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This book is dedicated to all the Korean writers I represent who so generously shared their books and their country with me. And to all the skilled translators who make it possible for us to read these amazing works.
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Introduction: Welcome to Korea

한국에 오신 것을 환영합니다
Hangug-e osin geos-eul hwan-yeonghabnida

I stepped into Korea by a quirk of fate.

Twenty-two years ago, I set up my own literary agency in New York. I built up the business and my reputation off the back of my ability to discover new authors. But after twelve years, I was struggling to find writers that I could get truly passionate about – passion and love are the only things that drive me.

That spring, I met my Korean co-agent Joseph Lee for the first time when he came to visit New York. We had dinner together and I found him to be a charming, warm man with a great understanding of Western literature.

At an Italian restaurant, over pasta and red wine, I suddenly blurted out, “Don’t you have any hot, new young writers I can represent?”

At first, he looked quizzical, and then he smiled. “Yes, many!” he answered.

It turned out no one had asked him that question before. He had spent years selling international books into Korea, but never Korean books to the world.

He told me about a young author named Young-ha Kim and his book, I Have The Right to Destroy Myself. The title grabbed me instantly. He immediately called the author and within minutes I was speaking to him. His was the first Korean book I sold, and the beginning of it all.

In 2009, when twenty pages of an English translation of Korean author Kyung-sook Shin’s Please Look After Mom landed on my desk, I saw its enormous potential.

Her ground-breaking novel about a neglected mother was like nothing I had ever read, an overwhelmingly emotional, yet unsentimental mother’s story told from the points of view of her children and husband. The discovery was enthralling.

For me, Kyung-sook’s novel was also a rabbit hole into more Korean literature – and I happily dived in. I was particularly entranced with books authored by female writers, whose stories were original expressions of the repression, isolation and alienation of women. Here were books I desperately wanted to represent – yet there was resistance at first.

“What’s with you and all those Korean books no one has ever heard of?” publishers and editors constantly wondered. They had never encountered Korean literature and thought I was a bit nutty. Most people thought of Korea as North Korea, with its atomic bomb threats and mad totalitarian dictator sporting a shiny, black pudding-bowl haircut and a big belly.

But Kyung-sook’s book turned out to be the starter pistol. Please Look After Mom went on to become a New York Times bestseller, convincing publishers around the globe that readers were ready and hungry for Korean writers. (It has sold into 35 countries and in 2011, it won the Man Asian Prize).

I had found a cause, not just a job. I became obsessed with helping Korean authors get published around the world, and I am proud to say I succeeded. My client Hang Kang won the 2014 Booker Translation Prize for The Vegetarian. Yun Ko-eun was the first Korean to win the CWA Dagger Prize for Translated Fiction in 2020 for The Disaster Tourist, while Hye-young Pyun’s The Hole won the Shirley Jackson Prize in 2017.

I delighted too in discovering books by other male writers, including Un-su Kim’s The Plotters (longlisted for the Dublin Prize in 2020), J.M. Lee’s The Investigation and Broken Summer, and Bandi’s The Accusation.

Today, the Korean books I have discovered and represented have been published in more than 40 countries, with many sold for film and TV adaptation.

Through Korean literature, I found a renewed motivation as a literary agent. I was deeply honoured to be given an award from the Korean Ministry of Culture for my work in 2016, followed by the London Book Fair’s Literary Agent Award in 2017. Yet the greatest reward is every time a translated book of one of my authors arrives at my office. I love that feeling of excitement and discovery, opening a box posted from the other side of the world and finding the latest foreign edition to add to the shelves that line my office wall-to-wall. Korean literature is no longer unknown or strange. I have helped to give it the global recognition it deserves – one that is vibrant, diverse and profound. I am sure a Korean author will win the Nobel Prize for Literature one day soon.

After just a year of representing Korean books, I felt the country itself calling me. I set forth feeling like Indiana Jones – and I found the Lost Ark! The trip opened my eyes, heart and mind to the most fascinating, beautiful and inspiring people and landscapes I could ever imagine. Plus, there were no other Americans, no Brits, no Europeans, no tourists. I was the only blonde in a sea of dark-haired Koreans but I was made to feel completely at home.

I will never forget my first retreat in a Buddhist temple, high up in the mountains near Incheon. It sums up everything that made me fall in love with Korea. At the time, I was very anxious about my husband’s recent health scare and his need for a life-saving transplant. While taking tea with a Buddhist monk, I found myself in tears. The monk looked directly at me and said, “We are happy now.” He spoke firmly, so firmly, in fact, that I went from tears to laughter in a millisecond. “We are happy now” is what has motivated my own spiritual and mental transformation over the years. I have learned how to appreciate nature and simplicity, and how to be unconditionally supportive. I have learned that deep, forever pain is part of life but it can be subdued and transformed into motivation and contentment. Most importantly, I have found a renewed sense of happiness and energy.

“We are happy now” is a choice we can make, no matter the circumstances, and it has become my mantra.

.........

Korea is a miracle, and I don’t use that word lightly. In fact, it is known as “the miracle on the Han River” for its incredible transformation from one of the poorest nations to one of the richest in the world.

Their history of the last century begins with so much conflict and pain: the occupation by Japan in 1910, the partition of 1945, the war in 1950 and finally the ongoing DMZ (Demilitarised Zone) marking the divide between North and South. By the mid-1950s, the country was one of the poorest on the planet, its economy predominantly based on agriculture. But in the last 70 years, Korea has rebuilt itself from the ground up through a combination of innovative government reforms, a high-quality education system and a dedicated, hardworking labour force. Its booming industries in cars, shipping, tech, electronics and yes, pop music, have transformed it into one of Asia’s “tiger” economies and the tenth largest in the world.

Beyond being an economic powerhouse, Korea has what in Hollywood they call the “it” factor. Thanks to its prize-winning books, films, television and music, today Korean culture is on everyone’s radar. Whether you are in London, New York, Stockholm or Tokyo and you have seen the K-pop bands BTS and Blackpink, or the dramas Squid Game and Parasite, you are experiencing hallyu – the “Korean wave”.

The work ethic and fortitude of the Korean people are an inspiration. Yet I learned, as you will, that this progress and accomplishment is also due to something that goes beyond hard work and national pride, a secret that lies centuries deep.

The soul of Korea and the secret to its success and happiness is down to the people’s devotion to the Confucian values of family, community, harmony and ritual, as well as the philosophies of han, heung and jeong – resilience, joy and the art of giving. These philosophies, born of the culture and often referenced in traditional Korean stories, poems, and music, make up the DNA of Korean life.

Han is difficult to define as it is a highly subjective term with many interpretations. It is both a celebration of grit, a reverence for effort and persistence, as well as a feeling of melancholy arising from a history of occupation, war and the separation of North and South. Koreans recognise that in life we can experience intense personal and national struggles, and that deep sorrow should be acknowledged.

A Korean friend summed it up this way: “Han is not just a feeling of pain and suffering; it is the energy that propelled Korea forward after the war, and in that sense it was a positive. It transformed us.”

Heung is that incredible feeling of joy you experience at family gatherings, being out in nature, enjoying a cup of pine needle tea, or reading a great book.

And jeong is the art of giving without expecting anything in return, of prioritising the wellbeing of your family, friends, community and country, along with your own. It’s loyalty and community. Jeong is the invisible thread that binds us all together.

.........

Korea has called me back many times, and each time I have explored and experienced new wonders, made new friends and deepened my relationship with the country and myself. I have been extraordinarily lucky to have my friend and author Kyung-sook Shin take me to places tourists rarely see, destinations I can now share with you. Each trip, each encounter, in Korea positively changed my life, and I hope reading about it might have a wonderful effect on you too.

Through these pages I invite you to take a trip with me to soak up the majesty and splendour of a country forged by grit, joy and a strong sense of community. We will travel from the vibrant capital Seoul, to meet with Buddhist nuns in the mountains; we will walk through the spy tunnels at the DMZ; explore the tropical island of Jeju, home to the inspirational octogenarian female divers, haenyeo; and share a big pot of delicious ginseng chicken soup sitting on straw mats on the floor of a restaurant surrounded by lotus flower fields.

After experiencing each new destination, you will learn the lessons that will make your life happier and more fulfilling, as they have mine. To finish off each chapter, I have included a mouth-watering traditional Korean recipe, kindly provided by some of my Korean friends for you to cook and enjoy.

I hope you will become enchanted by the beauty I have found in Korea and be inspired to visit too.

Enjoy the trip!
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