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Four women who risked everything to escape the brutality and secrecy of Kim Jong-Un’s North Korea speak exclusively with Paola Totaro in London.
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Investigation

Four women who risked everything to escape the brutality and secrecy of Kim Jong-Un’s North Korea speak exclusively with Paola Totaro in London.

Escape
from the
hermit
kingdom

A woman on a train 
in Pyongyang. 

Individual expression 
is forbidden, and 

defectors fear 
reprisals against their 

families left behind.

I
t is a bleak and blustery Sunday in New Malden, a quiet suburb in 
London’s south-west. On High Street, members of a local church 
choir are hunched against the cold, bravely belting out hymns as 
plastic bags wheel and whirl around them, buffeted by the chilly 
gusts. Despite being nestled in the heart of one of London’s most 

ancient boroughs, a stone’s throw from Henry VIII’s opulent 
Hampton Court Palace, New Malden is a sprawl of modest,  
19th-century terraces.

Yet look closer at the flurry of illegible street signs, the “Little Seoul” 
supermarkets and bulgogi (Korean barbecue) restaurants. Pay attention 
to the choristers’ accents as they sing Hallelujah and it becomes 
apparent that New Malden is not just any suburb in London’s Home 
Counties, but the thriving epicentre of the biggest Korean expatriate 
community in Europe.

Today, more than 10,000 residents, nearly one-third of the suburb, 
are Korean, among them an estimated 700 North Korean defectors 
who live quietly under the radar after risking their lives to flee the → 
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brutal regimes of Kim Jong-Il and his 
son, Kim Jong-Un. 

The first wave of South Koreans 
moved to London in the 1960s, but it 
was not until North Korea was ravaged 
by terrible famine in 1998 that New 
Malden began to see the first escapees 
from the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea (DPRK), recognised still 
today as one of the most repressive 
and secretive nations in the world.

Jihyun Park, 51, risked life and limb 
– literally – to escape the horror of her 
homeland. It is difficult, she says, to make 
people in Australia or the UK understand 
day to day life in North Korea.

“It is nothing like what Westerners 
know. You ask about shopping, free 
time or to pick up children from school 
... North Korea is a totally different 
world. This country has no freedom  
of speech, freedom of movement, 
gender equality, freedom of religion or 
information. For women in North Korea, 
they have one important mission – 
pushing the wheel of revolution.”

Jihyun was working as a school 
teacher when her father urged her to 
leave. The story of her two escapes is 
gruelling. The first time, in 1998, she 
thought she was escaping to a well-paid 
job in China, only to be sold by 
traffickers and married against her 
will to an alcoholic Chinese farmer, 
later bearing him a son. 

When Chinese authorities found her, 
she was forced to leave her little boy 
and was repatriated back to North 
Korea into a re-education camp. 
There, she endured vicious beatings 
and suffered a leg wound that still 
causes her to walk with a limp. She 
was luckier the second time however. 
She escaped with the help of a broker, 
found her son and finally made her 
way to the UK.

Jihyun has courageously agreed to 
speak with The Weekly but many of 
her compatriots will not.

Hamish Macdonald heads up the 
London office of the Korea Risk 
Group, an information, policy and 
analysis firm, specialising in issues 
related to the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea (the DPRK or 
North Korea). He explains that  
many escapees still live in fear.

“In North Korea, the expression of 
individual opinion is not allowed, and 
defectors are often traumatised and 
fearful of reprisals against family and 
those left behind. Many find it difficult 
to speak out about what they have 
been through,” he tells The Weekly. 
“But those who leave are a critical source 
of information to the world outside.”

State of fear
Jihyun and I meet at a North Korean 
cookery class taught by women 
defectors and organised by Connect: 
North Korea, the only UK-based 
charity that helps political refugees 
integrate. Invitees are provided with 
an address at the very last minute, and 
the women demonstrating the dishes 
request anonymity, asking us to refrain 
from using their real names or their 
faces in photographs.

Shy and clearly 
unused to taking 
the spotlight, the 
women work 
quietly, rarely 
raising their eyes 
from their tasks. 
Jihyun, by contrast, 
is a dynamo of 
energy and 
enthusiasm and 
chit-chats as she 
expertly chops 
vegetables, 
occasionally 

translating difficult words for her friends 
and giving them gentle encouragement.

As the women fry wafer-thin 
omelettes, simmer vegetables in 
fragrant broth and add the ubiquitous 
pickled cabbage, kimchi, they observe 
that they still find it difficult to believe 
they have so much food – and in such 
variety! And Jihyun says family meals 
are still one of the greatest joys of 
living in her new country. 

In North Korea, the battle to secure 
enough food for their families 
dominated these women’s lives. While 
the state still distributes some staples, 
such as rice, rations have dropped 
steadily since the 1994-98 famine, 
forcing most to eke out a living 
growing, foraging or making produce, 
and selling and bartering in impromptu 
markets. Staples such as soy sauce, salt 
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and noodles can be hard to find and 
stocks run out quickly. Meat is rare, 
eggs increasingly so, while fruit is 
limited to apples and pears. 

A recent United Nations report 
warned that food production in the 
DPRK has fallen to its lowest level in 
more than a decade, leaving an estimated 
11 million people – nearly 44 per cent 
of the population – undernourished.

Jihyun says that, in North Korea, 
people are told they have two kinds  
of food and two kinds of life: the 
political and the physical. Citizens  
are inculcated with the notion that 
while a person’s physical life 
disappears after death, their political 
life is never ending.

“They also say that you can  
endure physical hunger but not 
without food of the mind. So when 
there is no food, it is political food 
that is supposed to feed you,” she  
says with a rueful laugh.

And that political food is very 
tightly controlled. As a woman,  
Jihyun says, the freedom to talk and 

express opinions, to think and plan a 
day’s activities without thought for 
state duties was unheard of. In North 
Korea, she could never have publicly 
told her story, but she believes it is 
critically important that she speak out 
now – both to expose the conditions 
in which women live in North Korea 
and to explain her actions to the  
next generation. 

“I hid my story until 2012 because 
it is a shameful and painful story,” she 
admits. “But when my older son was 
12, he came to me and said, ‘Why did 
you abandon and leave me?’ I cried.  
I never ever abandoned him. When he 
was five, we were separated and ...  
he was left alone in China, and the 
Chinese people told him, ‘Your mother 
is never coming back’. He said, ‘I 
counted 100 days but you did not 
come. Why did you not come?’

“That is not just my son’s question. 
It is the question of so many North 
Korean children. Women don’t 
abandon their children – we love 
them. That is why I want to speak, 

because the world needs to know 
what happens to North Korean 
women, and what happens to them  
in China.” 

North Korean women are 
encouraged to marry very young, 
usually to men chosen by their 
families. If they are still single by their 
late 20s, they are dismissed as useless 
or “rotten fish”. Young women often 
leave home to live in vast dormitories 
while working in state-run factories 
on the city peripheries. Women 
dominate the light industry workforce, 
make up around 80 per cent of the 
rural workforce and are often the 
major wage earners in the family. 

In the cities, the state is the biggest 
employer, there is little choice of 
occupation and most women are 
compelled to spend six days a week 
working for meagre wages. The 
official working day is 8am to 5pm, 
but is followed by a compulsory, daily 
Community and Learning Session –  
a mixture of political ideology,  
party policy and “self-criticism” or 
“colleague criticism” – to take stock 
of worker behaviour.

The intrusion of the state into every 
aspect of life, from work to family,  
is relentless. Communication by 
telephone is made through operators 
and often becomes a source of 
rumour, betrayal and suspicion.  
The Economist reported last year that 
people are still encouraged to keep an 
eye on the political reliability of their 
friends, family and co-workers, and 
are rewarded for reporting misdeeds. 
Even minor infringements, such as 
perusing smuggled religious 
pamphlets, can result in severe 
punishment. Unguarded remarks 
about the leader or one of his 
predecessors can lead to banishment 
from Pyongyang or, in more egregious 
cases, being carted off to a prison 
camp – sometimes with one’s family  
in tow. 

The few citizens who have the 
means to buy a radio or TV must 
report this to the authorities, who  
run random inspections to ensure  
that they are tuned to official 
programming. Possession of foreign 
magazines, newspapers or religious → 

From left: The state 
intrudes into every 
aspect of life, from 
work to family; 
young women live in 
vast dormitories and 
work in state-run 
factories; women 
are often the major 
wage earners in the 
family. Opposite:  
A staff member 
poses in front of a 
chart of approved 
women’s hairstyles 
in Pyongyang. 
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publications is forbidden, although 
short-wave radios allow some news  
of the outside world. There is no 
access to the internet.

Crimes against humanity
A few weeks after our cooking class, 
encouraged by Jihyun, two of the 
women agree to meet me in a cafe in 
New Malden. It is freezing outside 
and they are late, sparking anxiety in 
the young South Korean translator 
who fears something has happened to 
them. Just as we are losing hope, they 
arrive, apologising that the sermon at 
their local church went overtime. 

Jeong-ok Park, a tiny woman with 
fierce eyes and a smooth unlined face, 
looks a decade younger than her  
63 years. She escaped, crossing the 
border into China with her son and 
daughter in 2004, but arrived alone  
in the UK eight years later. Her 
sadness is palpable: both children 
remain in China and she only 
managed to re-establish contact  
with them three years ago.

She chose to settle in the UK, 
instead of South Korea, for fear of 
being reported by the National 
Intelligence Service of South Korea 
and returned to the north. 

“It’s almost like South Korea 
automatically suspects North Korean 
refugees as undercover spies sent from 
North Korea on purpose. So there is  
a high risk of being accused and 
repatriated back to North Korea,”  
she explains.

Her friend, Jeong-hwa Park, 56, is 
married with a daughter, 14, and a 
son, 25. She wears her hair in the 
bouffant style fashionable in the  
early 1960s, has a kind, shy face and 
expressive, long fingers which dance 
as she speaks.

Jeong-ok says her husband worked 
illegally in transport in China, and 
that survival was the constant in their 
lives: “Hunger was the most terrible 
thing. To watch my whole family 
suffer, especially seeing my children 
suffer from hunger, was really tough.”

That and the lack of personal 
freedom: “You cannot have your own 
personal life there. From the moment 
you wake up, you have to be in a 

group, work as a group. 
When you’re young, 
you have to be with 
the youth group. 
When you get 
married, you belong 
to the group of 
married women,” says 
Jeong-ok. “You can 
never just go 
somewhere on your own. When you’re 
out of your home, you always have to 
move with the group. Even after you 
come home at the end of the day, you 
have to attend all sorts of meetings or 
events of the group.”

Freedom, Jeong-ok adds, was not  
a concept she understood: “Everyone 
is brainwashed and educated to  
follow the order from the time they 
are born.”

The fear still felt by so many  
North Korean refugees is very  
real. In their report, published by 
Oxford University Press last year, 
Melbourne University’s Jay Jiyoung 
Song and her Sheffield University 
colleague, Markus Bell, noted that 
while the UK accepts there is a real 
fear of persecution should defectors 
return home, the fact that so many flee 
first to South Korea, where they have 
a right of residency, means that they 
are seen as default citizens there – not 
as stateless. For that reason, many 
governments believe North Korean 

asylum seekers can be returned 
“home” (to South Korea) safely.  
The UK Home Office has rejected 
almost one-third of all asylum 
applicants over the past 15 years and 
in Australia, North Koreans’ refugee 
claims are not considered at all.

This is despite a 2014 UN  
report which documented crimes 
including extermination, murder, 
enslavement, torture, imprisonment, 
rape, forced abortions, persecution, 
deliberate starvation and enforced 
disappearances, committed “pursuant 
to policies at the highest level of  
the state”.

Haunted by violence
Defectors’ terror of being returned 
becomes starkly apparent when  
I travel by train to a city in England’s 
north to meet with a recent arrival 
who has agreed to an interview after 
much deliberation.

We chat for more than two hours  
in her tiny dining room, helped by a 

Clockwise from above: 
factory workers under 
a banner reading “Let’s 
Advance”; shortages 
have forced many to 
forage for food; a 
military parade in 2007. 
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young interpreter. She tells me openly 
of her pride, as a young soldier, in the 
Army of North Korea, and her belief 
in the Workers’ Party. She was utterly 
shocked to find her country in the grip 
of famine when she was discharged 
from the army in the mid 1990s.  

“She found society in a state of 
collapse,” the interpreter explains. 
“Her parents volunteered to work for 
a state farm because it had become so 
difficult to get rations. She saw 
beggars, children abandoned in the 
streets because their parents could not 
feed them, people dying without food, 
burglaries and theft and neighbours 
turning on each other, and stealing 
from each other.” 

In the military, she says, women 
suffered greater hardships than men. 
Sanitary items were not issued, just 
reusable rags, and male officials who 
took sexual advantage of their female 
colleagues were never sanctioned. 

“If a woman became pregnant,  
she had to leave. There was a lot of 
harassment, groping, misconduct and 
even rape. The ordinary men who 
lived outside the military did not like 
women who had been discharged 
from the military, so they suffered 
abuse then too,” she explains.

Despite Marxism and the tenets of 
universal equality, which are supposed 
to be the backbone of Korean society, 
Confucian patriarchy defines the life 

of the family. Even Kim Jong-Un’s 
intriguing younger sister, Kim 
Yo-Jong, who some surmise is his 
right-hand woman, very often  
appears in subservient roles, holding  
a crystal ashtray while her brother 
enjoys a cigarette or passing him  
a pen to sign an international 
agreement. And both she and  
Kim Jong-Un’s wife, former singer  
and cheerleader, Ri Sol-Ju, have 
periodically disappeared for months 
from public view, each time eliciting 
international concern.

Defectors report that there is no 
protection for women against sexual 
and domestic violence. Even those 
who join the army and the Workers’ 

Party – traditionally paths to a more 
secure future – are vulnerable to 
unchecked sexual violence.

Last year in London, an All-Party 
Parliamentary Group on North Korea 
launched a report documenting sexual 
violence against women and girls 
through the voice of defectors. 
According to the group’s co-chair, 
Conservative MP Fiona Bruce, the 
experiences described a “landscape  
of cruelty and brutality”.

Women reported that laws 
protecting women and girls are not 
only insufficient but poorly enforced. 
At the same time, the intersection of 
state propaganda and the physical 
power that masquerades as “unique” 
ideology has not broken down 
patriarchal norms. 

Towards the end of our time 
together, the former army recruit 
speaks about her slow recovery from 
the trauma of life in the DPRK. It took 
two escape attempts, imprisonment  
in a re-education camp, beatings and 
10 years spent hiding in a remote 
village in north-eastern China before 
she and her husband finally saved 
enough money to hire a broker and 
seek asylum in the UK.

“I am so happy to see my children 
at school,” she says, “to see they are 
free to move around, they can say 
what they think and there is no risk  
of being caught for saying the wrong 
thing. I do not fear the police here.  
But still, when I hear sirens at night,  
I dream that I will be caught by  
the police.” 

Then, just a week after we meet,  
she sends an email, written by her  

son, imploring me not 
to use her name or any 
details of her story.  
(We have changed 
many details to 
ensure she cannot  
be identified.) 

I ask her one final 
question: what are  
her hopes for her 
homeland?

“What I want  
for Korea,” she 
responds simply, “is  
to be free.” AWW 

Despite being his right-hand woman, Kim 
Yo-Jong is subservient to her brother.


