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Spencer Lee Lenfield [7]=]

L.

Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to be able to write not just in
proficient or grammatically correct, but elegant Korean: to command the same
nuances of connotation, etymology, rhythm that I feel I have at my disposal in
English-except in the language that I have struggled for six years to learn, the
language that matches my face and DNA, the language that still so often remains
just out of my reach. Joseph Conrad and Vladimir Nabokov famously learned
to write in English as a second language, and many would say they are among
the most graceful writers in the language; Yiyun Li and Xiaolu Guo are among
the many writers today who learned English as adults but write in it beautifully.
Jhumpa Lahiri wrote her first works in English, but now writes in Italian. Samuel
Beckett made himself write in French so that, he said, he could write “without
style.” Cognitively, the feat is not impossible. Merely difficult.

I’'m not sure when or why writing in beautiful Korean became such a dream of
mine. I barely knew any Korean at all until I started taking classes when I was

twenty-five. I was born in Korea, and am ethnically Korean, but because I was
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adopted when I was three months old, I didn’t know the language growing up
at all. I didn’t study Korean in college. And when I did start, it wasn’t with the
goal of writing in mind. I think I had vague thoughts that I might someday be
able to speak to my birth family, if I ever found them, and that I’d like to read
some literature in Korean, too. I would have been satisfied with functional or
conversational Korean-and even now, sometimes that goal still feels like a stretch.
(News broadcasts, and dialogue with a certain kind of muttering older male taxi
driver, still often defeat my abilities.)

To write beautifully in a language is to enter into a deep communion with all
its speakers, all its literature-from the most ephemeral memo or newspaper to
the greatest novels and poetry. I used to study ancient Greek and Latin, and our
professors taught us by having us write in those languages: not for its utility
as communication, but because composing in a language is the best way to
internalize its workings, and to demonstrate that you have learned true sensitivity
to its idioms and shades of meaning. To write beautiful Korean would mean
understanding not just grammar, but context, register, and tone; it would mean
a rich knowledge of speech and print, and an indexical memory for poetry and
prose. I'm not sure whether this is even possible for me, with my thirty-year old
brain stubbornly unplastic and ossified, even if I moved to Korea and never spoke
another word of English ever again. But I still dream about it, even though for
most adoptees and even many Korean Americans, this issue of language never
becomes the (possibly unhealthy) obsession it has become for me.

I experience fits of irrational jealousy of almost everyone else vis-a-vis
Korean. I envy native speakers for their fluency. I envy Korean Americans for
their natural accents and intonation (at least, more natural than my own). I envy
bilingual people for their ability to switch back and forth. I envy talented learners

of Korean, like the guys on the TV show Bijeongsang Hoedam (“Abnormal
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Summit”) or the Russian scholar Vladimir Tikhonov. I envy the adoptees and
Korean Americans who are content with just a little Korean, or none at all. I envy
my non-Korean friends who receive praise for speaking even a little bit of stock
Korean in Korea. I envy people with no relationship to Korean at all for having
other goals and preoccupations. I know that these feelings are negative, and
unreasonable. But I have them anyway.

If I woke up tomorrow speaking and writing perfect Korean, nothing in the
world would change. It would improve no one’s life, except my own; cure no
diseases, end no wars. And yet somehow, I have ended up staking my career and
perhaps devoting my life to it: to my surprise, I am writing a doctoral dissertation
on translation and retelling between Korean literature and Korean American
literature-two groups of people I am in some way part of, or at least alongside,
yet may always feel distant and different from. This is not the life I would have
planned out for myself at the start. Until six years ago, it would have barely been
conceivable. Yet even long before I knew Korean, the language has always been
present in my life, since some of my earliest memories. I think of these as my

prehistory with Korean.

2.

My parents tried to learn a little Korean when they adopted me. They bought
a language course on tape cassettes titled Let’s Learn Korean! in a box of orange
and navy cardboard. It came with a small booklet of phrases in a typewriter-esque
font together with Korean script that had been handwritten and mimeographed.
The cassettes walked you first through the basic letters of Korean, and then
asked you to repeat a number of phrases. The booklet used the old-fashioned
McCune-Reischauer transliterations, with intimidating carets over the Os and Us

whose function was difficult to understand. So many times, I tried to listen to the
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cassettes, but gave up.

Apparently, my father once got good enough at the Korean phrases that he was
able to impress some Korean people that he and my mom met on a camping trip
when I was just a baby. I used to think this meant that he was able to really speak
Korean, though now I realize it was probably just phrases. Annyeonghi gyesipsio.
I think of the excitement I’ve seen Koreans use so often when one of my white
friends knows even a little Korean, with even a very heavy accent. Wa! Urimareul
arayo. I think of how rare it must have been for Koreans traveling around rural
Michigan in 1991 to come across a white guy who knew how to say even just
annyeonghaseyo? No wonder they were surprised. Daebak. Singihaeyo. (I will
never elicit that reaction when I speak Korean, from anyone.)

But life does not give working people much time in which to cultivate new
language skills, and eventually my father forgot the Korean phrases he had
learned. My parents both worked hard jobs with long hours to support us. Neither
of them had ever learned a new language as adults; neither had gone to college.
I hardly blame them for not learning a language that I still struggle to speak after
six years of concerted effort and some of the world’s best academic resources.
Still, sometimes I wonder what it would have been like to grow up even just using
annyeonghaseyo? and gamsahamnida around the house with my white parents. It
would hardly have made me fluent in Korean. But I can’t help but think it would
have been nice.

I have never actually come across parents who adopted Korean children and
then themselves learned Korean to conversational proficiency. I get it: Korean
is a hard language. Until recently, there were few resources for learning Korean
within reach of most Americans. Americans (and Australians, and the British)
are notoriously loath to learn to speak other languages—a complacency born of

speaking the world’s dominant language of commerce and education. Americans
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tend to think of learning new languages as requiring special talent, like being a
concert musician or a professional athlete: not something that “normal” people
can or should have to do. I don’t think many Americans realize that plenty of
“normal” people who have never set foot in an English-speaking country dedicate
decades of their lives to learning English, largely for economic reasons; that entire
education systems build English into a standard part of their curricula. I loathe the
arrogance in the American presumption that one can go on vacation anywhere (or
invade a country) and just find people who speak English along the way.

The best of adoptive parents say they would do anything for their children. It
might be uncharitable of me, but I often wonder why, if what they say is indeed
the case, so few ever learn the language of their children’s heritage culture.
Maybe it’s because of an all-too American belief that culture and language can be
separated-that having enough Korean art and food and books around can make
up for the absence of the language from one’s life. That one can be of Italian
descent and proud of Italian culture without speaking any Italian; have Iranian
heritage but speak no Farsi; have one’s roots in China and eat Chinese food but
not actually speak any Chinese-and not experience a sense of loss.

I don’t think that belief is true at all, and I don’t think that even many white
Americans from immigrant backgrounds believe it to be true, either. My mother’s
father and aunt grew up speaking German at home, and until very recently the
church they went to still held Christmas services in German. The husband of
my mom’s best friend grew up speaking German, too, and though he still knows
a little, I think he does feel some sense of loss around it. But if you grew up
with only English in your life, as both my parents did, I think it can be hard to
understand how deeply culture involves language. That eating tteokbokki and
correctly pronouncing its name go, on some level, hand in hand, and that it marks

you as a perpetual outsider if you can’t.
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Years later, after learning Korean, I started to realize that many Koreans
stereotype Korean Americans as people who can barely speak Korean at all, who
know little and care less about Korean culture. I once saw a talented Korean
translator of Korean literature into English, an enviably bilingual person who
grew up internationally with parents in the diplomatic corps, complain on Twitter
that Korean Americans don’t actually care about learning Korean. That made
me upset, but I understand why they think so. “At this point, you probably speak
better Korean than a lot of Korean Americans,” a Korean friend once told me.
I thought that was weird, because I’d always thought of my Korean American
friends as the goal of fluency toward which I aspired. But it’s also somewhat true.
In my current side job as an editor, I helped publish a group interview among
four prominent Korean American writers. I was surprised to learn that only one of
them speaks any Korean at all. No wonder so many Koreans look at us like aliens.

3.

By the time I was adopted in the early 1990s, international adoption agencies in
the United States no longer told adoptive parents to focus on assimilating children
into American culture, as they had in the decades following the beginning of
adoption from Korea following the end of the war in 1953. In an era celebrating
“multiculturalism,” social workers instead urged new parents to celebrate their
children’s origins and incorporate them into family life.

The range and quality of books and other materials with which adoptive
families were supposed to reconstruct the cultural heritage of children too young
to know any of it for themselves varied widely, however. Three decades later,
Korean culture has circulated more widely across the globe than at any previous
moment in history-but in 1990, most Americans knew little more of Korea than
what they once saw on the sitcom M*A*S*H. Average people didn’t yet know

what the Internet even was. Consequently, we were left with books and videos
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from a handful of specialty publishers-some aimed specifically at adopted
children and their families. Cumulatively, they painted a picture of a Korea that
has never actually existed at any single moment in time: a conglomeration of
long-vanished Joseon-era traditions, sociological generalizations about post-war
life, and the diligent, sanitized, modernizing late-Cold War ally both nations’
governments wanted it to be.

My adoption agency sent along a 17-page pamphlet photocopied onto printer
paper, titled “A Glimpse of Korea.” It featured a précis of Korean history, a
number of recipes, and various page-long treatments of different aspects of
Korean culture. “Mass Communications” notes that “the number of television sets
in Korea has risen representing one TV set per 1.7 households.” But “Housing”
spends the whole page describing the setup of an aristocratic hanok! A picture
book titled Korean Ways explained in detail features of daily Korean life around
(I now realize) the year 1780. For longer into my childhood than I care to admit,
I thought Korea was a land where women still cleaned laundry by beating it on
boards, girls stood on swings to watch boys over high walls, and men carried
heavy loads on A-frames. I read descriptions of first-birthday ceremonial parties,
dol, and worried I had no future because I’d never had one.

I also understood that King Sejong had commissioned the invention of an
alphabet, but I had no idea how that alphabet worked. One of the books had a
chart that looked roughly like this:

[TTLCcw @8 0D HWANO RARXAE LS
F 17} 7+ o ©f u} €f o} b} wp A} 2} of 2} 27} 2} 7} €} 5} o5)F
WA 70 o w2l el ul w2 A of A A A e =) S)
FE7kvkek 2k ok wkwg Ak of 2 #k 2 7 Ef sk SF
" A A ofl A

But it offered no further explanation, and therefore left me mystified. I
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remember tracing out the letters on paper with no idea what sounds they made.
Look, this is Korean, I told myself. Korean was lines; Korean was order. Korean
was visible and yet ineffable.

The adoption packet also provided a Korean-English glossary (presumably for
parents adopting children old enough to speak Korean); now that I actually know

Korean, its suggested pronunciations leave me dumbfounded:

Don’t be afraid (It’s OK) Gyen cha nah

I am happy Geep-buh

Do you want to go to the potty? Byn-soh-kahl-leh?
Do you want some more? The Jool Kah?

It’s time to go to bed Jahl-see-gahnee-yah

I mean, can you imagine being a Korean-speaking four-year-old, newly
arrived in the U.S., trying to communicate with two American grown-ups who
had this as their only equipment? In this transliteration, Korean looks like the
many indigenous American languages totally misheard and mispronounced by
missionaries, place names from which dot the nation’s landscape and cultural
imagination: Kalamazoo. Massachusetts. Gitche-Gumee. I can’t help but picture a
middle-aged American frantically asking a Korean toddler, “The jewel kaa? Jewel
cow? Jewel cow?”

We had small pieces of Korean culture around home, too. The adoption agency
had sent both my sister and I with maedeup, brightly colored knotwork pendants,
each marked with a hanja it would take me decades to learn to identify. They also
sent infant-size hanbok, Korean traditional dress, which we quickly outgrew, but
kept as symbols of a kind. My parents had a Korean Coke bottle, never opened,
that read =712} on the side. We had Korean flags, large and small. My father,
who is good at woodworking, made us a special board on which my sister and I

could play yut-nori, a racing board game where you toss rounded sticks with one
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flat side to determine how many spaces to move. Someone gave me a kendama—
a wooden ball tied with string to a handle with a cup carved on two sides—which
I now realize is Japanese rather than Korean in origin, but thought was Korean
as a child. And I had a small hand-drum with the primary-colored triple swirl
of a samtaegeuk on its face. Even at the time, I remember not knowing whether
Korean children actually played with such things, or just adoptees who were told
to think of them as Korean.

I had a map of Korea in my room, full of place-names for cities, mountains,
provinces, rivers, highways, and islands I could only imagine. JEJU-DO, near
the bottom of the map, was easiest to see when I was small, and I wondered
what it would be like to live on an island like that. I used to imagine that Jeju-
do looked like the kind of desert island one sees in New Yorker cartoons: enough
room for one person and a palm tree. SEOUL I recognized as the name of the
city where I was born. Wasn’t it awfully close to North Korea? The names of
provinces blurred in my head: why did they all end in either NAM-DO or BUK-
DO? Little did I know that I was learning the words for “South” and “North.” At
the top of the map, the Demilitarized Zone, which my parents told me was the
line between North and South Korea, and no one could go there by agreement,
especially soldiers. For a while, I thought Demilitarized Zones were how you
get people to leave you alone, and I authoritatively told other small children
(including my sister), “You can’t go there, that’s a demilitarized zone.” Needless
to say, they didn’t know what I meant, because most preschool-aged children
don’t know what a demilitarized zone is. If we looked hard at the southern edge
of the peninsula, we could see JINJU-SI, where my younger sister was born. Her
adoption agency had told us it was a fishing town, and because of the stories I
had heard in Sunday School of Jesus’ disciples fishing, I imagined it as a kind

of Korean Galilee, full of men with nets in perilous wooden boats. I envisioned
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a Korean Jesus, with a dark beard and a blue sash, walking on the waves of the
South Sea between Jinju and Jeju-do.

Young children who have never experienced differences of nation, culture, or
language firsthand have a difficult time conceiving what such differences mean,
and for years I knew myself to be Korean because I was Korean in contrast
with everyone else (mostly white) around me. The Korean objects and books
distinguished me from others and therefore constituted my Koreanness. It did
not occur to me that there might be gaps between the Korea I had built in my
young imagination and the real Korea, any more than a child can conceive of the
difference between Santa’s workshop and the real North Pole. To recognize such
misconceptions is simply to let go of them. And so it did not occur to me that

there might be any gap between Korea and me.

4.

I first had the opportunity to learn a new language in a serious way when
I was in seventh grade. The principal of my school saw that I was bored in
English class, so she offered to teach me Latin two days a week instead. (She
had majored in classics in college, decades before.) I loved it. I worked ahead as
quickly as I could, memorizing the principal parts of every verb in the book, and
doing my best to master the niceties of declensions and conjugations. I was still
young enough to make-believe with friends, and with the Harry Potter novels
still appearing every few years, I would run around the yard holding a chopstick
and my copy of Cassell’s Latin dictionary as a “spellbook.” I avidly translated
the titles of Christmas carols as a quiz game, and made my exasperated parents
guess what they meant in English: In media nocte clara venit; Gaudium mundo;
Gelidus, nivis vir. I wasn’t able to continue Latin in eighth grade, because my

principal was busy and there was no one else around to teach it. But I tried—with
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mixed success—to keep learning with the second-level textbook and print-outs of
the first book of the Aeneid and De rerum natura.

Around the same time, I also developed little obsessions with Italian and
Japanese, because there were introductory textbooks for each of them at our
little public library. I read a novel called Bloomability about a girl who won a
scholarship at a fancy boarding school in Italian Switzerland; all of my favorite
Nintendo video games appeared in Japanese before they appeared in English. I
never got very far with either, but it was better than nothing. In the summer after
I graduated from middle school, I took French lessons because I wanted to test
out of the first year of high school classes. French and Spanish were the only
languages my local high school offered.

As an adult, I now somewhat resent that no one realized before middle
school that I had such enthusiasm for learning languages; and I definitely resent
that Korean was not one of the languages for which I had any access to good
instruction. None of the local universities or colleges even offered a Korean
program (indeed, they still don’t). I didn’t learn until much later that there was
a summer camp in Minnesota that specialized in teaching Korean to adopted
Korean children; and tuition at such programs was always difficult for my
parents to afford, anyway. We had a dial-up Internet connection, and almost no
connections to any Korean families living in the area. With no one around to
teach Korean, I never had a real opportunity to learn it—and despite the dreams
of self-studiers the world over, I’ve come after a lifetime of language learning
that languages must be shared from one human to another in order to attain real
proficiency.

When I was in eighth grade, my mother found a one-day Korean culture
workshop offered at a local university by the shore of Lake Michigan. At that

time, she was the secretary at my school, and we both took the day off to go to
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this workshop, which was taught by a middle-aged Korean man who must have
been a professor of some kind. I wonder what he thought of me? I remember
how he taught us the letters of the Korean alphabet—the consonants by matching
English words to their shape:

71, a gun, makes the G sound;

L, anose, is N;

©, a door on a hinge, says D;

and so forth. To this day, I can’t look at
2 without imagining it as a River,
o as a squared-off Mouth,
or B as a baby’s Bib.

A, a Slide. And %, a Jumping person. © a riNG, and & a man in a Hat. = a
Key, E a Trident, = a Pipe. (I forget what he told us = looks like. = doesn’t look
like anything much to me.)

He taught the vowels as a dance, holding our arms out in the shape of the
letters. My mom learned alongside me. |, one arm to the right, a. F, two arms to
the right, ya. 1, one arm to the left, eo (a schwa-like sound); 9, two arms to the
left, yeo. And so forth, up (o/yo) and down (u/yu). Stretch both arms up: i. Stretch
both arms out wide, and make a sound with gritted teeth as though a giant has
stepped on you: euh.

Before we left that day, he offered to write the names of everyone who attended
with a brush and ink on crisp rice paper. My mom and I told him my name in
Korean, the name I had received at birth, “Lee Young-il.” With decisive flicks of
his wrist, a calligraphic dance of circles and lines appeared in glistening black: ©|
9.

But I could not figure out how to read this: did it say “ngi ngyeong ngil?” And
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how did one pronounce that? He had not explained the finer points of how to
pronounce what one sees on the page, and so I still didn’t know that ©, at the
beginning of a syllable, makes no sound. Nor did I understand how to arrange the
letters in blocks. I tried to write my English name in Korean and came up with
this: A v A { 2. (Even then, I knew that didn’t look right.) Koreans so often
pride themselves on a simple, logical alphabet that it is easy to lose sight of how
complex its proper usage really is. For a long time, I tried to use the packet on
the Korean alphabet from that workshop to sound out the Korean on appliance
manuals, an exercise in futility: I didn’t know that A at the bottom of a syllable
makes the T sound, or how to correctly pronounce a twin consonant like T or .
I didn’t know that B before L makes the “m” sound, so for a long time I went
around saying “gamsahabnida” and “annyeonghasibnikka.” And with no further
workshops, I didn’t know how to push beyond these limitations, either.

After finishing eighth grade at a very small church school in my hometown, I
went to a much larger public high school one town over at my parents insistence.
Eventually I liked it, but I had a lonely first year. As for so many transfer
students, lunchtimes felt especially challenging. I remember trying very hard to
make friends with a Korean exchange student my age who also looked alone at
lunchtimes. Her name was Bo-min, and she was very quiet. I now realize that
she must have been terrified: a Korean girl in jung-sam suddenly dropped in the
middle of a random town in rural west Michigan! I tried to say what few Korean
phrases I could, but it didn’t go far. I’d ask her some questions in English, and she
nodded yes or no but not much more. We did not have much in common, apart
from an ethnicity.

At the end of that year, another family we knew who had adopted children from
Korea hosted a Korean woman—I think as a sort of au pair, or a family friend.

We saw them a couple of times. “You could learn some Korean from her!” my
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mom suggested. I went along, hopeful but also intimidated. Their family friend
was assertive and immediately leapt into refreshing my knowledge of hangeul
and teaching me words and their sounds. She drew small illustrations above the
Korean so that I would remember what words meant. A}2}: an apple. Hi: a boat. ©}
o]: baby. (Finally, I understood how the silent © worked.) “Go learn these,” she
told me at the end of the night.

And T did. But we only saw her once again after that—and since she had
only taught me lists of nouns, and no grammar, I couldn’t really say anything
meaningful. And without the ability to form sentences, the Korean vocabulary

rapidly slipped from my mind.

S.

Our small-town public library had no books with which to learn Korean, but
it did have a book of lullabies from around the world. I remember that there was
just one in Korean, a haunting melody in a minor key that I played note by note
at the piano while trying to pronounce the transliterated Korean words. Saeya,
saeya, it went. Paran saeya. / Nokdu batei anchi mara. Only over fifteen years
later did I learn what I was saying: Bird, oh bird, blue bird: don’t sit in the bean
field. (I mispronounced the “ae” as if it were Latin, and the “ch” as if it were
Italian.) I wondered if anyone had sung that song to me while I was in foster care,
or whether I would have learned that song if I had grown up in Korea.

Like many adoptees, I often wondered how my life would have been different if
I had not been adopted and instead grown up in Korea. I had a vague secondhand
notion that Korean schools were strict and demanding. Once, the father of one of
my classmates had taught a weekly class called Junior Achievement, which was
supposed to teach us lessons about entrepreneurship. He mentioned that he had

traveled to South Korea for work once before. When I excitedly asked him what
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Seoul was like, he said, “Eh. Kind of dirty. But things were cheap.” This hurt me
on some level, though I didn’t understand why. (Looking back, I think it was a
weird thing to tell an adopted kid. I mean, what the hell.)

My adoption records were unusually informative, and so my parents and
I actually had a lot of information about the circumstances surrounding my
placement. We had the names, birth dates, and even heights and blood types of
both my birth parents; we even knew that my birth mother had been the eldest
of four children, and had grown up in Gangwon Province. My parents told me
for years that I had probably been placed for adoption because she felt she was
too young to be able to raise a child alone. The papers say that she had been
living with her boyfriend (my birth father) but he suddenly disappeared when she
realized she had become pregnant. “The baby was born out of wedlock and the
birth mother wanted her baby to be adopted in a good home because she could
not take good care of the baby alone under her facing environments,” wrote the
social worker in English. “Adoption would be the best way for the the baby’s
and the birth mother’s stable future, therefore, I recommend it for adoption in an
American family.” Sometimes I wondered how my life might have been different
if I had been adopted by a family in France, or Saudi Arabia, or Brazil. (I didn’t
realize at the time that international adoption is rare in the latter two countries.)

Because I was interested in languages and read a lot about linguistics in high
school, I learned about an idea called the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. Two linguists
in the early twentieth century had noted that some languages seem to visualize
abstract concepts in very different ways. Both Korean and English, for example,
imagine past time as “behind” and future time as “forward”; but other languages
reverse that image. Some languages—Ilike, they claimed, Hopi—might have
a different conception of time because they lacked features like tenses. Later

research has mostly disproved Sapir and Whorf’s hypothesis, but at the time it
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made me wonder: how might my thinking be different if I had learned Korean
rather than English as my first language? Could I have been friendlier, or more
suspicious, or sadder, or funnier than I was in English?

One cannot imagine what it is like to think in a language one does not know:
without actually knowing Korean, it’s impossible to say what sort of thoughts
one might think only in Korean. I imagined what it would have been like to grow
up speaking in Korean to a single mother somewhere in Seoul. Would we have
faced disapproval or ostracism? Would life have been difficult in other ways? I
wondered what it would be like to tell someone I loved them in Korean: A}3]|
2. In English, these syllables meant nothing in particular: they had no emotional
resonance for my adoptive parents.

I took a high-school anthropology class where I learned about a concept in
structuralist linguistics called “the arbitrariness of the signifier”: it means that
there is no special relationship between the sound, form, or texture of a word (or
any other symbol) and the idea for which it stands. Neither “love” nor Al has a
more privileged relationship to the underlying concept—nor amour, ai, Lieb, or
any other language. That said, one language might separate a concept into finer
distinctions than others. I had heard in church a million times that Greek had
several words for different kinds of love: erds (romantic love), philia (friendship
or liking), philadelphia (sibling love), agape (charity). And I knew that French
made distinctions that English did not—between, for instance, savoir (knowing a
fact) and connaitre (knowing a person). I wondered what distinctions might lie in
Korean, and how I might change if I learned it. I also wondered what it would be
like to give up English.

Among the children’s books we had about Korea for adoptees was a slim
maroon hardcover titled When You Were Born in Korea, full of black-and-white

photos of Korean children and especially mothers. The message was meant to
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inform children in an age-appropriate way about why birth parents might place
their children for adoption, and it did, but I also found it mysteriously saddening
to look at. The monochrome pictures seemed sombre, ashen. At one point I read
it in our basement and sobbed, thinking of the hardships my birth mother might
have gone through, and might still be going through, out of reach half a world
away. I realized that even if I could meet her, I would not be able to say anything

to her—except, perhaps, ZAFIU T, Abgsf e, Ak, vl ofo],

6.

When I started college, I thought about beginning a new language. I considered
taking Arabic, or Hindi, or Chinese. I’'m ashamed to say now that I deliberately
stayed away from Korean, although the Korean program at my university was
truly excellent, and I later wished I had started back then. I was worried people
would stereotype, or worse, pity me. Of course: the adopted boy, looking for his
heritage! Of course it makes sense that you want to learn Korean. Good for you.
I did not want to be pitied. I wanted to inspire awe and respect. (Years later, a
brilliant Korean friend of mine, who is an accomplished political philosopher,
told me that she felt similarly in college: “I felt like I had to study the whitest,
most canonical Great Men so that people would take me seriously.”) I registered
for enormous survey classes on the European novel, on the history of philosophy,
on astronomy and neuroscience and music theory.

There was a Korean American girl, E, on the same floor of the same dorm
where I lived. We were friendly, though never close. I was pretty good friends
with her roommate—an applecheeked, absentminded Russian American girl who
played the piano like I did. One night I was visiting their room, and E was talking
with a Korean American boy on Skype. Somehow I ended up in view. “Hi,” 1

said.
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“Are you Korean?” he asked.

“Yeah, but it’s complicated...” I answered.

“Do you speak Korean?”

“A little. Gamsahamnida.”

He laughed derisively. “Your accent is really weird.”

I’m not sure I said another word of Korean for the rest of college.

7.

Years passed. After graduating from college, I spent several years in England
studying classics and philosophy. More languages accrued along the way: Latin,
Greek, a decent amount of Italian and German. I took Chinese for a year. Only
toward the end of my time living in England did a feeling suddenly pass over me:
it was time to learn Korean, too. I wanted a quest, something to direct my life
after I finished exams and started a job.

I moved to Washington, D.C., and took Korean classes once a week after
work through the Korean Embassy. Progress was slow: I needed a month just
to pronounce the vowel | properly. Every step of learning the language took
longer than I had imagined: from numbers and colors to subordination and
honorifics, from ordering off menus and using ATMs to reading newspaper
articles and understanding broadcasters. (I still struggle to develop my listening
ability in particular, actually.) Why is this language so much harder for me than
all the others? I asked myself again and again. For a long time, it felt as though
the connection to meaning I was able to develop with other languages came in
Korean only with great pain. Often, it seemed like the warmest support as well
as the most withering criticism came from native speakers of Korean. When
someone told me that I was doing well, or spoke with me over a meal, I felt as

though I were fully alive for the first time. When someone complained about my
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accent or made fun of me, I too often wanted to give up, doubting whether it was
right to shoulder this burden.

After a couple of years learning Korean in the United States, I moved to
Korea for a year to teach English in Gangwon Province, a place I chose solely
because I knew my biological mother’s family hailed from there. I searched for
my birth parents, and though the police located people matching their names and
birthdates, I was not allowed to know their contact information. The police did
tell me that they now seem to be living together. I wonder whether they have
children, who would be my siblings. I may never know.

I had hoped that after a year or two, I would be able to read Korean literature
for fun; in reality, it took me twice that long. I remember the first works I tried to
read in Korean during that year in the mountains: Chae Mansik’s story Isanghan
Seonsaengnim, “Strange Teacher”’; Hwang Sunwon’s Sonagi; Yun Dongju’s Seosi,
“Prelude.” A Korean friend generously took the time to help me read Cho Nam-
jo’s feminist novel Kim Jiyeong, Born 1982, which was especially popular and
influential that year. I found myself wondering whether my mother’s life had been
at all like Jiyeong’s mother’s—both from the generation born in the mid-1960s,
in the middle of the military dictatorship, which witnessed democratization and
economic transformation around the time I was born. I wondered if she, too, had
had to give up dreams, had felt the pressure of sexism and inequality. I wished
that I could ask.

To read Korean literature in Korean is a constant source of joy to me now in
large part because it offers so much direct understanding of Korean culture that I
didn’t have in my life when I was growing up. My prehistory with Korean now
strikes me as funny, but also avoidable—in a world with more translations, more
literature, better resources with which to make a language accessible even to

children. When I started a Ph.D in literature the following year, I didn’t intend
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at first to specialize in Korean. But I found with time that I couldn’t give it up,
even if I often felt my skills still far too inadequate. I work with Korean literature
now so that in the future other people, Korean and otherwise, might have a better
understanding of Korea’s culture and history no matter where in the world they
live. I may never know my birth family’s history or stories, and so what I have
in their place is the history of Korea and its language. Korean might not be the
language I grew up speaking. But it has become my adopted mother tongue, so
to speak: the language that connects me to so much I could never otherwise have

known.
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Lee-Dae-11/ Two vs One
: An Adoptee Memoir

Eric McDaniel [9]=£]

Let me tell you about a kid with an unusual story. A story of one child with two
families, from two worlds, and just as many odds stacked up against them. In
Korean, 2 vs. 1 is Lee-Dae-il. It also happens to be that child’s name. Lee Dae-il.
That’s me.

I was born Lee-Dae-Il, but my American name is Eric McDaniel. I’'m a Korean-
American adoptee, born in 1986. For most of us adoptees, we do not know our
actual birthdates. Due to abandonment, much of our paperwork and records were
lost. Our adoption agencies would register fake birthdays for us under our own
family registration, what I call “Abandoned Orphan Lineage.”

In the beginning, I wasborn in Incheon. Supposedly, It was so country, not
even my birth parents remember where I was born. In the 80s, there was a lot
of industrialization and inflation happening in South Korea, it was the fastest
growing first world economy after the war. Therefore, many households were left
severely broken financially and mentally. How could single mothers, fathers, and

poor families support their children? Korea found a solution to give these parents
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and their babies an opportunity at a better life: international adoption.

From what I know, I was living with my mother and father until I was about
4 years old. My father at the time was 46 years young. He was called the “Night
Club King.” From what my gangster cousins told me, he was very respected in
his community. You might guess what line of business he was in. If you look at
his face, you can definitely tell through his odd lines, and wrinkly dry skin under
his almond eyes, there is a huge story of the unknown, the untold, a fiery past.
Sometimes, when I look at him, I catch him in a reminisce stare looking out a
window with a melancholy gaze that there is something he should repent for.

My mother was twenty when she had me. I was told I was actually delivered
in a car. Then, Pops comes and says, “Lee-Dae-il is what we will name him.”
Actually, Dae-il means “The Big One.” But in Korean, Lee-Dae-il also means 2
vs 1. For me, this is very significant. It means: Two worlds. Two families. Two
cultures. Two names, Eric McDaniel and Lee Daeil, for one man. You will see.

Regardless of culture, a twenty-year age gap isn’t too common anywhere in the
world. It’s already looked upon as taboo. In Korea, if you’re single or unmarried,
it’s looked down on even more socially. You will be shunned from the family,
disowned, and practically ostracized from your surroundings and your peers.
Therefore, many families with single parents or affairs all hid the truth and the
easiest solution was adoption.

By the time I was born, my father was a retired gangster who lost everything
because of competition, age, and industrialization, working many odd jobs in
Incheon. My mother was once a secretary. However, even she struggled to find
work and was hardly home. I was alone most of the time.

When I reminisce about my past in Korea, it is more than a memory. It is
almost like a polaroid picture. My five senses imbedded into that snap shot of

a memory. But that snap shot is so vivid, when I close my eyes, I can almost
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remember the sights, the smells, the touch, the sounds, and the tastes. When I
was in the orphanage, they were memories I kept close to my heart. Deep in my
brain. Those memories protected me from others because I didn’t trust them. It
fueled my hate for myself, my Korean parents, and abandonment.

Now flashing back, I remember never having a lot of food. I remember my
mom and dad fighting consistently. I remember the distinct alcohol smell of soju
lingering through the air. I remember the shattering of green glass, and broken
shards glistening on the floor. I remember the thrashing of their bodies and the
reverberating heart gurgling words being spit through the air. I could see it like a
mist of hate being sprayed through a spray bottle, but instead it was their words.

I remember crying so hard that I couldn’t even breathe. The sounds of my cries
would resonate throughout the walls. I remember I tried my best for them not
to fight. I would between them during the fight. As a result, I would get knocked
away or beat. I would remember hitting the cold damp floor smelling of soju. I
remember just lying there crying and looking away at them seeing their shadows
boxing along the walls, as my tears dripped down covering my cold clammy face,
as [ gasped inhaling ashes of cigarettes floating through the air.

On one life altering day, one of the worst days of my life happened. Both my
mom and dad came home arguing severely drunk. I remember bottles shattering,
floors rumbling, and screams echoing. I curled up in a ball because I was scared
to get hit. That was the night that changed everything. During the heat of the
battle both my mom and dad were hitting and screaming at each other, things
were breaking...

All of a sudden, I remember loud screams and my mom hunched over wincing
in pain and fear... After that, everything blacked out and when I woke up
everyone was gone. That day changed my life forever.

That was the last time I saw my mother ever again. Supposedly, she moved to
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Busan and I was left alone with my father to raise me. I was heartbroken, looking
at the door and crying for my mother to come back, but she didn’t.

Until one life changing moment, my father asked me to go with him on a trip.
He had a kind voice and he seemed to stutter. I didn’t care because anything was
better than this lonely damp house. What seemed like hours later, we arrived at an
office. Iremember a long plain white desk and a big long brown couch in front of
it. Ilaid on the couch as my father and some strange woman started talking about
stuff I couldn’t even understand. I remember my father softly saying, “Dae-il,
just lay down and go to sleep. This will be a while.” Hungry, tired, bored, and
three years old, you sleep a lot. I fell into a deep sleep.

A lady softly woke me up telling me, “Your father left you here, but don’t
worry. We will take care of you. This is your new home now.” I remember a
numbing bolt of energy running through my body. A sense of confusion, like
the dull roar/echo of a sound-piercing shell shock. A sense of fear that thudded
through every heartbeat. The sense of my biggest fear: abandonment. I felt
helpless like a gazelle collapsed from exhaustion running away from a pack of
lions closing in. Just lying there, with the feeling of abandonment waiting to eat
the last part of my happiness.

Every day, I remember we would eat once or twice a day. A small bowl of rice
with some broth. Sometimes, as a treat, we would get a little vanilla wafer or
crackers. I was a very shy kid in the orphanage because of the environment. I
didn’t talk much because I was scared. And I hated the world. It was just a square,
flat dull place. None of the kids would laugh, or talk too much either. If we
would talk too much or did not do our chores, I remember getting slapped on the
wrist and the back of the knees. I remember getting my ears pinched, squeezed,
and turned like a tourniquet. This was my everyday life in the orphanage. It

seemed like an eternity. I was lost. I hated my life.
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Some of my daily activities and chores would be cleaning all those nasty toilets
in a row. I dreaded doing that every time. That was my assigned daily chore. If1
didn’t clean the toilets fast or efficiently enough, I would get my ears pinched and
yelled at. Since I was three years old, I couldn’t use the regular toilets. I had one
of those little aluminum tray bins for hospital patients to use when they can’t get
up and use the bathroom. This was embarrassing and one of the worst memories
I had at the orphanage. The pot was in the right corner of the main living quarters
near an exit, which meant it was open for everyone to see. I had to pee and poop
in front of everyone. Often, I would cry. I knew it was something I had to do or
else there would be punishment.

I thought to myself, this is going to be my life forever: hungry, abused,
embarrassed, exposed, depressed, and hateful.

I remember on one calm morning, just another regular day, there was a strange
man, and this strange girl next to him. They walked up very calmly, with this
aura around them. It looked like they were glowing and gleaming a warm
yellow orange color. It was very welcoming; it was very tranquil. All I could
do is gaze as they would slowly walk to me. I was hypnotized by their warm
light surrounding them. The tall man had a huge brown trench coach, a top hat,
and black glasses.He had a white face, and a smile with sharp white teeth, but
his daughter looked like me. She was soft, kind, with a sweet smile. Then my
caretaker told me I had to go with them. I was ready to go, wherever it was. Little
did I know, this man would be my adoption lawyer and change my life forever.

The next thing I remember is being on an airplane for the very first time. It
was horrible. My ears hurt because of the air pressure. I was screaming and
crying. I even got an ear infection. After what felt like eternity, I felt a rumble,
an earthquake, and then suddenly we were on the ground. My ears came back to

normal with a quick popping sound, the pressure released from my ears. When
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we got off the airplane, I felt a sudden relief, knowing I was grounded. But I
realized something was different and my senses were going haywire. Listening to
all the different sights and sounds of the airport.... we landed in the US of A.

After walking a few feet into the airport, I remember a sense of anxiety
rushing over me. Iremember looking in every which way I could and seeing that
everyone was different. Old, young, fat, skinny, white, brown, black.... This was
America. All T could do is be shocked, and just freeze in time. I gazed side-to-
side, in slow motion. My lawyer had to hold me and try to calm me down. Then,
I remember seeing a woman with a smile, a gentleman with another smile, and a
small child that looked like me with a smirk on his face...

After some small talk, my lawyer picked me up and handed me into my father’s
arms. Right away, a burst of fear jolted through my body and I erupted with a
loud cry! I was kicking and screaming and crying for my life because I had no
idea who these creatures were. I didn’t know what was going on. Suddenly,
the small boy, who looked a lot like me, rushed to me with candy in his hand. I
believe it was PEZ. He held it out to me, to see if I wanted it.... I stopped crying
for a bit to see what he was holding. I didn’t know what it was. Scared for my
life, I kicked his hand and the candy spilled all over the floor. He started crying
too. He said, “Take him back, take him back! Go back to Korea!” This was my
older brother, who is also a Korean-American Adoptee. Suddenly, shortly after,
my lawyer and his daughter left.

My American father wrapped me in his big arms so I wouldn’t squirm away.
Even though I tried so hard, his grip overpowered my malnourished strength. He
put me into my mother’s lap in the passenger seat of the car. Suddenly, the car
ignition turned on and my mother took out a brown leather photo album from the
glove department. I sat looking at the photo album in a transfixed stare while I'm

still crying. When she opened the book, she showed me the pictures. The first
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picture was a house. The second, my American mom smiling with my brother.
The third, was my American dad smiling with my brother. Fourth, a family
picture of all of them at home smiling at a dinner table. Then after, a picture of
a bed. Do you know what I did shortly after? I fell right asleep because I knew
what was now given to me: A family that I always dreamed of. I could feel the
love from the pictures. I knew I had a home now. A family. A life. A second
chance. Later on, I would learn that a new family meant new responsibilities.

Growing up in Independence, Missouri in the 1990s was not easy as a Korean
adoptee. One of the first problems I dealt with growing up in elementary school
was my speech problem. After arriving to America, I was mute for six months.
That was my transitional period. However, it made my mother happy when the
first words I said was, “I love you mom.” Believe me, | meant it.

However, a new life meant new real world experiences. The real problems
started when I entered elementary school. I remember taking the bus to school
consistently being picked on by predominately white kids. Every day on the
bus, kids slanted their eyes to make fun of the shape of my eyes, throw trash at
me, and spit on me. At first, the little-boy-in-the-orphanage instincts kicked in. I
fought fire with fire. Whatever they did to me, I did back... but this didn’t work.
I found myself crying because I never had to fight anyone so much bigger than
me. [ felt like that hopeless little boy fighting my Korean dad. There was nothing
I could do but let the hate and fear reside in me. I remember getting off the bus,
and seeing my mother, just smiling at me with her big blue eyes, blonde short
hair, and big glowing smile. After I would see her, nothing mattered anymore
because I would run into her arms knowing I was loved and I was safe.

But due to my past, I would never tell her what was wrong with me.
Sometimes, I would come home, and she could see the spit stains on my shirt and

dried tears on my face. She would ask me, “Eric, what is the problem? You can
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tell me?” But I would never reply. I didn’t want my mom to worry and make her
feel sad. After months of mental torture and racism on the bus, I realized I knew
what to do to fight the racism against me. I reminisced about my past in Korea
and understood the raw hate the bullies on the bus had against me. I realized
they hated me because they didn’t understand me. I related this hatred to when I
didn’t understand why my dad would abuse me. I let the hatred be the catalyst to
my anger towards others. I asked myself, “What if they have the same issue?” In
addition, I had a good class environment. Most kids in my classes were mixed.
We had Spanish, African American, and different shades of white in my class.
Together, we all played and enjoyed class. With these two factors, I decided
to fight the bullies’ anger with kindness. I fought it with kindness because I
remembered how I felt when I recognized I had my second chance. I fought it
with kindness because I knew there were people of other color who genuinely
liked me.

So one day, I went on that bus, with my head up and sat right next to the bullies
and all I did was nod and smile and ignore them. They tried to annoy or provoke
me, but I didn’t react with anger. I just didn’t do anything at all. And after two or
three days of just dealing with the racism and fighting, the bullying stopped.

As an adolescent, my American father taught me two Midwestern proverbs:

“Son, nothing good comes easy.”

“Son, life isn’t fair so get over it.”

These resonated with me deeply. I knew life wasn’t fair, through my
abandonment from my Korean father. I knew, in order to get what I wanted, that
I needed to be accountable for my actions. If I didn’t get abandoned and then
adopted, who knows? Maybe I would have taken the easy way out, point fingers
at other people, and always think negatively about the world. Fortunately, I was

adopted into a great loving family that taught me values and morality, the exact
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opposite of the family/person/human being that I lived with in Korea. Throughout
those years, I took everyone’s negativity, the bigotry, the hatred, and the ignorance
and used them as fuel for myself to be joyful: understanding the hate was my
catalyst to be joyful. I already knew what hatred looked like because when I was
a little boy in the orphanage, I lived it. But when I was growing up in America
with my American family, I respected it. As a result, I embraced the hate in order
to understand true joy.

Eventually, growing up, I totally lost my Korean identity in high school. I was
so lost that I allowed my nick name to be Chino throughout high school and
university. At the age of fifteen, I received the nick name Chino when I went to
Cuba with my older brother Adam. His team was invited to play team Cuba at
a time when Americans were prohibited from traveling to communist Cuba. We
were all fortunate enough to receive government exemption to go. Off we went to
Havana, Cuba, thanks to the power of our American government and Fidel Castro.
When we were there, the locals called my brother and me “chino” because that
was the word in their language for “Asian man.”

When our team finally arrived back in America, in Independence, I allowed
my white teammates to keep calling me Chino even though I didn’t like it. Most
of their justification, and the justification which I told myself was, “Bro, it’s just
a term for an Asian man, in Spanish language.” So I let it slide. I didn’t even
realize I lacked my Korean heritage anymore. Honestly, my actions disregarded
my heritage. In high school, I was president of my class for two years, and
everyone called me the nickname “Chino” when my American name is Eric
McDaniel, and my Korean name is Lee Dae-il. I wasn’t really accountable in
respecting or insisting my Korean identity. That was my mistake. But how was I
to find my identity and realize who I was?

Priorities led me to only focus on the love of my life: baseball. Moreover, 1

354 o ®233| MRS ZEEHA



focused on my grades because I didn’t want to end up poor like that little boy
in the orphanage, Lee Dae-il. So I received scholarships as a baseball player
which paid nearly everything for school. I was even the only Korean American
prospect to pitch left and right-handed. My love for it made me work double hard
to achieve my dreams. But I didn’t even think of myself as Asian. Didn’t know,
didn’t care.

Then I got hit with a curveball. My dad was diagnosed with cancer. I fell into
severe depression because the person I looked up to was so hurt. I deferred so
many Division-1 scholarships and moved back to Kansas City to be close with
him. Then, depression got the best of me and I ended up quitting baseball to
focus on school. It was the first time in my life I had felt lost and hurt like that
little kid in the orphanage.

But during university, I met my first true Korean friend. He educated me about
Korean food, Korean culture, and we even watched Korean movies and dramas
together. We watched Stairway to Heaven, Cheonguk-ui Gyedan. I even grew
my hair out long to look like one of the actors. This fueled my curiosity to go
back to Korea. So I asked my American mom and dad for my adoption papers
since they still had my files. When they gave them to me, I learned I had a half-
brother and half-sister. Same father, different mothers. In those times, I would
flashback to those polaroid picture moments... I had to fly back. I had to find out
more.

So thirteen years ago, in 2008, I sold my car, quit my job working in finance,
and packed my bags to search for my newest goal: to find my Korean father and
mother, and my Korean half-brother and half-sister.

When I came to Korea, I filed for a birth family search through my adoption
agency. Although I had heard it was less than a 10% chance to find one’s birth

parents, I wrote and submitted a letter and pictures to my agency. They in turn

Lee—Dae~Il / Two vs One : An Adoptee Memoir ® 355

i

o
Shric)

Hodz = 4»o.

~
—_

2



sent telegrams to my parents. People still sent telegrams in 2009.

Luckily, I found both of them. My father was really emotional. Therefore, I
told him that I am fine. I told him that I am here to rebuild what we have because
I deserve it and so does he. I reiterated that he should not feel embarrassed
because I understand how hard the decision for him must have been and I totally
forgave him 100%. I also told him I am ready to love him and my family because
everyone deserves a “second chance”. In addition, I knew that he couldn’t
provide for me at that time of hardship and adoption was the only option for me
besides dying in a little hut of a house. Since I got a second chance at life my
Korean family and I deserve a second chance to rekindle our relationship together.

Moreover, I took the same approach with my mother. Although she was more
emotional because she was so embarrassed. I told her that the past is the past and
lets both learn from it.

Overall, I had a second chance to find out who I was. I found out I was not
born in April, but February. Also, I have aunts and cousins living in LA, the whole
entire time I was living in America. In addition, through the agency, I found out
my half-brother and half-sister were adopted together to France.

Nevertheless, I had this precious and rare opportunity to find my family,
my heritage and myself, it was not easy taking in all the information about the
past.Unfortunately, supposedly my father took a knife and stabbed my mother.
That’s why she left. I understood her more. She’s now a recovering alcoholic.
Throughout the years, my dad was supposedly a former gangster, known to abuse
and cheat on everyone he came across.

Even knowing all this, I kept strong. I needed to find my brother and sister.I
must learn. I must grow. Because I’m nothing like my Korean father. So when
I would look at my Korean father, that’s me embracing the hate. Moreover, I

needed to let my brother and sister know that someone from their blood, their
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family, was searching for them.

In order to do that, I needed more information about my brother and sister.
So what did I do? I showed my mother and father total forgiveness. Every
year, every Chuseok, every family holiday I visited him. Hoping to find more
information about my brother and sister, so that I could find some way to connect
with them. But whenever I pressed the issue, he’d say he didn’t know anything.
He was lying and hiding something. No matter what I did or said, he wouldn’t
budge. So I just waited, and went on living my life in Korea.

Moving to Korea opened up so many doors for me, not just in finding my
family but finding what I love about Korea and what I truly enjoy as a man.
During my 12 years, I worked many jobs, tried different businesses, made lots
of connections, and had lots of experiences. A long time ago, I even started a
Korean restaurant.

More importantly, I became an event planner. I networked as hard as I could,
knowing it would make it easier for my brother and sister to find me. Luckily,
my lifelong love and passion, baseball, even found its way back to me again. I
was fortunate enough to play and even be an instructor for Journeyman, a Korean
independent baseball team. I even got featured on the biggest expat magazine,
Groove Korea for their April 2018 issue.

Last year, around Chuseok, I went to have dinner with my father and his now-
wife out in Incheon. We made small talk in the living room with the TV on. But
then something happened, and he motioned for his wife to pull something from
the TV drawer. It was pictures of my brother and sister, with their birthdates.
After 12 years of waiting and coaxing him, he finally gave me what I needed. I
couldn’t have done this without the help of my best friend translating every single
detail for me to persuade him to give them to me. That was all I needed.

In my time leading up to this, I also met many other adoptees, from all over the
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world. And I linked with many adoptee groups online so I could be a part of the
adoption communities. After collecting all the social media groups, I uploaded
their pictures with their information.After a month after uploading my siblings’
information to social networking groups, I got a message.

Apparently, my sister was curious and checked Facebook one day, after she
was curious about adoptee stories. And did an adoptee search on Facebook.Then
she saw the post I made with her picture and birthdates, and she fell in shock. It
was mid-December when we had our first video call together. She doesn’t speak
Korean or English, only French. Her son, my nephew, spoke English well enough
to translate for us.

My nephew translated for us as I told my sister how hard I had looked for her
and our brother, how much I loved her and that I’d never lose her again. I told her
that no one can hurt her anymore.

Through perseverance and patience, I finally got the opportunity to let them
know they had a brother. That I was searching for them. Not only is it our chance
in life to connect as siblings, it’s also their chance to find out who they were, who
their family is. Because I learned enough Korean and went through the process, I
was able to help find their birth mother and translate for them when they had their
first video call with their mother.

This is supposed to be a memoir about my experience as an adoptee, but this
story isn’t over yet. It’s only begun. I have to go to France to see my brother and
sister and hug them for the first time.

At times in my life, I felt like I had two worlds against me. Abandoned in
Korea. Dealing with discrimination in America. But I turned the hardships I
encountered in these two worlds, all the hardships and difficulties, into the most
powerful motivation to become the best man I can be. As an adoptee, as diaspora,

I’'m so proud and grateful to be part of both cultures, to my American and Korean
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parents. I’ve overcome these challenges and become a better person as a result.
Whoever you are, wherever you’re from, however lost, confused, desperate or
alone you may be because of your family situation or cultural identity crisis...
you are not alone. You can transcend. You can become so much greater than your
problems and your struggles and the darkness and the hatred. I was lucky, but

I put a lot of work in. You can do the same. Second chances deserve your hard

work and passion.
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i A Journey of
% A German Korean Adoptee

Marcel Kyu Schuppert [S<]

Hello there. My name is Marcel Kyu Schuppert, I am a graphic designer,
tourism manager and musician. [ was born in October 1984, in the “Colorful City”
of Daegu and adopted few months after. Passing through different constitutions
I made my way, first to Seoul and then to the airport, from where I flew out to
Stuttgart, the state capital of Baden-Wiirttemberg, lying in the southwest of
Germany. The name I was given in Korea is Oh, Yung Kyu.

I was a baby when I left Korea and very sick. So, the first thing that happened
after my arrival in Germany, was that my adoptive parents were taking me to
hospital. Where they had to operate my lung. A scar from that operation is still
visible today. Surely the first time in Germany wasn’t great. My mom told me that
I was very unsettled and crying a lot.

Nevertheless, I seemed to be happy for being in good hands. And this is where
my story began.

This story is about me growing up as an adopted child from Korea and how I

experienced Korea, including my birth place Daegu, for the first time in autumn 2016.
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1. Growing Up

We had a dog called Efi a fluffy and chilled out one that loved to hang out on
the floor. My older sisters are called Myriam and Michaela. Michaela is also
adopted from Turkey and she was already there when I came. My brother's name
is Martin, someone that I always looked up to.

So, we are the four M’s. My parents are Gisela and Rainer Schuppert. Very
caring people and I never had any doubts about us being a good and real family. I
always felt sheltered and welcomed when I was a child.

If there were any other children with a Korean background when I grew up?
My younger self would have said no, definitely not. I am the only Asian looking
kid in the whole city. Today, I have to admit that there were some. But they were
all spread around Stuttgart. Today things have changed a lot. There are loads of
Korean people that live here for studying or other causes. Bringing the Korean
culture and cuisine to town. People started to love K-POP and K-POP parties, for
example the one at the Kala club. Korea is hot. There are even regular meetups
for people who are interested in the Korean culture, where I also take part.

Coming back to my childhood, I must say that I never thought about the topic
of adoption or my birth country Korea a lot as I felt home and happy where I was.
When I then came to school of course kids asked me frequently where I was from
or where my parents were coming from. Not a big deal but of course it annoyed
me at some points as it was so repetitive. I always answered in the same way
when questions came along that I couldn’t really answer to myself.

Did my look have a negative impact on my life or how others treated me?

In my opinion the majority of Germans do like East Asians. They are renowned
for being respectful and smart. In my case, people were mostly open and friendly
and seemed to have sympathy for me. Maybe because they found me interesting

or exotic in a way. But of course, there is also the other side. Racism is a problem
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worldwide and there were few moments when I had to deal with it. Not in a very
bad way and it might just happened two or three times and to be honest it didn’t
bother me much. This can happen everywhere in the world and it is a problem of
those doing it.

In school I made new friends easily even if I was rather a shy kid. I can play
football very well and in Germany this is a great door opener. But I recognized
early that something was a bit different about me.

My youth was surely exciting. I was a chaotic and cheeky teenager and a bit
of a troublemaker. Not in a horrible way, but I made fun about loads of things.
Which especially wasn’t the best idea when the person you’re mocking is your
class teacher. My mom is an English teacher and as you can expect, this wasn’t
her favorite time with me, being at the same school. So, after a while I went to
a private boarding school close to the Swiss border. The campus lied on a hill
overlooking Lake Constance, which was a fantastic view. Many memories come
to mind thinking about that time. I’d say my youth was the time when I felt the
most carefree. Back then I was a young and creative one loving to draw, doing
music and playing football. I loved everything that gave me the possibility to

express myself.

2. A Journey Starts

As a child and youngster, I always felt like a German and acted like a German.
Others often told me how German I was, especially when I lived in England and
surely in a good way. But my look was Korean which I like as it’s kind of special.

As mentioned before, I always felt that something was different about me. What
was it though? The fact that I was adopted? Or because I look different? Let me
start from the beginning.

I never got into the subject of my adoption much until 2016, when my dad
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came up with the idea to visit Korea together and he was planning to invite me for
the journey.

I said yes. I was curious. And so, an agency that is specialized in round trips
to Korea, started to plan our visit. This should happen for the first time after 32
years. And which has to be my most exciting, emotional and deepest journey I
ever undertook. I think it lasted a couple of months until everything was set up
and we were ready to go.

At that time, I was living in London and my dad and his wife Ulla, who also
joined us, were travelling from Stuttgart. I stayed in Tokyo for a couple of days,
before we all met in our hotel in Seoul. Landing in Incheon and driving into
the city of Seoul was a blast. I was continuously thinking “so this is where I am
coming from, wow”. First, I saw fields, then some houses, then more houses and
then I was in the heart Myeong-dong, with all the skyscrapers — breathtaking.
So, what to do next? I don’t speak Korean well but I have a good coordination
sense. | made my way to Aventree Hotel a few blocks away, where I had a warm
welcome by my dad and Ulla. It was just great to see them in this completely
new environment. We all had made our way here and were ready to explore this
fascinating country. But before that it was time to sleep.

The next day we started our journey on the opposite side of the world.
Beginning with a snack in form of a fish with a sweet bean filling, which was
tasty and reminded me of German “Waffeln”. We then walked northwards and
ended up at one of the touristic highlights in Seoul — the Gyeongbokgung palace.
Where we could take a look at all these women wearing traditional dresses, so
called Hanboks. They were very pretty.

Our next stop was Myeong-dong and the river that flows through the district
and then Namsan Park with the N Seoul Tower. We went there by cable car and

took a view about this gigantic metropolis and of course a couple of photos.
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The Lotte World tower on the opposite side of the river reminded me of the
Shard in London. In the evening we met with Renae, a Korean friend of mine
who I worked with in London. She brought us to a top-class dining restaurant in
Gangnam and we had the most incredible and versatile meal that I ever had in
my life. It came on a metal trolley and it consisted of at least 40-50 small plates
with so much food on it. From Kimchi, pancakes, all kinds of sea food to stuff
that I can’t remember. It was not only delicious dinner, it was more of a very own
experience to us, presented by a local.

Stuffed and happy we made our way back to the Aventree hotel. Enough for a
day.

The following day we visited Holt, the organization that was dealing with
my adoption, back in 1984. There was a young lady that we met. Her name was
Jiyoung. She told us a about everything that was available about my adoption
case. As after a certain time all documents and information are thrown away.

We looked at my records - which wasn’t much at all — and she showed us
around the rooms where some of the babies were accommodated back in the days.
At the end she gave me some presents, like a Korean flag, a Korea map and a
necklace. It was a nice gesture of her.

We walked around the Holt building and I just couldn’t realize that I was there
- 36 years ago. This seemed just surreal to me and I couldn’t think quite straight
in that moment. But I was feeling fine. After this gathering we took a cab to
continue our touristic tour through Seoul. We were stunned, about the mix of
modern architecture, traditional temples and houses and all the views that Seoul
has to offer. We visited the Bukchon Hanok Village and Insadong. Unfortunately,
we missed out some other popular places like Hongdae or Itaewon which I just
heard about when we were already back. Maybe next time.

So much was going on here in this vibrant city. But everything seemed to work
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well and ran smoothly. Of course, we had more Korean food, with fish, salad and
chili. It was fun to see how the owner of one restaurant scissored my meal before
I could eat it. I definitely lost weight during this trip.

On day four we continued our journey towards the countryside. We took the
KTX (Korean high-speed train) from Seoul Station travelling in direction of the
harbor city of Busan, which was planned to be our last stop. On the way, the
agency had organized visits to other places, including my birth town - Daegu.

The first stop was Daejeon, from where we took a bus, driving through the
countryside for a couple of hours, ending up at the Songnisan National Park. A
place where it first got emotional for me.

Diving deeper into the Korean culture is when I recognized that these were
my roots. But I didn’t know anything about them yet and this somehow brought
tears to my eyes. It was just a strange feeling that [ never had any connection with
Korea. But I could feel it in that moment.

I talked a lot with my dad and Ulla about how I was feeling in that situation,
not knowing who my birth parents were and emotions just took over. But after
a while I came down and we were then able to enjoy the rest of the day and the
wonderful nature in this park with its gigantic golden statue and the nice old
temples. There was a stream flowing, with the clearest water and loads of hikers
and families.

We were walking the whole day and obviously quite tired at the end. We just

went to sleep as on the next day we should finally visit Daegu.

3. Visiting the Past
Sleeping over nearby the Songnisan National Park we took an early train in the
morning. At the train station I could already see a sign saying Daegu. I suddenly

got very excited and remember to being tense at the same time. So far, I knew
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Daegu just from Naver and Youtube. So when we drove into the center of the city,
we could see all of these apartment towers that are typical for Daegu and many
parts of Korea. My dad and Ulla stayed there in a hotel and I was accommodated
with a Korean family few blocks away. Keen about what would happen the
following days.

I never ever had rice and fish for breakfast but I was enjoying it. I liked the
contrast of things being very similar to Germany but in a completely different
way. Like sitting together in the morning, just with a different kind of dish on the
plate.

After a nice chat with the guest family, I met up with my dad and Ulla to walk
to our first stop — the White Lily Baby Home in the heart of Daegu.

I had arranged an appointment with Sister Theresa, who’s still working there,
months before. This place used to be an orphanage and it is the place where I
stayed the first couple of months of my life. After I was found on a playground
in Dongchon (district of Daegu) and brought to a close by police station. We
had an interesting and joyful talk together and Sister Theresa and the Sisters that
were on site, sang for us, before Sister Theresa showed us around the area. It was
unbelievable to realize that this was the place where I had lived for two months
when I was just little. Today there is a school for young ones and the kids were
playing in their rooms at the time. When they saw us, the only thing they were
really excited about, were my dad and Ulla. It was probably new to them to meet
strangers from Europe. They just loved my dad.

We went on to a small church passing a big chimney. Sister Theresa was so
happy about us being there that she even showed us more of Daegu, including
another church and some historical places. A truly amazing welcome to the city.

The following day we met with her at Dongchon Station, this is closest station

to the playground where I was found as a baby. We walked there together and for
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the first time and with my own eyes, I saw the place where I was found.

It was a checked ground of green and red color and in front of a SOS Children’s
Village. Sister Theresa had arranged a meetup with a social worker from the
Village, and to all our surprise: She had invited a police officer who was working
at the close by police station, when I was found. His name is Mr. Jo, who today
runs a blueberry farm.

Meeting up with these people was probably the most surreal and emotional
encounter that I had in my whole life. It was beautiful and confusing at the
same time. And it kind of felt like travelling back in time. Both told me that
unfortunately no documentary about my case still existed. As everything is
thrown away after a certain time. There was nothing there. No hint that could give
us an idea about my birth mother. To be honest I was quite speechless and didn’t
talk at all. I just looked around and tried to understand what just was going on.

We all walked to the police station, where we had a chat with the current police
director, who repeated to us that there were no existing documents or information
about my case. So then we were taking a couple of pictures with everyone, said
goodbye and I hugged Mr. Jo. He made all the way to meet me. A gathering that I
will never forget.

We then walked along the river in Dongchon, watching the swan looking
paddleboats on the water.

Later the day we went to the temple of Dongwhasa with Sister Theresa and
the social worker from the SOS Children’s Village. It was definitely a great
experience to be so close to someone that is linked to my past. We talked about
anything and everything, while laughing a lot. The day ended at 83 Tower where
we enjoyed the view over Daegu and the sunset. Sister Theresa had shown us
almost everything within only two days. Happy and satisfied we went to bed.

On the fourth day in Daegu, I still couldn’t realize that I was really there. This
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last day, I was travelling by myself, riding the very cool Sky Train, having a
cappuccino at “Angel in us Coffee” and visiting the Dalseong Park, a zoo with
loads of animals. I also went to the Daegu Stadium where the Olympics took
place in 1988, so four years after when I was born. Today it’s the home of the
football club Daegu FC. Maybe I would have played there today if I had grown
up in Daegu. At least that was what I was thinking that moment.

In the evening, I accidentally ran into my dad and Ulla at the local Medicine
Market, when I was strolling around town. We went into a barber shop, where we
spoke to this nice older lady. She seemed so glad to meet us and wanted to show
us around. So we went outside to her car and drove for roughly fifteen or twenty
minutes and ended up at the Seomun market. A buzzing market in the city center
where you can have the best Street Food in Daegu, traditional Korean clothes and
much more. We tried so much different things and it was just a lively place with
loads of different stalls and the smell of freshly cooked food was delicious.

I absorbed everything that I saw, tried to understand what Daegu is about.
Questions came to my head, about my biological mother and what happened back
then. Surely, I was nervous as I never stood face to face with my past before.
But I liked what I saw. The people, all those things that I had never seen before
and then familiar things, like H&M or McDonald’s. It was just a crazy mix of
excitement, different feelings and culture shock. But it felt valuable to me. It
opened up a totally new world and today I know that I want to know more about
it.

Time flew by and we had to leave the next morning. It was time to say goodbye.
I made my way from my guest family’s house to catch my train at Dongdaegu
Station. It felt rather weird. Do I really have to leave already? There is a lot more
to explore, is what I was thinking. I was starring around for quite a while. But

then I had to go, knowing that I will return to this beautiful and very special city.
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Goodbye for now Daegu and thanks for having me.

4. A Journey Ends

Without a doubt Daegu was the most important and emotional stopover during
the whole journey. From now on we could take it easy and enjoy the country with
its cultural highlights and attractions. No better way to do this as in Gyeongju,
the cultural hub of Korea. Here we gazed at all the historical sights and buildings,
like the Bulguksa Temple and visited a fish market in town. It gave us a glimpse
of Koreas past. A great place to come down after such an emotional rollercoaster.
We stayed there for two nights before we moved on.

The last stop of our trip before heading back to Seoul and taking the flight to
Germany, was Busan.

It’s the second largest city of Korea and to me it was completely different
from what we had seen before. It’s definitely huge and dynamic and more on the
industrial side. But versatile with a harbor area, Haeundae Beach and the popular
Jagalachi Fish Market. I haven’t tried the living Octopus though but instead some
other nice-tasting dishes. And I almost lost my wallet in a cab. Fortunately, I was
running quick enough to catch it before it was gone.

I liked Busan. Most of the cities that we had seen before were lying in between
mountains. Busan has access to the sea which for me is always a good thing.
Busan reminded me a bit of Hamburg which is a harbor town in the upper north
of Germany.

There were lots of things to see there. As I do love looks from a tower, of
course we also entered the Busan Tower. From there we saw most parts of the city
including the Gwangandaegyo also named Diamond Bridge. Then we split up to
see what was going on in the city for ourselves.

In the evening I remember that my dad and I sat together in a silent moment.
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Without Ulla, as she was out for a walk. We started talking about what we had
experienced so far. He might have recognized that things were touching me and
the whole situation wasn’t as easy for me. He knows how it feels to lose someone
in early years.

I never saw my dad crying or showing emotions lots. But when he spoke to
me that night he did. He hugged me and said sorry for what he might have done
wrong.

I think he didn’t do anything wrong. He and my family were the best things
that could happen to me. I had a happy and carefree childhood and always more
than I needed. It was maybe because he understood what it can mean to be an
adoptee. To have to start somewhere new, in an entirely different kind of world,
with different people, having lost so much. Even if I was absolutely fine in that
situation, I appreciated his compassion. Being adopted was always okay for me as
I never had missed anything.

When we drove back to Seoul we didn’t talk much. We were reflecting about
the last 14 days and I believe all of us were feeling good. Good about what we
were able to see, all those emotional encounters and all the experiences that we
shared.

We had one last day in Seoul. We didn’t do much apart from hanging out and
preparing for our departure. The other day a bus brought us to Incheon airport.
We hugged each other and said goodbye. They flew to Stuttgart and I towards
London. And this is when this journey ended.

The flight from Seoul to London took me about 12 hours with a stopover in
cold Moscow. It was an okay flight and I was happy being back in the UK and my
girlfriend Jo. Great feeling. She’s originally from Wales and we met for language
exchange before becoming a couple. I was very happy to see her and obviously,

I told her everything about this journey. From the flight to Bejing, to Tokyo and
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then to Seoul. The whole ride from Seoul to Busan and back. The whole story.

Being back in London, Korea was still in my head. There was so much I had
experienced there and I still had to let it sink. But I was glad about it. It was an
experience of a life time and the first thing I did when I came back was hanging
up the Korean map flag in our living room. There were some Korean restaurants
opening up in London as well. One just around the corner from where we lived,
next to Finsbury Park station, where my girlfriend and I had our first Bibimbap in
Britain.

Coming back to Germany from London in 2019, I started to take classes in
Hangul the Korean alphabet. At the same time, I also started a language exchange
to learn some basic words that I could use on my next trip. I met other Koreans
on the way and also took some cooking classes online.

I found out about K.A.D, an organization of Korean adoptees living in
Germany. They organize events and bring together everyone. This is when I
joined my first Korean gathering in 2019, in Bonn. It was spectacular. Loads of
Korean adoptees were attending, coming from all parts of Germany. Most of them
are in their 40s and many of them were or are searching for their birth families. It
was interesting to get to know their stories and views on their adoptions.

It was an event full of fun and excitement. With K-POP dancers from Germany,
a Kickboxing class, a huge Korean buffet and of course Karaoke in the evening.
Even Dr. Jong Bum Goo, the South Korean ambassador from Berlin, attended and
sang the first song in front of us.

I came in touch with many other adoptees sharing a comparable story to mine.
And even if we all are different as persons, we have something big in common —
Korea. I was glad to see, that everyone had a good connection. A great community
that sticks together. We cooked Kimbap and enjoyed the pleasant atmosphere

together. No deep talks at the time.
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Time passed by, but at one point I recognized that the journey might have
changed me. Not sure what exactly it was but there were questions coming up
to my mind. Questions about myself, Korea and what influences Korea has on
me as a person. I think I just got curious and wanted to know more about it to
understand what kind of connection there is.

This is when I started to ask myself: Am I German? Am I Korean? Where do I

belong? Questions that I had to answer to myself.

5. Korean or German

When we visited Korea in autumn 2016 and we met all those wonderful
exceptional people. Sister Theresa, my friend Renae and all the others. The whole
vibe and the people were so unlike from what I knew from Europe. And I started
asking myself about what my identity was. Something that you ask yourself from
time to time when you are adopted and especially after such an intensive journey.
Am I German, am I Korean or something in between? And how much of it?

I enjoyed the atmosphere in Seoul and overall, in Korea, it was harmonic. And
in my opinion people seemed to be more careful and respectful with each other.
This is still something that I am very impressed by. Some folks seemed reserved
and shy as well. I was thinking that all these characteristics are also part of my
personality. Is this my Korean side? I really can imagine it.

Frankly spoken, in Germany, Korea is still more of an unknown country. Of
course, it got much more popular during recent years with Korean pop culture and
artists like BTS, Psy and so on. As a country it is more of an exotic destination -
by the way Psy played loads of shows in all over Europe and people went crazy
doing flash mobs to Gangnam Style — he definitely put Korea on the map.

For me, Koreans are truly helpful, caring and open-hearted people. Not saying

that Germans are not, but maybe in a different way. Germans can be very straight
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forward and direct which might appear unfriendly. Here’s surely more of a dog-
eat-dog society. Sorry my fellow Germans.

On the other hand, I see loads of similarities. What do I mean by similarities: I'd
say it’s about being organized and structured. Everything has to work efficiently
and with precision. Both countries are huge economic powerhouses with
renowned brands like Samsung, Hyundai, LG, Mercedes Benz, Porsche, Adidas,
to name just a few. Both took a great development after the wars and grew rapidly
- maybe here, Korea is ahead by a nose. And even the weather and climate zone
are comparable.

Germans do also love to find themselves problems to have something to solve.
But we are definitely not as humorless or boring as our reputation says.

In some situations, especially in the streets of Seoul, people just came up to us
to say Hi. They wanted to get in touch with us as it was perhaps a rarity to see
white folks from Europe. In my case most people tried to speak Korean with me
and were surprised that I gave my answers in English. It was funny.

Thinking back, I had the impression all the things and culture we had seen and
experienced, somehow were a part of me. Indeed, Korea must be a part of me. It’s
my home country. Even after all that time, it is part of my DNA. And even if I do
not specifically know what precisely it is.

I got curios. There is something about Korea that made me want to explore
more. To get to know more about this fascinating part of the world. And of
course, to meet new people, dive deeper into the culture, try more street food and
to mingle with the crowd. And I’'m excitedly looking forward to do so.

If I am Korean or German? I am a bit of both. And I believe that most adoptees
feel similar. A bit of both worlds. The connection is there. Stronger or weaker. But
it’s there and always will be. I act and feel like a German, but I definitely have

quite a few Korea features as well. That’s what [’m pretty sure about.
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But it doesn’t matter too much. Important is that Korea is a part of me. A
part that I really like and care about. If that’s the love for sea food, my passion
for Bulgogi, Korean Fried Chicken and Japchae or my obsession for Samsung
devices. I brought all these things from Daegu to Germany and I will keep them
here. And I’m proud, to act as a link between two worlds that are so similar but in
such a different way.

I will return to figure out much more. But for now, I'm thankful and glad for
what I was able to do.

I am German Korean Adoptee. And this was one chapter of my life.

6. Last Words

First and foremost, I like to say thank you to my family. My mom and dad, my
siblings and the rest of my family. And to all those who supported me in good and
in bad times. A special thanks goes to my dad and Ulla for inviting me for this
journey and made all of this possible. And for being a great company.

And of course, thanks to all the people we were able to meet along the way:

Sister Theresa and the Sisters of St. Paul of Chartres who guided us through
the streets of Daegu, the town center, Dongwhasa, Dongchon, the SOS Children’s
Village, the police station and showed us everything. Renae and Mr. Jo who
made all the way from his blueberry farm to Daegu, to meet us. All the friendly
people that we met at all the different locations. In Seoul, Songnisan National
Park, Daegu, Gyeongju and Busan. We will keep you in our memories and I am
sure that I will return to the White Lily Baby Home at one point in the future.
Hopefully with lots more stories to tell about what’s happening in Germany.

At the end I thank you, the reader, who I am sharing my story with. I’'m very

glad that you took your time to read it.

we AR
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Jess Barish [0]=]

As I got older, my mom and I had this joke.
You know, you could never say I was a mistake, [ would say.

No, but I kept the receipt, was her response.

I was adopted, and from what I recall, I always knew that. There was never
a huge reveal or a serious talk where my parents reassured me that I was
undoubtedly their daughter, even though they acknowledged that I had another
mother and father somewhere in Seoul, South Korea. It was as plain a fact as
knowing I was a girl or that I was living in New Jersey. I don’t remember how my
dad explained my adoption to me, if he ever did, but I definitely remember my
mom’s explanation. It’s a part of her legacy and mine.

You grew in my heart instead of my tummy. You did grow inside another
woman’s tummy all the way in Korea, but you were always mine. As you grew
inside her, you grew inside me too. Then after you were born, you took a long
plane ride to be with me, to be my daughter.

I was probably around five years old, maybe younger, when I first heard this.
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It has stayed with me as one of my earliest memories, one that has profoundly

shaped the person I am and what I have accepted about myself.

No one has any control over the family they’re born into. There is no line of
babies waiting to choose their parents when they enter the world. In my case, it
was twice over that I was not granted any kind of choice. I was aware, even as
a child, there was very much some kind of alternate life that I could have had or
that I was presently living.

I was one of South Korea’s major exports during the 1980s. Babies were flown
out of the country by the hundreds and dropped off all over the globe. How did
I become one of those children? I was either born to an unwed, single mother
shunned by her culture, or my Korean family was too impoverished to raise me.
Recovery from the war and fast-moving industrialization within the country had
brought tumultuous times. And there’s no way to tell if I was born “on purpose”—
I was probably going to be born no matter what. During that time, South Korean
law only permitted abortions for cases where the mother or the unborn child’s
well-being was of concern. I wouldn’t have been aborted based only on bad
circumstances.

On May 7, 1987 I arrived at Newark Liberty Airport. My mom and dad,
Colleen and Jeffrey Barish, were waiting impatiently for me along with my
grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins from both sides of the family. They were
a mix of Irish Catholic on my mother’s side and Eastern European Jewish on my
father’s. When my mom told me the story about that day, she said that she stared
into the arms of each woman who was carrying a baby through the gate. After
months of dreaming, here was the moment her life would change. She couldn’t
stand to let another minute pass without me in her own arms now that I had

arrived. I recognized you as soon as you appeared. I had memorized every feature
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of your precious face, Mom said.

But who was to say my biological family wouldn’t have loved me too? I’ll
never know because that’s not what happened. What I do know is that my mother
wanted me so desperately and I was adored more than anything else she had in
life—I know this because there was rarely a day that passed without her telling
me. It wasn’t until after she had died when I was twenty-four years old that I
found out she wasn’t able to have children of her own. Her fertility was affected
by either a drug that was administer in utero (the drug was called DEA) or it
was because she had had some type of reproductive cancer when she was in her
twenties (a possible effect of the DEA).

This was most certainly a factor out of my control, but nevertheless, an event
that would lead me to the life I have. Definitely, I have considered the alternative:
my mom could have had the blessed capability to have children of her own and
I never would have been adopted by the Barish’s. So then what family would I
have ended up with? Where would I even be? Who would I be?

I faced a chilling realization as I read the comments left on my mother’s virtual
obituary. Some woman, who identified herself as being an old coworker and
friend from Mom’s cocktail waitressing days at Bally’s Park Place Casino, left her
condolences. Nothing was striking about her words until I scrolled down further.
This woman mentioned that she guided my mother “to consider adoption.”
Upsetting is putting it lightly. Sure, she meant well, but I hate hatehated reading
this woman’s intrusive, inappropriate comment about my existence. To me, it
suggested that my mom had run out of options and adoption was something
she had settled for to become a mother. What if my mom hadn’t befriended this
woman? Would she have considered or even have discovered the opportunity of
adoption on her own? It has become clearer to me there were multiple elements

that determined my fate. I also acknowledged there may have been a time when
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my mom, who had claimed she always knew she wanted to adopt, did want and
try to “traditionally” create a family. There was a time that she didn’t dream of me

as a part of her life.

A question I get asked a lot is if I want to find my biological parents. This
question has come from everyone—friends both old and new, boyfriends who
are getting to know me, and (most ominously) my family. I think the first person
to really ask me was one of my aunts, my Aunt Judy. That conversation only
floats as a memory, but we were in my Aunt Carol’s living room sitting next to
each other on a sofa. The question wasn’t provoked, it came from nowhere in
particular. Aunt Judy in her quiet manner asked do you think you’ll ever want to
find your birth parents?I remember there being no hesitation when the question
had landed. No, I don’t. I want to visit Korea, but I don’t want to search for
family there. You’re my family, and my mom is my mom. And that was all I said.

My answer had flown from my mouth, so it was after the fact when I earnestly
thought about what I had said. I knew it was all true, the most truel part of it
being that my mom is my mom. Never would I give her the distinction of being
my “adoptive” mother. The woman who gave birth to me gets the alienating title,
the title of being other as my “biological” mother. “Mother” is still included in
her label, but she is not my mother by definition. Even at that young age when I
had this intimate conversation, I knew there were qualities and actions that define
mothers, regardless of biological designation.

My mom and I had the same conversation years later. So much time was
spent in my mom’s bed. We would watch TV there or read. I would even do
my homework. On my respective side near the window, I was on my computer,
probably online shopping when I should have been doing a paper for one of my

college classes. She broke our comfortable silence and asked me, do you want to
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find your family in Korea? My answer was the same as it was with my aunt.

I have no desire to find anyone. I just want to visit Korea to see where I'm
from, but that’s it, I said. Mom looked at me with what read as satisfaction. She
smiled, and I continued. You’re my mom. The other woman isn’t my mom. She’s
just the lady who gave birth to me. I thought I needed to add that. And I’m sure
she wanted or needed to hear it. She was well aware that I have another mother. A
nagging thought always resting in the back of her mind must have been that I may
have felt like I was missing something, something that might have been her—the
other woman. But the other woman is a thing that I have never missed.

I’ve never felt shame about not knowing my birth parents and that they
willingly gave me up. I have also never felt like I was loved in a lesser way than
people who came from normal circumstances, but then again what is “normal?”

My mother and father treated our family as normal. They were people who
wanted to build a family—they just had to go about it in a different way. All of
the same thought, preparation, and emotions were there. There was even the
same expecting and waiting periods that families with pregnancies experience.
My mother went through the same anticipation, fear, and unadulterated joy as an
expecting mother. This is what she told me at least, and she was a horrible liar. I'm

pretty sure she didn’t make that up.

Mistaken Identity

We had spent the day running errands, and during the car ride home, my dad
started talking about the Korean woman he had dated before he met Mom. To six-
year-old me, she sounded so exotic. She had introduced him to Korean food and
even spoke the language. These were things that I didn’t know. It was like being

told a fairy tale and she was the proverbial princess. Pulling into the driveway
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Dad said, you’re kind of like her. That confused me. Was it because we looked

alike? Was it because we were both Korean?

My identity didn’t always include being Korean, or even Asian. I thought
adoptedencapsulated me as a human. No way did I think that I represented a
Korean or an Asian American identity since those weren’t the identities of my
family. I was White, like them, except with a footnote. They didn’t try to keep it
a secret or just let me figure out that I was adopted. Like responsible and caring
transracial adoptive parents, they let me know that I was indeed different from
them but gushed with assurance that that made our family special.

The Jewish traditions on my dad’s side were one part of my by-proxy heritage.
I went to shul, fasted on Yom Kippur, ate latkes during Hanukkah, and read from
the Torah at my bat mitzvah. On my mom’s Irish side, I was present at the large
family get-togethers for their Catholic influenced holidays and also whenever
someone got engaged, had a wedding, had a baby shower, had a baby, had a
baptism, had a Confirmation, when someone was dying, and/or when someone
was dead.

Compared to Asian friends and classmates, most of whom were first generation
Americans, my family was an enigma. Likewise, I couldn’t imagine myself in
their families, even if we were from the same diaspora. I was met with politeness
if invited over to their homes, but there was usually something off with the
interactions. My friends’ Filipino, Chinese, or Korean parents looked at me with
suspicion/pity/disappointment. It was as if they already knew that I didn’t take off
my shoes before entering the house, eating with a fork and knife was my baseline
and using chopsticks was for fun, I didn’t have to date a nice Korean boy (unless
that was something I was into), and wasn’t beholden to becoming a doctor/

lawyer/engineer.
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There have been a lot of people who have littered my life with, what I now

recognize as, microaggressions. Some primary examples are:

L

IL

111

Iv.

A substitute teacher in middle school gave me a questioning look when
he said my name during roll call and I raised my hand. Why do you
have the name “Barish?” he asked in front of my classmates — some
who knew the reason why and some who didn’t.

There was a coworker who with genuine enthusiasm greeted me with
konnichiwa. He looked so pleased with himself because he thought he
had made me feel extra welcomed at work that day.

From time to time, I get an attagirl for speaking English so well and
without a hint of an accent. The last person who did this was the guy
behind the deli counter who handed me my sandwich like a reward. I
offered my gratitude by telling him that my English is so good because I
had grown up in New Jersey.

After my parents had divorced when I was nine years old, weekdays
were with Mom and weekends were with Dad. He had moved into his
mother’s, my grandmom’s, shoebox-sized duplex. We watched a lot
of TV together. Grandmom liked to watch anything on CBS — mostly
“Doctor Quin: Medicine Woman.” One Saturday night, a trailer came on
for a movie that looked like it was about karate. Dad perked up from his

usual slumped position in the recliner.

Do you know who that is? he asked me. I shook my head.

That movie is about Bruce Lee. He did a bunch of kung fu-karate movies back

in the 70s. I can’t believe you don’t know about Bruce Lee!

Bruce Lee was a big deal in the 70s. Of course, I didn’t know who he was. But

he must have been important for that fact to be overlooked. The next Saturday at
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Grandmom’s involved a trip to the video store. With macho smugness, Dad asked
the guy behind the counter what Bruce Lee movies the store had. There was only
one and I don’t know which one, but that night we cancelled our appointment
with Doctor Quin.

You see how quick he was? Dad would say every once in a while, like it was
part of the viewing experience. We were watching people being punched and
kicked in the most creative and fastest ways I had ever seen.

Eventually, we went to see Dragon: The Bruce Lee Story. It was dramatic and
had a strong focus on his marriage to a White woman, and that was it. Not long
after the Bruce Lee immersion, Dad enrolled me in a karate class that was in our
synagogue right after Sunday school. Some of his other ideas to help me connect
to my Asian culture were gifting me jade jewelry and introducing me to all of his

Chinese coworkers.

As a child, I knew my background was complicated and pieced together from
material that was my own and the rest was from my parents. That was the only
thing I knew. I didn’t question anything because I thought I had all of the facts
and documentation to just know who I am. But this proof isn’t seeable or tangible
to others. I'm not who I appear to be. Lots of people can’t understand that I was
raised like any other child from the suburbs, like any other White child from the
suburbs. Strangers assign their assumptions, stereotypes, prejudices in pretty open

and direct ways.

What kinds of foods did you grow up eating? he asked while staring at me from
his side of the hi-top table. He already emoted interest in whatever I was about to
say.

I ate a lot of pasta, I said.
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You mean noodles, right?

No, I ate pasta, I repeated.

He looked deeply confused and I didn’t feel like he was worth explaining
myself. This guy maybe imagined that I had constant access to meals that his
family got in crappy takeout form every once in a while. Upon seeing me, he
maybe also imagined that if everything went well on this first date I would soon
be preparing home-cooked meals better than the best restaurants in Chinatown or
Flushing. The eye roll I gave him ranks in my top five of Biggest Eye Rolls of All

Time.

I’m not sure what to think most of the time, but I know how I feel. I feel like
I’'m not allowed to exist in the world the way that I do. I feel like I'm falling short
of meeting people’s expectations, no matter how cringe-worthy their expectations
are. What I can only describe as pressure is the most palatable feeling. I have only

one question: Is this case of mistaken identity on them or me?

Legs

In sixth grade, I remember the first time noticing what attractive legs looked
like. This girl Kelsey—praised by the boys in our class as the hottest girl—had
very long, lean legs. Almost any girl in our grade was taller than me, but she was
mostly taller because her legs were so long. They were half of her. They were
also half the width of mine. I noticed this when we sat at our neighboring desks.
My thighs spread out so much more than hers. It was like my flesh oozed over the
seat of my chair while hers stayed tightly tucked in. I marveled at the difference
and became obsessed. This obsession became a vexing envy.

An unhelpful hyper-awareness swept over me that even other Asian girls had
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skinny stems while I was stuck with tree trunks. My friend Jenny, a Vietnamese
girl, had legs similar to Kelsey’s. Jenny was Asian, like me, so why didn’t I
have those type of legs? As a baby, my Uncle Larry (God bless him) called me
“Little Sumo Wrestler.” My legs were so chubby and robust that they resembled
a pair belonging to a mighty, overweight Japanese man. But as the charm of that
childhood nickname wore off, I thought I had inherited a mutation from one of
my biological parents. I was adopted from South Korea, and my adoptive family
was a mix of Irish on my mom’s side and some sort of Eastern European descent
on my dad’s.

Stumbling into young womanhood was torture in so many ways. My face
became spotted with blemishes, I got my first period during the summer and
couldn’t figure out tampons so I could go swimming, and I struggled getting used
to wearing a bra. But shopping for pants became the most miserable, degrading
experience with the amplified, hormone-sponsored perception of my physical
appearance. It didn’t help that my mom couldn’t relate to my crises in the fitting
room. We shared no commonalities in body type since we weren’t biologically
mother and daughter.

You have such a cute figure, Mom would say. I thought she was delusional.
I was stumpy, and my proportions were not classically flattering. I had a petite
figure, but it was far from waif-like. I had to find pants that fit my thighs before
they fit my waist, which usually produced an unappealing, saggy bottom. Also,
it was a rarity to find pants that didn’t have an excessive length of fabric pooling
at my feet. I would look into the fitting room mirror and want to slam my head
against it with tears swelling in my eyes. For the first time, I felt the difficulties
and complications of having a mother who didn’t look like me, a mother who
didn’t share the same body trepidations. There were so many times I wanted to

be acknowledged and heard that I am different and maybe that my mom couldn’t
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understand this part of me.

But she never saw us as Biological Mother and Adopted Daughter. We were
simply mother and daughter just like any other. Thankfully, it wasn’t a consuming
thought that I didn’t look like her, let alone like anyone else in my family. She
was a constant beacon of positivity. My friend’s mothers told them that the
potato chips they were grabbing from the pantry would give them chunky thighs.
My mom would carry on about how she wanted my shapely “gymnast legs.” I
would tell her how I wanted her slender, leggy-legs, and she would shake her
head saying,Jessica, be grateful that you have what you have because that’s what
makes you you, and that’s what beauty is.

The relationship I was developing with my body couldn’t acknowledge the
relationship I had with my mom. Our bodies, no matter if it was through the love
or the hate that we respectively held for them, would be a missed connection
leaving me with the realization that I was different from the people I knew as

“family.”
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Spencer Lee Lenfield
[O1=]

It is an honor to be able share some of my early life experiences as an adoptee
in the context of the Overseas Koreans Literary Awards, particularly because to be
called an “overseas Korean” by the Overseas Korean Foundation and the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs offers a sense of the belonging among Koreans internationally
that I have often longed for, yet also often felt unattainable. In Korea, I am almost
always perceived as a foreigner, and hence not Korean (an experience I touch
upon in this essay). [ have always felt that to be called Korean by other Koreans
would be the highest honor, though not a title I could bestow upon myself—and

so I am deeply touched to be included in this collection, and this community.

My story and my memories are just a small part of the wide variety of lives
experienced and opinions held by the more than two hundred thousand adoptees
worldwide; no single voice ever could capture them all. I hope that readers of this
volume will see my essay not as “representative” of the experience of adopted
Koreans, but rather as one among many, and as an encouragement to seek out the

thoughts and writings of a wide range of adopted Koreans across the world.
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Lee Dée—il Two vs. One
: An Adoption Memoir

Eric McDaniel
[01=]

I want to thank Min-Hee Woo for sending me the information and flyer about
this contest. If I didn’t receive it, then I would not have known about this
opportunity to express my story. It was my honor to write my Korean adoptee
story in a brief nutshell. A new chapter has just begun for me. Even though
Overseas Koreans Foundation received the “PG” version of my story, I'm very
fortunate for OFK to allow such a contest for Korean Adoptee voices to be heard.
In all my heart, we adoptees are a symbol of what it means to be an overseas
Korean and I can’t wait to forever share and support OKF.

Second, I want to acknowledge everyone who has participated in this contest
and want to let all of you know, every voice deserves to be heard. I praise all of
you who took the courage to share their personal story through your own creative
and emotional narrative. Please take this moment and reflect how truly amazing
all of you are and who inspired you to be here. Hence, go hug your mom and dad
and do not take your life for granted.

Finally, I want to thank all my family and friends. Nevertheless,thank the
Korean adoption community for your amazing support in finding my half-brother
and sister. I guess, social media does have its good points. I want to thank Global
Overseas Adoptees Link for always being there for the adoption community.
Moreover, their current General Director Eirik for notifying me about the
contest and encouraging me to write my memoir. For your dedicated support for
adoptees, I am honored to donate my contest winnings for adoptees who support
adoptees. I look forward for OKF and G.O.A.L to support each other in the

future.
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A ]ourhey of A German
Korean Adoptee

Marcel kyu Schuppert
[Ol=]

I was adopted in 1984. From Daegu, in South Korea. Growing up in Germany
has been an unique and exciting journey that lasts until today.

When I visited Korea in 2016 for the first time, it was also the first time when I
faced my past. That has been unknown to me until then.

And without a doubt it was a journey of a lifetime.

In this story I give you a glimpse of what it was like to grow up in Stuttgart as a
Korean born.
This is a story about the influence Korea had on me during my whole life and

the issues that I was confronted with.

It is about an incomparable trip that I undertook with my father and his wife
Ulla - a round trip to the Republic of Korea.
After which a lot of things changed for me.

I dedicate this story to my family, who made it possible in the first place.

My mother Gisela, my father Rainer, my siblings Myriam, Martin and Michaela

and all other members of my family.
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Jess Barish
[O1=]

For most of my life, I didn’t give much thought to my Korean-ness. My
adoptive family, of course, told me when I was little that I was from Korea, but
I didn’t know what that meant. It was presented as only a fact and not as the
nuanced, complex expression of what being Korean in America would mean for
me.

Writing has allowed me to question,learn, and define what being Korean
is for me. My hope in sharing my writing is that a deeper, richer, more
holisticperspective of the community will be represented, and I’'m honored that

the Overseas Koreans Foundation has awarded me the opportunity to do so.
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