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Introduction: Drafting a
Community

“They built a homeland in their heads and a community with
their hands.”

Begin with a paradox. The people in this book spent their lives
serving two countries at once — one that was not free, and one
that did not want them. Korea, through most of the years covered
here, was a Japanese colony; its name had been struck from the
map of sovereign nations, its language and history under erasure.
The United States, meanwhile, greeted Korean arrivals with alien
land laws, exclusion acts, segregated schools, and a labor market
that would hire a Korean for the fields but not the front office. To
be a Korean in America in the first half of the twentieth century
was to hold a dual citizenship in absence: a member of a nation
that no longer officially existed, living in a nation that had not yet
decided to let you fully belong.

What is remarkable is not that some despaired, but that so many
built. That is the thread running through these twenty-four lives,
and it is why we have called them architects. An architect draws
what is not yet there. Before there was a Korean American
community — before there were enough people, enough
institutions, enough memory to call it one — these men and
women were drafting it: a women’s association on a sugar
plantation, a military academy on the Nebraska prairie, a church,
a newspaper, a relief society, a fruit company whose profits
crossed the Pacific to fund a revolution, a community center, a
college program, a memoir that made sure none of it would be
forgotten. They were drawing a structure they might never get to
live in. Most of them didn’t.



The arc
The story has a shape, and the collection follows it. It opens with
the founding generation — the men and women of the 1903–1905
plantation wave and the independence era that consumed it.
Maria Hwang boarded a ship to Honolulu at forty, with three
children and no husband worth the name, because in Korea, she
said, she had not been “allowed to be anything”; in Hawaii she
founded the islands’ first Korean women’s association. Pyeng Koo
Yoon and Syngman Rhee traveled to Theodore Roosevelt’s
summer home in 1905 to beg the president to honor a treaty and
protect Korea; they were politely sent away, and Korea was
swallowed. Park Yong-man drilled young Korean men in
cornfield Nebraska for a war of liberation that the rest of the
movement decided not to fight his way — and was assassinated in
Beijing, in 1928, by a fellow Korean, on the wrong side of an
argument about how a nation should be freed.

This was not a community that agreed with itself. The
independence movement abroad split, bitterly, between the
persuaders and the fighters, between Rhee and Ahn Chang-ho
and Park, over money and method and who spoke for the cause.
We have not smoothed those quarrels out. They are part of the
inheritance, and they are instructive: a scattered people, with
almost no power, spent enormous energy on one another. To read
these lives honestly is to see both the solidarity and the
factionalism, often in the same person.

The collection’s second half belongs to the generation that turned
survival into standing. They are the firsts: Susan Ahn Cuddy, the
first Asian American woman in the U.S. Navy, a gunnery
instructor and codebreaker who then had to fight her own
country’s anti-miscegenation hostility to marry the man she
loved. Young Oak Kim, who was rejected by the Army for his race,



then became the first minority officer in American history to
command a combat battalion. Herbert Choy, the first Korean
American admitted to any state bar and the first Asian American
federal judge. David Hyun, the first registered Korean American
architect, who designed welcoming public space in Los Angeles
even as the McCarthy era tried to deport his family. They paid for
their firsts in advance, and most of them spent what came after
building something for the people who would follow.

It ends in the present, with Yong Soon Min, an artist who made
the division of Korea and the ache of diaspora her subject, and
who built institutions so that other Asian American artists would
have walls to hang their work on. The line from Maria Hwang’s
plantation association to Min’s gallery is not straight, but it is
continuous.

What we looked for
We chose these twenty-four for range as much as for prominence.
There are soldiers and a Supreme-Court-track judge here, yes —
but also a memoirist, a social worker who could not dance but
kept Korean dance alive, a “Rice King” who bankrolled an
aviation school and then lost everything to a flood, a psychiatrist
who insisted no patient could be understood apart from their
culture, a journalist who used a wrongful-conviction case to wake
a community, a Hollywood actor condemned to play the enemy of
his own ancestral homeland. Prestige was not the criterion. The
criterion was consequence — and the willingness to make a hard
choice and live with it.

That is also why each essay turns on decisions rather than
résumés. A list of accomplishments tells you what someone
achieved; a decision tells you who they were. Young Oak Kim



refusing to transfer out of a Japanese American battalion in 1943,
when Japan still occupied Korea, because “we’re all Americans
and we’re fighting for the same cause,” is worth more than the
nineteen medals. Charles and Harry Kim choosing, year after
profitable year, to send the proceeds of a fruit farm across an
ocean to a government-in-exile is the whole story of a generation
in a single habit.

A word on honesty. The companion to this book is a children’s
anthology that tells these same lives gently, as they should be told
to the young. This volume is the other half of that promise: it does
not look away from the colonial violence, the racism, the poverty,
the factional knives, or the private costs — the marriages strained
by absent husbands off saving the homeland, the women whose
organizing was filed under “auxiliary,” the leaders killed by their
own side. We have flagged where the historical record is thin or
contested, where a famous quotation is really a paraphrase,
where even a death year is disputed. These were not saints, and
sainthood would insult them. They were people under pressure,
and the pressure is the point.

Why now
A community that does not know its architects mistakes itself for
an accident. It assumes it simply happened — that the churches
and the markets and the college programs and the right to be in
the room were always there, or arrived on their own. They did
not. They were drafted, by name, by people who often did not live
to see the building go up. To recover those names is not nostalgia.
It is a way of understanding that a community is a thing that gets
made, deliberately, by people who decide to make it — and that
the work is never finished, only handed forward.



That is the last thing these lives have in common, and the reason
to read them now. Each one left the structure unfinished on
purpose, with the drawing passed to the next hand. This book is
one more hand on the drawing.

— The Editors, for the NetKAL Korean American storytelling
project
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Part One — The Founding
Generation
born 1865–1905



Maria Hwang (황마리아)
1865–1937 · educator · women’s organizer · Methodist
community leader

She walked out of an affluent marriage in Pyongan, took her
three children to a Hawaiian sugar plantation, and built the
first Korean women’s organization in the islands — because in
Korea, she said, she had not been allowed to be anything.

In 1905 a forty-year-old woman in Pyongan Province made a
decision that the conventions of late-Joseon Korea did not really
permit her to make. Maria Hwang had married into money. The
household was comfortable, the kind a Korean woman of her
generation was supposed to be grateful for. It also contained her
husband’s mistresses, kept openly, in the manner that a wealthy
man of the period could keep them without consequence. Hwang
gathered her daughter and two sons and left. She did not leave for
another marriage or another man’s protection; she left for a
steamship to Honolulu, a sugar plantation she had never seen,
and a future she would have to invent herself. She was, in
everything but the paperwork, a widow by choice.

To understand the size of that choice, it helps to understand what
she was leaving and what she was not allowed to keep. A woman
who walked out of a marriage in 1905 Korea forfeited the social
architecture that gave her standing — her place in a lineage, the
security of a husband’s name, the presumption of respectability.
There was no framework for an independent middle-aged mother
of three. The country offered her, as she later put it to her son Ok
Kang, no way to be anything. That phrase survives as paraphrase
rather than verbatim quotation, and it is worth holding it as such;
but the shape of the grievance is unmistakable, and her life is its
proof. She had converted to Methodism, and it was the church —



its missionary network, its immigration pipeline funneling
northern Korean Protestants toward the Hawaiian cane fields —
that gave her the practical means to act on the grievance. Faith, in
her case, was not consolation. It was logistics.

What waited in Hawaii was not deliverance. The plantations of
the early 1900s were brutal, regimented places, and the Korean
immigrants who worked them were a small, raw, anxious
population, many of them men who had come alone. But the
plantations were also producing something Korea had never
produced: a generation of children born on American soil, the
first Korean Americans, who needed someone to teach them who
they were. Hwang became that someone. She taught Korean to
plantation children — the language, and with it the thread back to
a homeland most of them would never see. It was the harder of
the paths open to an immigrant woman. Others took the steadier
work of the merchant household or domestic service. She chose
the classroom, and in doing so chose to be a keeper of continuity
for a community that did not yet know it would need one.

Teaching led, almost inevitably, to organizing. In 1913 Hwang
founded and led the Taehan Puinhoe — the Korean Women’s
Association of the Territory of Hawaii — the first organization of
its kind in the islands. The detail that matters most about it is
structural: it was not an auxiliary. It was not the women’s wing of
a male-led society, tolerated to host banquets and raise side
money. It was its own institution, founded by a woman, run by
women, doing several jobs at once. It was a mutual aid society for
families with no safety net, a cultural school that kept the
language and customs alive, and a fundraising arm channeling
money from the cane fields back toward the independence
movement straining against Japanese colonial rule. In a
community where the men spent enormous energy arguing over



the strategy of liberation, Hwang was quietly building the thing
that made liberation work conceivable in the first place: an
organized base with money and morale.

In 1919 — the year the March First Movement erupted across
Korea and electrified the diaspora — that base proved its worth.
Hwang folded her association into the larger Korean Ladies Relief
Society, the women’s pipeline that would bankroll exile politics
for the next quarter century. The merger was its own kind of
decision. It meant surrendering personal authorship, letting the
organization she had founded dissolve into something bigger than
her name. She chose institutional continuity over individual
credit, which is precisely the choice that tends to erase a person
from the record. The relief society endured. Hwang’s authorship
of its lineage faded into a footnote, as the authorship of founding
mothers usually does.

She died in Honolulu in 1937 — eight years before the country she
had spent decades raising money to free actually became free.
The date itself carries a small uncertainty: some burial records
list 1944, though Wikipedia and the University of Hawaiʻi’s
symposium on early Korean immigrant women settle on 1937.
Either way, she did not live to see liberation. She had given her
later life to a cause whose payoff she would never collect, which is
the ordinary condition of people who build foundations rather
than monuments.

The temptation with Maria Hwang is to fit her into the familiar
story of the immigrant family — the husband who decides, the
wife who follows, the children carried along in the wake of a
man’s ambition. Her life refuses that story at its root. The first
Korean women in America were not, many of them, following
husbands. Some, like Hwang, were leaving them. She was the one
who made the call to go; she was the one who built the



institutions that held a fractious, frightened community together
while the men debated. The founding generation of Korean
America is usually narrated as a generation of fathers. Hwang’s
life is the correction to that grammar — the insistence that there
were founding mothers too, plural, and that one of them, at forty,
with three children and no permission, decided that the only
place she could become anything was an ocean away from the
country that had told her she could be nothing.

Sources

Maria Whang — Wikipedia

120th year of Korean immigration to Hawaiʻi spotlights
early women leaders — UH News

Korean Women Immigrant Leaders Symposium — UH
Center for Korean Studies
Vestiges of lives of first-generation Korean immigrants
— Monash University

🎨  Illustration concept: A woman in her forties on the deck of a
steamship at the rail, three children gathered close, her gaze fixed
forward on an unseen shore rather than back at the coast behind
her — a posture of decision, not exile. Behind or beneath, a faint
suggestion of cane fields and a small schoolhouse. Muted,
documentary palette: sea-grays, weathered ship-whites, a single
warm note of lamplight to suggest the classroom and the church
that carried her out.
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https://manoa.hawaii.edu/koreanstudies/january-26-2023-symposium-korean-women-immigrant-leaders-in-hawaii/
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https://www.monash.edu/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/3405399/Hawaii-Koreans-exhibition-material-English-version.pdf


Pyeng Koo Yoon (윤병구)
1880–1949 · Methodist minister · diplomat ·
independence activist

With Syngman Rhee, he walked into Theodore Roosevelt’s
summer home in 1905 and asked the United States to defend
Korea — the first Korean American diplomatic act on
American soil.

He came of age in a country that was already slipping out from
under its own people. Born in Yangju, in Gyeonggi Province, in
1880, Pyeng Koo Yoon was a teenager when the American
missionary Homer Hulbert baptized him, and a young man when
he trained at the Pai Chai School in Seoul, the same Methodist
institution that produced so much of the first generation of
Korean reformers. He worked as an interpreter and missionary in
Kaesong—steady, respectable, institutional work in a homeland
that was visibly being squeezed between empires. Then, in
October 1903, at twenty-two, he gave it up and sailed for Hawaii.

It was not an obvious choice. The Korean sugar plantations were
not a promotion. They were a frontier of homesick laborers
cutting cane in a foreign heat, and the ministry he took on there
was unglamorous in the extreme: weddings and funerals, English
lessons, the daily diplomacy of standing between workers and
overseers in disputes that pastoral training had never anticipated.
He chose the diaspora over the institution, the scattered and the
powerless over the secure. The first thing to understand about
Yoon is that he made this kind of choice more than once, and that
the work he chose almost never rewarded him.

For a brief, strange interval, the plantation chaplain became
something closer to an ambassador. The Russo-Japanese War



was ending, and the peace would be brokered on American soil,
with Korea’s fate among the spoils. In July 1905, Yoon traveled
from Honolulu to Washington carrying a petition drafted with
Methodist mission backing. He had something rarer than a
passport: a letter of introduction from Secretary of War William
H. Taft, secured during Taft’s stopover in Honolulu. Armed with
that, and accompanied by a young Syngman Rhee, he did what no
Korean in America had done before. On August 4, 1905, the two
men sat down with President Theodore Roosevelt at Sagamore
Hill, his summer home in Oyster Bay on Long Island, and asked
the United States to honor its 1882 treaty with Korea and resist
Japan’s advance.

Roosevelt was cordial—and that cordiality was its own kind of
refusal. He told them, reasonably enough, that he could only
receive such a petition through formal diplomatic channels. He
knew, as they would soon learn, that the Korean legation in
Washington had already been compromised by officials aligned
with Tokyo, men who would never forward the document. They
didn’t. And within weeks the secret Taft–Katsura agreement
made the geometry of the betrayal complete: the United States
would look away from Japan’s grip on Korea in exchange for
Japan’s looking away from American designs on the Philippines.
The petition died on a desk. By every measure that history keeps,
August 4, 1905 was a defeat.

What Yoon did next is the truer measure of him. He did not fold
the failure away and go home. In 1906 he enrolled at Harvard as a
special student—choosing scholarship and the slow accumulation
of standing over a faster return to the work he knew in Hawaii,
betting that the long game would matter more than the short one.
And then he spent the next four decades proving the bet, as a
minister and a movement organizer, on the same kind of



advocacy that had already failed him once in the most public way
imaginable.

It failed him again. In 1919, the Korean National Association
appointed him its delegate to the Paris Peace Conference, where
Woodrow Wilson’s rhetoric of self-determination had raised
hopes across every colonized nation on earth. The Koreans were
denied a seat. Yoon worked the cause anyway—writing alongside
Rhee and Philip Jaisohn, building the unspectacular institutional
scaffolding of a stateless movement, the kind of labor that
produces no headlines and few victories. This work placed him
squarely on one side of the bitter factional quarrels that fractured
the independence movement through the 1920s and after; he was
a Rhee ally throughout, and that allegiance was not a neutral
thing in those years. But no personal scandal attaches to his
name. What attaches is persistence: forty-four years of advocacy
after the first rejection, each act undertaken in full knowledge
that it, too, might come to nothing.

He lived to see the thing he had worked for. Korea was liberated
in 1945, and in 1949, in his late sixties, Yoon went back—not to
retire in the comfort of the country that had taken him in, but to
help build the new Republic of Korea. He died in Seoul on June
20 of that year, almost as soon as he had arrived, an old man
returning to a homeland he had left as a young one nearly half a
century before. In 1977, the Republic he had served at both ends
of his life awarded him the Order of Merit for National
Foundation.

It is tempting to read a life like this as a chain of noble failures,
and the temptation should be resisted, because it misreads what
the failures were for. The petition did not save Korea. Paris did
not seat the Koreans. The 1882 treaty was not honored, and
Roosevelt’s politeness cost him nothing. But Pyeng Koo Yoon’s



significance was never going to be measured in outcomes; it was
in the precedent. He was the first Korean American to walk into
the highest office in the United States and ask it, in his own name
and on the record, to act for his people. The asking was the
achievement. Advocacy does not always work—Yoon’s life is proof
enough of that—but doing it visibly, in your own name, with your
defeat entered into the public record, changes what the next
person is able to attempt. He spent forty-four years widening the
space in which Koreans in America could be heard, and he did it
knowing he might never hear an answer. That he kept asking is
the inheritance.

Sources

Pyeng Koo Yoon — Harvard Korean Alumni Biographies
Project

Pyong Ku Yoon appointed to represent Korea at the
Paris Peace Conference — Calisphere / USC

Syngman Rhee — Wikipedia (Roosevelt petition
account)
Koreans ignored at 1919 Paris Peace Conference — The
Korea Times

History of Korean United Methodists — UMC.org

🎨  Illustration concept: A lone figure in a dark minister’s coat
ascending the porch steps of a clapboard summer house, hat in
hand, a folded petition visible in his grip—the immense house
dwarfing him, the door not yet open. Muted period palette:
sepias, slate blues, a single warm lamp-glow within. The mood is
quiet resolve on the threshold of an answer that will not come.
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https://koreanalumnibiographiesproject.hsites.harvard.edu/people/pyeng-koo-yoon
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syngman_Rhee
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syngman_Rhee
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/opinion/2024/10/137_270064.html
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/opinion/2024/10/137_270064.html
http://ee.umc.org/who-we-are/history-of-korean-united-methodists


Park Yong-man (박용만)
1881–1928 · independence activist · military strategist

He tried to build an army in Nebraska — because liberation,
he believed, needed soldiers more than speeches.

Cheorwon, in the Gangwon hills, gave Park Yong-man a country
that was already slipping away. He was born there in 1881, came
of age as the Korean Empire bent under Japanese pressure, and
learned early what reform cost: he served prison time at home for
his agitation before he ever saw the United States. When he
arrived in 1905, it was not as an emigrant chasing a better wage
but as a man who had decided his fight would have to be
conducted from somewhere his enemies could not reach. The first
thing to understand about the life that followed is that nearly all
of it took place thousands of miles from the country it was meant
to serve, and that this distance was not exile so much as strategy.

He landed in Denver and made his way to Nebraska — corn-and-
cattle country, flat and far, about as unlikely a staging ground for
Korean liberation as the map allowed. There Park made the bet
that would define and finally isolate him. Most of his
contemporaries in the diaspora believed Korea would be argued
free: through petitions, through the sympathy of Western powers,
through the patient accumulation of moral standing. Park looked
at the same situation and concluded the opposite. Japan would
not be talked out of an occupation. Koreans abroad, if they were
to matter at all, would have to become soldiers. It was an austere
and slightly lonely conviction, and he spent his life acting on it
with a consistency that bordered on stubbornness.

He enrolled at Hastings College, then transferred to the
University of Nebraska to study political and military science,



finishing in 1911. But he did not wait for the diploma to begin. In
1909, still a student, he founded the Youth Military Academy at
Hastings — drilling young Korean Americans in tactics and
discipline on prairie ground that had nothing to do with Korea
except for the people standing on it. There is something almost
quixotic in the image: immigrant students marching through
Nebraska summers for a homeland most of them might never see
again. But Park was not staging a gesture. He was building cadre.
If a war of independence ever came, he meant for there to be
Koreans who already knew how to fight one, and he understood
that such men do not appear at the moment they are needed; they
have to be made years in advance, in places no one is watching.

From the plains he moved to Hawaii, the demographic center of
the early Korean diaspora, where he organized the Korean
National Brigade and edited Korean-language newspapers that
called openly for armed resistance. This was the militant wing of
the independence movement made concrete — not theory but
drilling grounds, not editorials of hope but of insurgency. And it
placed him, inevitably, at odds with the movement’s other
architects. He clashed publicly with Syngman Rhee, who would
later become South Korea’s first president, and with Ahn Chang-
ho, the great apostle of self-strengthening and gradualism. Both
men believed independence would be won by building Korean
capacity and Korean credibility, by persuasion and patience. Park
believed patience was a luxury a colonized people could not
afford. The disagreement was not personal vanity, though it grew
personal; it was a genuine fork in the road, and the diaspora split
along it. The factions that formed — over money, over method,
over who spoke for the cause — would harden into rivalries that
outlasted every man in them. Park, the soldier among diplomats,
increasingly found himself on the losing side of an argument
about how a nation should be freed.



It is tempting to read him, from here, as simply the hawk who
was wrong — the diplomatic track, after all, is the one history
remembers. But that flattens what he saw clearly. The diplomacy
he distrusted did, in fact, fail to move Japan for forty years; the
appeals to Western conscience went largely unanswered until a
world war settled the question by other means. Park’s error, if it
was one, was less about analysis than about arithmetic: a few
hundred drilled students in Hawaii and Nebraska were never
going to overthrow an empire, and the movement’s energy and
money flowed toward those who promised results without
requiring an army. He was not naive about force. He may only
have been early, and alone, in insisting on it.

The independence struggle moved past him, and so, eventually,
did its leftward drift. He spent his last years in China, still
organizing, still in the active resistance even as the movement
fragmented around him into nationalist, communist, and regional
camps that trusted one another less each year. In 1928, in Beijing,
he was assassinated at forty-seven — shot by a Korean
communist, the politics of liberation having turned not only
against his methods but against him personally. There is no clean
martyrdom in this. He was killed not by the occupier he had
fought his whole life but by another faction of his own cause,
which is the particular tragedy of movements that fracture before
they win: the danger comes to be each other.

The Korean memorial that stands today at Hastings College is one
of the few monuments on American soil to a Korean
independence figure, and it sits, fittingly, in the middle of the
country, far from any ocean. Park Yong-man’s life poses a
question that has never gone away for those who came after him:
how do you serve a community across a sea, build the future of a
place you cannot enter, give your years to a homeland that may



never be fully yours? He answered it the hard way — by trying to
raise an army for a nation that did not yet exist, in a state that had
never heard of it, and by holding to that answer even as nearly
everyone he respected chose differently and most of history
proved them the more practical. Whether he was right is almost
beside the point. He insisted that a people scattered across the
world owed something concrete, and dangerous, to the place they
came from — and he paid the full price of believing it.

Sources

Park Yong-man — Wikipedia

Nebraska state government worker uncovers ties
between Korean independence — Daily Nebraskan

Korean memorial dedicated at Hastings College — The
Independent
The Korean Connection — KoreanAmericanStory.org

Korean National Army Corps — Wikipedia

🎨  Illustration concept: A lone figure in a high-collared early-
1900s coat standing at the edge of an open Nebraska prairie at
dusk, a small column of young men drilling in the middle
distance behind him; the horizon impossibly wide and empty, his
gaze fixed east toward an ocean far out of frame. Muted earth
tones — wheat, slate, dust — with a single cold band of blue at the
horizon.
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Charles Ho Kim (김호 / Kim
Ho)
1884–1968 · farmer, businessman, independence-
movement leader

The Reedley orchard king who turned an exclusive nectarine
license into the first Korean American million-dollar fortune
— and spent the proceeds on a free Korea.

He had been a teacher. Before the orchards, before the packing
house with its three hundred seasonal workers, before anyone
called him a millionaire, Charles Ho Kim stood in front of
students at the Pai Chai and Ewha schools in Korea, in a country
that was in the process of ceasing to exist. By 1912 the Japanese
annexation was two years old and tightening, and Kim did what a
particular kind of Korean patriot did in those years: he left. He
went into exile in China first, and then, in 1914, he crossed the
Pacific to San Francisco — choosing, deliberately, not to return to
an occupied homeland. It is worth pausing on that choice,
because everything else in his life follows from it. He was not an
immigrant chasing American prosperity. He was a man in flight
from a colonized country who decided that the fight for that
country could be waged more effectively from six thousand miles
away.

What he did first, though, was farm. In 1920 he partnered with
Harry S. Kim — no relation — to found Kim Brothers, Inc.  in
Reedley, in California’s Central Valley, a town with almost no
Korean community to speak of. Neither man had trained for the
fruit business. Charles took the inside of the operation: the
orchards, the product, the relentless work of quality control.
Harry took sales. It was an unglamorous arrangement, two



Korean exiles betting on a trade they were learning as they went,
in a valley where Asian immigrants were tolerated as labor and
resented as anything more.

The bet that made them came from outside. A local plant breeder
named Fred W. Anderson had developed a fuzzless peach hybrid
— the fruit the market would eventually learn to call the
nectarine. Kim Brothers locked up the exclusive sixteen-year
cultivation license, and in doing so bet the company’s future on a
single patented variety. It paid off completely. By the 1950s their
Le Grand and Sun Grand nectarines dominated the market; the
company crossed $1.5 million in sales, with six farms spread
across five hundred acres, a hundred-thousand-dollar nursery, a
four-hundred-thousand-dollar packing house. Charles Ho Kim
and Harry Kim are generally regarded as the first Korean
American millionaires.

Here most success stories would round to a close. Kim’s barely
starts. He did not treat the business as the point — he treated it as
the means. From 1936 onward he was a reform leader inside the
Korean National Association of North America, the diaspora’s
closest thing to a government-in-exile, and he served three terms
as chair of its Central Executive Committee, in 1937, 1945, and
1949. When the KNA built its Los Angeles headquarters on
Jefferson Street, opened in 1938, Kim personally put up $20,000
toward it — more than half the total cost. At the dedication he
said plainly what the building was for: “This building is a home
for us displaced Koreans. Here, we will foster progress for our
people, we will support the Provisional Government in
liberating our homeland, and we will educate our future
generations.” The sentence is a fair summary of where the
nectarine money went.



The harder politics came with the war. When Pearl Harbor sent
Japanese Americans into internment camps, the legal status of
Korean Americans — technically subjects of the Japanese empire
that had colonized them — was a cruel ambiguity. Kim helped
organize the Tiger Brigades, Korean American units within the
California National Guard, a maneuver that kept Korean
Americans out of the camps and into uniform. He went on to
raise $840,000 in U.S. war bonds through the Korea Wartime
Savings Committee. And in 1941 he did something that cost him
more than money: he helped force the bitterly fractured Korean
independence factions into a single body, the United Korean
Committee. That meant working shoulder to shoulder with
people he disagreed with, including the supporters of Syngman
Rhee — and Kim sat on the anti-Rhee side of a schism that ran
deep and stayed bitter. He swallowed the disagreement because
the alternative was a movement too divided to act. It made him a
contested figure in Rhee-aligned circles for years. He seems to
have decided that unity was worth being disliked for.

After liberation he went back. In 1945 he traveled to Korea and
served on a transitional legislative commission, a chance to help
shape the free country he had funded from abroad. But the
homeland was already splitting toward partition, and in 1948 he
returned to the United States — not in retreat, but to redirect his
energy toward the thing that would outlast him: Korean
American institutions. In 1957 he founded the Korean
Foundation, Inc., whose scholarships put more than six hundred
students through school between 1958 and 1974. In 1959 he co-
published 50 Years of Korean American History, an early
attempt to keep the pioneer generation’s story from vanishing.
And in 1963, in his late seventies, when most men with a fortune
and a war behind them would have stopped, he championed the
founding of the Korean Community Center in Los Angeles. He



died in 1968, at 84. In 2006, Charles Ho Kim Elementary School
in Los Angeles became the first American public school named
after a Korean American.

The records do not even agree on when he was born — 1884 by
some sources, 1889 by others — which is its own kind of fitting
for a man whose life refused to settle into a tidy shape. A great
many Korean American success stories end at the business; the
fortune is the destination, the proof that the gamble was worth it.
Charles Ho Kim’s fortune was the gamble’s beginning. He spent
forty years treating wealth as movement capital — across an
independence struggle, a world war, a homeland’s liberation, a
homeland’s partition, and the entire founding of Korean
America’s institutional life in California — and he was patient
enough to keep at it long after the cause that started him had
technically been won. The reasonable thing to do with a 1950s
nectarine fortune was to enjoy it. He used it to build a
community, and then he funded the school that would teach that
community who it was.
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🎨  Illustration concept: Charles Ho Kim standing at the edge of a
Reedley nectarine orchard at golden hour, a single piece of fruit
in his hand, his gaze turned past the rows toward something
farther off — the orchard read as both livelihood and arsenal.
Warm sunlit greens and amber, with a cooler, deliberate
undertone of distance and resolve.



Helen Ahn (이혜련 / Yi Hye-
ryon)
1884–1969 · independence-movement organizer ·
matriarch of the first Korean American family

She was half of the first Korean married couple to set foot in
America — and the parent who actually raised the five
children while her husband became Dosan.

On October 14, 1902, a steamship docked in San Francisco
carrying two Korean passengers traveling on passports numbered
51 and 52. They had been married for one month, since
September 3, and they were the first Korean couple to immigrate
to the United States as a married couple. One of them was Ahn
Chang-ho, who would soon be known across three continents as
Dosan, the great organizer of the Korean independence
movement. The other was Yi Hye-ryon, who took the American
name Helen, and who would not leave California for the next
sixty-seven years. History has remembered the husband. This is
an attempt to recover the wife — not as a footnote to his
biography, but as one of the two people who made the work
possible.

The first thing to understand is that boarding that ship was itself
a decision, and a steep one. She was eighteen, newly married to a
man she barely knew, sailing toward a country whose language
she did not speak and whose laws would never fully recognize
her. She could not have known that the marriage she was entering
would, in practice, be a marriage conducted mostly by mail across
oceans. But she went. And from the moment they landed, the
division of their life together was set: he would belong to the
movement, and she would belong to everything else.



“Everything else” is easy to say and brutal to live. Between 1905
and 1926, Helen bore five American-born children — Philip,
Philson, Susan, Soorah, and Ralph. She raised them very nearly
alone. Dosan was in Korea, in Shanghai, in Manchuria, in prison;
he was organizing, fundraising, founding schools and parties,
building the institutional spine of a stateless nation’s resistance.
He was almost never home. What he sent home, instead of his
presence, were letters — including ones asking her to forgive him
for being absent. She took in laundry. She worked domestic jobs
in other people’s houses. She kept rice and kimchi on the table
not only for her own children but for the steady procession of
independence activists who passed through, treating the
household as a way station. And out of the little she earned, she
made another choice that compounded the burden: she sent
money back to the husband whose cause was emptying her days.
The independence movement was funded, in part, dollar by
dollar, out of a Los Angeles kitchen.

She did not confine her own politics to that kitchen, either.
Through the Korean Women’s Patriotic Society, Helen organized
other women into a fundraising infrastructure, turning the
domestic sphere — the one place colonial and immigrant women
were permitted to operate — into a machine for financing a
revolution an ocean away. It is worth pausing on what this was.
The dollars these women raised came from a community that did
not have many dollars to spare. The work was unglamorous,
uncredited, and indispensable, which is to say it was the kind of
work that history is structurally bad at seeing. She was very good
at it.

The arrangement had a price, and the profile does not let us look
away from it. A woman raised five children with a largely absent
husband, carried a household on laundry and domestic labor, and



underwrote a movement that took her partner and eventually
killed him. When Dosan was arrested by the Japanese in 1932
and died in 1938 from injuries sustained in prison, Helen was
fifty-four. She had spent most of her marriage as a single parent,
and now she was a widow, with children still at home, having
given decades to a cause that had returned her a husband only in
fragments and finally not at all. The romance of the independence
movement tends to obscure this kind of accounting. Helen Ahn’s
life insists on it.

What she did next was its own quiet decision. She did not go back
to Korea. She stayed in Los Angeles, near the Bunker Hill house
at 106 N. Figueroa that had been the family’s center, and she lived
another thirty-one years — longer as a widow than she had lived
as a wife. In those decades she became something like the
institutional memory of the early Korean American community,
the person who had been present at its beginning and could still
testify to it. She died on April 21, 1969, on her eighty-fifth
birthday. In 2008, the Republic of Korea posthumously awarded
her the Order of Merit for National Foundation, the same
category of honor reserved for the movement’s leaders — an
overdue acknowledgment that the independence struggle had
been, all along, a two-person job, and that one of those people
had done her half at a stove.

The honest difficulty in writing about Helen Ahn is that so much
of what we know about her survives only through the biographies
of her husband and her children — among them Susan Ahn
Cuddy, who became the first Asian American woman in the U.S.
Navy. Her visibility is itself the historical problem; the 2008
honor is only a partial correction. We have her dates, her
addresses, her organizational affiliations, the shape of her
sacrifice, more clearly than we have her own voice. That gap is



not an oversight in the record. It is the record doing exactly what
records have usually done to women who held things together
while men made history.

And that is finally why she matters. The names we know from the
Korean independence movement belong overwhelmingly to the
men who gave the speeches. The meals that fed those men, the
rent that housed their meetings, the children raised into the next
generation, the money wired east — that infrastructure was built
and maintained by women whose names mostly did not make the
books. Helen Ahn is the figure by whom the others can be
measured: she did not write the speeches; she made the speeches
deliverable. Her presence on that 1902 dock means that “Korean
American,” as a way of being in the world, is now more than a
century and two decades old — older than most of the categories
we reach for to describe ourselves. Her great-grandchildren are
American adults today. She was not behind the history. She was
inside it, holding it up.
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🎨  Illustration concept: An older Korean woman at a plain
kitchen table in lamplight, counting small coins into neat stacks
beside a stack of unanswered letters; through the window behind
her, a faint suggestion of a steamship and a distant shore. Warm,
documentary palette — amber lamplight against deep blue
evening, dignity rather than sentiment.



Kim Chong Lim (김종림)
1884–1973 · rice baron · independence funder · founder
of the first Korean aviation school

The first Korean American millionaire bankrolled the birth of
the Republic of Korea Air Force—then lost the entire fortune in
a single autumn flood.

He came in on the Alameda in 1906, twenty-two years old, into
San Francisco. His first American wages came from a railroad
gang in Salt Lake City, swinging a pick and setting track across
ground that did not belong to him and never would. It was hard,
anonymous labor, the kind that swallowed thousands of
immigrant men without leaving a name behind. What is striking
about Kim Chong Lim is not that he survived it but what he was
already doing while he did it. In 1907, a track laborer with almost
nothing to spare, he mailed ten dollars to a Korean nationalist
newspaper. The next year he sent thirty more, earmarked for
printing equipment. The pattern of the whole life is visible there
before any of the money was: he gave to the cause before he had
anything to give.

The money came from rice. By the mid-1910s Kim had moved
south to Willows, in the Sacramento Valley, and put his bet on the
flooded paddies that the valley’s geography made possible. In
1915 he farmed a hundred acres. Four years later he was farming
more than three thousand three hundred. The arithmetic of that
climb is almost vertical, and the Korean community in California
gave him the title it implied: the Rice King. His income ran into
the hundreds of thousands of dollars a year at a moment when
most of his countrymen in America were following the harvests as
stoop laborers, bent over other men’s fields for daily wages. He



had crossed, in roughly a decade, from the railroad gang to the
top of the immigrant economy.

What he did with that distance is the heart of the story, and it
turned on a single conversation. In early 1920 General Noh Baek-
rin arrived in Willows on behalf of the Korean Provisional
Government, newly formed in exile in Shanghai. The
independence movement had a thousand needs and almost no
means; Noh had come to a rice town in California because that
was where a Korean with real capital could be found. He put the
case to Kim in a sentence that reads, a century later, like
prophecy: the victor of the next war will be the one who rules the
sky. Korea had no air force. It barely had a government. The
country Kim was being asked to defend from the air was one he
had not seen in fourteen years.

He said yes, and the scale of the yes is what makes it remarkable.
Kim gave forty acres of his own land for an airfield. He put up
twenty thousand dollars to start and pledged thirty thousand a
year to keep it running. He hired American flight instructors,
bought three aircraft, and covered every cadet’s tuition, room,
and board out of pocket. The Willows Korean Aviation School
opened on February 20, 1920, with fifteen students; by June
there were thirty, and Kim was its president. This was not a
donation in any ordinary sense. It was most of a year’s profit,
committed on conviction, to train pilots for a nation that existed
mostly as an idea. The Republic of Korea Air Force traces its
institutional lineage directly to that field outside Willows—which
means a Sacramento Valley rice farmer is, in a real sense, present
at the founding of a national air arm.

Then the same water that had made him took it all back. In
October 1920, before the harvest could be brought in, a
catastrophic flood swept the Sacramento Valley. Kim’s rice—all of



it, every one of the thirty-three hundred acres—was destroyed.
The fortune that had taken a decade to build was gone inside a
week. The aviation school, suddenly without its underwriter,
limped through one more season and was disestablished in April
1921, barely fourteen months after it opened. Here was the
second decision, harder to see than the first because it was
quieter: Kim did not vanish into his ruin or renounce the
obligations that had helped bankrupt him. He kept giving what he
could, now at a fraction of the old scale, to the community and the
cause he had backed when he was rich.

He never rebuilt the empire. The remaining decades were
ordinary in a way that the early ones never were. In his late fifties,
during the Second World War, he enlisted in the California State
Guard; his two sons served in the United States Navy. He lived
out his years quietly in Los Angeles and died there in 1973, his
name unfamiliar to most Americans and to most Koreans.
Recognition came posthumously and slowly. In 2005 South
Korea awarded him the Order of Merit for National Foundation,
and in 2009 his remains were carried home and laid in the
National Cemetery at Daejeon, in the soil of the republic his
airfield had helped imagine. Even the basic facts retain a little fog
—the sources disagree on whether he was born in 1884 or 1886—
as if the record itself were reluctant to fix a man who had spent so
freely and asked for so little in return.

The easy lesson would be about generosity, and it would be
wrong, or at least too small. What Kim Chong Lim demonstrates
is something rarer and less comfortable: a willingness to deploy
nearly everything he owned behind a cause that offered no path
to repayment. The Willows bet was not safe, not diversified, not
hedged against the very real chance—soon realized—that it would
end in nothing for him. He gave most of what he had to a thirty-



cadet flight school in a California rice town because a stranger
told him airplanes would decide the next war. The school closed
inside fifteen months; his fortune was gone inside eight. By any
ledger he kept for himself, it failed. And yet the thing he funded
outlived the fortune, outlived the man, and is now part of the
founding story of a nation’s air force. That is the strange
arithmetic of conviction. It rarely protects the person who acts on
it. Now and then it builds something that lasts long after he is
gone.
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🎨  Illustration concept: A lone figure in a flat-brimmed work hat
standing at the edge of a flooded rice field at dusk, a small biplane
lifting off the water-mirrored horizon behind him—abundance
and loss held in the same frame. Muted earth tones, silver water,
a single warm band of sky.
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Harry S. Kim (김형순 / Kim
Hyung-soon)
1885–1977 · horticulturist, businessman, independence-
movement patron

The Pai Chai–trained interpreter who became a Reedley
nursery man, co-built the first Korean American million-
dollar business, and quietly funded the independence
movement for thirty years.

He came credentialed, which made him unusual among the men
who picked fruit in the San Joaquin Valley. Harry S. Kim had
passed through Pai Chai School in Seoul—the country’s first
modern Western school, the one that produced a generation of
mission-trained Koreans who would scatter across the diaspora—
and he had learned English well enough to sit and pass the official
interpreter’s examination. That examination was a door. A young
man with a state translator’s credential could have stayed inside
the colonial machinery in Seoul, useful and employed in a Korea
that Japan had just begun to swallow. Kim used the credential the
other way: as a passage out. He sailed for the United States as a
certified translator, went back briefly to marry Hahn Duk-sae, an
Ewha School graduate, and in 1913 returned to California to stay.

It is worth pausing on the year, because the sources quarrel over
it—1913, some say 1914, and his birth wanders between 1885 and
1886 in the records, with one implausible outlier of 1896 that his
own married adulthood rules out. The fuzziness is itself a kind of
testimony. These were people whose paperwork was kept by a
colonial government that did not regard them as fully its own, in
a country that did not want them at all. The year he arrived,
fifteen Korean fruit pickers in Riverside County were threatened



by a racist crowd and run out of town. That was the welcome. A
man with a Seoul interpreter’s certificate was, in the eyes of
California, still a perpetual foreigner with no government behind
him.

Reedley was the answer the early Korean Christian community
had worked out: a hot agricultural town where orchard labor was
steady and a careful man might eventually own the orchard
instead of working it. Kim arrived as labor and set about
becoming owner. In 1920 he started a nursery and packing
business—saplings, seedlings, stone fruit—and in the same year
made the decision that would shape the rest of his life. He
partnered with Charles Ho Kim, a man who had once tutored his
wife in mathematics, in a venture neither of them had any
training for. Neither was a horticulturist. Both bet on it anyway.

What made the partnership work was a clean division neither
man seems to have resented. Charles ran the orchards and the
operations and became the traveling public face—the one who
crossed the country collecting for the independence fund. Harry
ran sales and customers and the outward commercial face of the
business. The arrangement held for thirty years without breaking,
which is rarer than any single thing the company achieved. When
a local breeder named Fred W. Anderson developed a fuzzless
peach, Kim Brothers secured exclusive cultivation rights, and the
bet paid for decades: their Le Grand and Sun Grand nectarines
dominated the market for nearly twenty years. The company
spread to five hundred acres across six farms, employed more
than three hundred seasonal workers, and reached a million and
a half dollars in sales. Harry S. Kim and Charles Ho Kim became,
by the plainest reckoning, the first Korean American millionaires.

But the money was never only money, and this is where the life
resists the tidy shape of a success story. Reedley became, in the



language of the community, the hub of the Korean independence
movement—and the engine of that hub was a fruit company. Kim
ran his politics through the Korean National Association, and his
giving tells you more about his temperament than any single
triumph. Between 1914 and 1945 he documented donations of
$5,337 to the independence cause: not a single heroic check but
thirty years of patient, year-by-year contribution, a steady drip of
a working man’s surplus turned into a nation’s hope. He was a
major backer of the 1938 KNA building on Jefferson Street in Los
Angeles. After liberation he and Charles put a hundred thousand
dollars into a scholarship fund for Korean students, and in 1958
the two of them paid to publish Warren Y. Kim’s Koreans in
America, so that the pioneers’ record would not vanish.

There is one hard edge in the political story, and it is to Kim’s
credit. He had backed Syngman Rhee financially in the early
years, when Rhee was the movement’s most prominent figure. He
broke with him—over Rhee’s marriage to Franziska Donner—and
never resumed personal support, redirecting his giving to the
institution, the KNA itself, rather than the man. It was a values-
based break, not a strategic one; he chose the cause over the
personality. KNA-aligned sources record the rupture plainly, and
Rhee-aligned accounts would no doubt frame it more gently. That
a quiet nursery man in Reedley felt entitled to withdraw his
patronage from the future first president of South Korea is its
own small portrait of a man who gave on his own terms.

He died in Los Angeles in 1977, ninety-two years old. In 2011,
more than three decades later, South Korea posthumously
awarded him the Order of Merit for National Foundation—the
honor arriving, as it so often does, long after the work and the
worker were gone.



The temptation with Harry S. Kim is to file him as the second
name on a famous partnership: the operations half, the sales half,
the one fewer people can place. The asymmetry is real, and it is
exactly the point. Charles Ho Kim traveled and spoke and
collected; Harry stayed and managed and gave, quietly, for thirty
years. Movements are built by both kinds of people, and the
steady, less-visible kind are the ones who make the visible kind
possible. A displaced people without a government of their own
discovered that economic self-reliance was not a distraction from
the fight for sovereignty but its precondition—that you could fund
a liberation movement out of a nectarine harvest if you were
patient enough and refused to quit. Being the second name on
that partnership was not a smaller life. It was the half that held.
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🎨  Illustration concept: A weathered, dignified man standing
among rows of young fruit trees at golden hour, a packing crate
stenciled with a nectarine label at his feet; in the far distance,
almost too faint to notice, the silhouette of a community hall.
Warm, dust-gold San Joaquin light, muted earth tones—the
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orchard foregrounded, the man reading as steward rather than
tycoon.



Ha Soo Whang (황하수)
1892–1984 · social worker · cultural organizer

She was the first Korean social worker in Hawaii, and though
she never danced, she kept Korean dance alive in the islands
for two decades by finding the people who could—and making
sure they had an audience.

In 1922, Ha Soo Whang was supposed to be going home. She had
left Korea in 1911 as a student, educated first in missionary
schools on the peninsula and then half a world away at Athens
College for Young Women in Alabama, and now, eleven years
later, she was traveling back toward the country she had come
from. Hawaii was a stop on the way. It was not supposed to be a
destination. But the YWCA International Institute in Honolulu
offered her a job, and she took it, and she did not leave for twenty
years.

It is worth pausing on how ordinary that decision looks and how
consequential it turned out to be. There was no grand calling in it,
no founding manifesto—just a woman with rare qualifications
agreeing to stay where she was useful. What made her useful was
a specific and unglamorous kind of fluency. She spoke English
and Korean, she understood American institutions and Korean
village expectations, and she was willing to stand in the gap
between them. The territory of Hawaii, in those years, was a
plantation society organized by a rigid racial hierarchy, and the
Korean immigrants who lived inside it were largely shut out of
the language and machinery of the system that governed their
lives. Whang became the first Korean social worker in the
territory. In practice that meant she became the person who
showed up.



She showed up when a family needed to talk to a landlord who
held their housing, a doctor who held their health, a school
principal who held their children’s futures, a court, a welfare
office. She translated—but not only the words. She translated the
systems on either side of the words: explaining to a Korean
grandmother how an American bureaucracy thought, and
explaining to an American official what a Korean family actually
needed and feared. There was no template for this role. She
became the “first” not by inventing a title but by being the only
person who could do the work, and then doing it long enough that
it became a profession rather than a favor.

What she built at the Institute reveals how carefully she had
thought about what assimilation should and should not cost. She
ran two clubs that were structurally identical and aimed in
opposite directions. The HyungJay Club taught young Korean
American women—girls born or raised in Hawaii, already drifting
toward American life—the traditional culture their parents had
carried across the ocean. The Mother’s Club taught those parents
and grandmothers, often Korean-born and not literate in English,
how to navigate the American world their children already moved
through so easily. One club pulled the young back toward Korea;
the other pushed the old forward into America. Whang was
running a translation service in both directions at once, and the
symmetry was not an accident. She refused to treat becoming
American as a one-way shedding of the past. A community could
integrate without erasing itself, she believed, if someone tended
both ends of the bridge.

Her most lasting contribution was something she could not
personally do. She was convinced that Korean dance had to
survive in the islands, that it would simply disappear without
organized support—and she could not dance. So she made herself



its agent instead. She found Susan Chun Lee and Chai Yong Ha,
recruited them, arranged their performances, and put the
institutional weight of the YWCA behind public showings that
kept the form visible in Honolulu through the 1930s. This is a
strange and instructive kind of devotion: to love an art you cannot
make, and to serve it by becoming the scaffolding around the
people who can. There is no spotlight in that work. The dancer is
seen; the woman who booked the hall and gathered the audience
is not. Whang seems to have understood the trade and accepted
it.

The hardest turn in her story came with the war. After Pearl
Harbor, the climate that made an organization like the
International Institute possible curdled into suspicion and
emergency, and in 1942 the Institute was dissolved under
wartime pressure. The institutional ground beneath her twenty
years of work had been pulled away. She kept going as long as
there was something to keep going, and then, in 1943, she left
Hawaii. It is tempting to read a tidy arc into this—two decades of
service, a clean exit—but the truth is less tidy and more honest.
Her departure was not a retirement so much as a consequence.
When the structure that held her work collapsed, the work could
not simply continue on its own. That is the vulnerability of
connective labor: it depends on institutions, and institutions can
be dissolved by forces that have nothing to do with the quality of
what they housed.

And yet the lineage survived her. The thread of Korean dance she
had kept alive was picked up after the war by Halla Pai Huhm,
whose studio is today the oldest Korean dance studio in the
United States. The performances Whang organized are gone, the
clubs are gone, the Institute is gone—but the form she insisted
must not die did not die. She had built, without quite getting to



keep, exactly what she set out to build. (One note of historical
caution: she is sometimes designated a National Association of
Social Workers Pioneer, a recognition cited across secondary
sources, though the direct record of that honor is no longer easy
to verify—a fitting ambiguity for a career spent in the margins of
the official account.)

The temptation with a life like this is to apologize for it—to note
that she did not choreograph the dances, did not write the
histories, did not found the YWCA, as though those absences
were a deficit. The truer reading is that connective work is its own
discipline, not a lesser version of authored work. Ha Soo Whang
was the person who knew everyone, spoke both languages, kept
the calendar, and made sure the right people met in the right
room. That is what holds a diaspora together when the official
institutions will not. Every Korean American kid who has
translated a parent’s mail, sat on three nonprofit boards,
answered everyone’s phone, and held a community’s logistics in
their head without ever being thanked from a stage—they have a
predecessor, and her name is Ha Soo Whang. The integrity of a
bridge is not less important than the journey of the people who
cross it. It is the reason the crossing is possible at all.
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🎨  Illustration concept: Ha Soo Whang stands just offstage in a
Honolulu hall, half in shadow, watching a Korean dancer caught
mid-turn in warm light at center—her gaze proud and attentive,
her own hands still. The composition places the seen performer in
the glow and the unseen organizer at the edge. Soft documentary
palette: lamp-amber stage light against cool blue-gray wings, with
a single note of hanbok color on the dancer.



Chung Song Lee Ahn (안정
송)
1895–1989 · educator · women’s independence
organizer

She landed in Honolulu in January 1919, two months before
Korea rose up in Seoul—and spent the next seventy years
running every Korean women’s organization in the islands.

She arrived too early, or just in time, depending on how you
measure it. Chung Song Lee stepped off the boat in Honolulu in
January 1919. Two months later, on the first of March, Seoul
erupted: crowds in the streets, a declaration of independence
read aloud, the Japanese colonial police answering with mass
arrests. She was already four thousand miles away, on an island
in the middle of the Pacific, and the rest of her life would be
organized around a question she could not have fully framed yet
—what a Korean woman in Hawaii owed to a Korea she could not
go home to.

The education that brought her there had been hard to come by.
Born in Pyongyang in 1895, she graduated from Ewha Hakdang
in 1913, when a Korean woman with a formal degree was rare
enough to be locally consequential. She went on to Japan,
completing the Japan Women’s Seminary in Yokohama in 1918,
and taught briefly at the Pyongyang Women’s Seminary before
she sailed. Each of those steps was a deliberate choice in a system
that did not expect women to take them, and they pointed toward
a particular kind of life—the educated Korean woman as teacher
and civic anchor, useful precisely because there were so few of
her.



What March First did was redefine what all that education was
for. Before the uprising, the Ewha-to-Japan-to-teaching track was
a respectable path within Korea. After it, with the country under
tightened occupation and a generation of organizers scattering
into exile, the same training became something else: the raw
material of a movement that now had to be run from abroad. She
could have treated Hawaii as a waystation, a place to wait out the
occupation. She chose instead to stay—and to make diaspora
organizing not a sideline but a vocation.

It is worth being precise about what that work actually was,
because it is the kind of work that history tends to lose. The
independence movement remembered in textbooks is largely a
story of men: Syngman Rhee and Park Yong-man and their
dueling factions, their newspapers and conventions and feuds.
Underneath all of it ran an infrastructure that women built and
kept running, and in Korean Hawaii, Chung Song Lee was at the
center of nearly all of it. She chaired the Korean YWCA. She
served as president of the Korean Women’s Relief Society—the
women’s wing of the independence effort, which raised money in
the islands and sent it across the Pacific to the cause. She
presided over the women’s branch of the Korean National
Association, the largest Korean political body in the United
States. She led the Hawaiʻi alumnae association of Ewha. She
represented the Korean community on the United Welfare Fund
Drive. The phrase that recurs in the biographical sketches
—“active in most Korean organizations in the state”—reads like
boilerplate until you realize it is nearly literal.

Two of her quieter decisions shaped how that work landed. The
first was that she joined the YWCA structure rather than building
a Korean-only women’s institution walled off from everyone else.
In territorial Hawaii, where Koreans were a small and watched



minority, that was a bet on a particular strategy: interracial
respectability, a seat at the larger civic table, the slow legitimacy
that came from being inside an established American institution
rather than outside it. It is a politics that can look cautious from a
distance, and it carried real costs—the deference, the working
within structures built by others. But it also gave a stateless
people a foothold that purely separatist organizing would not
have.

The second was that she refused to belong to a single faction.
Korean Hawaii in those decades was bitterly split between the
Rhee and Park Yong-man wings, and most institutions carried
the bruises of that fight. Chung Song Lee’s organizational ties
spanned both camps. The available record shows no controversy
attached to her name, and the most honest reading of that silence
is not that she was apolitical but that she was deliberately useful
to everyone—keeping the women’s institutions functional across a
divide that paralyzed much of the male leadership. That is its own
kind of skill, and an underrated one: the work of holding a
fractured community’s shared machinery together while the men
argued over who would drive it.

She kept at it long after the cause that launched her had been won
and complicated by other things—liberation, war, partition, a
divided peninsula she still could not simply return to. She carried
the Ewha alumnae leadership into the postwar decades and lived
to ninety-four, dying in Honolulu in 1989. The recognition came
late, and posthumously: in 2021, more than thirty years after her
death, the South Korean government honored her as a “woman
patriot” in a ceremony at the University of Hawaiʻi’s Center for
Korean Studies, her name spoken alongside Nodie Kim’s. It is a
familiar shape—the woman whose decades of unglamorous



institutional labor are acknowledged only once she is no longer
present to be thanked.

The temptation with a life like hers is to read it as a long deferral,
seventy years of waiting to go home. That gets it exactly
backward. Chung Song Lee Ahn did not put her life on hold in
Honolulu; she built a whole one there—Ewha graduate, YWCA
chair, relief society president, alumnae leader, all at once, for
seven decades, in service of a Korea she largely organized for
from a distance. The independence movement’s heroes are
remembered for declarations and speeches; she belongs to the
harder-to-see history of the people who kept the lights on, raised
the money, ran the meetings, and held a divided diaspora’s
institutions in one piece. Home, her life argues, is not the place
you are waiting to return to. It is the thing you build where you
are—and the building is the contribution.

Sources

S. Korean president, UH leaders honor ‘women patriots’
— UH News
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🎨  Illustration concept: A poised portrait of a woman in her
middle years at a meeting table—papers, a ledger, the faint
outlines of other Korean women around her rather than a solitary
figure—set against a soft suggestion of Honolulu light and harbor.
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Warm, documentary palette; the mood of quiet, sustained
authority rather than spotlight.



Ilhan New (유일한 / Yu Il-
han)
1895–1971 · entrepreneur · OSS officer · philanthropist

Sent alone to America at nine, he built a fortune on bean
sprouts, spent it building Korea’s first modern pharmaceutical
company, and at fifty trained to parachute behind Japanese
lines into the country of his birth.

In 1904 a nine-year-old boy stood on a ship’s deck without his
parents, watching Korea fall away behind him. He had been put
aboard alone and sent across the Pacific to America—a decision
made for him, not by him, in the years just before Japan would
swallow his country whole. He landed in San Francisco and was
placed with a family in Kearney, Nebraska, a town that had likely
never seen a Korean child. He stayed seven years, then moved to
Hastings for high school, selling Eastern herbal remedies to
Chinese students to make money and playing football well
enough to earn an athletic scholarship. A boy who arrives
somewhere alone learns quickly that the place will not bend to
him; he must find the angle of approach himself. Ilhan New spent
the rest of his life finding angles of approach.

He studied commerce at the University of Michigan and took a
respectable job at General Electric. In 1922 he quit it. With his
classmate Wallace Smith he founded La Choy Food Products,
betting that Americans could be taught to want something they
had never heard of: mung bean sprouts, canned and shelf-stable,
an entire cuisine compressed into a tin. It was an immigrant’s
wager—that the unfamiliar could be made familiar, that a market
could be conjured where none existed. By 1926 the bet had paid
off, and New had hundreds of thousands of dollars in the bank.



He was, by any American measure, a success. He could have
stopped there.

Instead he took a trip to China that year and saw what Japanese
colonial rule was doing to the health of Koreans—the untreated
disease, the absence of modern medicine, the slow attrition of an
occupied people. The trip reorganized the rest of his life. He
liquidated the American business he had spent four years
building, at or near its peak, and carried roughly half a million
dollars back to Seoul. In December 1926 he founded the Yuhan
Corporation, the first Korean pharmaceutical company—the first
to import modern medicines like prontosil into East Asia, and
eventually the first Korean firm listed on the Korea Stock
Exchange. It was an audacious thing to build inside a colonial
economy designed to keep Koreans dependent. More audacious
still was how he ran it. He built dormitories, childcare facilities,
and swimming pools for his workers at a time when Korean
industrialists almost universally did not, treating the people who
made the company as the point of it rather than its cost.

He never settled into a single continent or a single role. He
returned to the United States for an MBA at USC. And then, in
January 1945—at fifty, well past any reasonable cutoff for combat
fitness—Colonel Carl Eifler recruited him into Project NAPKO,
the Office of Strategic Services plan to infiltrate Japanese-
occupied Korea with Korean American agents and Korean ex-
prisoners of war. New was inducted into the U.S. Army in
Washington and sent to train at Fort Meade and on Catalina
Island: parachuting, sabotage, radio operation, unarmed combat.
A man who had walked away from General Electric to sell bean
sprouts now learned how to fall out of an airplane into enemy
territory. He was preparing to lead agents into the country he had
left as a child when the atomic bombs ended the war on August



15, 1945. The first NAPKO drops had been scheduled for August
26. He was eleven days from going home the hard way.

The peace did not slow him. He returned to Korea in 1946. Then,
at fifty-three, he enrolled at Stanford Law School and graduated
in 1953—an age when most men measure what they have rather
than starting over. That same year he founded a technical high
school, the first of the gifts that would consume the fortune he
had made. He gave it away methodically: to schools, to the
institutions he built, ultimately to the Yuhan Foundation. And in
a decision still cited as the great counter-example in Korean
corporate history, he handed the company not to a son or a
nephew but to a non-relative, refusing the dynastic logic on which
the postwar chaebol were being assembled. His daughter Jae-Ra
understood the principle completely; when she died in 1991, she
gave away her own inheritance to the same foundation. New had
written his fortune out of his family on purpose, and his family
agreed.

The temptation with a life this full is to read it as a parade of
reinventions—businessman, then doctor’s patron, then
commando, then law student, then philanthropist—as if New
simply could not sit still. The truer reading is that he kept asking
one question and let the answer change. What does this country,
in this decade, actually need from someone in my position? In
1922 the answer was a product nobody knew they wanted. In
1926 it was modern medicine for an occupied people. In 1945 it
was a parachute. In 1953 it was a school. In 1971, the year he died,
it was a foundation large enough to outlast him. The boy who was
sent away alone, with no say in the matter, spent his adulthood
deciding, again and again, where to send himself—and treating
his own life as a resource to be deployed against the problem in
front of him. He left almost nothing to his children except the



example of a man who believed that what you owe your family is
best paid forward rather than down. It is the rarer kind of
inheritance, and the harder one to give.
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🎨  Illustration concept: New in middle age, half-turned between
two horizons—a Nebraska prairie behind one shoulder, a Seoul
skyline behind the other—with a small sprig of bean sprout and a
folded parachute line rendered as quiet background motifs.
Warm sepia and muted teal, documentary and unsentimental.
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Nodie Kim Sohn (노디 김 / 김
혜숙)
1898–1972 · educator · independence-movement
organizer · postwar civil servant

She graduated from Oberlin at nineteen and became the first
Korean woman principal in Hawaii at twenty — running a
school so closely bound to Syngman Rhee that her story
cannot be told without his.

She was six years old when she crossed the Pacific. Born Kim
Hyesuk in Koksan, in Korea’s Hwanghae Province, in 1898, she
arrived in Hawaii in 1905 as part of the first wave of Korean
immigration — a small girl set down in a sugar-plantation
territory where her countrymen cut cane for wages and built,
almost from nothing, a Korean Christian community in Honolulu.
That community raised her, and then it did something rare for a
Korean girl of that generation: it sent her away to be educated, all
the way to Oberlin College in Ohio, the abolitionist school that
had been admitting women and Black students since before the
Civil War. She graduated in 1918, at nineteen.

What she did next is the first quiet decision that defines her.
Many Korean American graduates of that era, having reached the
mainland and a college degree, stayed on the mainland; the
opportunities were there, and so was the distance from a
plantation childhood. Nodie Kim went straight back to Hawaii.
Within a year she had taken the principalship of the Korean
Christian Institute, and at twenty she became the first Korean
woman to serve as a principal in the territory — a title that, stated
plainly, undersells what it cost. She was a young woman directing
a school in a community where authority, religious and political



alike, ran almost entirely through men. She held the post, on and
off, until 1945. A quarter century at the head of a school is not a
first; it is a vocation.

But the KCI was never a neutral schoolhouse, and to pretend
otherwise would be to tell a children’s version of her life. The
institute was Syngman Rhee’s school. He had broken it off from
the Methodist mission a few years earlier to found it as something
of his own, and it became the operational base of his Hawaii
faction — the educational arm of the Dongji Hoi, the Comrade
Society, through which Rhee ran his wing of the exile
independence movement. To be the KCI’s principal was to be
inside that machine, and Nodie Kim was inside it completely. She
was also president of the Korean Ladies Relief Society and a
“manager and liaison officer” of the Dongji Hoi. For the entire
interwar period she was, in effect, Rhee’s institutional
infrastructure in Hawaii: the person who kept the school running,
the women organized, the money moving, the faction functioning
while its leader maneuvered toward a Korea that did not yet exist.

It is worth pausing on what that meant for a woman. The
independence movement honored its martyrs and its orators,
nearly all of them men. The unglamorous labor of holding an
institution together — payroll, enrollment, the relief society, the
liaison work — fell to women like her, and was seldom counted as
patriotism at all. She crossed that line not with a speech but by
doing the work, year after year, in a role no Korean woman in
Hawaii had held before. The barrier she broke was real even if the
movement that benefited from it rarely said so aloud.

When Rhee returned to Korea and became its first president, the
long fidelity paid out. In 1952 she went to Seoul — not to retire
quietly in the islands, as she easily could have after the war, but to
serve in the new state. She was appointed director of the Republic



of Korea Office of Procurement and became vice-president of the
Korean Red Cross. This is the second decision that the honest
reader has to hold steadily. The appointment came under Rhee’s
government, and Rhee’s presidency, from 1948 to 1960, is among
the most contested legacies in modern Korean history —
authoritarian rule, the Jeju and Bodo League killings, the
electoral fraud that finally provoked the April Revolution and
drove him into exile. Her exile-era work building schools and
relief societies predates all of that and is distinct from it. But the
procurement post in Seoul does not get to stand entirely apart
from the man who handed it out.

She came home to Hawaii later in life and died there in 1972 —
outside the political fallout that eventually consumed Rhee’s
reputation, having outlived the regime she had served. For
decades her name rested in the footnotes. Then, in 2021,
alongside Chung Song Lee Ahn, the South Korean government
honored her posthumously as a “woman patriot,” at a ceremony
on the steps of the University of Hawaii’s Center for Korean
Studies with President Moon Jae-in present. By then her name
had entered the independence-movement pantheon cleanly, the
harder questions about the Rhee era she was structurally tied to
kept, once again, to the margins.

There is a temptation, with a life this full of firsts, to file her
under triumph and move on — first woman principal, two
decades at the head of a school, a cabinet-level appointment in
the country she had left at six. The truer reading is more
uncomfortable and more useful. Nodie Kim was extraordinarily
capable, and her career is also a study in what it costs to spend a
lifetime that close to a single leader. Diaspora politics is factional
politics, and being effective inside a faction is not the same as
standing on the right side of history; the two can run together for



years and then diverge. The South Korean state has now honored
her. Historians of the Rhee era will keep complicating that honor.
Both readings are real, and a grown reader is meant to carry both.
There is no clean institutional life: the institutions you build
yourself inside become the politics you inherit. She built her
whole self inside one, brilliantly, and that is both the achievement
and the cost.
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Mary Paik Lee (백광선)
1900–1995 · memoirist · witness to the first Korean
American century

She landed in Hawaii in 1905 and lived long enough — and
remembered carefully enough — to give us the only first-
person account of an entire Korean American woman’s
century.

She was five years old when the soldiers came. In 1905 Japanese
troops turned the Paik family out of their Pyongyang home to use
it as a barracks, and Mary’s father, a man with no plan and no
English, did the only improvisational thing a desperate father
could do: on the run, he met a sugar-plantation recruiter and
signed a labor contract. It put the whole family on a ship to Oahu.
This is the first thing to understand about Mary Paik Lee’s life —
that it began not with a dream of America but with an eviction,
and that the journey across the Pacific was less an act of ambition
than of flight dressed up, by necessity, as opportunity.

That dressing-up was a deliberate act, and it mattered. The family
chose to read their displacement as a beginning rather than a
defeat, and Mary carried that frame for ninety years. It would
become the strange, steadying register of everything she
eventually wrote — calamity observed flatly, without bitterness,
without the comfort of self-pity. The cane fields of Hawaii were
brutal labor; the family endured them, then borrowed money to
cross to California in 1906. What met them at the San Francisco
dock was not the New World’s welcome but a mob of young white
men who lined the gangplank to gawk and jeer, who spat, who
kicked up her mother’s skirt, who saw not a family but, in Mary’s
own later word, “creatures.” She was six. The lesson of arrival,



delivered before her feet were dry, was that the country had
already decided she did not belong in it.

The family joined Dosan Ahn Chang-ho’s settlement at Pachappa
Camp in Riverside — a cluster of one-room shacks built decades
earlier for Chinese railroad laborers and now repurposed, without
anyone announcing it, as the first Koreatown in the United States.
From there Mary grew up moving through the citrus-and-orchard
geography of Korean farm labor: Riverside, Claremont, Roberts
Island, Willows. She picked fruit, cooked for crews, and went to
school in towns where she was the only Asian child in the room.
On her first day at Washington Irving School, the girls circled her
and struck her while chanting a rhyme that ended with a white
man chopping off a Chinaman’s head. She did not yet know the
word Chinaman did not even mean her, and it did not matter; the
schoolyard had taught her the same thing the dock had.

Her father’s response to all of this is the hinge of her character.
When she came home complaining about the Saturday ritual of
scavenging butcher scraps the family could barely afford, he did
not console her. He told her to be grateful — the butchers could
have thrown the meat in the trash and let everyone go hungry. It
is a hard thing to say to a child, and an unforgettable one. It is
also, precisely, the texture of Quiet Odyssey: the refusal to soften,
the insistence on seeing the small mercy inside the large injustice
without pretending the injustice away. She absorbed it and made
it a method.

The decisions that shaped the rest of her life were quiet ones, the
kind history rarely bothers to record. She stayed in school in
towns that did not want her there, working as a domestic to pay
her own way. At eighteen she married Hung Man Lee on New
Year’s Day, 1919 — married into Korean farm labor rather than
out of the community toward easier work elsewhere. They farmed



as tenants, raised three sons, and eventually settled in Los
Angeles, living the ordinary working life of people nobody thinks
to ask for a memoir. In her eighties, in San Francisco, she spent
nearly a decade volunteering as an interpreter at a Korean senior
center, translating for elders whose stories, like hers, would
otherwise vanish unrecorded.

And then, at eighty-six, she made the decision that justifies all the
others. She sat down and wrote her life — sixty-five pages of it —
under no commission, with no expectation that anyone wanted it.
The historian Sucheng Chan recognized what was in her hands:
not just one woman’s recollections but the only full-life
autobiography by a Korean American woman covering the 1903–
1905 immigration wave and everything that followed. Chan
helped her expand the manuscript into Quiet Odyssey: A Pioneer
Korean Woman in America, published by the University of
Washington Press in 1990, when Mary was ninety. The
collaboration was open and acknowledged; Chan edited and
contextualized lightly, but the voice on every page is
unmistakably Mary’s own — that flat, unflinching, ungrieving
witness.

It is worth pausing on what would not exist without her. The
thousands of lives carried over by that first immigration wave
were lived almost entirely off the record — written down, if at all,
only in someone else’s footnotes, by recruiters and census-takers
and the authors of “Whites Only” ordinances. Pachappa Camp,
the citrus-grove labor camps, the small-town schoolyards, the
makeshift Korean church on a sugar plantation: for the inside of
that world, in the words of someone who breathed its dust, we
have essentially one source. Her. A memoir she nearly didn’t
write, about a life she had been taught to consider unremarkable.



That is the quiet argument her odyssey makes, and it is larger
than it looks. History is what gets written down, and the people
best positioned to write it are almost never told their experience
is worth the ink. Mary Paik Lee spent ninety years being
instructed — by mobs, by schoolyards, by the long habit of
survival — that she was a curiosity at best and an intruder at
worst, a perpetual foreigner whose presence required no record
because it warranted no place. At eighty-six she sat down and
contradicted all of it, not with anger but with detail: the price of
butcher scraps, the words of the rhyme, the shape of a one-room
shack. She turned the thing she had been told was nothing into
the one thing the next century could not do without. The lesson is
small and enormous at once. Write it down. Even at eighty-six.
Especially at eighty-six.
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camp shack and a row of citrus trees. Warm amber lamplight
against cool, washed-out sepia memory tones — the present
sharp, the past softened.



Philip Ahn (안필립)
1905–1978 · film and television actor

The first Korean American actor in Hollywood — son of the
most famous Korean independence leader of his age — who
built a career playing the enemies of his own people, then
made the country reckon with what it had cast him as.

He was the first of his kind before he was anything else: the first
American citizen born to two Korean parents, delivered in
Highland Park, Los Angeles, in 1905, while his father was already
becoming a legend three years into exile from a homeland the
Japanese were closing their grip around. The father was Dosan
Ahn Chang-ho, the moral conscience of the Korean independence
movement, a man who would spend much of his son’s childhood
in Shanghai or in a Japanese prison. The mother, Helen Lee, held
the household together in his long absences. To grow up Korean
in Los Angeles in those years was to grow up inside a cause larger
than any single family—and to learn early that the men who
carried it could be taken from you at any time.

So when Douglas Fairbanks, visiting the set of The Thief of
Bagdad, offered the teenage Philip a screen test, the answer came
down through the family like a verdict. His mother refused
outright. “No son of mine,” she said, “is going to get mixed up
with those awful people.” The movies were not a respectable life
for the son of Dosan Ahn Chang-ho. And here the story takes its
first surprising turn, because the father—the patriot, the prisoner,
the man with every reason to demand his son serve the nation
rather than the screen—told him the opposite. If you are going to
do this, do it properly. Be the best actor you can be. Go to USC. It
was permission disguised as a standard, and Philip took it as
both. He went to USC and learned the craft as a craft.



By 1935 he was working steadily, the beginning of a run that
would reach more than a hundred and eighty film and television
credits across forty-three years. The early high point came quickly
and meant more than the studios understood. In Daughter of
Shanghai (1937), and again in King of Chinatown (1939), he co-
starred with Anna May Wong—two Asian American actors cast
not as someone else’s exotic backdrop but as themselves, the first
sound-era on-screen Asian American romantic pairing of its kind.
For a moment it looked as though Hollywood might let him be a
leading man rather than a type.

Then the war came, and Hollywood needed Japanese villains, and
it found one in the Korean actor whose father was at that very
moment dying in a Japanese prison. The irony was total and the
cost was real. He played the enemy of his own people for an
industry that could not tell the difference between the colonized
and the colonizer, and the audience could not either. The hate
mail came. The death threats came. In 1943 the War Department
itself had to step in to clarify where the Ahn family’s loyalties lay,
releasing photographs of his siblings in United States military
uniform. There was a clean exit available—quit, refuse the roles,
protect his name. He did not take it. He understood something
that the indignity obscured: there was, often, no other role on
offer, and a Korean face leaving the screen entirely was not a
victory for anyone. So he stayed in the work and resolved to win
on the other side of the ledger, in the life he built around the
parts.

That life refused to be only one thing. In 1954 he opened Phil
Ahn’s Moongate Restaurant in Panorama City and ran it for more
than thirty years—a place where the Korean community could
gather, a stake in the ground that was his and not a studio’s. He
kept acting, and in the 1970s he found the role that finally let an



American audience receive him as a teacher rather than a threat:
Master Kan across thirty-nine episodes of Kung Fu, the elder
transmitting a Taoist philosophy he said he found wholly
compatible with his own Presbyterian faith. He never married. He
carried his father’s name through the McCarthy years and the
Cold War, when visible ties to a foreign independence movement
invited the kind of scrutiny most men in his position quietly
buried, and he did not bury it.

And he spent decades on the one labor no studio would ever pay
for and no camera could capture: bringing his father’s remains
home to Seoul. It was slow, unglamorous, bureaucratic work, the
opposite of a screen role, and he saw it through. He died in Los
Angeles in 1978. Six years later, in 1984, he became the first Asian
American actor to receive a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame
—an honor that arrived, as these things tend to, only after the
man who earned it was gone.

The temptation with a life like this is to file it as either triumph or
grievance—the pioneer who broke the ceiling, or the victim of an
industry’s racism. The truer reading holds both at once and
refuses to let either cancel the other. Philip Ahn was asked, again
and again, to play the part of his enemy in order to keep working,
and he did, and it cost him in threats and slander and the strange
grief of impersonating the captors of his own father. But the
screen was only half the project. The restaurant, the father’s name
kept alive, the long campaign to carry a patriot’s body across an
ocean, the Korean face that stayed Korean when staying so was
dangerous—these were the other half, and he never treated them
as separate. The career and the life beside it were one continuous
act of authorship over a story other people kept trying to write for
him. He understood, earlier than most, that what you are made to
play matters less than what you build around the playing.
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Part Two — Building the
Modern Community
born 1915–1953



Susan Ahn Cuddy
1915–2015 · U.S. Navy lieutenant · intelligence
codebreaker

Rejected by the Navy for her race, she applied again — and
ended up training combat pilots to shoot, then breaking codes
for the agency that became the NSA.

She was born in Los Angeles in 1915, into a name that carried a
country’s grief. Her father was Ahn Chang-ho — Dosan — one of
the towering figures of the Korean independence movement, a
man who had crossed the Pacific in 1902 with his wife as the first
married Korean couple to immigrate to the United States. By the
time Susan was a young woman, her father was being held in a
Japanese prison, where he would die, broken, while she was in
her twenties. To grow up Dosan’s daughter was to inherit a cause
and a wound in the same breath. Most of the children of
revolutionaries spend their lives either chained to the inheritance
or fleeing it. Susan Ahn did something stranger and harder: she
took the substance of her father’s patriotism and pointed it at a
different flag.

The first thing to know about her, though, is that she was an
American kid in the most ordinary way. She played baseball at
Belmont High School in Los Angeles, and she was good enough to
become the first Asian American to play the game at LA City
College. There is something worth pausing over in that image — a
Korean girl in the 1930s in cleats, on a diamond, in a country that
did not yet count her as fully belonging to it. The belonging she
would later force open in the U.S. Navy was rehearsed first on a
ball field, where she had already learned that the way in was to be
undeniable.



When the United States entered the Second World War, she
applied to the WAVES, the Navy’s women’s reserve. She was
turned away — not for any failing of hers, but because she was
Asian American. This is the hinge of her life, and what she did
with it is the whole point. She did not accept the rejection as a
verdict on herself. She read it correctly, as information about the
institution, and she applied again. The second time, they took
her. It is a deceptively quiet act of nerve, the kind that does not
photograph well and rarely makes the legends, and yet nearly
every “first” in American history turns out, on inspection, to be
someone who was told no and decided the no was not final.

Once inside, she did not settle for the role she had been
grudgingly admitted to. She trained Navy pilots in air-combat
tactics in the Link Trainer program, and then became the Navy’s
first woman gunnery officer — an Asian American woman, in
1943, teaching white American men how to shoot down enemy
aircraft. The strangeness of that scene is easy to underrate now.
The Navy had not wanted her in the building; it ended up putting
her in front of the men it most needed to make lethal. She could
have taken safer, more administrative work, the sort of duty
considered appropriate for a woman and doubly appropriate for a
minority woman. She took the gun instead. From there she
moved to the Office of Naval Intelligence, where the Korean
language she had grown up speaking — the language of her
father’s exile — became an operational asset to the country that
had nearly refused her.

The war over, she made the choice that, in some ways, cost her
the most. In 1947 she married Francis X. Cuddy, an Irish
American chief in the Navy. Their marriage was, in the plain
language of the era, illegal in much of the country; Virginia’s anti-
miscegenation laws would not permit it. So they married on a



naval base in Washington, D.C., on federal ground, in the seam
between what the states forbade and what they could not reach.
They stayed married for decades. It is one thing to break a barrier
once, in a moment of public courage. It is another to live, year
upon ordinary year, inside a union the surrounding society had
declared an affront — to do the groceries, raise children, and grow
old in defiance of laws that would not fall nationwide until Loving
v. Virginia in 1967. The endurance was the heroism.

That same year she joined the organization that would become
the National Security Agency, where she worked as a codebreaker
on classified projects she could never fully describe. She retired in
1959. And here the story refuses the tidy shape we want to give it.
A woman who had broken codes for the most secret agency in the
country did not retreat into the dignity of her résumé. She moved
back to Los Angeles and ran her family’s restaurant in the San
Fernando Valley until 1990 — pouring coffee, working the
register, being, for thirty years, somebody’s mother and
somebody’s boss rather than a footnote in a Navy history. She
declined to be only the trailblazer of her early career. She insisted
on the rest of an ordinary, fully inhabited life.

She lived to be a hundred, dying in 2015, and in her last decades
she became something like the institutional memory of Asian
American military service — interviewed, decorated, consulted,
inducted into halls of fame she had been ineligible to enter for
most of the years she had earned her way into them. She spent
that long coda telling the story rather than disappearing into it,
which was its own kind of service: making sure the record would
outlive the people who had lived it.

The temptation with a life like hers is to file it under firsts — first
Asian American woman in the Navy, first woman gunnery officer
— as though the titles were the achievement. The truer reading is



about inheritance and redirection. Susan Ahn Cuddy took the
patriotism her father had spent on a Korea he would never see
free and spent it, instead, on the harder project of belonging to
the country that held him at arm’s length and held her at arm’s
length too. She is also a standing correction to a common
amnesia: Korean American history did not begin with the
immigration wave of 1965. There were Koreans here in 1902.
They had children, and those children played baseball, married
against the law, broke codes, ran restaurants, and lived to a
hundred — Americans the whole time, whether or not America
was ready to say so.
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Herbert Young Cho Choy
(최영조)
1916–2004 · federal judge · lawyer

The son of Korean cane-field workers on Kauai who became
the first person of Korean ancestry admitted to the U.S. bar—
and the first Asian American to sit on a federal court.

He was born in 1916 on a sugar plantation at Makaweli, on the
western edge of Kauai, into a world built around the cane. His
parents had come with the first wave of Korean labor migration—
roughly seven thousand Koreans arrived in Hawaii between 1903
and 1905 to cut sugar—and the plantation was less a workplace
than a system, one that fed, housed, and largely defined the lives
of the people inside it. The children of those workers were the
first Korean Americans, and the unspoken expectation laid on
them was simple and enormous: get out. Most did not. The track
ran from the schoolhouse back to the fields. Herbert Choy
stepped off it.

That he managed to is the first decision worth pausing on,
because nothing about it was inevitable. He went to the
University of Hawaii for a four-year degree at a time when a
plantation family had every reason to want a son earning wages
instead. Then he went further than anyone around him had
thought to go—to Harvard Law School, three thousand miles and
a social universe away from Makaweli. He graduated in 1941. By
doing so he became, so far as anyone has been able to establish,
the first person of Korean ancestry admitted to the bar anywhere
in the United States. There was no precedent for this, no Korean
American legal community to enter, no mentor who had walked



the path ahead of him. The achievement was real precisely
because the road did not exist.

Then the war found him. Pearl Harbor came months after he
passed the bar, and the new lawyer became a soldier—first in the
Hawaii Territorial Guard, then the U.S. Army, and finally the
Judge Advocate General’s Corps, where his training was at last
put to use. When the war ended, he came home to Honolulu and
did the thing that would, decades later, prove decisive without
anyone yet knowing it. He went into private practice with a
partner named Hiram Fong.

It is tempting to skip past that partnership as a footnote, but it
was the quiet hinge of the whole life. Fong would go on, fifteen
years later, to become the first Asian American elected to the U.S.
Senate. The decade Choy spent building a law practice alongside
him was also, without either man framing it that way, the
building of a political relationship that would one day carry Choy
onto the federal bench. In the closing months of the territory’s
existence—1957 to 1958—Choy served as the last Attorney
General of the Territory of Hawaii, taking an office that statehood
was about to dissolve. It was prestigious and almost immediately
obsolete, the kind of post a more strategic man might have
declined. He took it anyway, and then watched the territory he
had served as its chief lawyer become a state.

The call that mattered came in 1971. On Senator Fong’s
recommendation, President Richard Nixon nominated Choy to
the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit. At that moment
there were no Asian Americans serving anywhere on the federal
bench—not on the district courts, not on the appellate courts,
nowhere. To accept was to become a symbol whether he wanted
to or not, and he could have read the offer as too exposed, too
political, too freighted with everyone else’s meaning. A Korean



American from a plantation, nominated by a Republican
president, walking alone into an institution that had never seen
anyone like him. The Senate confirmed him in two weeks. The
speed is sometimes noted as if it were suspicious; it was the
opposite. There was simply nothing to fight about. The record
was clean, the man was qualified, and the appointment, for all its
historical weight, was uncontroversial.

What he did with the robe is the part that resists a good headline,
and that is rather the point of him. He served as an active circuit
judge until 1984 and then on senior status—still hearing cases,
still writing opinions—until his death in 2004. Thirty-three years.
He did not seek publicity and did not cultivate a public profile; he
sat, and he wrote, and he stayed. A former clerk, testifying before
Congress, described him in terms that read almost as a self-
portrait of restraint: “quiet dignity,” “scrupulous honesty,” and a
particular care in immigration cases—the kind of cases that
decide, quietly, whether a family stays or goes. He had been a
child of immigrants himself, in a country that had sorted his
parents into the cane fields. One suspects he knew exactly what
was at stake in those files.

The temptation with a life like this is to make it a parade of firsts:
first Korean American at the bar, first Asian American on a
federal court. The firsts are true and they matter. But Choy’s life
argues, more insistently than most, that being first is the least
interesting thing about him. The interesting thing is the three
decades after the swearing-in—the thousands of cases, the careful
reasoning, the showing up, the refusal to treat the symbolism as
the substance. Korean Americans, perhaps more than most
communities, are sometimes told that representation is itself the
goal, that arriving in the room is the victory. Choy is the standing
rebuke to that idea. Representation was the floor he stood on, not



the ceiling he reached for. The real work was everything that
came after he put on a robe no one before him had worn—and
then wore it, without fuss, for thirty-three years, until there was
no longer any novelty in a Korean American judge at all. That was
the achievement: to make himself, in the end, unremarkable.
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David Hyun (현 데이비드)
1917–2012 · architect · urban planner · community
developer

The first registered Korean American architect — who
revitalized Little Tokyo for Japanese Americans before he
could build the Korea City he imagined for his own people.

David Hyun was born in Seoul in 1917 into a family already living
at the dangerous center of Korean history. His father, the
Reverend Soon Hyun, was a Methodist minister who helped
organize the Korean Provisional Government in Shanghai and
served as a cabinet minister in Korea’s exiled wartime
government. When David was three, the family fled occupied
Seoul for Shanghai, then resettled in Hawaii. A childhood like
that hands a son a fully formed inheritance: the ministry, the
independence cause, a politics of exile. The first consequential
thing David Hyun did was decline all of it. In 1947 he came to Los
Angeles—not to preach and not to organize for a homeland, but to
study architecture at USC. He chose to build things you could
stand inside.

In 1950 he earned his license and became, by the available record,
the first registered architect in the history of Korean immigration
to the United States. It is the kind of first that sounds triumphant
until you sit with what it actually meant in 1950. There was no
Korean American architectural client base to design for—no
churches commissioning, no developers, no community with the
capital to hire one of its own. To be the first Korean American
architect in that decade was to be a profession of one, drawing for
clients who had no particular reason to see him as theirs. He
founded David Hyun Associates in 1953 and would run the firm



for nearly six decades. He had bet his life on a craft his own
community could not yet afford to want from him.

His career nearly ended before the firm found its footing, and not
for any failure of talent. Hyun was a union organizer and an open
critic of Syngman Rhee, the U.S.-backed president of South
Korea. In the temper of the early 1950s that combination was
enough to get a man named a “dangerous alien.” The federal
government tried, repeatedly and through 1958, to deport him
and his family. Here was the second turning point, and it was not
loud. He could have gone quiet—softened the labor work,
swallowed the criticism, protected the practice that had cost him
so much to build. He did neither. He kept organizing and kept
speaking, and trusted the thing that ultimately saved him:
organized community resistance blocked every deportation
attempt. The man who built welcoming places was, in those years,
kept in the country by a community willing to surround him. It is
worth being precise about what the “dangerous alien” label was.
It was a product of McCarthy-era surveillance of leftist Korean
independence figures, not of any crime. Read now, it marks
conviction rather than controversy—the cost a certain kind of
person paid for refusing to be careful.

The work that would define him arrived from an unlikely
direction. In the 1970s the Little Tokyo Redevelopment Project
commissioned Hyun to design Japanese Village Plaza, the retail
heart of Los Angeles’s Little Tokyo—a neighborhood that the
wartime incarceration of Japanese Americans had emptied out
and that was now trying to remember how to be a community
again. The commission carried a history most architects never
have to hold in their hands. A Korean man, son of the colonial
occupation’s exiles, was being asked to build the cultural center of
the Japanese American community, a single generation after



Imperial Japan had ruled Korea. He took it. The plaza opened in
1978: eighty-nine thousand square feet of human-scaled retail,
anchored at its entrance by the fifty-five-foot red Yagura fire
tower that still signals the neighborhood from blocks away. In
1984 it won an award for excellence in public design—the only
Los Angeles project to win that year. Hyun had absorbed an
inherited enmity and answered it not with a statement but with a
place where people could gather, shop, and feel held. That was his
architectural philosophy made literal: design as welcome,
buildings as the connective tissue of a community.

Then he turned, at last, toward his own. Emboldened by what
Japanese Village Plaza had done for Little Tokyo, Hyun drew up a
master plan called Korea City—a cultural and commercial core
meant to do for Koreatown what he had done a few miles away
for someone else’s people. He drafted it fully. It was never built.
He could not get it financed, could not assemble the capital and
the will, and the plan that might have given Koreatown its own
Yagura tower stayed on paper. He had become the most
consequential Korean American architect of his century, and the
one neighborhood that should have been his to crown remained
unbuilt at his hand. He kept the firm running until near the end
of his life and died in Los Angeles in 2012, at ninety-five.

There is a temptation to call the unbuilt Korea City a defeat, and
to file Hyun’s fame for a Japanese plaza as an irony at his
expense. The truer reading is the opposite. That the century’s
foremost Korean American architect is best known for Little
Tokyo is not a failure of the story—it is the story. Korean
American labor has so often surfaced in places that carry no
Korean name, given freely to communities that were not the
giver’s own; and the dreams Korean Americans draw up for
themselves have a way of arriving a generation too early, fully



imagined and impossible to finance. Hyun spent his gift building
welcome for others while his own people were still assembling the
means to receive it. Korea City survives in his archive rather than
in the streetscape, which means it survives as an assignment. He
drew it. He could not pay for it. Someone else’s generation has to
build it.

Sources

David Hyun papers, 1774–2005 — Online Archive of
California

David Hyun — Seoul of LA

David Hyun and architectural hybridity — Journal of
Asian Architecture and Building Engineering
AAPI Architects Highlighted for Their Indelible Impacts
on Discipline and LA — SCI-Arc

🎨  Illustration concept: Hyun in middle age, sleeves rolled,
standing small at the base of the red Yagura fire tower with a
rolled drawing under one arm—the architect dwarfed by the
welcome he built for others, while a second, ghostlier tower is
faintly sketched in blueprint-blue on the empty sky beside it.
Warm vermilion and weathered wood against cool draftsman’s
blue; quiet, documentary, a little wistful.
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https://oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/c8bc44vs
https://seoulofla.com/?post_type=description&p=476
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13467581.2024.2373828
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13467581.2024.2373828
https://www.sciarc.edu/news/2021/aapi-architects-la
https://www.sciarc.edu/news/2021/aapi-architects-la


Fred Ohr (오정수)
1919–2015 · WWII fighter pilot · dentist

A kid from an eight-by-ten-foot tent in Idaho became the only
American flying ace of Korean descent in World War II — and
then chose to spend the rest of his life drilling teeth in Chicago.

The Boise Basin in the 1920s did not promise a Korean farmer’s
son very much. Fred Ohr’s family worked a subsistence plot by
hand, too poor for equipment, the whole household crowded into
a single eight-by-ten-foot tent. His father had fled Korea after the
1910 Japanese annexation, a wanted man back home, where the
family stood under sentence of execution. This was the
inheritance: exile, dirt, labor, and the particular vigilance of
people who could not afford to be noticed. Into that quiet one
afternoon came a postal biplane, droning low over the fields, and
six-year-old Fred looked up and decided he was going to fly
fighter planes. His mother did not laugh at him. If the desire is
great enough, she told him, it will happen. It was a strange thing
to say to a boy who had almost nothing, and it turned out to be
both true and incomplete. Desire was the beginning. The rest
would have to be stubbornness.

He needed a great deal of it. When Ohr presented himself to the
Army Air Corps, the recruiter said nothing at all—simply pointed
him toward the door. A Navy recruiter did him the courtesy of
mocking him out loud. The message was the same one his father
had crossed an ocean to escape: this is not for your kind. A
different young man might have read the silence as an answer.
Ohr read it as a closed door and went looking for another. He
joined the Army in 1938 with no promise of a cockpit, and in 1940
stumbled into a pilot qualification exam that finally cracked the
thing open and routed him toward flight training. He had not



been admitted so much as he had refused to be turned away
enough times that the system gave up resisting.

The resistance did not end at the recruiting office. Ohr deployed
to North Africa in 1942 as ground crew, and his commanding
officer—reading the threat in a Korean American who clearly
wanted his wings—parked him in a maintenance role and
declined to train him. It was the recruiter’s silent gesture again,
dressed in a uniform of authority. Ohr’s response was the same as
it had always been, only quieter and more patient: he took the
assignment that was meant to sideline him, and he stayed close to
the flight line, close enough that when an opening finally came,
he was the man standing ready beside the planes. There is no
drama in waiting near aircraft you are not allowed to fly. It is the
least glamorous form of ambition there is. It was also, in his case,
the decisive one.

When he did get into the air with the 52nd Fighter Group, his
own squadron would not accept him until he had survived his
first combat mission—membership contingent on not dying. He
survived it. Then he survived two hundred and forty more. He
flew Spitfires and then the yellow-tailed P-51 Mustangs of the
52nd over the Mediterranean, and the war that emerged from
those flights was not the clean arithmetic of a record book. Each
of his six aerial victories was another pilot, another machine
spinning toward the sea or the desert; the seventeen ground kills
were men and matériel caught beneath his guns. He flew straight
through it for two years and came home in November 1944 as his
squadron’s commanding officer, with two Silver Stars, two
Distinguished Flying Crosses, a Bronze Star, and eighteen Air
Medals—the only American flying ace of Korean descent the war
would produce. The boy who had watched a biplane from a dirt



field had done exactly what he said he would do, against everyone
who had tried to talk him out of it.

And then he did the harder thing, which was to stop. He met
Esther Kang in Chicago in January 1945, married her the
following year, and walked away from the Air Force at the very
moment the Air Force most wanted to keep a decorated combat
ace. A peacetime officer’s career lay open in front of him; he
turned from it deliberately to start a family and a civilian life.
Using the GI Bill, he went to UC Berkeley and then to
Northwestern University Dental School, and in 1950 he opened a
dental practice in Chicago. He kept that practice in the same
neighborhood for fifty-three years, retiring in 2003 at the age of
eighty-six. The medals went into a box. For seventy years the
most visible Korean American pilot of the Mediterranean theater
was, to the people of his Chicago neighborhood, the dentist—the
man who filled their cavities and remembered their children’s
names. He died in 2015 at ninety-six: Major Fred Ohr, USAAF,
DDS.

It is tempting to treat the dentistry as the modest coda to the real
story, the one with the Mustangs. The truer reading runs the
other way. The fight to get into the cockpit and the choice to leave
it were the same decision made twice—the decision about what a
life is actually for, and the willingness to act on it whether or not
anyone is watching. As a young man Ohr wanted the thing he had
been told he could not have, and he kept walking back into the
room until they let him have it. As a grown man he had the thing
every veteran is told to want—the hero’s mantle, the visible glory
—and he set it down without apparent regret to do quiet, daily,
unspectacular work. Both required the same nerve. The harder
courage, in the end, was not facing enemy fighters over the sea. It



was coming home, and being content to be useful, and letting the
box of medals stay closed.

Sources

Fred Ohr — Wikipedia

Fred F. Ohr — National Museum of the United States
Army

Veteran of the Day: Army Air Forces Veteran Fred F. Ohr
— VA VAntage Point
Fred F. Ohr Collection — Library of Congress Veterans
History Project

Fred F. Ohr — American Air Museum in Britain

🎨  Illustration concept: A weathered, gentle-faced man in a plain
civilian suit standing in a modest dental office, sunlight from a
window catching a single framed photograph of a yellow-tailed P-
51 on the wall behind him—the war present but small,
deliberately in the background. Muted, documentary palette,
warm afternoon light.
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https://www.thenmusa.org/biographies/fred-f-ohr/
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https://memory.loc.gov/diglib/vhp/bib/loc.natlib.afc2001001.86287
https://memory.loc.gov/diglib/vhp/bib/loc.natlib.afc2001001.86287
https://www.americanairmuseum.com/archive/person/fred-f-ohr


Young Oak Kim (김영옥)
1919–2005 · U.S. Army colonel · civic leader

He refused to leave a Japanese American battalion in 1943 —
and became the first minority officer in U.S. history to
command a combat battalion.

Bunker Hill, Los Angeles, in the 1930s did not promise a Korean
grocer’s son very much. Young Oak Kim’s parents ran a store at
Temple and Figueroa; his father struggled with a gambling habit,
the family struggled with money, and the city offered a Korean
kid almost no steady work no matter how well he did at Belmont
High. When Kim first tried to enlist in the Army, he was turned
away because of his race. He got in only after 1941, when
Congress began conscripting Asian Americans—drafted, in other
words, into a country that had not wanted him in uniform in the
first place.

What he did with that reluctant welcome became one of the more
remarkable American lives of the twentieth century, and the first
thing to understand about it is that the heroism was not only on
the battlefield. It was in a decision he made before he ever saw
combat.

After Officer Candidate School at Fort Benning, Kim was assigned
to the 100th Infantry Battalion, an all–Japanese American unit.
His commanding officer, anticipating friction, quietly offered him
a way out: a Korean officer leading Japanese American soldiers,
at the height of a war in which Imperial Japan still occupied
Korea, seemed to invite trouble. The grievance would have been
historically understandable. Kim declined it. “There are no
Japanese nor Korean here,” he said. “We’re all Americans and
we’re fighting for the same cause.” It is easy to read that line now



as a slogan. In 1943, spoken by a colonized people’s son to the
sons of an interned community, it was a genuine moral choice—
an insistence that solidarity could outrank inherited enmity.

With the 100th and the famed 442nd Regimental Combat Team,
Kim fought through Italy and France. At Cisterna he and Private
Irving Akahoshi crawled into German lines in broad daylight to
capture prisoners, and the intelligence they brought back helped
open the road to Rome. He came home with the Distinguished
Service Cross, two Silver Stars, three Purple Hearts, the French
Croix de Guerre and Légion d’honneur—a nineteen-medal record
earned for a country that, five years earlier, had refused to let him
serve at all. He never seems to have dwelt on that irony so much
as worked straight through it.

He could have stopped there. He left the Army, built a profitable
laundry business, and might have lived out a comfortable civilian
life. Instead, when the Korean War broke out, he walked away
from the business and went back in, citing a double debt—to the
land of his birth and the land of his citizenship. By 1951 he was an
intelligence officer with the 31st Infantry in Korea. After he was
nearly killed by friendly fire from his own artillery, his
commanding general promoted him to major and handed him the
1st Battalion—making Young Oak Kim the first minority officer in
U.S. history to command a combat battalion. Under his
command, the battalion adopted a Seoul orphanage of more than
five hundred children, a detail that says as much about the man
as the rank does.

He retired in 1972 with an eighty-percent disability rating and a
chest full of medals, and then he did the thing that most
distinguishes him. He spent the next thirty years building the
unglamorous civic infrastructure of Korean Los Angeles. Not
consultancies, not honorary boards—institutions: the Korean



Youth and Cultural Center, the Korean Health Education
Information and Research Center, the Korean American
Coalition, the Center for Pacific Asian Families, a women’s shelter
serving the broader Asian American community. These are
organizations that do not carry his name and do not need to. He
died in 2005 at eighty-six. UC Riverside’s Young Oak Kim Center
for Korean American Studies and a Los Angeles middle school
carry the name he was otherwise content to leave off the door.

The temptation with a life like this is to flatten it into a parade of
firsts and medals. The harder, truer reading is about sequence
and cost. Young Oak Kim was rejected for his race, fought in a
segregated unit, was nearly killed by his own side’s artillery, and
then was given a battalion to command—in that order. The
honors came after the indignities, not instead of them. And when
the honors were finally his to coast on, he chose three decades of
committee meetings and fundraising for a youth center over the
easy myth of the war hero. He understood something that
ambition usually obscures: being the first matters only if what
you build outlasts your name on it.

Sources

Young-Oak Kim — Wikipedia
Young Oak Kim — National Museum of the United
States Army

Col. Young Oak Kim, 100th Inf. Bn. — 100th Battalion
Veterans

Spotlight on Young Oak Kim — Los Angeles Public
Library
Young Oak Kim Center for Korean American Studies —
UC Riverside
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🎨  Illustration concept: A quiet, dignified portrait—Kim in later
life, in civilian clothes, framed so the viewer reads the civic
builder before the war hero; a faint suggestion of medals or a
battalion insignia in the background, deliberately understated.
Muted, documentary palette.



Dora Yum Kim (염도라)
1921–2003 · social worker · community organizer

The daughter of a Korean independence organizer who placed
more than 3,000 immigrants in their first American jobs —
then built the country’s first Korean community center as an
encore.

She was born in 1921 into a triple margin. San Francisco’s
Chinatown held perhaps a hundred Koreans then — a Korean
minority folded inside a Chinese immigrant minority folded
inside a white city that had little use for any of them. Her father,
Yum Man Suk, was a leader of the Korean Independence
Movement in California, a man organizing for a homeland that
was, at that moment, an occupied province of Imperial Japan.
Dora grew up working in her parents’ restaurant, and when she
went looking for work of her own she discovered the shape of the
wall in front of her. She was, in the bureaucratic language of the
day, an “Oriental female,” and that phrase closed nearly every
door in the city. The job she could get was typist at the California
Department of Employment. She took it.

That decision looks small and was not. A lesser version of this
story ends there — a bright woman absorbed into the bottom of a
state office, processing other people’s lives. What Dora Yum Kim
did instead was stay inside the system long enough to climb it.
She worked her way up from typist to social worker within the
same department, learning the machinery of placement and
benefits from the inside, accumulating the kind of procedural
fluency that is invisible until the moment it becomes
indispensable. In the 1950s, in a profession that was structurally
closed to someone like her, she also became the first Asian
woman real estate broker in San Francisco — and a leader of the



United Nationalities of San Francisco, a multi-ethnic civic
coalition assembled decades before “AAPI” entered anyone’s
vocabulary.

Then history turned and met her where she was standing. The
1965 Immigration Act dismantled the national-origin quotas that
had kept Koreans out, and Korean immigrants began arriving in
numbers the country had never seen. They arrived into the same
wall Dora had grown up against — strangers to the language, the
paperwork, the unwritten rules of who got hired and how. And
there, behind a desk at the state employment office, sat a woman
who spoke Korean and had spent twenty years learning exactly
how this bureaucracy moved. She turned a government job into
something it was never designed to be: a one-woman
resettlement service. Between 1965 and 1977 she placed more
than three thousand Korean immigrants in their first American
jobs. The figure is worth pausing on, because it is not the kind of
number that produces monuments. It is three thousand separate
mornings of someone matching a frightened newcomer to a
paycheck, one at a time, inside an office that did not ask her to.

The pattern of her life was that she did the necessary thing and
then, having done it, did the next necessary thing. In 1976 she co-
founded the Korean Community Service Center — the first
Korean community center in the United States. The following
year she made the choice that reveals her clearly: she took early
retirement from the state, walking away from the pension track
she had spent decades earning, in order to run the center full-
time. She taught English to Korean seniors and prepared them for
their naturalization exams. She built a senior meals program. She
stayed in that work, as senior center coordinator, until 1986, and
afterward kept on as a medical interpreter — translating between
elderly immigrants and the doctors who could not otherwise hear



them. At every fork she had the option to convert her standing
into something more visible, more like leadership as the word is
usually meant. She declined it, again and again, in favor of the
work that was directly in front of her.

She did consent to one act of preservation. In 1978, when no one
was systematically gathering second-generation Korean American
stories, she sat for an oral history. That recording, held now at the
San Francisco Public Library, became one of the foundational
primary sources on what it meant to be born Korean and
American in the first half of the twentieth century — a self that
the country had no settled category for. Her biography, Doing
What Had to Be Done, was the first published book-length
account of an American-born Korean woman’s life. The title is not
a flourish. It is, as nearly as a phrase can be, her entire
philosophy: she did not frame her decades as ambition or
activism but as a list of things that needed doing, which no one
else was going to do.

The historical record on her, fittingly, is incomplete in the places
that biography usually insists on. The year of her death, 2003,
appears in the published references, but the precise date and
place were never confirmed in the available sources — a small
uncertainty that future researchers will want to settle against the
Temple University Press biography or the library’s own collection.
There is something almost characteristic in the gap. A woman
who spent her life making other people legible to America left a
few of her own particulars unrecorded.

The temptation with a life like this is to measure it by the firsts —
first Asian woman broker, first Korean community center, first
published biography — and the firsts are real. But the more
honest measure is the one her own title proposes. Some of the
most consequential Korean American institutions were not built



by people the textbooks remember; they were built by a social
worker who used an employment desk, a real estate license, and
an oral-history microphone as instruments to make a
community’s life possible, and then built the center that would
carry the work after her. Dora Yum Kim understood something
that recognition usually obscures: that the question of who built a
thing matters far less than whether the thing still stands. Hers
does.

Sources

1978 Dora Kim, Korean American, Oral History —
Calisphere / SF Public Library

Doing What Had to Be Done: The Life Narrative of Dora
Yum Kim — Temple University Press

Doing What Had to Be Done — Stanford SearchWorks
1978 Dora Kim Oral History — YouTube

🎨  Illustration concept: A woman at a plain government desk
turned toward someone just out of frame, mid-conversation — a
stack of job-placement folders at her elbow, the office mundane
and fluorescent, her attention warm and total. Behind her,
faintly, the storefront of a small community center. Muted
documentary palette: ledger greens, manila, soft window light.
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K. W. Lee (이경원)
1928–2025 · investigative journalist

He spent five years and a hundred and twenty articles on one
wrongfully convicted man on death row—and accidentally
helped build the first sustained pan-Asian American political
movement.

Kyung Won Lee was born in 1928 in Kaesong, a city now on the
wrong side of a border that did not yet exist, in a Korea under
Japanese occupation. He came to the United States in 1950, the
year the Korean War broke out—arriving, in other words, just as
the country he had left tore itself apart. He chose journalism,
which is a strange thing to choose in a language not your own, in
a profession where almost no one looked like you. He studied at
West Virginia University, took a master’s at the University of
Illinois, and in 1958 was hired by the Charleston Gazette: the first
Korean immigrant on the staff of a mainstream daily newspaper
in the continental United States.

A reporter starting out in West Virginia in the late 1950s might
reasonably have taken the assignments that kept his head down.
Lee did the opposite. He spent his early career on civil rights in
the South, on vote-buying in West Virginia, and on the lives of
coal miners in Appalachia—stories that put a foreign-born Asian
reporter squarely in the path of the era’s ugliest local politics. It
was an unlikely beat, and an unlikely training ground. But the
habits formed there—the patience for documents, the suspicion of
official accounts, the willingness to keep returning to a place that
did not want him—would define everything that came after.

In 1970 he moved to the Sacramento Union as an investigative
reporter. Eight years later, he made the decision that would



consume the rest of his prime. A young Korean immigrant named
Chol Soo Lee sat on California’s death row, convicted of a San
Francisco Chinatown gang murder he insisted he had not
committed—and then, while imprisoned, convicted of killing
another inmate in what he maintained was self-defense, a
conviction that put him under sentence of death. K.W. Lee began
to read the case file. What he found did not add up: eyewitness
identifications by tourists who could not tell one Asian face from
another, a prosecution built on assumptions about Chinatown
gangs that fit no one’s actual life. He decided the case was worth
pursuing. He did not yet know it would take five years and more
than a hundred and twenty articles.

The articles did something the reporter had not planned. Asian
American social workers, students, and grandmothers—Korean,
Chinese, Filipino, divided by language and history—photocopied
his pieces and passed them hand to hand. A defense committee
formed around a man most of them had never met. The campaign
crossed the ethnic lines that had always kept these communities
separate, and in doing so it became something larger than a
single appeal. The conviction was overturned; at retrial in 1983,
Chol Soo Lee was acquitted. The movement that had gathered
around the case is widely credited as the first sustained pan-Asian
American political movement in the country’s history. Hollywood,
as it does, eventually flattened the story into a 1989 film, True
Believer, in which the wronged man is no longer Korean and the
dogged reporter has vanished entirely. The real account was
harder and slower and belonged to no one studio.

Lee was not the kind of man to treat a single victory as an ending.
In 1979 he founded Koreatown Weekly, the first national English-
language Korean American newspaper—a paper for the children
of immigrants who could no longer read the Korean-language



press their parents relied on. In 1990, as the strain between Black
and Korean Angelenos was building toward the rupture that
Koreans would come to call Sa-I-Gu, he launched and edited the
English edition of the Korea Times in Los Angeles. He built into it
an internship program designed for one purpose: to put Asian
American and minority reporters into mainstream newsrooms, so
that the next Chol Soo Lee case might be covered by someone
who already understood why the eyewitness identifications were
worthless. He was the founding president of the Korean American
Journalists Association and the first recipient of the Asian
American Journalists Association’s Lifetime Achievement Award.

He paid for all of it with his body as well as his time. He survived
liver and stomach cancer and a liver transplant in 1992, and kept
working. Into his nineties he was still teaching, still mentoring,
still answering the phone for young reporters who needed a story
read or a spine stiffened—which is why the title that attached
itself to him, “godfather of Asian American journalism,” was less
an honorific than a job description. He died in Sacramento in
March 2025, at ninety-six. The record is unusually clean for a life
this long and this combative: the obituaries describe a US-based
journalist and movement figure, and none disputes his standing
as one of the foundational Korean Americans of his century.

The temptation with a life like this is to make the reporter into
the hero of the rescue, the man who freed an innocent prisoner.
Lee himself would have rejected the framing. Chol Soo Lee freed
himself, with the help of thousands of strangers; what the
journalist did was stay on the story long enough that it stopped
being a story and became a movement. That is the real lesson
buried in the clip files. Investigative journalism, done honestly,
costs years rather than weeks, demands one case rather than
many, rewards obsessive specificity over breadth—and its largest



effects are often the ones no one set out to produce. The pan-
Asian political identity that today’s Korean Americans inherit as a
given was not, in fact, given. It was built, partly by accident, by a
Korean immigrant reporter who could not stop reading the file of
a Korean inmate in a California prison, and who understood that
one person staying with one truth long enough can move history
that no single article ever could.

Sources

K. W. Lee — Wikipedia

Remembering trailblazing journalist and activist K.W.
Lee (1928–2025) — AAJA

K.W. Lee, ‘godfather of Asian American journalism,’ dies
at 96 — CapRadio
Remembering K.W. Lee, Korean Immigrant and
Renowned American Journalist — Asian American Unity
Coalition

🎨  Illustration concept: A reporter at a cluttered desk late at
night, half-lit by a single lamp, bent over a thick case file with a
wall of pinned newspaper clippings behind him; the clippings
catch the eye before the man does. Muted newsprint palette—
grays, ink-black, a single warm amber from the lamp.
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Luke Ik Chang Kim (김익창)
1930–2015 · cultural psychiatry · community activism

He treated some of the most reviled men in America — and
insisted, against the field’s deepest habits, that no patient
could be understood apart from their culture.

Sinuiju sits on the Yalu River, at the northern edge of what is now
North Korea, and it was there in 1930 that Luke Ik Chang Kim
was born into a century that would not let him stay anywhere for
long. His childhood ran through three regimes in quick
succession: Japanese occupation, then Soviet-backed
communism, then the war that split the peninsula. At fourteen he
was conscripted by the Japanese and put to forced labor in a
Pyongyang weapons factory—old enough to remember the rifles,
young enough to have no say in making them. When liberation
came, it did not bring peace so much as a new fault line, and the
Kim family, like millions of others, fled south.

The war took the rest. His mother, a leader in the Presbyterian
church, was kidnapped by North Korean authorities. He never
saw her again, and the profile is plain about what that absence
meant: a son who survived by going south carried for the rest of
his life the knowledge of who had been left behind. It is tempting
to read the career that followed as a long answer to that loss—a
man who spent his professional life trying to understand how
people are shaped, and broken, by forces larger than themselves.
The temptation should be handled with care. But the pattern is
hard to miss.

He finished medical school at Seoul National University in 1956
and came to the United States to pursue a PhD in clinical
psychology at the University of Arizona. The plan was not to stay.



He meant to return to Korea and build a psychology department
there, to bring the discipline home to a country still rebuilding
from the war that had taken his mother. Then his mentor died,
and the path back closed as quietly as that. He stayed. It was the
first of the decisions that would define him—not a triumphant
choice so much as an adjustment to circumstance, the kind of
pivot that only looks like destiny in retrospect.

What he built instead was a career almost no American-trained
psychiatrist of his generation would have chosen. For three
decades he served as chief psychiatrist at the California Medical
Facility in Vacaville, the prison hospital that housed many of the
country’s most notorious inmates. Among the patients who
passed through his care were Charles Manson, Sirhan Sirhan,
Juan Corona, and Timothy Leary—names that read, on a page,
like a catalog of American infamy. It would be easy to
sensationalize this, and the temptation is exactly what the work
resisted. Vacaville was the state’s principal prison psychiatric
facility; the roster was a caseload, not a collection. The discipline
of the job was to look at each of these men as a patient rather
than a headline, to practice medicine in a place most physicians
never entered, on people the public had already decided not to
understand.

That discipline became his contribution to the field. From 1973 to
2005 he was a clinical professor at UC Davis Medical School, and
there he made, in print and in training, an argument that now
sounds obvious and then sounded like heresy: that culture is not
background to mental illness but part of its substance. A
symptom in one cultural frame is silence in another; grief and
madness and ordinary faith do not translate cleanly across
borders. To treat a patient without first understanding where they
came from was, Kim argued, not neutral—it was a misdiagnosis



waiting to happen. At a time when the American Psychiatric
Association treated culture as a footnote rather than a clinical
variable, he pushed it toward the center. He helped create the
APA’s Task Force on Asian American Psychiatrists, and in 1997
became the first recipient of the APA’s Kun-Po Soo Award, given
for advancing the profession’s understanding of Asian issues. The
man who had survived three regimes had, in effect, made the case
that no one can be treated as if they came from nowhere.

He was never only a scholar, and the most revealing chapter of
his life took place outside the clinic. In the early 1980s, Kim and
his wife Grace mortgaged their home to help fund the legal
defense of Chol Soo Lee, a young Korean American wrongfully
convicted of a San Francisco Chinatown murder. The campaign to
free Lee became a generation-defining moment of Asian
American civil rights organizing, and the Kims put their house on
the line for it—a private financial bet on a stranger’s freedom. Set
that act beside the day job and the through-line comes clear. He
treated the men America had condemned and fought for the man
America had wronged, and the principle underneath both was
identical: a person does not make sense torn out of context. The
prison and the defense fund were the same conviction, wearing
different clothes.

The instinct to make a thing outlast oneself stayed with him to the
end. In 2006 the Kims funded an endowed professorship at UC
Davis to keep cultural psychiatry alive after he was gone—an
investment not in a building or a name but in the survival of an
idea. He died in 2015, at eighty-five, in Seal Beach, California, a
long way from the river town where the century had found him.

The honest shape of this life is not a straight line of achievements.
It is a sequence of accommodations to loss that he chose, again
and again, to turn into a method. A boy made to build weapons



grew into a man who studied how people come undone. A son
who lost his mother to a border spent his life arguing that borders
—national, cultural, moral—change what we are able to see in one
another. Kim’s career suggests that the most durable form of
representation in a profession is not changing who holds the jobs
but changing how the work is done. He did not ask the field to
admire him. He asked it to look harder, and at the people it was
most inclined to look away from. That, finally, is the quieter
heroism: not the firsts and the awards, but the steady insistence
that everyone—the condemned, the wrongly convicted, the ones
left on the far side of a war—was a person who could be
understood, if only someone took the trouble to learn where they
had been.
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🎨  Illustration concept: A spare, contemplative portrait—Kim in
middle age, in a plain physician’s setting, looking slightly off-
frame as if listening rather than posing; behind him a faint
doubled horizon suggesting the river of his birth and the
California coast of his death, the two landscapes bleeding into
one. Muted grays and dim blues, a single warm lamp-glow at the
center, documentary and restrained.
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Dae-Sook Suh (서대숙)
1931–2022 · political scientist · founder of the first U.S.
Korean Studies center

A North Korean refugee who built the first Korean Studies
center in America — and then wrote the definitive English-
language biography of the man whose regime he had fled.

He was born in 1931 in the northern half of a country that did not
yet know it would be cut in two. By the time Dae-Sook Suh was a
teenager, the line had been drawn for him. In 1946, as the
communist consolidation tightened across the north, he crossed it
alone and went south—a permanent rupture with his birthplace,
made at an age when most people are still being shaped by the
place they leave. He never went home, because home in any
recoverable sense no longer existed. What did exist was a
question he would spend the rest of his life refusing to answer the
easy way: what, exactly, had happened to the country he came
from, and to the man who now ruled the part of it he had
escaped?

The Korean War, which scattered so much, also opened a narrow
door. Suh worked as an interpreter—one of the wartime jobs that
funneled a generation of capable young Koreans toward
American universities, trading language skill for passage. In 1952
he enrolled at Texas Christian University, an ocean and a
worldview away from the Pyongyang of his childhood. From there
he made his way to Columbia, where in 1964 he completed a PhD
in Public Law and Government with a dissertation titled “Korean
Communism and the Rise of Kim.” The title alone marks the
decision that organized his career. He had chosen to treat the
regime that displaced him not as a grievance to be nursed but as
an object of cold-eyed scholarly study. A lesser scholar, or simply



a more wounded one, might have written a polemic. Suh decided
early that the more demanding and more useful thing was to
write the truth, with footnotes.

That decision was not as obvious in its day as it sounds now. In
the 1950s and 1960s, to study North Korea seriously in the United
States was to walk a Cold War tightrope. Taking Pyongyang’s own
documents seriously as historical evidence—reading its
propaganda for what it revealed rather than dismissing it as lies—
could look, to suspicious eyes on either side, like sympathy. The
American academy was not yet sure North Korea deserved the
apparatus of real scholarship; South Korean nationalist
historians, for their part, would later object that Suh was too
willing to treat North Korean sources as serious historical
material. He held his course through both pressures. The
discipline he imposed on himself—refusing to let his biography
dictate his analysis—was precisely the thing that made the work
last. A refugee from the North was producing the most careful
account anyone had yet written of the North’s founding.

In 1972 he made the move that would define the institutional half
of his life. He left an established academic footing to go to the
University of Hawaii at Manoa and build something from
nothing: the Center for Korean Studies, the first dedicated Korean
Studies center at any American university. “Korean Studies” was
not yet a recognized field; there was no template to inherit and no
guarantee anyone would come. He directed the center for the next
twenty-three years, from 1972 to 1995, and the length of that
tenure is itself the point. He could have used the directorship as a
credential and moved on to more prestigious posts; instead he
stayed, choosing the unglamorous, cumulative labor of
institution-building over personal scholarly mobility. He
recruited faculty, drew in graduate students, brought visiting



scholars across the Pacific, and turned a loose interdisciplinary
affiliation into what remains the largest Korean Studies center in
North America.

Through those same years he wrote the books. The Korean
Communist Movement, 1918–1948 reconstructed a history that
had been buried under decades of partisan retelling. And then,
the work that defined him to the wider world: Kim Il Sung: The
North Korean Leader, published by Columbia University Press. It
was, for decades, the standard English-language account of the
man—measured, source-driven, unwilling to inflate the legend or
to settle for caricature. There is something almost severe in the
achievement. The author had fled the subject’s regime as a boy;
he could have written the score-settling biography no one would
have blamed him for. He wrote instead the monograph the field
needed, held to the standard of a university press rather than the
temperature of his own history.

The two halves—the center and the books—were never separate
enterprises. The scholarly authority that let him write definitively
about Kim Il Sung was the same authority that let him persuade a
university to bet on a field that did not yet exist, and the same
intellectual seriousness he demanded of himself he built into the
institution. The Center for Korean Studies marked its fiftieth
anniversary in September 2022. Suh died in Honolulu that same
month, and was honored posthumously at the celebration of the
thing he had made. The timing has the shape of a life completing
itself: the founder gone in the month his founding turned fifty.

What endures from Dae-Sook Suh is harder and quieter than a
list of titles. He showed what it looks like to convert the rawest
kind of personal history—exile, war, a country torn in two—into a
discipline that outlasts the displaced person who created it. The
temptation, with a refugee’s life, is to read everything through the



wound. Suh’s life argues for the opposite: that the deepest fidelity
to where you came from can be the refusal to let it warp how you
see. The scholars he trained now hold chairs across the United
States and Asia, and the center he built still trains more. None of
it would have looked the same without a young man’s decision to
cross a line in 1946, and an older man’s decision, in 1972, to fly to
Honolulu and stay—to write, with patience and without flinching,
the book his field needed before his field had a name.
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🎨  Illustration concept: A scholar at a paper-strewn desk in a
sunlit Honolulu office, half-turned toward a window; behind him,
faint and unobtrusive, the silhouette of a divided peninsula and
the suggestion of an archive’s spines. The man is the foreground;
the politics are background. Warm tropical light over a cool,
documentary palette—amber and slate—quiet, exact,
unsentimental.
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Hi Duk Lee (이희덕)
1939–2019 · entrepreneur · founder of Los Angeles
Koreatown

The chemistry graduate who became a German coal miner
who became the founder of LA’s Koreatown—and who lost
almost all of it before the city ever put up the signs.

There is a version of Hi Duk Lee’s life that fits neatly on a plaque,
and it is not the one worth telling. The plaque version ends with
the blue Koreatown signs going up along Olympic Boulevard in
1980, a founder vindicated. The truer version is that those signs
went up at almost exactly the moment his life’s work came apart,
and that he spent his last twenty years deliberately staying away
from the neighborhood he had willed into being. To understand
him, you have to hold both facts at once.

He was born in 1939 in Tae Jung, the son of farmers, and he did
the thing that was supposed to lift a farmer’s son out of the fields:
he studied chemistry, graduating from Chungnam National
University in 1961. But a degree was not a future under Park
Chung-hee’s dictatorship, and in 1965 Lee chose exit over
endurance. The route out was not glamorous. He studied hotel
management in Switzerland and then went down into the coal
mines of West Germany, joining the wave of Korean laborers the
two governments had arranged to send underground for hard
currency. It was in Germany, not Korea, that the rest of his life
took shape—he met Kil Ja, a nurse, who would become his wife
and his partner in everything that followed.

They arrived in Los Angeles in 1968, part of the immigration
surge unlocked by the 1965 Hart-Celler Act. A chemistry graduate
and a former miner, Lee took work as a factory line worker and a



welder. The city he landed in had perhaps five thousand Koreans
in it and no center to speak of—no commercial heart, no street
where the language was spoken over a counter. This is the detail
that makes what came next less an act of commerce than an act of
imagination.

In 1971 Lee and Kil Ja put roughly $7,000 in savings, plus a bank
loan, into a grocery store at Olympic and Normandie. Olympic
Market was the first Korean-owned grocery in the neighborhood,
which is another way of saying it was a store built for customers
who did not yet exist in the numbers a store requires. It struggled
for three years. That it survived to a fourth, and turned profitable,
is the first of the quiet improbabilities in his story.

A lesser ambition would have stopped at a profitable store. Lee’s
did not. He had studied how Chinese immigrants built Chinatown
—not merely with shops but with architecture, signage, food, a
visible grammar that told the rest of the city a people lived here.
He decided to do the same thing on purpose. He bought up the
surrounding blocks. He opened the VIP Palace, or Young Bin
Kwan, the first building in Los Angeles raised with traditional
Korean tile architecture, the curved roof tiles sourced personally
from Korea. He developed VIP Plaza, a shopping center leased to
Korean tenants. None of this was the logic of a man maximizing a
grocery’s margins. It was the logic of a man building a
neighborhood, and absorbing the cost of doing so himself.

The most telling decision was the least entrepreneurial. Lee
lobbied Los Angeles County to formally recognize Koreatown as a
neighborhood—a civic designation that put no money in his
pocket. In 1980 the recognition came, and the city erected the
blue signs that still mark the district. A businessman had spent
years and capital arguing the city into naming a place after a
community rather than after himself.



And then the ground gave way. Lee had staked his momentum on
an ambitious 230-room Korean hotel, the kind of anchor that
would have crowned the district. As he carried the project
forward, interest rates climbed from nine percent toward twenty-
two, and the financing that made sense at the start became
ruinous by the end. The hotel collapsed. In 1982 he went
bankrupt. There were lawsuits, too—disputes over rent with the
newly arrived Korean tenants of VIP Plaza, the founder and his
beneficiaries at odds during the same season his empire was
unraveling. He sold the commercial properties. The signs that
announced Koreatown to the world were barely weathered when
the man who had argued for them no longer owned a stake in the
place.

What he did next is the part that resists the founder myth most
stubbornly. He did not stay to rebuild. He left the country for
roughly a decade, traveling through Africa and China to learn the
tea trade, and wrote a 520-page memoir of a life that had, by any
conventional accounting, just failed. He returned around 2002
and settled in Silver Lake, not Koreatown. In his seventies he
opened Echo Garden, an eco-friendly nursery in Highland Park,
and called it the greatest achievement of his life—not the district
that bears, in everything but name, his fingerprints, but a place
where things grew. He chose, for two decades, not to walk back
into Koreatown at all. He died of colon cancer in 2019, at seventy-
nine. “I’ve lost much money,” he said, “but I don’t regret what
I’ve done since it all happened in Koreatown. My failures
became fertilizer to bloom flowers.”

The temptation with a life like this is to file it under triumph or
under tragedy, and it refuses both. The founding was real; so was
the bankruptcy; so was the nursery in Highland Park, the old man
growing plants a few miles from the streets he had drawn onto



the map. Hi Duk Lee built a downtown for a people who did not
yet have one, and he lost his place in it before the city ever
acknowledged what he had made. That he could call those failures
fertilizer—and mean it, and prove it with a garden—is the harder
wisdom his life offers. The person who builds the neighborhood is
rarely the one who profits from it. Building something that
outlasts you can mean letting it outlast your ownership of it, and
learning, late and at cost, to be glad it still blooms without you.
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🎨  Illustration concept: An older Hi Duk Lee in shirtsleeves
among potted seedlings at his Highland Park nursery, the curved
tile roofline of a Koreatown building rendered faint and distant
behind him—the garden in sharp focus, the empire softened to
memory. Warm earth tones and greenhouse green, with a single
cool note of Koreatown-sign blue on the far horizon.
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Yong Soon Min (민영순)
1953–2024 · visual artist, curator, educator

She refused to let America forget the Korean War — and built
the institutions that let other Asian American artists not have
to fight that battle alone.

She was born in 1953, in a village south of Seoul, in the year an
armistice—not a peace treaty—paused a war that has never
officially ended. The coincidence would become her lifelong
subject. Yong Soon Min came of age inside a paradox the United
States preferred not to examine: that the conflict it filed away as
“the forgotten war” had cut a country in half and left it that way,
and that she herself was a child of that unfinished division. When
her family emigrated in 1960 and settled in Monterey, California,
she carried the 38th Parallel with her, though it would take
decades and three degrees before she found the means to say so.

Those degrees came at UC Berkeley—a BA, an MA, and an MFA,
earned in sequence through the 1970s—and the first remarkable
thing about her life is what she did with them. There was no
Korean American model in front of her for the path she chose.
She moved to New York in the 1980s and committed to a career
as an artist, in a city and a field that had no particular use for a
Korean immigrant woman who wanted to make difficult work.
The easy reading of an art career is that it is about the work alone.
Min’s life was a sustained argument against that reading.

Her early work had been minimalist, formally cool, in step with
what the gallery world rewarded. Then she turned—deliberately,
at the moment the market was moving the other way—toward art
that was explicitly political, explicitly diasporic, explicitly about
who she was and where she came from. Make Me (1989)



arranged self-portraits stamped and partly effaced with words the
culture had pinned on her: “Exotic,” “Immigrant.” deColonization
(1991) set a traditional Korean dress beneath gold lettering and
panels of testimony from Korean women living under American
occupation, refusing to let the viewer separate the beautiful object
from the history that produced it. Defining Moments (1992)
folded the 1980 Gwangju Uprising into a private iconography of
body and memory. The work entered the collections of MoMA,
LACMA, and the Seoul Museum of Art. It was, by any measure of
the field, a major career.

But she had already decided that her own career was not the
whole of the work. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, in New
York, she became a founding member of Godzilla: Asian
American Art Network and of the Asian American Arts Alliance—
grassroots organizations built precisely because the mainstream
art world had left no room for artists like her. The logic was plain
and unsentimental: rather than wait for the institutions to make
space, a few people would build the space themselves. It is one
thing to fight for your own visibility. It is another to spend your
hours assembling the rooms in which other people will become
visible, knowing your name may never appear on the door.

In 1993 she moved to Los Angeles to join the art faculty at UC
Irvine, and she stayed more than twenty years, teaching until her
retirement in 2014 and remaining professor emerita until her
death. This, too, was a choice with a cost: the teaching years were
not the gallery years, and a working artist who gives two decades
to students is making a quiet trade. The artists and curators who
passed through her studio remember a teacher who took every
visit seriously, who asked their opinion and meant it, who treated
a young person’s unfinished work as worth genuine argument.



She mentored the way she built institutions—relentlessly, and
without keeping score.

Through all of it, across four decades, she kept the Korean War as
her permanent subject. Americans had agreed to forget it; she
would not let her work agree. The division of the peninsula, the
militarized line that ran through it, the bodies and memories
displaced by it—she returned to these again and again, not as
nostalgia but as an open wound the diaspora was still living
inside. And she proved, late, that the builder’s instinct does not
retire. In the last decade of her life she co-founded GYOPO, a Los
Angeles collective of Korean diasporic cultural producers,
demonstrating that one can still be making the room for others
well into one’s sixties. She died of breast cancer in March 2024, at
seventy. UC Irvine’s Langson Institute and Museum is organizing
a 2027 retrospective under a title that reads, now, like a summary
of her whole project: Both Sides Now.

The temptation with a life like this is to choose one of its halves—
to remember the museum artist or the organizer, the maker or
the mentor—and let that stand for the whole. Min’s life resists the
choice. She made the work and she made the conditions under
which others could work, and she seems never to have regarded
these as competing claims on her time. That is the harder thing to
absorb. The artists a young person grows up admiring are almost
always standing in a room that someone cleared, funded, argued
for, and held open. Yong Soon Min spent her life as one of those
someones, while also making art good enough to hang in the
rooms she did not build. She understood that the division she
could not heal in the world she could at least refuse to forget—and
that refusing to forget, on behalf of others, is itself a form of
building.
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🎨  Illustration concept: A contemplative portrait of Min in her
studio, a traditional Korean dress and a faint horizontal line—the
38th Parallel—suggested behind her, as if memory and landscape
were the same surface; muted indigo and gold, the gold catching
only at the edges, dignified and unhurried.
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