. “Fucking hell!”

“That’ll do, that’ll do,” says
Mortimer in dismay. He swivels to the remaining debtors still
waiting in line for their turn. “Dismissed everyone. That’s enough
for today. Please return to your assignments.”

Stones tumble to the concrete. The debtors disperse,
none talking, none lingering, none taking a backward glance at the
corpse as they hurry off to their duties. The two women march away
with the rest, almost chased by Loch, but Mortimer views their
departure closely. He raises his hand, points at the younger female
debtor.

“Actually no,” he calls, furrowing
his brow. “Actually, please come back here, I want to speak with
you.”

She stops. “Me, sir?”

“Just you.”

Loch herds the other debtors away, but notices the
two figures remaining behind as he leaves the execution
grounds…

A chill autumn breeze passes through the valley,
brushes the surface of the nearby river, moves up the banks to
ruffle the young debtor’s mess of short, shaggy hair. Mortimer
approaches. Towering over her, his expression slowly changes,
purposefully softer, more paternal.

“Arm,” he orders.

She pulls back the sleeve. The tablet chirps as it
scans her skin. Mortimer scrolls down the screen and ponders.

“Personal Identification Number…
7533829… First Name, Persephone. Arrival Date… born… ah… is that
right? Born inside the camp?”

“Yes, sir,” Persephone
replies.

He cocks his head, enthralled. “Debtor Unit… father
currently posted to the distillery… mother and brother… deceased…
completed their time here several years ago. Not under the best of
circumstances, it would seem.”

She fidgets.

“Not to worry,” he says
decisively. “In fact, your status is showing as productive and
eligible for ‘Good Behaviour Credit’, so I’ll send a note to HMLC,
nominate you for your assistance today. How about that?”

“Thank-you, sir.”

“Credit where credit is due. Her
Majesty’s Labour Camp is a firm system at times, certainly, but it
can also be fair.”

“Thank-you, sir.”

He smiles kindly but she glances away towards the
body. The direction of her gaze unsettles him. He says almost
apologetically: “Force, of course, must be deployed from time to
time, though I prefer to think we govern more by consent than by
conquest. We do have a great task, after all… fifty thousand
debtors, spread over fifty miles or so… Not easy, but we can work
together for the common good, can’t we? In fact, I think it
especially important to notice anyone potentially helpful in that
goal. Anyone with initiative.”

“I’m glad, sir. Thank-you,
sir.”

“Perhaps if there were more people
here with your kind of spirit, we wouldn’t have need for mowing the
lawn so very frequently.”

“Lawn?”

“Yes, you know.”

She shakes her head.

“No, no, of course, I suppose you
wouldn’t.” He takes a long breath. “People in the outside world,
they have gardens around their houses, patches of grass and such
called lawns. Delightful things. But the gardener is compelled to
mow the lawn regularly, you see, otherwise the grass grows wild.
You take my meaning?”

“It… grows…”

“Never mind, it’s not important.”
Mortimer shifts his stance and tucks the tablet under his arm.
“That’s all for now. Please return to your duties.”

“Thank-you, sir.”

“But consider yourself noticed,
that’s all.”

“Yes, thank-you, sir. Thank-you
very much.” Persephone marches off, breaking into a half-run to
catch up with her work unit now far in the distance. Mortimer
watches her go, his fingers tapping a cheery rhythm on the edge of
his tablet.

At the boundary of the execution grounds, Persephone
rushes past a large notice board. Hundreds of such boards stand
around the camp. Every village, factory, farm, office block,
cafeteria and dormitory has one. Chipped by years of wind and rain,
faded by decades in the sun, the painted black letters are
nevertheless still bold enough to read:

 


HER MAJESTY’S LABOUR
CAMP

RULES FOR DEBTORS

1. DO NOT TRY TO ESCAPE

Anyone who tries to escape will be
shot.

Anyone who witnesses an escape or
doesn’t report it will be shot.

 


2. NO MORE THAN TWO DEBTORS CAN
MEET TOGETHER

Anyone who trespasses in another
zone without permission will be shot.

Gatherings outside of work are
forbidden, unless expressly permitted.

 


3. DO NOT STEAL

Anyone who steals or hides any
kind of food will be shot.

 


4. GUARDS MUST BE OBEYED
UNCONDITIONALLY

Anyone who disobeys an order will
be shot.

Nobody is allowed to contradict a
guard or make complaints.

 


5. FUGITIVES MUST BE
REPORTED

Whoever hides or protects a
fugitive/outsider will be shot.

 


6. DEBTORS MUST WATCH EACH OTHER
AND REPORT SUSPICIOUS BEHAVIOUR IMMEDIATELY

Debtors must report anything
suspicious to the guards.

 


7. DEBTORS MUST EXCEED THE WORK
TARGET ASSIGNED EACH DAY

Anyone who fails to meet their
target will be shot.

Work is the only way to pay your
debts and recompense Her Majesty’s government for the forgiveness
it has shown.

 


8. OUTSIDE OF WORK THERE MUST BE
NO INTERMINGLING OF THE SEXES FOR PERSONAL REASONS

Anyone who has unauthorised
contact with a man/woman will be shot.

Members of the opposite sex may
not talk to each other outside of work without express
permission.

Without permission nobody is
allowed to enter living quarters of the opposite sex.

 


9. DEBTORS MUST GENUINELY REPENT
OF THEIR CRIMES

Those who do not confess to their
wrongdoings will be shot.

Everybody must be present at Daily
Statements.

Debtors must censure themselves
and others vehemently at Daily Statements.

 


10. DEBTORS WHO VIOLATE THE RULES
WILL BE SHOT IMMEDIATELY

All debtors must:

- Accept the guards as their
superiors

- Strictly abide by the ten rules
and regulations of the camp

- Dedicate themselves to the
honest work and discipline of repaying their past debts

 


 




TWO

 


Fluorescent lights hang low over the assembly lines.
Hundreds of debtors, mostly women, sit hunched across their desks.
Sewing machines buzz. Needles stab into cloth. Microscopic fibres
make a haze in the humid air. The debtors fill cardboard box after
box with red, white, and blue bunting, long tails of it streaming
out from their machines. Meanwhile, at the back of the garment
factory, cooler shadows fall between storage aisles loaded with
more boxes, plastic tubs, thread bales, and fabric rolls.
Persephone and ten other debtors heave their brooms, brushes, mops
and buckets from aisle to aisle, methodically swishing every inch
of the floors. The drone of sewing machines fades as they move
deeper among the shelves. They spread out to achieve their labour
target faster.

Private Loch strolls amongst them in a daze, partly
inspecting their work, partly bored out of his mind. He pauses near
a skinny male debtor on his knees scrubbing the floor with a hand
brush.

“Feels a bit loose,” says Loch
peering down at his steel-toed boot. “Yeah. Not really, really
loose. But loose enough to be annoying.” He pokes his boot forward
under the man’s nose. “Tie it, bastard. Not too tight. But not too
loose. Or you’ll be doing it again. And again. Till you do it
proper.”

The debtor stops his work, slowly undoes the shoe
lace on Loch’s boot and reties it meticulously.

While Loch is distracted, Persephone mops her way
closer towards a fellow debtor, a girl shorter and larger-boned
than herself, but similar in age. “Amelia,” she whispers. “How long
till dinner, you think?”

Amelia hangs her head. “Don’t.”

“Five hours?”

“You start talking about it
–”

“Six?”

“– then you start dreaming about
it, then you start getting hungry. Easier not to think.”

“Tell that to my stomach. So
hungry swear I could eat my own leg right now.”

“Shut-up, Sephy.”

Persephone pauses to stretch her neck and shoulders.
“Did an extra shift last night, too – assembly line. Shipment of
Christmas lights had to be rushed off by midnight.”

“What are Christmas lights,
anyway?”

She shrugs. “You only got the call centre yesterday,
not the factory. Wish I could be sitting around talking for hours
on end.”

“Yeah?” Amelia plunges her mop
into the bucket. “Voices shouting on the phone. Supervisor’s
yelling, too. Got to follow all these troubleshooting procedures
exactly or they beat you. So not exactly fun-times, you
know.”

Persephone puts a hand on her stomach. Amelia
notices and says thoughtfully: “Tried not going to the toilet?”

“Huh?”

“They say it helps. Holding it all
in, I mean. They say if you keep it all inside long enough, it
makes you feel kind of full-up, like you’ve eaten
already.”

“That true?”

“Dunno, haven’t tried it
myself.”

“Helpful, then.”

“Could try regurgitating. Meant to
be better.”

“You mean being sick… and then…”
Persephone winces.

“Yep, dinner part two.”

“Yuck!”

Loch turns his head, aware of their rising voices.
“Why do I hear squeaking all of a sudden? Like rats somewhere?”

With his laces now tied, he roams between the
debtors again. The girls fall silent and mop different sides of the
aisle. He sighs loudly as he passes them. They wait until he
strolls onwards and becomes interested in delving inside one of the
boxes.

Persephone nudges her bucket towards Amelia.
“Nothing fools my stomach. Knows when I’m really putting food in or
not. And right now it knows it’s been over ten hours since
breakfast.”

Amelia leans her weight on the mop. “My guess – six
and a half till we get pickled cabbage. Satisfied now? Can we get
back to work?”

“Had that already, didn’t
we?”

“No, was cabbage soup yesterday,
so must be pickled cabbage today.” She squints at Persephone.
“Wait… or did they give us pickled cabbage twice in a
row?”

She flinches as Loch stalks down the aisle again,
aims straight for them. They return to washing the floors in
different directions. He stops between them this time, hand on
hip.

“Can’t even be fucking bothered to
shout. Any more natter today – I’ll shove your heads under one of
the sewing machines over there. Sew those lips shut. Alright?” They
keep working, heads down, refusing to look at him. He hawks over
Amelia, waits for her reaction but receives none. “Blank,” he says
finally, raising his hands in despair. “Just a total boring blank.
Cows have more expression.” He breaks away and wanders down the
aisle, gun swinging loosely on its shoulder strap. “Really… Really…
Really… BORING.” He groans at random debtors as he passes. “What
life-sucking god did I piss off to get put in here? With you lot?
Eh? Bunch of smelly bitches and bastards for company? I mean, have
you seen yourselves lately? Hunchbacks, dwarfs, skeletons in rags
everywhere I look. You’re not fit, are you, not fit to be seen?
Don’t know how you do it. Don’t know how I do it, come to mention
it.” He stares up at the steel roof. “Only, I guess I’m not gonna
be doing it for much longer, am I? That’s right!”

He turns around, possessed with a new-found
excitement, clearing his voice as if to deliver a mock speech.

“Ha ha! Listen up, you lot. Fresh
announcement this morning. A ripe juicy bit of news for you. You’ll
like this. Straight from HMLC, from the very top – any guard who
catches a debtor trying to escape is gonna be rewarded with a place
at university from now on. There’s a whole list of ones to choose
from. All different courses and degrees you can do. Well, not you.
Me. But how savage is that, eh? How amazingly savage? I’m on it,
bitches, don’t you worry… I’m there… it’s fuck off o’clock for me
soon… just as long as one of you helps me out a little.”

He claps
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