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For my husband, Michael, who helps me to stand firm in my faith
For my daughter, Hana, who softens my heart
with her carefree heart
And for her brother and sister, who we hope will come.…




Note to the Reader

The names and identifying details of some individuals and locations in this book have been changed to protect their identities. Quoted dialogue in the book is based on the author’s recollections.
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One
OUR LIVES BEFORE, AND A STORY THAT MATTERED

AT AROUND 5 A.M. ON MARCH 17, 2009, the sun had not yet risen over the Tumen River in northeast China. The morning was absolutely still; the only sound I could hear was the rustling of foliage under my feet as I made my way toward the riverbank. I had overslept that morning, so we were running late—we’d have to hurry to get the footage we needed before the sun rose. The Tumen River formed the border between North Korea and China, and it wasn’t safe to film there in the daylight when we might be seen.

I had come to the river with my Current TV colleagues Laura Ling and Mitch Koss, as well as a local guide. We’d parked a short distance away, and as we walked from the car to the river’s edge, I was already shooting footage for our planned documentary about North Korean defectors. In my viewfinder, with the aid of night vision, I could see Laura and Mitch’s feet as they walked across the dry, tangled brush.

No one else was around when we arrived at the river. It was about sixty yards wide, pale blue with ice all the way across, with only brown branches of trees and brush on each side. The still winter air painfully chilled our ears as we looked out over the ice. This could have been any river outside of any town, except that the other side of the water was North Korea.

With its long stretches of uninhabited riverbank, the Tumen was a natural place for North Korean defectors to cross over in search of a better life. Years of famine in North Korea, and the oppressive political situation there, had led hundreds of thousands of people to try to flee the country, and many of them crossed in places just like the one where we now stood. As part of our planned documentary about these defectors, we wanted to show this important route of escape.

Mitch and I would do the filming, and Laura would be in front of the camera, doing the reporting. Our guide, a man in his thirties who had worked with the “underground railroad” support network for defectors, would point out landmarks and suggest places to film.

Just as the sun began to peek over the horizon, our guide, wearing a Chinese police coat he had borrowed from a friend, walked onto the translucent ice. It was absolutely quiet, and I couldn’t see movement of any kind on the other side of the river. It was also freezing; stepping onto the ice, I couldn’t help but think how cold and frightened anyone trying to cross from the North Korean side would be.

As we followed the guide toward the middle of the river, Mitch said, “Be careful, I hear ice cracking.” Mitch was heavier than Laura or me, and he seemed nervous. I was nervous too, but I was mostly focused on getting the best footage we could. We had very limited time in China and South Korea, so we had all been working incredibly hard to get the material we needed for the documentary. Walking on the ice made me nervous, but I figured the guide must know whether it was safe or not. I trusted him.

When we got close to the middle of the river, the guide suddenly began making a low hooting sound. It was a signal of some kind, but for whom? We assumed he must be communicating with the North Korean border guards he knew. We’d heard that some North Korean guards were in contact with people in China, and some had supposedly even spoken to foreign journalists who crossed this same river in search of interviews. We were definitely alert, but not fearful. Not yet.

The guide continued to make hooting sounds, but there was no response from the other side. So he kept going. We followed him, and when we neared the middle of the river, I filmed Laura doing a “standup”—a monologue in which she spoke directly into the camera, describing where we were and how defectors crossed the river. I then shot footage of her walking on the ice as I followed from behind.

We shot another standup so Laura could describe how close the two countries were. But when I paused to show her the digital footage, we realized the shot didn’t really show how narrow the river was. “Wait here,” I said to Laura. “I’ll go back and get a wide shot of you standing on the ice.”

But as I started walking back toward the Chinese riverbank, the guide told me to stop. “Don’t go back there,” he said. “The ice is thin, it might break.” The ice didn’t seem any thinner there, but the guide insisted and I didn’t have time to argue—the sun was coming up and we needed to move fast. So, reluctantly, I walked back to the middle of the river to rejoin the others.

At that point, the guide motioned for us to follow him past the midpoint of the river—and as we crossed into North Korean territory, my heart began to pound. I knew this was a risky move, but I was so intent on getting the story out, I didn’t focus on the potential danger. So, at the guide’s urging, we followed him farther, all the way to the North Korean riverbank.

He pointed to a small village that looked like it was frozen in time, a collection of five or six huts with thatched roofs. “There,” he whispered, pointing.

I zoomed in to where he was pointing, and as I filmed, I knew we were glimpsing an important part of the underground railroad by which thousands of North Koreans have been smuggled into China. This was what we had traveled so far to find, the true story of people putting their lives on the line in a desperate quest for freedom. I felt exhilarated at the sight.

But it was also frightening to be on North Korean soil, so I was relieved when, after only a minute or so, we started back toward the Chinese side. The air was still and everything was quiet—until Mitch’s voice suddenly pierced the air. “Run!” he shouted. “Run! Soldiers!” Startled, I turned to see two North Korean soldiers, wearing green military uniforms and holding rifles, sprinting toward us.

Laura, Mitch, the guide, and I all ran toward the Chinese riverbank as fast as we could. I was terrified, running in boots that were too big for me across the slippery ice. It wasn’t so much that I was afraid the soldiers would capture me—I was more afraid they would shoot us. A thought flashed into my mind: If they shoot, maybe the bullets will lodge in my backpack. Please don’t let them shoot my head! Subconsciously, I braced myself for the impact as I ran.

Incredibly, the guide looked over his shoulder and yelled at me, “Are you filming this?” Even more incredibly, after first thinking, Is he crazy? I actually pushed the record button and continued to run with the camera pointed back under my arm. Even though I was afraid for my life, I was obsessed with getting good material for the documentary.

Mitch, who was an avid runner and very fast, reached the shore first and disappeared into the bushes. Laura and I also managed to reach Chinese soil, and when we made it to a gravel path by the riverbank, I thought we were safe. Then I saw, just ahead of me, that Laura had fallen—she was on her knees, looking stunned. “Laura!” I shouted. “Are you okay?” Her answer sent a chill through me: “I can’t feel my leg.”

Seeing that the two soldiers were still coming, the guide reached for my arm. “Let’s go! Let’s go!” he shouted. “Run!” He yanked me off balance, and I fell, too. Now the soldiers were just steps away, and I looked down at my camera. I thought, I have to get rid of this! I knew that when the soldiers saw it, they would realize we had been filming. But there was no time—in an instant, the soldiers had seized us.

Everything happened in a flash. “Give them money!” the guide barked at me. In a daze, I reached into my pocket and took out what I had: 200 Chinese yuan—about $30. But when I handed it to one of the soldiers, he threw it down in disgust.

“Okay, okay, let’s talk about this,” said the guide, addressing the soldiers in Korean. “Let’s all calm down.”

“We can talk on our side,” one of the soldiers shot back. The guide began to argue with them, then said, “Just take me—let the others go.” But the soldiers refused, and when the guide realized he couldn’t talk them out of arresting us, he suddenly took off running. One of the soldiers sprinted after him, leaving the other to guard Laura and me. Mitch was nowhere in sight.

The soldier who stayed with us put down his rifle and began to gather our things. “We should grab the gun,” Laura whispered. I considered it for a moment but realized I wouldn’t know how to use it even if I could get to it. I also considered running—but even if I could outrun this one soldier, Laura couldn’t. She was injured, and she couldn’t understand anything the Korean soldiers were saying. I wasn’t going to leave her.

A minute or two later, the other soldier returned. “That bastard is so fast!” he said. “He got away.” He turned his attention to Laura and me. “All right, let’s go!” he snapped.

He grabbed Laura, and the other soldier grabbed me, but we both fought back. I latched on to some bushes and wouldn’t let go, holding on as tightly as I could. But although the soldiers were small, they were strong. One of them pulled roughly around my waist, pausing only to show me his gun clip and say, “These are real bullets! You need to come with us!”

All I could think was, You can’t do this! We’re in Chinese territory! But the soldier kept yanking at my waist, tearing a belt loop on my pants as he pulled me violently, trying to loosen my grip on the bushes. He kicked me in the shoulders and back, landing blow after blow with his boots. Really scared now, I finally let go of the bushes and wrapped my arms around my head. The soldier grabbed me by the coat and began dragging me toward the river.

“Please let us go!” I cried as he pulled me onto the ice. I tried not to look in his eyes, so as not to anger him. “Please, I’m begging you! Let us go!” But he refused. I desperately tried to grab anything I could, but there was nothing to hold on to. He kept dragging me, and I kept screaming and begging, hoping someone—anyone—might hear us and come to help.

As the soldier pulled me toward North Korean territory, I suddenly remembered that I had telephone numbers written on a piece of paper in my coat pocket. It was information that, if it fell into North Korean hands, could endanger many people in China and South Korea. So I slipped my arms out of my coat—a warm winter coat my mother had just given me a few days earlier, in Seoul—and left it on the ice. The guard didn’t miss a beat, just shifting his grip to my arms and continuing to pull me across the river. Behind us, the other soldier was dragging Laura by her arms, too.

At some point, I came to the terrible realization that there was absolutely no one around who could help us. Mitch was gone, the guide was gone, and we were now more than halfway across the river to North Korea. Exhausted, bruised, and scared, I said to the soldier, “Okay, okay, I’ll go! Please don’t drag me anymore.”

I looked back to where the other soldier was holding Laura and was alarmed to see she was lying facedown on the ice. “Laura!” I yelled. “Are you okay? Wake up!” She lifted her head slowly, seemingly in a daze, and I saw to my horror that blood was streaming down one side of her face. Because we had crossed the line into North Korean territory, my soldier was calmer now, and he waited for his compatriot to drag Laura to where we stood. It was agony watching her being dragged like a rag doll across the ice.

I kept calling to her, but she didn’t respond. Finally, when the soldier had dragged her almost to where we stood, I said, “Laura! Reach for my hand!” She lifted her hand to mine and I helped her stand up. “Let’s go!” my soldier snapped, and the four of us walked the last fifteen yards to the North Korean riverbank.

“I hope I didn’t stop you from running,” Laura said weakly. My head was spinning, trying to take in what was happening—but all I could think at that moment was that I didn’t want Laura to feel bad on top of everything else.

“It’s okay, it was my choice,” I told her. “I know you would have done the same. It’s better to be two than one.” But even as I tried to sound comforting, I was scared out of my wits. As a Christian, I had always believed God would protect me—but where was He now? Why wasn’t He helping us?

Ten minutes earlier, I was a free woman, a TV editor shooting a story on my very first overseas assignment. Now I was a captive.
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As the soldiers marched us deeper into North Korean territory, the situation felt completely surreal. Just a week and a half earlier, I had been home in Los Angeles with my husband of nine years, Michael Saldate, and our four-year-old daughter, Hana. Now I was in the hands of angry North Korean soldiers, being led like a prisoner into an uncertain future.

The contrast couldn’t have been any greater. My life in Los Angeles was safe and predictable. Michael, Hana, and I lived in a comfortable two-bedroom apartment between the affluent neighborhood of Hancock Park and the working-class area known as Korea Town. We’d moved there from North Hollywood six months earlier so Hana would be able to attend a higher-quality elementary school. We loved the family-friendly neighborhood, and Hana was thriving—a happy, bright little preschooler.

Our life at home centered on family and faith. Michael and I had met in San Francisco, where we attended the same church, and he and I shared the belief that our Christian faith would help guide us through good times and bad. Like many young couples, we had occasionally struggled with money issues. We also experienced the usual pressures of having a young child, trying to keep up with her needs and those of the household while making sure our relationship didn’t suffer. We worked hard to maintain a balance, and our faith, even if we didn’t always succeed.

But no matter what difficulties came up, I always felt lucky to be facing them with Michael. I tend to worry a lot, but whenever I felt anxious, his easygoing nature helped calm me down. He’s more of an optimist than I am, always managing to keep up hope and good spirits in the face of hard times. I cherished these traits in him, and sometimes I wished I had more of them in myself.

Michael and I had met and married in San Francisco, and we moved to L.A. in 2007 so he could pursue his lifelong dream of being an actor. At that time, he’d been performing on stage and going to auditions for ten years, but the reality was that there was very little work for actors in the Bay Area. We realized Michael would have a much better chance of getting work in Hollywood, where there are far more roles for actors, so we decided to make the move.

Michael is a natural performer and an extrovert. From the first day we spent time together, back in the summer of 1997, it was obvious that he loved people and had a curious and engaging personality. I’d met Michael once at church, but I didn’t really notice him until a mutual friend invited us to see an exhibit of eighteenth-century Korean art in Berkeley one afternoon. We all had bicycles, so we decided to take the BART train and then cycle together to the exhibit.

Art exhibits from different cultures aren’t everyone’s cup of tea, so I half expected Michael to just wander quickly through the museum and then wait impatiently for us to go. But he was full of questions that day: Why did the artist use this specific technique? How does it work? How does he compare to other Korean artists? Because this particular artist is very famous in South Korea, I had learned about him in high school. So I was able to answer Michael’s questions as we walked around together, and the conversation continued afterward, over dinner.

But even before we made it to the exhibit, I’d gotten my first glimpse of Michael’s warmth. Two girls, about thirteen years old, had boarded the same BART train we were on, but they seemed lost. Michael asked if they needed help, and he soon figured out that they were on the wrong train. He pointed out each station on their map, patiently explaining how to get to the right one. And until the girls arrived at their stop, he chatted with them and made them feel at ease. He treated these two young strangers like little sisters, and I was touched by his kindness.

Michael’s personality was definitely winning. But his clothes, unfortunately, were not. He loved thrift-store paisley shirts and had a collection that looked like it dated from 1978. He also had a pair of sea-green drainpipe pants that he loved dearly—and which I couldn’t stand. That, combined with a little goatee, very short hair, and tennis shoes with holes in them, completed a look that wasn’t quite what I had in mind for a potential boyfriend. But Michael’s charm and warm brown eyes won me over, and I found myself drawn to him. We began dating seriously, and in August 1999 Michael and I were married.

Growing up in Seoul, I had always assumed I’d marry a nice Korean boy, not a handsome American of Mexican descent like Michael. But nothing had gone exactly as planned since I had first come to the United States in 1996, at age twenty-three, to study film editing.
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I vividly remember my first day in America—June 3, 1996. As I exited the San Francisco airport with two big black bags, I was wearing blue jeans, my favorite red T-shirt with a dark blue Adidas symbol across the chest, and bright blue sneakers. I went straight to the San Francisco State University campus, dropped my bags off in my new dorm room, and bought a map at the student union. The first thing I wanted to do was visit the Golden Gate Bridge, and I was determined to find my own way there.

With my new map, I managed to catch the number 28 bus and get all the way to the bridge without any help. It was a fantastic summer day, and I was thrilled to see that landmark of San Francisco spanning so majestically across the bay. Excited and wanting to brag to someone, I called my best friend in Korea collect from a pay phone. It was a picture-perfect start to my time in America.

I had come to study a new technique for film editing, the AVID system, which was popular in the United States but not used much yet in South Korea. But although I had studied English in Seoul, there was no way I could understand class lectures on technical subjects without more language instruction. So my plan was to take intensive English-language courses at SFSU, then move on to studying film editing.

My training in film and TV had started at the Seoul Institute of the Arts, where I finished a two-year film-directing program in the early 1990s. This was just a few years after the Berlin Wall collapsed, and it was the tail end of a turbulent time politically in South Korea. Throughout the 1980s, waves of college students had protested what they saw as antidemocratic behavior by the supposedly democratic South Korean government, and when some of the protests turned violent, the government tried to cover up the fact that over time, more than a thousand innocent people were sent to prison for expressing different political views, and many students were killed.

A number of impassioned twenty-something filmmakers, including a group calling itself Arirang (Ah-ree-rang), traveled to universities throughout South Korea in the early 1990s, airing controversial films that sought to raise political awareness. One film, titled Oh! Land of Dreams, told the story of a massacre in Gwangju city—one of the biggest tragedies in modern South Korean history, and one that the government tried to cover up. In May 1980, students and citizens who had gathered to protest the military dictatorship were brutally attacked by the South Korean army. No one knows the exact numbers, but estimates are that some 200 people were killed and many hundreds more injured. Dozens simply disappeared.

Oh! Land of Dreams was unlike any movie I had ever seen. Arirang opened my eyes to the need to talk about the oppressed, and I saw that film could be a powerful way to do that. I decided I wanted to bring light to the untold stories of people who find themselves in unjust situations. So, during my next two years at the Institute, I created and participated in short films that told the stories of people on the fringes of society—people like a mother whose child died in a fire because, without any government program to aid her, she couldn’t afford day care and had to leave him at home while she worked. Making these short films was my way of giving a voice to the voiceless, and I wanted to continue doing it.

Despite where my heart was, I also had to deal with the difficult reality of finding work, and my first two jobs after graduation were working with well-known South Korean commercial film and TV directors. Neither job offered me the chance to tell the stories of the oppressed, but I continued to learn the behind-the-scenes process of making movies. I was fascinated by all the decisions that go into making a film—choosing the angles of a shot, laying out the scenes, and editing everything together to tell a story.

Then one day an assistant director asked me to help make a trailer for a TV series. I couldn’t wait to test my skills! I carefully chose shots and edited them together to make the first twenty seconds of the trailer, and the end result was, I thought, pretty good. But it wasn’t just me who thought so—the executive producer happened to stop by the edit room and really loved what I’d done, too.

That was the moment I realized I wanted to be an editor. I had studied directing, but being a director is a very difficult job—not only do you have to know a little bit of everything in the field, but you also have to lead the crew. I’ve never been the kind of person to stand in front of a crowd and take charge; I’m more comfortable dealing with people one-on-one, preferably behind the scenes.

As an editor, I would still get to shape the story but wouldn’t have to deal with a lot of people—it was the perfect job for me. Now I just needed to make myself the best editor I could possibly be. Learning AVID in the United States was my first step toward doing that, after which I planned to return to South Korea to continue my career in film. But my relationship with Michael changed all that. Although he loved South Korea when he traveled there, our home was in America. And though I had always planned to move back, I found myself happy to stay in California.

While studying at SFSU, I applied and was accepted at the Academy of Art University in San Francisco, and I started classes there in January 1997. Though my English had improved, I still had trouble understanding everything my instructors said—but even so, I worked hard and was able to create good projects. By the end of my first semester, I felt sure I had chosen the right career path, and the encouragement I received from my teachers further convinced me.

In the summer of 2000, I was eight months away from graduation and had been married to Michael for nearly a year. I’d been working as an intern at Tech TV, a cable and satellite channel that covered technology, and hoping a full-time job would open up there. Eventually, when an assistant editor position opened up, I jumped at the chance to apply for it. This was it, my dream job—the perfect entry-level position for a fledgling editor.

On the morning of my interview, I stared at the clothes in my closet. What should I wear? A suit? Or something more casual? I decided on a pair of funky silver vinyl pants and platform shoes, hoping to make an impression, and I felt good walking in for the interview. Waiting to hear whether I got the job was agonizing, but finally the call came: I was hired! This was the beginning of my career in editing, and I couldn’t wait to get started.

For the next three and a half years, I learned everything I could—from working with tapes to digitizing to editing—while working with the professionals at Tech TV. My skills were growing, but unfortunately, in May 2004, almost everyone was laid off when Tech TV merged with Comcast’s G4 channel. But with so many big life changes, an event that first seems terrible might also offer opportunity—something my mom had often told me when I was growing up.

My job at Tech TV was gone, and now I really wanted to think about what I would do next. I had been so focused on simply finding work in my field, forever looking ahead rather than around me, that I had forgotten my original purpose in getting into filmmaking. I knew editing was the perfect job for me, but now I was seeking something larger: Was there some way I could use my skills for a greater purpose?

Although I was pregnant with Hana by then, I was anxious to get back to work. The truth is, I’d never seen myself as a housewife or stay-at-home mom. I wanted to be a career woman. Hana was born in October of 2004, and I took just one month off before starting a contract job at TV station KTSF. Luckily, Michael was able to care for Hana enough days that I could continue doing the work I loved.

Then, in the summer of 2005, I interviewed for a position at a new network cofounded by former Vice President Al Gore. Current TV was planned as an independent alternative to traditional cable channels like CNN and MTV, with a twist. Not only would Current show professionally produced content, it would show short user-generated clips, too. But the network’s bread and butter was documentaries—a genre I been trying, but so far unable, to break into.

My goal had always been to edit feature films, but there’s a real art to cutting a great documentary—both depend on good storytelling. When it turned out that Current was hiring editors, it seemed the timing was perfect. I could learn a lot there, and I pushed hard to win the position. When they offered me a job in July 2005, four weeks before the network officially launched, I eagerly accepted.

For the first few weeks, everyone worked around the clock in preparation for the launch. Current had hired five editors, and four of us were new to their editing system, so we had to learn it as we went along. I did finishing work—things like cleaning up colors and sound quality—and although it wasn’t terribly creative, the adrenaline rush of launching a new network carried me through. We were so proud when Current finally went on the air! But after the launch, when the excitement died down, I set my sights on finding better, more interesting projects at the network.

Vanguard, the team that made original documentaries for Current, was where I wanted to be. Editing is fun and rewarding, but when I saw the material Vanguard was producing, I knew it would be rewarding on a whole different level. The documentaries Vanguard had planned were about people who were forgotten or ignored by other news outlets. They told stories that could help people—giving voices to the voiceless, just as Arirang had done. Working with this team at Current TV would be both professionally challenging and personally fulfilling—a way to do more than just make a living. It would be a way to give back.

Yet it wouldn’t be accurate to say I was driven only by a desire to give back. I was also driven by a work ethic instilled in me by my parents. When I was growing up in South Korea, my parents always worked hard to give us a comfortable life. But although my childhood photos capture cozy family scenes—my father teaching us to ice-skate, my parents taking us to the park, the truth is, I have very few memories of real bonding time with either my mother or my father. They were too busy worrying about money to really be present for my sisters and me.

Without realizing it, I was completely absorbing the belief that success brings happiness. That was the model I saw in my parents, and it was the model I ended up following. I just kept working harder and harder, convinced deep down that if I could make a certain amount of money or achieve a certain social status, my family would be happy. What I didn’t ever notice was that the pursuit itself was actually robbing us of happiness, as my ambitions—and my stress level—rose.

I tried hard to get into Vanguard but was frustrated time and again. Either there wasn’t an opening, or the timing didn’t work out—there was always some reason I couldn’t make the switch. But in the meantime, I did some project work for the team, editing mini documentaries. Vanguard produced a lot of these, so I was glad to be able to help out—and hopeful that doing so would get my foot in the door.

One day, a producer in the acquisition department asked me to cut an hour-long documentary called Seoul Train down to ten minutes for broadcast. I didn’t know it at the time, but his request would change my life. What was meant to be a routine work project triggered the series of events that eventually culminated in my capture at the frozen Tumen River, more than five thousand miles away from my comfortable life in California.
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Seoul Train follows three groups of North Korean defectors who have made it halfway to freedom: They’ve managed to escape from North Korea into China, but they’re still at great risk, because Chinese authorities will send them back if they can catch them. And according to North Korean law, any defector who is returned there faces prison, labor camp, or even execution.

North Korea is bordered on the north by China (and a small sliver of Russia), on the south by South Korea, and on the east and west by bodies of water. Because the border with South Korea is so heavily fortified, the only real option for most defectors is to flee into China. But once in China, the North Koreans must stay in hiding until they can find their way to a more refugee-friendly country, such as Thailand or Mongolia.

In keeping with international law, China is supposed to provide safe haven for North Korean refugees. According to the United Nations definition, a refugee is a person who has “a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, [or] membership of a particular social group or political opinion.” A refugee is also a person who, because of fear, is “unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country … [or] unwilling to return to it.”

But despite protests by human rights groups, the Chinese government is still sending North Koreans back, where they are brutally punished or killed. The Chinese consider these North Koreans to be illegal economic migrants rather than political refugees. And because the Chinese government has close ties with North Korea, it is less interested in protecting the rights of defectors than in keeping the North Korean government happy. Even if that means committing innocent people to prison, or to death.

Seoul Train was made to shed light on the terrible practice of sending refugees back. By some estimates, as many as 300,000 North Korean refugees are hiding in China. But labeling them “refugees” or “defectors” doesn’t really tell their story. These are people like you and me, ordinary men and women and families who just want to live with the basic human rights everyone deserves. In Seoul Train, we meet these people and get to know them, before watching in horror as some of them try, and fail, to make that final step to freedom.

The footage in Seoul Train is wrenching. I watched, riveted, as a smiling young woman named Nam Chun-mi described her desire to live in freedom. Eight and a half months pregnant, she was part of a group of twelve North Koreans who tried to cross from China into Mongolia using fake Chinese ID cards. All twelve were arrested at the border, and only two—a mother and her teenage daughter—were released. The other ten, including Nam Chun-mi, were forcibly returned to North Korea. Her fate is unknown, but she is almost certainly either in prison or dead.

Another family of five made a desperate dash for the safe haven of the Japanese consulate in Shenyang, China. As hidden cameras across the street captured the scene, the young parents, uncle, and grandmother of a two-year-old girl named Han-mi tried to rush through the gate with her. The men made it through, but Chinese guards tackled Han-mi’s mother and grandmother, and the little girl, her hair in pigtails, stood watching nearby in fear as the guards wrestled them roughly to the ground.

Fortunately, the story of Han-mi’s family had a happy ending. When the shocking footage of their arrest was publicized, there was an international outcry. China bowed to pressure and released the family, allowing them safe passage to South Korea. But I couldn’t forget their desperate dash for freedom, and the heartbreaking confusion on little Han-mi’s face. She was only a little older than Hana at the time, so these scenes really affected me. After watching Seoul Train, I went home that evening and said to Michael, “We have to do something to help these people.”

The truth was, I had never really thought about the plight of North Koreans. Growing up in postwar South Korea, we were taught in school that North Koreans were bad people and their government was evil. I had never considered the fact that we were all fellow Koreans, with centuries of shared cultural history, despite the differences of our governments. But watching the people in Seoul Train—hearing them speak my native language and describe their hopes and dreams of freedom that I have taken for granted—really opened my eyes.

Yet although I felt moved by the documentary, there wasn’t much Michael and I could do at the time to help. Our lives were a whirlwind of trying to pay the bills, take care of Hana, and balance our work and relationship. The more hours I put in at Current, the less time Michael and I had for ourselves—and because I was terrible at promoting myself, it seemed as though the work I was putting in went mostly unnoticed. I was frustrated, and falling deeper into the trap of always feeling like I needed to just work a little harder, a few more hours here and there, to get to whatever goal I’d set. The problem was, every time I reached one goal, there was another one just beyond it.

Then, to add even more stress to the situation, Michael and I decided in 2007 to go ahead and make the move to Los Angeles. Fortunately, Current was able to offer me a position in their L.A. office—but it was for much less interesting work than my position in San Francisco. I wanted Michael to be happy and have a real chance to make it as an actor, so I was willing to take that step for him. But after we made the move, I became more determined than ever to earn a spot on the Vanguard team—which meant even more hours at work, more effort, and more stress.

The person who could help me make the switch was Mitch Koss. Mitch had been in the TV news business since 1983, and he had traveled the world making documentaries. He was credited with helping develop a young Anderson Cooper after the two met in the mid-1990s, and he had also worked with Laura Ling’s older sister, Lisa, who went on to become well known as a cohost of The View. Lisa and Mitch had traveled together to Afghanistan and Pakistan in the 1990s. And now Mitch was working with Laura at Vanguard.

When I told Mitch how much I wanted to join the Vanguard team, he gave me a project to work on—a one-hour documentary about the state of nuclear proliferation in the world, and what the UN’s watchdogs were doing about it. This was an unpaid tryout, and for the next six weeks I worked my normal eight-hour days, then hurried home to put in hours more work on the documentary. It was stressful and tiring, but when I brought Mitch the finished product in less than two months, he was impressed. He offered me another project—this one with pay. I would work for the Vanguard team three days a week and my old position the other two days.

This was it—I had finally gotten my foot in the door! Mitch assigned me to work on a documentary about the island of Saipan, and then one about parolees to be titled Getting Out of Prison. Laura Ling was the correspondent on that one, so I went out with her and Mitch to do some shooting as second camera. This marked the first time that Laura, Mitch, and I had ever worked together. I still wasn’t a full-time member of the Vanguard team, but I hoped that transition would come soon.

By the fall of 2008, Michael, Hana, and I were settling into Los Angeles, and I was working as hard as ever. Things were going well, though we continued to face the challenges of balancing work and home life as Hana grew into an ever-more-active little girl. Then, one morning in mid-November, I got a call from a colleague at Current.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yes, I’m fine,” I said. “What do you mean? Did something happen?”

He told me that Current had been hit with double-digit layoffs—sixty employees in all—so he was checking to make sure I was still on staff. I was, though it turned out that my two-day-a-week position had been eliminated. But with the restructuring, there was now space for me to move to Vanguard full-time. In a bittersweet stroke of luck, the layoffs made it possible for me to take the position I had been fighting for all along.

A couple of weeks later, as I settled into my new position at Vanguard, Mitch approached me with a proposal. “We’re planning to make a documentary about North Korean defectors,” he told me. “Can you do some research on it?” I was excited to have the opportunity to work on a story that had moved me so much.

It was as if everything had come full circle. This was my chance to make a difference, to help the people whose stories had moved me so much. I couldn’t wait to get started.


Two
NO MIDDLE GROUND

THROUGHOUT DECEMBER and into January 2009, I researched the plight of North Korean refugees. I desperately wanted to do a great job, so I immersed myself completely in work, becoming even more distant from Michael and Hana.

In early January, Mitch asked if I wanted to come to South Korea and China with him and Laura to film there. I was really excited and ready to jump at the chance. But traveling to Asia would mean being separated from Michael and Hana for more than two weeks. Not only had I never been away from Michael for that long, I had spent only one night away from Hana. This would be an amazing professional opportunity—Mitch was going to credit me as a co-producer on the project—but what would it mean for our family life?

I always tried to be the best mother I could, but the truth was, when I got pregnant I wasn’t sure Michael and I were ready, emotionally or financially, to have a baby. Unlike many expectant mothers, I didn’t feel fulfilled and excited—I mostly just felt nauseated and inconvenienced. I worried that maybe we were starting our family too soon, that maybe I wasn’t yet cut out to be a mom.

On the day Hana was born, I got only a brief glimpse of her before the doctors whisked her away. I’d had a fever during labor, and when she finally came out, the doctors did a few quick tests

























































































OEBPS/images/Lee_9780307716156_epub_tp_r1.jpg
THE WORLD IS
BIGGER NOW

An American Journalists Release from Captiity in North Korea .. .

ARemarkable Story o Faith, Family, and Forgiveness

Euna Lee

wiri Lisy Dickey

BROADWAY BOOKS
New York





OEBPS/images/Lee_9780307716156_epub_L02_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lee_9780307716156_epub_L01_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Lee_9780307716156_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
THE
WORLD IS
BIGGER
NOW

Korea ... . A Remarkable Story of Faith, Family, and Forgiveness

IEfCINPASE E
WITH LISA DICKEY








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





