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A Note to Readers on Style

THE ESSAYS IN THIS book have all been crafted from televised C-SPAN interviews. They were selected from more than 1,360 interviews conducted over the twenty-five year history of our two Sunday night interview series, Booknotes (1989–2004), followed by Q & A (2004–present).

As in the style of previous C-SPAN books, the transcripts of the interviews have been excerpted and the interview questions were omitted to achieve an essay style. Essays were minimally edited in order to preserve the individual voices of our interviewees. We took care to remain faithful to each person’s original meaning. Brackets and ellipses were used to indicate where words were, respectively, added or deleted within paragraphs. An extra space between paragraphs of an essay signals that we have pieced together non-sequential portions of the interview for clarity of thought.

All of the essays in Sundays at Eight are presented in traditional C-SPAN style—without commentary, allowing readers to form their own opinions about the people and issues we have selected for inclusion.

While the interviews presented here have been shortened and edited into essay format, in keeping with C-SPAN’s public affairs mission and commitment to providing the entirety of what we produce, complete transcripts and videos of the original hour-long interviews are available online at www.c-span.org/SundaysatEight.


Introduction

WHAT MAKES FOR A good interview? It’s a question I’ve pondered throughout my journalism career and earlier—ever since I was a teenager hanging out in my Lafayette, Indiana, bedroom listening to talk programs on Chicago radio stations. Many of the lessons learned over the years are demonstrated in this, our latest interview book, Sundays at Eight, which gathers forty-one selections from the last twenty-five years, from Booknotes and Q & A, our two sequential C-SPAN Sunday night series, airing at 8pm ET/PT.

The most essential ingredient of a good interview is, not surprisingly, a guest with an interesting story to tell, who can tell it well. Over twenty-five years, the various producers of our Sunday night interview programs have booked more than 1,360 interviews. Our producers are always on the lookout for people whose expertise complements our network’s public affairs programming: nonfiction authors, documentary producers, historians, public figures, or journalists. And, whether the stories they tell are contemporary or historical, they should be able to compel viewers with their humanity or insight into events. Once a guest is booked, however, it’s really up to the interviewer to get these stories told in an interesting and engaging way. For me, that translates into good preparation that’s followed by asking concise and open questions, and listening carefully to rarely interrupted answers. The hour-long interviews that result then air exactly as recorded. In today’s media world, our long-form, unedited production style is a polar opposite of Twitter’s 140-character universe.

This “focus on the guest” philosophy is why you’ll find this collection of interviews different from the standard TV interviewer’s book of verbatim transcripts. To emphasize our guests’ stories, Sundays at Eight has transformed forty-one interviews into essay-style chapters with all of my interview questions omitted. We’ve used a light touch with our editing, hoping to capture each featured guest’s unique perspective in their own voice. (For a guide to the editing cues we’ve incorporated into the text, be sure to read our “Notes on Style” in the front section of this book.)

Sundays at Eight is our eighth published collection of interviews. Peter Osnos, PublicAffairs’ founder and emeritus publisher, suggested this latest collection when he learned that the spring of 2014 marks the twenty-fifth anniversary of C-SPAN’s Sunday interview series. This book features never-before published interviews from both series assembled into broad themes reflecting the times in which we live: Money and Politics, American History, Media and Society, and Post-9/11 America.

The book’s initial section is titled simply, “Stories,” and has become a favorite of our book team. Be sure to read the tale of Ishmael Beah, a conscripted boy soldier in Sierre Leone’s civil wars, ultimately rescued by international relief groups and adopted by a caring American woman. There’s Alfredo Quiñones-Hinojosa, known more familiarly as “Dr. Q.” His is a quintessential American tale. Today, he’s a world-famous brain surgeon at Baltimore’s Johns Hopkins Hospital, but in an amazing “up from the bootstraps” story, he came to this country as a young immigrant from Mexico with little education, crossing the California border illegally. April Witt is a former Washington Post reporter who recounts a tale of the American Dream gone bad: West Virginian Jack Whittaker, a big-time lottery winner who learned through family tragedy that money is no key to happiness. And then there is the riveting story of Shin Donghyuk, born inside a North Korean labor camp. Journalist Blaine Harden, whose work has taken him all over the world, is a great storyteller who has you on the edge of your seat as he tells of Shin’s perilous escape. Shin, who had no knowledge of the world outside the camp as he left its confines, remains the only person known to escape its horrors.

“American History” is a collection of nationally recognized historians who help provide context to the public affairs content served up daily on the C-SPAN networks. Don Ritchie and Richard Baker are two fine public servants who have devoted their professional lives to curating the history of the United States Senate. Their chapters provide insiders’ expertise on the history of the Senate, capturing its essence. David McCullough, a great friend of this network and the dean of popular historians for his many book and television projects, recounts some of the stories told in his recent book, A Greater Journey. In his chapter, historian Richard Norton Smith, a longtime friend and a consultant for C-SPAN’s history series, shares some of his encyclopedic and entertaining knowledge of presidential history. Isabel Wilkerson’s chapter is based on her Pulitzer Prize–winning book, The Warmth of Other Suns, which tells the story of the twentieth century phenomenon of the great northern migration of American blacks through the lives of four such migrants.

It’s often said that “money makes the world go ’round,” but perhaps nowhere is that more evidenced than in Washington’s political culture. Our “Money and Politics” section aims to capture this. Bob Ney is a onetime powerful House committee chairman whose chapter documents his downfall, vividly describing his time spent in a federal prison for corruption connected to the Jack Abramoff lobbying scandal. Peter Wallison’s chapter on the housing giants Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac might make your blood boil. His is one of several chapters related directly to the 2008 financial crisis. My goal with the interviews we did in its aftermath was to help teach the public something about the system and its dysfunction. What has developed in the banking system and financial markets over the last couple of decades is so complicated, with short-selling of stocks and instruments like subprime mortgages, credit default swaps, and derivatives, that the journalism of financial reporters like Michael Lewis and Gretchen Morgenson, featured in this section, provides an important service to the public in understanding what went wrong and why.

Just as Vietnam shaped the sixties and seventies, September 11th and its aftermath has shaped this generation. In the section entitled “Post 9-11 America,” we hear how Special Master Kenneth Feinberg approached the impossible task of assigning monetary value to 9-11’s lost or injured lives. Richard Miniter reports on the background of Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, the convicted 9-11 mastermind now incarcerated in Guantanamo. He explains that KSM had personal knowledge of the society he attacked—he went to college in North Carolina. Michael Weisskopf, a Washington-based journalist well known to C-SPAN, went to Iraq to cover the military effort for TIME, and ended up joining the ranks of the wounded himself after losing his hand to a grenade. David Wood won a Pulitzer for his moving ten-part series on the enormous challenges for patients and their families and for the health care system following the traumatic injuries sustained by our fighting forces in the two post-9-11 wars.

Finally, a section called “Media and Society” acquaints you with some of journalism’s old guard and its vanguard, to longtime colleagues in the Washington political journalism community, and to people whose technology innovations changed the way we communicate. Robert Kahn has had an enormous impact on the world as the lesser known co-creator of the Internet, along with the more frequently cited Vint Cerf. Mr. Kahn details the background of the Internet’s creation, and the public-private partnership that allowed it to take root. Ken Auletta reports on one of the transformational companies made possible by the Internet—Google. Onetime CBS newsman Roger Mudd’s reflections on what he calls the “glory days of television news,” provide a meaningful contrast to internet video journalist Michelle Fields, whose professional aims included “going viral” with one of the opinion videos she produced for the online publication “Daily Caller.”

“Media” has one entry that’s particularly poignant, a chapter with Christopher Hitchens, journalist, intellectual, and social critic. He gave us his final television interview in 2011, just before succumbing to esophageal cancer. Christopher was truly his own, unique character. Intentionally provocative, he forced people to think about what they truly believed. We were not personal friends, but he was a great friend of C-SPAN’s, giving freely of his time and intellect—twenty-five interviews over the years, beginning in 1988 when he was a self-described ex-pat British socialist writing commentary for The Nation. An atheist, Christopher’s coming-to-terms with his impending death makes this chapter a compelling read.

These twenty-five years of Sunday interviews begin in April 1989 with the initial installment of Booknotes. Intended as an antidote to the three-minute author interviews generally offered up on network television, Booknotes’ mission was to pay respect to the years of research, scholarship, and writing that generally goes into the production of a nonfiction book with a full hour of television. We broke most of commercial television’s conventions—there was no editing of the finished product; it aired as it was produced, on a simple set, with only a black curtain for a background; we took no production breaks for summers or holiday seasons, producing fifty-two programs a year, and had rules such as “no return bookings for our guests.” For the next fifteen years, we booked 801 authors, each focusing on one nonfiction book for an hour. Eventually, the demand of continuous reading for the series took its toll. What had been a joy was becoming a challenge, with stacks of unread books waiting at every turn. Calculating the 2.5 years of my life spent reading books for the series made it clear that it was time to transform it into something more manageable. It was then, in 2005, that Booknotes gave up its 8pm Sunday time slot to a successor program called simply, Q & A. Still an hour; still unedited; and frequently featuring nonfiction authors, Q & A permitted us to explore other media such as documentary films and online journalism; to visit historic sites; and sometimes to book people who simply had a good story to tell. By March 2014, Q & A will have logged programs and counting; hopefully, each week we continue to introduce our viewers to interesting people with something useful to say.

Reflecting back on a quarter-century of interviews, we can only be appreciative of the more than 1,360 guests who have given us the benefit of their expertise, the generations of producers and technical staff who have assisted in creating this intellectual feast, and the numerous editors at C-SPAN and PublicAffairs who have helped create collections of books based on these series.

So, what makes for a good interview? Sitting down with genuine experts, people who help us to fill in some of the gaps in our understanding of our society, is an incredible opportunity. But another essential ingredient is the interviewer’s curiosity, that itch to understand how things work and why things happen. And that, my friends, is exactly what we have tried to bring to the interview table over this past quarter-century. Thank you for giving us this opportunity with your continuing interest in C-SPAN’s efforts.

Brian Lamb

Washington, DC

November 2013


Stories


Escape From North Korea

BLAINE HARDEN

Shin Dong-hyuk was born in a North Korean prison camp and knew of no other life outside the camp. Tortured and forced to witness the executions of his brother and mother, Shin made a remarkable and perilous escape at age twenty-three—the only person ever known to have escaped to the West. Journalist Blaine Harden, who spent twenty-eight years covering foreign policy for the Washington Post, tells Shin’s story and details the horror of North Korea’s prison camps during his April 29, 2012 interview with Q & A and recounted in his book, Escape From Camp 14: One Man’s Remarkable Odyssey from North Korea to Freedom in the West.

NOBODY HAS SEEN A camp other than North Korean guards and officials, and people who go to them almost never come out. There are now five or six of these camps and they contain between 150,000 and 200,000 prisoners. With the exception of one camp, they are no-exit places where one goes if you are believed or imagined by the North Korean government of having done something wrong, of having been a wrongdoer or a wrong-thinker. You go there without trial. Usually, you’re taken away at night and you stay there for the rest of your life. Very often, you go with your kids and with your parents…. Half of the people now in the camps are believed to be just the relatives of wrongdoers or wrong-thinkers.

Collective guilt is very much a part of this system. The reason the camps exist and have existed for more than forty years is because they’re an instrument of terror of the Kim family dynasty. What they do is they put away those who might cause trouble and they terrorize the twenty-three to twenty-four million people in the country to not even think about causing trouble. To that end, they’ve been pretty darn successful. North Korea has been the longest-lasting totalitarian state in world history.

[SHIN DONG-HYUK] IS A survivor of Camp 14. He was born in the camp and he escaped in 2005. As far as we know he is the only individual born in those camps to get out and tell what it’s like to grow up in the camp. His crime was to be born and his parents were there for reasons that are almost as flimsy. His father was in the camp because his father’s brothers after the Korean War had fled to South Korea. After the authorities heard about that, his father and his father’s many brothers and parents were all rounded up and taken to Camp 14. That’s where Shin was born. He doesn’t know why his mother was there. She never told him and he never asked. They didn’t have the kind of relationship where they would talk.

His parents conceived him because they were chosen by the guards for something called a “reward marriage,” and Shin was bred like a farm animal in the camp and raised by his mother. Physically, his mother gave birth to him, but he was raised with the values and the rules of the guards and was not close to his mother at all. He had to memorize ten rules of the camp, most of which end by saying, “If you don’t do this you will be shot immediately.” The first rule of the camp, the most important rule, is, if you try to escape, you will be shot immediately, and a corollary to that rule is, if you hear about an escape and don’t report it, you will be shot immediately. These were basically his ten commandments, his ethical guideposts as a little guy growing up in that camp.

[PRISONERS] WERE SHOT OFTEN. One of the only forms of entertainment in the camp, where people actually get together to watch something, was an execution. So the rules were taken very seriously, particularly by the kids who saw the results of disobedience very clearly.

[THE FIRST EXECUTION THAT Shin saw] was the one that begins the book when he was four years old. I’ve said, “What’s your first memory?” He said, “I remember going with a crowd of people with my mom and being very excited,” because it was the first time he’d ever been around a crowd of people. The rule of the camp is that you don’t spend time with a lot of people. So that’s what I think triggers his memory, that he’d never been in a crowd of people. He’d never heard this sort of hubbub of people whispering and being close together in a big crowd of many thousands of prisoners.

[Putting rocks in prisoners’ mouths when they’re shot] is a very common practice. I’ve talked to three others who saw this happen. They do it so that people don’t denounce the guards or particularly the leadership of the country. They can’t say anything. Sometimes they put a hood on them, sometimes they don’t.

The real heart of this book and the psychological trauma of the rest of his life comes out of the escape plan of his mother and brother. What happened is when Shin was thirteen, he was living in a boarding school. All kids leave their parents and go to live with other kids in a boarding school in the camp, and this was only a couple of blocks, actually, from where his mom was staying. Shin had been in the boarding school for a while, and on a Friday night, his teacher, a guard, a guy who wore a gun, told him, “You go home and stay with your mom tonight. You can do that.”

Shin didn’t particularly want to because he didn’t particularly like his mom, but he did it because he was told to. So he went home, and when he went home that night his brother was also at the house. This was very unusual because his brother also lived away from home; [he] lived in a concrete factory, which was about a mile and a half inside—the camp was big. His brother was eight years older. Shin hardly knew his brother; he knew who he was but he had no relationship with him. They had supper—the only meal he had ever eaten in his life, which was salt, corn, and cabbage. That’s all. That was breakfast, lunch, and dinner. They put salt and corn in cabbage soup. It’s a kind of gruel and that’s the primary thing other than small animals that they could catch in the camps like mice and rats, but this meal was that classic meal.

He had the meal and he went to sleep. The house that he lived in had a central kitchen and one bedroom. The central kitchen was for three other units besides the room where his mother slept. So he went into this bedroom, fell asleep, and then he was awakened by the conversation of his mother and brother at about midnight. He heard them talking, and he crawled out and looked. He also saw his mother cooking rice for his brother. Rice is something that hardly exists at all in the camp, but it’s grown there so sometimes farm workers can steal it. His mom worked in the farm at the camp so she must have stolen some over time. She had never made rice for him. He was thirteen years old and he was really jealous about that. That piqued his interest and then he heard them talking. Shin understood that his brother was in some kind of trouble in the camp.

He had apparently violated the rule and had left the concrete factory without permission and had gone to see his mother. Guards would soon come for him, take him away, and punish him. Probably not execute him but beat him up, which is the common way of punishing people.

Shin listened even more and then he heard his brother mention the word “escape” and Shin’s heart started to pound. He became very, very, very upset and very afraid because of these rules: “If you don’t report an escape then you’ll be executed.” Then he heard his mother countenancing that conversation about escape. Shin listened for a while, and it was clear that they were talking about trying to escape the camp. The rice she was cooking was food for flight for him to take and to eat after he got out of the camp.

Shin got up, told his mom he had to go to the bathroom, went out and found a guard and reported them. First, he went to a classmate and said, “What should I do?” and that classmate said, “We should report them.”

So they went together, and when he reported this escape he was thinking, “How can I turn this to my advantage?” So he asked the guard if he could have more food as a result of his snitching and if he could also be made class leader, a position that would allow him to do less work, take fewer beatings, and maybe have more food as well.

The guard said sure, no problem, and called his superiors. He told Shin to go to bed. Shin went to bed in the school where he lived. The next morning he was awakened and told that there were guards waiting for him. They put a blindfold on him outside the school, put him in a Jeep, and drove him off to this underground prison inside the camp, which, before that, he did not know existed.

He was taken inside and then he was interrogated. He went in thinking they would see him as a good snitch, so when they started asking him questions about his involvement in the escape, he was frightened and confused, and he did not answer in any coherent way for his first two rounds of interrogation….

HE DIDN’T HAVE GOOD answers; he was very afraid and very confused. At one point in that underground prison, he was taken into a room that looked like a machine shop; he was stripped and with his clothes off, hung upside down from his ankles and his wrists in a kind of U, with his back hanging down. A cart was brought in with a coal fire, bellows were put on the flames, and the flames came up; the cart was rolled underneath his body and he was burned as they asked him questions. He passed out. [His injuries are] still visible. He has terrible burn marks on his lower back and buttocks, [representative] of a most severe burn that you would get from being held over a fire….

IN THE THIRD INTERROGATION, he was too weak to get up because he had been burned so badly. He was lying on the floor in his cell [and] he told them, “I did a good job. I turned in my mother. You can check this out with my classmate that I told.” They did check it out and Shin was allowed to recover in that underground prison. Then he was taken out after seven months. He was taken back to the same officers who had originally interrogated him. He came out and saw that his father was in the camp. His father had also been tortured and looked horrible when he saw him. His father’s leg was all akimbo. It had been broken in the torture, and his father could hardly move, hardly walk. Then they were both taken together in that Jeep with blindfolds on, to the execution grounds.

…Shin had his blindfold taken off and he thought, “Oh, they’re going to kill me now.” He was terrified that he was about to be shot. But they took his father, helped his father up to the front of the row, and they helped Shin up to the front of the row, and then they dragged out his mom and his brother. What’s really interesting about this is that when his mom came out she was put on a makeshift gallows right in front of them. She was not blindfolded, a hood was not put over her face, and she tried to catch Shin’s eye.

He hated her for the horrors he had just gone through in this underground prison and for her reckless talk of escape. He refused to catch her eye. She was hanged in front of him. Then his brother was shot in the head three times by the guards. Then Shin went back into the camp population at fourteen years of age.

His father lost his good job as a lathe operator. He began work as a common laborer, limping around the camp. Shin had a very strange relationship with him after this execution. His father tried to say, “I’m sorry that we were so selfish as to have children in this camp. I’m sorry you had to live through this. I hope somehow you can get out of here.” Shin just said, “No, I don’t care what you say.” And he rarely saw him.

Shin escaped a decade later when he was twenty-three, in 2005. The escape is really a very important part of the book. One thing I want to say about the experience of the execution is that Shin was raised in such a way that he didn’t really love his mother. He did not have feelings of affection or trust towards his father or his brother.

I asked him about those things: “How could you hate your mother? How could you not look her in the eye when she died?” And he said, “These people were competitors with me for food. They did nothing for me that was useful,” as he saw it.

He had never heard of God. This is a concept that he heard about when he got to South Korea. Learning how to trust other people and learning to feel guilty for what he did with his mother is something that he has had to do since he has gotten to South Korea and the United States.

He’s seen other families. He’s seen other mothers and sons together. He has begun to feel terribly guilty about the kind of boy he was and what he did. But back then he wasn’t guilty.

[IT’S NEVER HAPPENED BEFORE that somebody born in the camp escaped the camp.]…This camp existed, according to some South Korean authorities, since 1958. Nobody is known to have escaped it until Shin in 2005. So, it’s really damn hard to get out of there.

He did it because he met someone who inspired him to think of the outside world. This was sort of Shin’s birth as a human being. He was in the camp working in the sewing machine factory when he was assigned to work with an older guy who I think was in his early forties. His name was Park. Park had lived in Pyongyang. He had traveled and been educated in the former Soviet Union. He was a worldly and nice guy. Shin’s job was to snitch on him because Shin had proved himself as a snitch over the years. He had done it with his parents and with many other people.

Shin started talking to Park about the world and Park said, “I grew up in Pyongyang,” and Shin was interested in hearing these stories. Then Park started talking about something that Shin was really interested in, which was food. Park liked to eat and he talked about the joys and wonders of grilled meat in China. You could get grilled chicken, grilled beef, grilled pork, and you could eat until you were full, and you didn’t even have to be rich or important. “That’s the way people live outside this fence.” That was a revelation that Shin could not get out of his imagination. He dreamed about it; he fantasized about eating well. Park told him many other things that were news to him: that the world is round, that China existed, that South Korea existed, that the United States existed, that the leaders in North Korea were a bunch of thieves and thugs. But none of that was very interesting to Shin, because he had no context for understanding that. His context was that he’d been hungry his whole life and he learned that if he could just get out of this cage, he could eat.

Camp 14 is about 300 miles [from the Chinese border], and it’s about 50 miles just north of Pyongyang in the mountains of central North Korea. It was surrounded by a barbed wire fence of between 8 and 10 barbed wire lines, electrified. This was not a kind of fence where a cow touches it and jumps; this is the kind of fence that [if] you touch, it will grab you and it will kill you.

Shin heard about grilled meat in China; he got very excited and he said to Park, “Let’s try to escape.” Park was OK with that idea. He said they would try. He had met Park just two months before he decided to escape, so this is all very sudden…. They were really lucky in their escape planning, because they were assigned on the first of the year to go up to a side of the camp to gather firewood that was close to the fence. It wasn’t near the guard towers, where guards looked down on the prisoners with weapons, where they would have shot people running for the fence.

They waited until late afternoon on January 2, 2005, until dusk, the glomming light, and they ran towards the fence. In fact, when Shin decided to go, he said, “Let’s go” to Park, and Park said, “I’m not so sure.”

Shin actually grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the fence, and then Park started to run. As they ran, Shin slipped and fell on an icy part of the snow, because it was cold, the middle of the winter. Park got to the fence first, shoved his torso between the first and second strands of wire, and was electrocuted and fell dead on the fence. [His body] pulled that bottom strand down. Without a moment’s hesitation, Shin crawled over his body and had gotten most of the way across that fence when his legs slipped off on both sides.

He got these terrible burns from the voltage. I talked to an expert on electrocution at the University of Washington who knows the people who deal with all the power lines around the hydro dams in the Pacific Northwest. This scenario, which struck me as pretty weird and pretty odd and not very believable, he said, is completely believable; that this would happen and this would be the only way: Shin needed that insulator of a human body grounding the voltage so that he could get through that fence without taking a lethal charge. So, yes, he was lucky to get through the fence. But it’s not like winning the lottery. It’s something that is conceivable to do, according to experts, and he got through the fence.

The plan was for Shin to be the “Mr. Inside.” In fact, he was the one who helped them get to the fence in a way where they wouldn’t get shot as they approached it. But once they got through the fence, Mr. Park, who had been outside the fence and who grew up out there in the world, was supposed to be “Mr. Outside.” He was supposed to take them to China, he had an uncle there, and then arrange for their shipment to South Korea. But Park was dead.

It took Shin a month to get across North Korea, a month of walking and riding in trucks. He hopped a train. One of the things that’s really interesting about his journey across North Korea, [which is] a totalitarian police state, is this is a kid who didn’t know which way was north and it really is an incredibly lucky trip that he made. But Shin had a couple of things to his advantage. He was very smart. He had this cunning sense of self-survival. That’s why he had managed to survive in the camp. He also was smart enough to keep his mouth shut. He didn’t tell anybody that he was from a camp. A few hours after he got through that fence, he came to an old barn that nobody was around and found some military clothes that he put on. This was in North Korea just outside the camp.

North Korea is the most militarized society on earth with a million-man army. It’s actually 1.2 or 1.3 million people, so there are military uniforms in virtually every barn that you would find. So he found a military uniform, a change of clothes so he was no longer dressed like a camp inmate in distinctive clothes. He then walked into a town and he looked very much like a lot of young North Koreans. He was skinny, he was filthy, he was wearing an old military uniform, and he didn’t have much to do. There were a lot of unemployed people who drifted around North Korea in the wake of the great famine there in the 1990s when almost a million people died.

North Korea at the lowest level is a very disorganized place where the food distribution system is very informal. It depends on smugglers from China, it depends on farmers selling food from cooperative farms when they’re not supposed to. The North Korean government has no choice but to put up with this sort of messy informal market system because it’s the only way that people can eat.

There are estimates that 80 to 90 percent of the calories in the stomach of any North Korean come from this system now. Shin fell into this system. He didn’t know it existed, but he was lucky. Within a few days he had broken into a house, stolen some more clothes, warmer clothes, and stolen a big bag of rice. It was a 10-pound bag of rice, which he put in a backpack that he also stole. He walked past a market and a market lady said, “What have you got in the bag, boy?” He said, “I’ve got some rice.” And she said, “Well, I’ll give you money for it.” So he was given some won, and this was his first transaction with money. Park had told him only a few weeks before that money existed. He sold the rice, got the money, bought some crackers and nuts and a few other snacks, and went walking out of the town and saw some other traders who were basically moving north towards China to do more trading. He fell in with them and that was his route out to China.

SHIN IS TWENTY-NINE NOW. What I hope is that he will use the money from this book to get a bit more education and to learn English and to pursue his dream as a human rights advocate on North Korea and other issues. He has not done exactly as everyone hoped, in terms of education, language, training, psychotherapy; he’s his own individual person, but he is now doing Webcasting in South Korea and he’s very excited about it.

He’s in a much better place now than he was when I first met him in 2008. He’s thrilled that this book is selling in the United States and that people are learning about the camps. That was the goal; that was the reason he went through the misery of talking to me.

HE LIED TO ME about his role in betraying his mother. When he got to South Korea, he did not say that he betrayed his mother. He simply said that they were executed and he saw it. The reason he didn’t [tell the truth] was because when he got to South Korea, he thought if he told that story, the South Korean government might arrest him and certainly other people would think of him as not human. So he decided that he would expurgate his story a little bit. Finally, about a year into our interviews, he decided that he would tell me the truth. He said the reason he did it is because he was surrounded by people who were telling him the truth and who cared about him, and he felt an obligation to tell the truth.

He has become less wary, less suspicious, and a little bit more at peace with himself because he has told the truth about the betrayal of his mother. Yesterday, we were talking about a human rights convention and he talked about selling out his mother and why he did it and what he hopes will come of the truth that he told. He wants people to know that this is the kind of human being that they’re trying to raise in these camps. There is the human rights abuse of starving people, shooting people, but there is also that of raising children to be little monsters.

He got mad at me sometimes because he didn’t want to talk about all this stuff. Journalists just want to keep drilling. I say in the book that it was like being a dentist and not using anesthetics. It was painful and miserable for him, and sometimes he would just say no and leave.

THE REASON PEOPLE WILL be interested in this book is because it’s a great story. It’s an adventure story, and it’s also a psychological story, because it’s about how a person goes from having no human emotions to figuring out that they have got a good idea, and then developing it.

The normal trajectory of escape stories or of concentration camp stories is you have someone who comes from a sophisticated, civilized family, they’re taken to the camp, all their other relatives are killed, they have to behave in an inhuman way to survive. Then they come out and they tell their story about a descent into hell, and then survival. Shin’s story is completely different because he was born in hell and thought it was home and thought the values that he learned there were what it was to be a human being.

He has now discovered that the world and what it means to be a human being are completely different.


Profiling Extremists

JON RONSON

Welsh journalist and documentary filmmaker Jon Ronson appeared on Booknotes in March, 2002 to tell the story of the year he spent with extremists, chronicled in his book, Them: Adventures with Extremists (Simon and Schuster, 2002). His premise for the book was that if he could study “them”—the extremists, he could discern common characteristics among the disparate organizations, whether the Ku Klux Klan, Islamic fundamentalists, or neo-Nazis. In our interview, he recalls his experience of sneaking into Northern California’s Bohemian Grove, where global leaders gather and participate in torchlight ceremonies. He also explains the Ruby Ridge, Idaho story, where a deadly confrontation occurred between federal agencies and Randy Weaver.

I SPENT A YEAR with an Islamic fundamentalist leader in London called Omar Bakri Muhammed, and it was just going to be for a newspaper article, actually. He was so unlike one’s mental picture of a Muslim extremist. He was buffoonish and silly and burlesque. I thought, “That’s so interesting. He’s not the one-dimensional demon we’re led to believe.” I wondered if other extremists would be like that, so then I spent a lot of time with a Klan leader who was giving his Klan an image makeover. He figured that the Klan had a bad image, so he wanted to ban the “N” word and ban the robes and the hoods and the cross burnings, and replace those things with personality seminars, teaching their Klansmen to work out whether they’re melancholics or sanguines, and so on. So again, he was very unlike my mental picture of a Ku Klux Klan leader. He was nebbishy. He reminded me of Woody Allen, and I thought there was an irony there. So then I figured, maybe there’s a whole book in these unexpected portraits of extremist leaders. I thought it would be funny and there would be an interesting narrative. Maybe it would be an interesting way of trying to see our world through their eyes because all the extremists in the book are people who are living among us. They’re trying to overthrow our way of life from within. Maybe the “them” could be us, as well as them.

I went all around the world. About 50 percent of the book is set in the States. There are a couple of British chapters…. There was Thom Robb, the Klan leader in [Harrison, Arkansas, in the foothills of the Arkansas Ozarks], who was giving his Klan a positive spin. Then there was the Weaver family. I spent a lot of time with Randy Weaver and one of his daughters, Rachel, and I re-tell the Ruby Ridge story in what I believe is a more accurate way. It benefited everybody to spin the story as white supremacists getting what they deserved, [as if] the government made a mistake, but they were white supremacists so it was basically OK. I’ve retold that story in a more humanist way.

Bohemian Grove, as all the conspiracy theorists said, is this shadowy cabal, but once a year they go to a clearing in a forest [halfway between Occidental and Monteria, which is just above Napa Valley] in northern California. They undertake an owl-burning ceremony, where men like Henry Kissinger attend this robed torchlight procession, which culminates in a human effigy being thrown into the fiery belly of a giant owl. I figured, “That can’t be true. I’m going to have to somehow infiltrate Bohemian Grove and find out if this is true.”

It was an ill-thought-out plan. I was going to shimmy up a mountain and find the camp amongst the redwoods. Then I was told if I did that, I’d get myself killed, and not, I should add, by the Bohemians but by the terrain. Someone told me that the way to infiltrate Bohemian Grove is to pretend to be a Grover, to go to Eddie Bauer and get some chinos and some cashmere sweaters and just walk up the drive, giving the security guard an “I rule the world” kind of wave, which is what I did. Sure enough, I infiltrated the camp and witnessed this owl-burning ceremony.

DAVID ICKE WAS A BBC sports personality and a household name in Britain. He announced in 1991 that he was the son of God on the Terry Wogan chat show on the BBC. In Britain, this was a big splash. It’s like Geraldo suddenly announcing he’s the Son of God. It would become a big deal.

David Icke said, “Not only am I the son of God, but the world is about to be destroyed by cataclysmic earthquakes and tidal waves and floods.” What I thought was interesting back in the nineties is that we were amazed and laughing, but a little bit of us thought, “Maybe he is the son of God. Maybe he’s right….” The audience was laughing nervously, and the nation looked to Terry Wogan, the presenter, for guidance because part of us thought, “Maybe this guy is a soothsayer.” Terry Wogan said, “They’re laughing at you. They’re not laughing with you,” and there was a huge sigh of relief from the nation. It was OK to laugh at this guy.

He vanished and then returned a couple of years later with his new theory, which is that the Bilderberg Group exists, and they’re also genetically descended from twelve-foot lizards. So is George Bush. So is Henry Kissinger. So are Kris Kristofferson and Boxcar Willie. I didn’t quite understand where they fit into it. David Icke does people’s genealogies to work out whether or not they’re genetically descended from these malevolent lizards. What confuses me is how he actually even decided to do Boxcar Willie’s genealogy. I asked him once if he’d done Dennis Healy’s genealogy, who is the founding member of the Bilderberg Group, and he said no. I said, “So you haven’t done his genealogy, but you’ve done Kris Kristofferson’s genealogy?”

A lot of people agreed with the lizard theory. Some David Icke supporters said, “I don’t necessarily agree with the lizards, but I respect his right to believe in lizards.” Then you had a large anti-racist coalition form all over the world—in America, in Canada, in England--who were convinced that when David Icke said giant lizards ruled the world, he was using code, and what he actually meant was that Jews ruled the world. David Icke said, “No, I really do mean lizards.” They said, “Oh, no, no, no. When you say you really mean lizards, what you actually mean is Jews.” This was a very funny, burlesque way of examining the burgeoning cold war of paranoia. The crazier the extremists get, perhaps the crazier the response is towards them.

I WAS OUTED AS a Jew at a jihad training camp in south London. It wasn’t the best place in the world to be outed as a Jew. I was outed by Omar Bakri, bin Laden’s man in Great Britain, as he used to call himself until September the 11th. Then, on September 12th, he phoned me up and said, “Why is everybody calling me bin Laden’s man in Great Britain?” I spent a year with Omar, and it culminated in him inviting me to his jihad training camp. This was in about 1997, and it turned out to be in a place called Crawley, which is a very incongruous location for a jihad training camp. It’s near Gatwick Airport. We were driven there and it turned out to be a scout hut in a forestry center, with maybe forty or fifty young jihad trainees beating punching bags. No guns, but still not the most comfortable place to be. Omar suddenly hushed the crowd and said, “Look at me with an infidel. Look at me with Jon, who is a Jew,” and the whole room went, “Oh!” I’d never told him. I’d hidden that from him. He said he knew all along. He could see it in my eyes. I don’t know when he discovered I was a Jew, but it wasn’t the best place to reveal it.

I STARTED LOOKING MORE into these secret cabals like the Bilderberg Group. “Secret cabal” is a very pejorative term for what they actually are, which is a private, secret think tank. Men like Kissinger and Rockefeller do get together once a year at these hotels and talk without the media glare. They say, “Oh, the politicians who come to Bilderberg would just grandstand if the media was there,” and the conspiracy theorists say, “The reason why they’re there is because they’re ruling the world from there.”

The Bilderberg name is from the first hotel where they met, in 1954, the Bilderberg Hotel in the Netherlands. [The Bilderberg meeting I tried to get into was at the Caesar Park Hotel and Golf Resort in central Portugal.] About 120 people go [to the Bilderberg Group meeting] once a year at the end of May or beginning of June. David Rockefeller is one of the founding members. He certainly goes every year. [Henry Kissinger goes every year.] Bill Clinton’s been. What tends to happen is that they go before they become president or prime minister. Of course, the conspiracy theorists will say, “That’s because they go there, and that’s where it’s decided that they will become president or prime minister.” It’s three days with golf on the Saturday morning.

THE BILDERBERGERS STARTED CHASING me through Portugal, so I telephoned the British embassy to tell them that this was happening. I got really frightened. I was suddenly being followed by men in dark glasses who obviously presumed I was a crazy extremist, rather than a chronicler of crazy extremists. I telephoned the British embassy and said, “I’m being followed right now by a dark green Lancia belonging to the Bilderberg Group.” The woman said, “Oh! Go on…Did you say the Bilderberg Group?” I said, “Yes,” and she said, “Do they know you’re in Portugal?” I said, “No.” She said, “Look, you’ve got to understand. We’re just a little embassy. The Bilderberg Group is much bigger than we are…What are you doing here?” I said, “I’m essentially a humorous journalist who’s out of my depth. Maybe you could phone the Bilderberg Group and explain that to them,” which is what she did! She called me back to say, “I’ve spoken to the Bilderberg Group and they say that nobody’s following you and how can they call off someone who doesn’t exist?” So I said, “He’s behind the tree,” and he was. This man in dark glasses was poking up, staring at me from behind a tree. When I tried to explain to him that I was a journalist, he swatted me away. He didn’t want to know who I was. That was kind of frightening.

I FILMED MY BILDERBERG car chase. I thought I was going to die that day, so I was phoning up everybody to tell them I loved them. I phoned up my wife and said, “I may never see you again.”

I’ve never been chased by shadowy henchmen. I had nothing to compare it to. You see, when I was shouted at by Aryan Nations, I could say, “OK, I’ve been to places like this before. I’ve been to the Klan. It’s going to be OK.” But I couldn’t say, “Oh, this is like the time I was chased by the shadowy henchmen of the secret cabal back in ‘86.” I was completely out of [my] depth. I had nothing to root it in. My wife laughed at me that time. She said, “Oh, you’re loving it,” and I said, “I’m not loving it.” It was only when I got home and showed her what I’d filmed, which was deserted lanes at twilight with cars with blacked-out windows following me everywhere I went, that she thought, “OK, now I can see why you were scared.”

THERE’S NOT REALLY ANY connection between Bilderberg and the Bohemian Grove. There is in the minds of the conspiracy theorists; it’s all part of the new world order. In reality, Bohemian Grove is quite right-wing and Bilderberg is center-left. Bohemian Grove is Republican. That’s why you get Dick Cheney and the Bush family going, and so on. Bilderberg is much more internationalist, globalist.

[People go to the Bohemian Grove] once a year for three weeks. Quite a lot of the really big names—the Dick Cheneys and the George Bushes—go for the second week. Apparently, the second week is the most popular week. The second week begins with the “Cremation of Care,” the owl ceremony. They say that the human effigy they’re throwing into the fiery belly of the owl symbolizes all their troubles in the marketplace. I’ve got to say, I don’t blame the conspiracy theorists for thinking that when you put Henry Kissinger together with a berobed procession, culminating in this mock human sacrifice, it’s no wonder you’ve got yourself a conspiracy theory.

The Bohemian Club in San Francisco [owns the Bohemian Grove], which was set up when the railroads came into town…. About a thousand people [go each year, all at the same time]. That’s why I managed to walk up the drive so easily in July 2000. I snuck in with Alex Jones, a far-right-wing conspiracy theorist who believed that the “Cremation of Care” proved that the secret rulers of the world practice human sacrifice. Alex Jones was in Austin, Texas. I’d actually met him at the remnants of David Koresh’s place in Waco, with Randy Weaver. Alex Jones was rebuilding David Koresh’s Branch Davidian church with money donated from his radio listeners. He did a good job. He rebuilt that church, and it’s good that [he did]. The Branch Davidians and the Weaver family [from Ruby Ridge] were victims of a government that on both occasions became slightly out of control and messed up and did wrong. I could be wrong, but I believe that neither the Weavers nor the Branch Davidians really were doing anything wrong. They were innocent parties.

Alex Jones [was at the time] twenty-six years old and looked ten years older. He’s a hero to the militias. He’s a burgeoning new hero. On one hand, he’s kind of like Texe Marrs, the popular underground radio talk show host, but he’s also much more than somebody like Texe Marrs. He’s an activist. Infowars.com is his web site. He broadcasts in about forty cities across America on the Genesis Communications Network. I’ve listened. He’s fantastic. If he wasn’t so crazy, he’d be the new Bill Hicks….

What happened with me and Alex is that we both witnessed this owl burning ceremony, and I realized that it was silly grown-up frat nonsense. The only thing that shocked me was that the president of the United States wants to spend his summer vacations witnessing this torchlight procession, which I thought was kind of odd. Alex, of course, had his own spin on it, that it was human sacrifice! Maybe that’s a real person! So I went off with my spin, which was a moderate spin: that it’s not that crazy, it’s understandable. Alex went back to his people with his own incredibly crazy spin.

I HAD A LITTLE camera; Alex was shooting too because he wanted to secretly film the owl ceremony. He was filming a little documentary about himself trying to break in. He brought along his girlfriend, Violet, and his producer, Mike….

We got the whole thing. We got in. We witnessed it. We just walked up the drive, waved, and were dressed preppy. That was very important. What I found very funny was that Alex is a far-right-wing Texan, plain-talking kind of guy, but he had to pretend to be preppy. He had to pretend to be a Yalie, so he took off his Wild West clothes and put on his chinos and his Polo shirt. He was so nervous about coming across as too right-wing and not preppy enough that he rehearsed preppy conversations while wandering up and down in his motel room. His version of preppy was camp, slightly effeminate, talking about the dot-com business. I don’t know why they didn’t check us. It’s a mystery to me, because we just walked in.

[The attendees were all white men. Alex’s girlfriend] had to stay behind in the motel. Out of all the people I researched, Danny Glover is the only black man I know of who’s been. It’s WASP-y. It’s right-wing, white, male, pretty elderly. The average age is sixty-five, seventy.

IN TERMS OF BOHEMIAN Grove, I concluded that their worst crime was being dumb. These are the men that rule the world, yet they’re doing these silly ceremonies. It’s a beautiful place, Bohemian Grove. It’s a clearing in these giant redwood forests, an absolutely wonderful place. I would picture myself sipping cocktails with world leaders and discussing the natural beauty. I could completely see why people want to be there. Then you see the photos of the parties they had the night before on the notice board, and you’ve got all these men, these CEOs, not only dressed up in drag, which is kind of OK, but dressed up with burlesqued, oversized, fake breasts and ridiculous makeup. [It was] misogynist, I thought. What clearly struck me about the place is not that they really are Satanists or doing all this stuff that the conspiracy theorists say they’re doing, but that the leaders of our world seem to be emotionally trapped in their college years.

RANDY WEAVER WAS A conspiracy theorist who figured that the federal government was out of control and determined to destroy the lives of simple people who wanted to live free, so he moved his young family up to a cabin in Idaho. He lost his job in Iowa City and moved to Idaho and had some pretty crazy beliefs, although, of course, Ruby Ridge is the place where all those conspiracy theories came true. Randy’s big mistake was to go and visit Aryan Nations, which was the local neo-Nazi hangout…just near Coeur d’Alene in Idaho, although it’s now been bulldozed to the ground. They lost a lawsuit against the Southern Poverty Law Center and it’s been bulldozed now, and I’m glad, because it was a really horrible place.

I drove up past all the “No Jews” signs and jumped out of the car and said, “Hi. I’m a friend of Randy Weaver’s.” It didn’t wash with them at all. They really didn’t like me, but I survived….Now, Randy always has said that he was not a white supremacist, but that he was a white separatist. That may seem like a pedantic point to people like us, but it’s not a pedantic point to him. He doesn’t feel supreme. He wanted to be separate.

I wouldn’t have gone to Aryan Nations, and I think separatism is a crazy belief system. Nonetheless, I felt utterly supportive of the Weaver family. Randy and [his daughter] Rachel Weaver were really, really good people who deserved to be left alone on top of that mountain in Idaho and had no intention of doing anything wrong.

The deaths were in [August] 1992. What had happened was the feds had seen Randy at Aryan Nations and thought, “Here’s a guy we can work with.” This is what I presume happened. “He’s a slightly crazy person who is friends with far crazier people. Let’s get him to be an undercover guy. Let’s get him to be an informant.” They offered Randy this deal, and Randy said no. Then they sent somebody in and asked Randy to saw off a shotgun, and Randy agreed to saw off the shotgun, and that was an illegal act. So they said, “OK, now we’re going to send you to jail unless you join our team,” and Randy still said no. He buried his head in the sand. He stayed at home with his family.

I don’t think he was utterly innocent. He was stupid and pig-headed, but it escalated and escalated. In the end, some U.S. marshals got too close to the cabin, and the dogs started barking and chasing the marshals down the hill, and Randy Weaver’s little boy chased the dog down the hill with a gun. They’d gone crazy in that cabin, really. They fed each other’s paranoia. Sam, the little boy, chased the dog to the bottom of the hill, and then all the U.S. marshals jumped out of the bushes in full camouflage and shot the dog. Sam said, “You shot the dog, you son of a bitch. You killed my dog,” and opened fire. He didn’t hit anybody. The marshals shot back and hit his arm. This boy is [so young], his voice hadn’t broken. He shouted, “Dad, I’m coming home, Dad,” and ran home to his father. The U.S. marshals shot him in the back and killed him.

One of the U.S. marshals was killed in the gun battle. There has always been a debate as to whether he was killed by this family friend, Kevin Harris, or whether it was friendly fire. Four or five [U.S. marshals were involved] at the time, but after this marshal was killed, 400 turned up within 24 hours in these hostage rescue vehicles, which look like tanks, and with face paint. It was insane. It was a war. America declared war on this family whose son had just been killed. The next day, they put the boy in the shed, and Randy went to look at his son’s body one more time. As he opened the door, a federal sniper shot Randy in the shoulder. Randy ran back to the cabin, and his wife, Vicki, was standing in the cabin, unarmed, nursing a baby. The same sniper shot her through the head and killed her. They pulled her in, locked the door, and put her under the kitchen table with the kids. Rachel was nine years old. That’s when the siege began. They were shining the lights through the windows and using megaphones, saying, “Vicki! Vicki! Tell Randy to pick up the phone.” Randy would shout back, “You son of a bitch, you know she’s dead. You shot her.” The FBI says they didn’t know that Vicki Weaver was dead.

I spoke to the chief U.S. marshal, and he’s very contrite. He thinks what happened up there was terrible. I would like to have spoken to the FBI in charge of operations up there, but they wouldn’t talk, and they’ve never really spoken about it.

After a week, Randy Weaver [was in contact with] Colonel Bo Gritz. “Rambo” was based on Bo Gritz, I’ve been told. He was a highly decorated Green Beret in Vietnam, but he turned. He’d become a hero to the militants. Now, what you’ve got is 400 troops surrounding this mountain. The mountain is an emergency disaster area with troops, state police, FBI, helicopters; everybody’s there. You’ve got 2,000 people down by the roadblock. It’s at that roadblock that the militia movement really began in the United States. This became the touchstone.

[Convicted Oklahoma City bomber] Timothy McVeigh visited Randy Weaver’s cabin a couple of years later. It showed that the government had become just what the conspiracy theorists have always said the government was—out of control and determined to destroy the lives of simple people who wanted to live free. The government had fit into that stereotype. They became the monsters that the extremists always said that they were.

I LOVED MY TIME with the Klan. I was Jewish and in the middle of the Ozark mountains. I figured I was the only Jew within hundreds of miles, but I started not feeling so alone because there was a Klan girl wearing a Calvin Klein T-shirt. I looked at the raffle stall, and the first prize in the raffle was a Walter Matthau video. The leader, Thom Robb, would make all these nebbish jokes. I say in the book that it was surprising to find myself toning down my Jewish character traits so as not to alienate a grand wizard who reminded me of Woody Allen. I found that very funny, the amount of Jewishness that the Klan didn’t even realize was right in their presence!

Thom Robb eliminated the title Grand Wizard. He was a grand wizard, but he called himself “national director.” He banned the “N” word and he banned hatred from the Klan, but he also banned all the language. They did this rally in Michigan, and I went along to witness it. It was funny, though: I remember being in Michigan, and they were doing interviews, and I was with them. The people who were interviewing them didn’t realize I wasn’t a Klansman, and I was desperate to tell them, “I’m not a Klansman, I’m a nice guy.” They must have thought to themselves, “Who’s that slightly sweet-looking English Klansman with the other guys?” They did this rally…in a parking lot with 300 yards between the stage and the audience, with patrolmen fencing off the entire place. They were really marginalized. There were thirty people in the crowd, fully 80 percent of them protesters, so they were having a really bad day, the Klan.

Thom was trying to be so upbeat and talking to all the policemen, saying, “Hi, everybody! We’re the happy Klan,” because that’s what he wants to be. He wants to be the happy Klan. What he doesn’t realize is America doesn’t want a happy Klan. He thinks if they’re upbeat and charming and don’t hate people, then they’ll get on Jerry Springer. Of course, Jerry Springer wants the kind of Klansman who looks like he’s in the World Wrestling Federation. An upbeat, non-hatey-type Klan is confusing to people, and rightly so. That’s not what the Klan’s about.

So you’ve got the media, who want Thom Robb to be a racist. You’ve got Thom Robb’s own members, who think that hate is a pivotal Klan activity. They want to hate people. They think, “What’s wrong with hating people? It’s OK. We’re the Klan. We’re supposed to hate people.” All that responsibility just got to Thom Robb that day in the parking lot. He ended up calling the protesters “faggot slime,” and it echoed across the parking lot: “Faggot slime. Faggot slime.” He just crumpled. One way of reading this is that the mask slipped, and I think that’s true. The mask did slip a little bit, but what also happened was that Thom had slid into being the caricature that everybody else wanted him to be. His image makeover was heartfelt, but Thom became what the media and what his own members wanted him to be. It was a defeat. It was a sad moment, in a funny and ironic kind of way.

I’D ALWAYS KNOWN ABOUT the Klan and always been very frightened of them. To me, the iconography of robes and hoods and burning crosses was something I had nightmares about as a child. I was comforted by the fact that the Klan wouldn’t come all the way to Cardiff to lynch a Jew….Even though they’ve given up the robes and the hoods, Thom allows his members to wear them one day a year for the annual convention. One of the Klansmen asked me if I wanted to try on his hood and his robes, and I said, “Sure,” so I tried them on. It was so interesting because, as a child, I really did have nightmares of robed, hooded guys. I was having nightmares as I was leading up to spending time with the Klan. I’m a Jewish person. I was thinking, “What if the Klan kills me?” On the conscious level, I was OK. I was brave. But on the subconscious level, I was churned up. But that moment I tried on the hood and the robe was such a demystifying moment. It was just cotton with the eyes cut out by the wives. It was kind of silly, and the silliness of it was charmingly demystifying to me.
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