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I’m on stage, but it’s not in a concert hall or a theatre. This is a live show, but I’m not performing to the sort of audience I’m used to. I’m wearing a costume and it’s far more elaborate than anything I’d usually perform in. That’s because this stage is in a TV studio, and instead of playing on a piano – the instrument I’m used to performing on, that I’ve been learning since childhood, that I even have a university degree in – I’m about to sing.

This is the grand final of the 2013 season of The X Factor, a television show broadcast around Australia on Channel Seven. There are four celebrity judges: Dannii Minogue, Natalie Bassingthwaighte, Redfoo and Ronan Keating. Dannii has been my mentor since the early stages. But not at the earliest stage.

I almost didn’t make it here. In fact, it looked like I would definitely never make it here. After a successful audition and getting through to the next round, I stumbled on the song I was given to sing and I was sent home.

Weeks went past. Months, actually. I went about my life, teaching piano in Brisbane, being newly married to my husband, Noah, performing as a singer on occasion. I’d hoped that The X Factor would help me find more work as a singer, because it was what I loved to do. Even one appearance on that show would be great. I had two. And I had to be satisfied with that. Or so I thought.

I received a phone call asking if I’d like to come back to the show. My immediate answer was yes. And once I was back, I completely embraced the experience and what it offered: the amazing costumes, the sets, the musicians we would perform with, the chance to be mentored by Dannii. As well as the utter exhaustion of the regimen of learning and rehearsing a new song each week, on that studio stage I also had to learn everything there is to know about being on television, which was completely new for me. Some days I was so tired I had to choose whether to eat dinner or sleep. Sleep usually won.

By the day of the final I have made it through several rounds performed live in the studio and to the television audience. I’ve harnessed all the musical experiences of my life – performing to all sorts of audiences – and everything I have learned from my music teachers since I was a child in South Korea. But at no stage has this felt like it is my destiny. That it is inevitable, somehow. I have worked to get here, I know that; I also know that I’m here by the grace of God, by the goodwill of the audience, by the faith put in me by so many people. I have never and will never take any of that for granted. My determination today is to do the best I can to honour that grace, that goodwill, that faith.

So when the lights dim and the opening bars of ‘And I Am Telling You I’m Not Going’ begin, I feel the power of that within me. I take a breath, start to sing, and let the music carry me away, as it has done since I was a very small child in Incheon, learning how to sound out notes on a piano.
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I was born in Seoul, the capital city of South Korea, and I grew up in Incheon, which is a city in itself, near where the international airport is now. Seoul is in the north of South Korea, close to the border with North Korea and the demilitarised zone (the DMZ, as some people know it).

I had a grandfather who left North Korea in 1948 just before the border closed. The split between the two Koreas also forced splits within many families, as it did in my own. My grandfather crossed the border carrying a pack of dried squid to sell and to eat. He believed he’d be reunited with his family soon, when things between North and South calmed down – then they shut the border on him.

I never met my grandfather. He died before I was born. His story can feel like it’s very distant, from another country, but it’s my own bloodline. And it’s terrible for that to happen to one man, one family, let alone all the other families it affected. My grandma doesn’t talk about it that much; my mum said they rarely discussed it until I asked them about it as an adult. It’s an undercurrent of our family story, the way it would be for so many people.

My brother and I grew up learning about how sad the situation was in general, with the split between North and South. As kids we were aware that there was family over there for some people – including ours – and also that we were all Koreans but we weren’t able to see each other.

There used to be special reunions agreed on by the North and South Korean governments where around a hundred families from each side would be selected by lottery to be reunited for the day. The whole country would cry watching the TV broadcast, as they saw families sobbing and hugging one another. They would share gifts and spend the day in a designated function hall, then at the end of it say goodbye and board separate buses to go home, crying uncontrollably, knowing it would be the last time they would ever see each other.

Back then everyone believed we should be reunified sometime down the track, but nowadays people have increasingly grown cold on the idea of reunification as they believe the cultural divide’s become too significant. I still believe Korea should be reunited for all those families.

I only thought more deeply about the situation with North Korea and my granddad once I was an adult. When I was a kid it was just what it was and a lot of people had similar situations with their families. We believed it was something that happened in the past but it didn’t hugely affect us in the present.

Australia is an island and Korea has a land border, but South Koreans feel like Korea is also an island because the border with the North is impenetrable, so it’s not as if we can travel by land and find ourselves in a different country. We are surrounded by water otherwise.

So when you’re in Korea you don’t really see the border, which is heavily guarded by the army on both sides – the only reason to attempt to go through it is tourism or if you are serving in the army, which is mandatory for boys. The first time I had to look at it was with Dannii Minogue in 2014. After The X Factor we travelled there with a whole camera crew – my X Factor win had attracted so much attention from Australian viewers that the Sunday Night program on Channel Seven wanted to produce a story on me and my background, involving my life and my family in Korea. Dannii Minogue, my mentor on The X Factor, was the host of the segment so she joined us on this trip. We visited various places, like the playground I used to spend time in as a child in Incheon, went to a shimmering K-pop concert in a crowded stadium, and shared a homely feast at my grandma’s house.

Visiting the North Korean border was one of the items to film. It seems bizarre that I had no idea until then, but that’s when I realised just how close it was. It was twenty minutes up the road from where I grew up. I realise that saying this might make me sound dumb, but most Koreans would relate. Everyday citizens of Korea rarely feel the physical closeness to North Korea because of the emotional distance we feel due to the political situation between the two sides. It’s a common experience for a Korean person to be shocked when they realise just how close North Korea really is.

When I visited the border with Dannii, it was the first time we got to take Grandma to see the North side. She was eighty-three and fragile, and Mum pushed her on a wheelchair up onto the lookout point overlooking the North Korean land that somehow appeared so peaceful. I felt emotional as I’ve never had any conversations with her about this. Grandma became pensive and very sentimental. She didn’t say a lot but I could sense that she was feeling something deeply. This was where her late husband came from; the rest of his family lived there and she never got to meet them. As she looked down at the other, forbidden, side of Korea, she said very quietly under her breath, ‘How I wish the two sides would unite again.’

It was a new experience for me, Mum and Grandma. None of us went there as a family, not only physically but with our conversations. For Grandma, there are things that only she knows and we don’t know because we don’t talk about all those kinds of things. As a family we tend to move on and don’t get emotional. So when we actually had that opportunity, it was intense. It made me realise that there is so much we can never know about the people we love the most, nor they about us. And that some experiences are too painful to share; we can’t force anyone to talk about them.

My childhood memories are all in Incheon. My parents, brother Kenny and I lived in an apartment and I went to kindergarten nearby. In Korea you start school the year you turn seven, so there are a few years to fill before that. There’s no official preschool system in Korea but most children go to kindergartens. So I went to several kindergartens before starting school. And while some children love it, I wasn’t one of them.

When I was really young, I cried all the time. I was scared of everyone who wasn’t my mum and dad. That meant Mum couldn’t send me anywhere. She told me later that she’d had to wait till my younger brother turned three to send me to kindergarten. He was too young to even speak properly, but the only way to get me to go was to send him with me. In other words, even though my poor brother was too young for kindergarten, he had to go because I was so scared and neurotic.

To this day, any kind of new environment or meeting a new person is more confronting for me than it is for most other people. I get tense and cautious. That probably means I’m naturally an introvert, and if that’s the case it makes sense that at a young age I wanted to stay at home and not have to go to that new school and meet other children.

Sometimes I look back at that time and think, I was born this way! Nothing happened to make me like this, and certainly I was too young to make up reasons about why I didn’t want to go to school. Not wanting to go was my instinctual response.

People are born with different temperaments and personality traits and that stays with us for life. We can’t change that. But I have opened myself up to a lot of experiences in my life, some quite adventurous – going on a televised competition, for example. I don’t see doing that kind of thing as denying my nature so much as accepting it and still pushing ahead with the challenges a new experience brings.

Even to this day when I have to make various decisions, my personality remains the same. My manager will ask me, ‘What’s your gut instinct on this matter?’ or, simply, ‘Do you want to do this?’ My immediate impulse is always not to do whatever it is – 90 per cent of the time my first response is to run away from it and stay inside the warmth of my house and everything that is familiar to me. But somewhere along my childhood years I’ve learned not to follow my ‘gut instinct’ immediately but to pause and ask myself, Is this worth pushing through? And if my brain recognises that it’s worth it, I’ll do it, even though I don’t want to. That will be the case for something that’s hard or scary – if I can see the merit in it, I will do it and I will absolutely commit to it.

Feeling that impulse to run away from something then pushing through and doing it has been my resolve for everything.

So I’ve established that I was quite shy at school – but I also liked to have my people. I had two close friends and I would boss them around. They were the people I liked and was comfortable with. Around other people I was never the centre of attention but whenever there was a chance to perform in front of the class, I would take it.

In my first year of primary school we all learned the recorder – you probably did too, and I think most adults thought it was a horrible instrument! I remember the first time we all had to perform the exam piece, or whatever it was, in primary school. Santa Claus had given me a yellow plastic recorder for Christmas when I was five, and I was so excited to get the chance to show off and play at school.

I practised the recorder piece all day, every day. And then on the day of the exam as I watched some of the other kids play, I realised that I had been playing the instrument the wrong way around. The left hand was supposed to be on top, not the right hand. I could have just played it that way and done a good job. But on the spot I chose to change my hands around, which didn’t produce good results. It was embarrassingly bad. The next time we did an exam, I made sure I did a lot of practice in the correct way so that I would play the best, because I was also a show-off and I wanted the recognition.

Another time, it was the end of school year and the teacher sat the whole class down on the floor and said if anyone wanted to perform they could raise their hand and share their talent with the class. Everyone was hesitant. Nobody put their hand up and there was just silence in the air. My seven-year-old introverted heart started to pound. I shut my eyes out of fear but stuck my hand up like I was in a movie. I stood in front of the whole class singing ‘Silent Night’ in English with a thick Korean accent. I had learned the song from one of my friends. It was terrifying but once I had finished singing I felt fantastic.

So I was really shy and neurotic, but I still had that instinct to want to perform and show off. I don’t know what that feeling is, but I just wanted to be in front of people, even though you’d think, with my introverted nature, that I’d not want to do that.

Maybe from a young age I had a sense that there is a performer’s persona that can be separate and different from the core of a person. It’s almost like I knew how to play the role of a performer, although I wouldn’t have known to describe it that way.

I think I wanted to do it because I knew I could. As terrified as I was, if I didn’t raise my hand I knew I would regret it. There were plenty of kids who didn’t sing or perform and I don’t think they cared, but for me it was a case of I have to suck it up and do it now, or I’ll regret it afterwards.

I loved performing in front of my mum and dad and my cousins, and at home I would get up and sing. Many kids do that, but I really, really liked getting the glory. My mum did a lot of filming on her brick-like nineties camcorder and I’ve been able to watch some of that footage. One time she filmed me and my brother, Kenny, as she was asking us who wanted to sing next. I put up my hand for the gazillionth time, then I stood up in front of the living room wall and sang another song sounding pretty mediocre, in a way only a mother could appreciate. You could hear Mum talking from behind the camera, saying, ‘Give Kenny a chance!’ But I never wanted to. I was greedy for praise and the spotlight.

I should say that my brother is musical, but he’s not like me in that he doesn’t love attention. He’s a quiet achiever. I needed glory and attention.

Performing does run in the family, though, as my mother is an opera singer. I recall she gave a big recital at one point; I remember her going to rehearsals and going to see her pianist to rehearse. And she had dress fittings too – she had a big green dress and a purple dress. This was in the early nineties and the dresses had big, puffy sleeves. I loved looking at the princess dresses that I’d seen in Disney movies but I didn’t necessarily think that what my mum was doing was amazing and special. I thought that was what everyone did. Play music and perform.

There was a lot of music in our house all the time. My parents both loved music. Mum would sing and I would harmonise. Dad would play the guitar and the keyboard. Music was so natural for us.

Mum and Dad met at Seoul’s Yonsei University. Mum majored in classical voice and Dad in engineering. They both joined a club on campus that was for students who loved ‘recreation’, which was about leading games and activities for groups of people. Dad said he fell in love with Mum when he first heard her sing. He loved music and people who were talented in music!

As a kid living in Korea, I loved singing too and thought I sounded pretty good. And no-one told me otherwise. But then as I grew a bit older, around ten years of age, Mum would say, ‘Kenny has a stronger voice. You are more like Dad, your voice isn’t as strong.’ I had this really hoarse voice and I’d lose it all the time. I was loud and I yelled, and then I would lose my voice. A classically trained singer would never let their voice go hoarse like that. So Mum thought I didn’t inherit her pipes.

There was often opera playing in our house but Mum also took me to symphony orchestra concerts and the ballet – although I used to fall asleep during those. Poor Mum!

We also listened to pop music, including the Korean pop songs Dad liked back then, and the old pop songs by bands such as the Carpenters and Simon and Garfunkel that my parents grew up listening to. There was also gospel music, the praise and worship songs from church, the Sunday choir music. That was more for my dad. He loved music. He still does. So he’d try to learn his part for the choir, and all that was going on in the house, too.

Once I was a bit older I’d find out about new pop groups from kids at school. Two of my cousins were girls who were slightly older than me; they were super cool – at least, they were to me at the time – they wore colourful headbands with dangling faux earrings attached at the ends! And they would know all the music and all the cool stuff, so I’d pay attention to what they were listening to.

I remember getting totally obsessed with one band when I was still in Korea. I was quite young, in Year Three. The group was called JuJu Club. All my cousins would listen to a lot of pop music, as in K-pop, but they listened to everything that was on the charts. Whereas I’d get obsessed with one group or one band, and when you love music like that you want to hear all the B-sides from that artist and know their whole story. I wanted to hear everything the group had recorded, not just one song.

So I’d listen to a cassette tape again and again. I would look at the lyrics on the cassette and memorise every song. Then I would perform the songs in front of our families. And my friends and I had a private tutor for English at one point and I would make them all sit through my performances.

So JuJu Club was my first musical obsession. Then there was another K-pop performer, one girl called Bo-ah Kwon, known professionally as BoA, who I got really, really obsessed with when I came to Australia. Her songs were the ones that I used to practise and sing.

I wasn’t aware of too many K-pop artists while we still lived in Korea. I was a bit too young for any of that – I was still watching Sailor Moon and other cartoons. But I knew there were the cool kind of teenager TV programs where the hippest bands would come on and perform in their nineties attire.

Apart from my forays into playing the recorder I was always tinkling on the piano as a kid; there are videos of me playing. I started lessons when I was five. At that time, where we lived, it was trendy to give kids piano lessons, violin lessons, things like that. So I was the same as everybody else, basically. All my friends played piano too. Everyone played the same music, like Beethoven and Mozart. There was a set repertoire and we all played it, which, looking back, seems very strange. Korea was so densely populated, there were so many kids, and we all went through the same regimen. The learning pathway was very rigid, possibly because it had to be when there were so many children to accommodate.

I remember taking part in a mass competition – hundreds of kids played in it. I was given a silver award, which is not as much of an achievement as it may sound. Hundreds of kids got the gold and hundreds of kids got the silver. I was just one of many!

When I was in Year Three I auditioned for the school recital and somehow I was selected to be the one pianist to do the performance in my year level. I don’t know what the teacher saw in me because everyone else played superbly.

My family were so thrilled that I would be doing a recital, although I remember being so shy and feeling so awkward on stage. I had my head tilted the whole time and when I bowed, I bowed with an ear on my shoulder and everybody laughed.

You could think of learning piano as a kid job, I guess. I didn’t hate it, but then I didn’t love it either. It was just alright. But I didn’t like Mum telling me to practise every day. I do remember even as a young child having that feeling of dread: Oh, I have to practise. Because doing something every day is hard when you’re that age. And I certainly couldn’t do that anymore now I’m a grown-up with choices.

I remember thinking, I wish I could have a break today – just today. My mum wasn’t super scary and strict like some mums … but she was firm. She’d say, ‘Dami, you should practise. You haven’t done your practice.’ Sometimes I’d do a short twenty-minute session. At other times I’d go longer than an hour. But having to do something every day – that took a lot of self-control. I have to admit that it definitely helped me for life – it taught me discipline and the importance of repetition in learning something new.

Given that all the children I grew up with in Korea were learning instruments, perhaps it’s no surprise a whole genre of pop music, K-pop, emerged from Korea. So many of us were trained to be musicians from a young age – and singers too.

Most Koreans can sing in tune, and you can’t say that about too many other cultures. That was one of the things that shocked me when I first came to Australia. At school assembly we sang the Australian national anthem and most of the kids were tone deaf! I had never experienced that in my life. I thought, What is happening? They can’t sing in tune! It was a huge eye-opener for me.

I think the exposure to music and singing makes a big difference in Korea. From a young age Koreans love to sing and are exposed to a lot of singing. I didn’t realise at the time but it’s simply part of our culture.

Speaking of piano again: even though I didn’t like the lessons and the practice, there was something about learning an instrument that I must have enjoyed because I also wanted to learn the violin. I begged Mum to let me learn violin and play at school and get lessons.

I remember that was after Mum and I had a little fight about me not wanting to practise piano, and I cried. The next day she said, ‘Your school’s offering these violin group lessons. Do you want to do it?’ Which was her gesture of reconciliation with me. I think it was her way of saying, ‘Okay, you can do violin if you’re so sick of the piano.’ And then I had to do both …

There was definitely a lot of interest for me in learning a new instrument and I eventually picked up the flute too. No-one told me to do it. I just wanted to learn it and practise and practise.

I kept playing violin throughout high school, which was in Australia, and I kept up the flute and played it at different stages. I played in the school orchestra. Even at university I was majoring in piano but I joined the university orchestra to play violin.

Violin was always an instrument I played for fun whereas piano became a job, essentially. Piano involves a lot of exercises and scales, it’s not only playing a lovely piece. And, of course, you can’t get good at something by just enjoying it. Enjoyment comes later when you become good at it.

In hindsight I’m grateful that my parents made me learn the piano and that my mum stuck around to make sure I practised. Even when I was grumpy and didn’t want to put my heart into it I always sat down and did it and ticked it off. That sense of duty, I suppose it was, that kept me there would pay off when I was older and pursuing music as a career.
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