Fugitive Visions

Jane Jeong Trenka

Umma—my mother whom I love simply because you are my mother,
because when I came to Korea you slept next to me and held my hand,
you fed me, you washed me, you were not afraid of my body—I was
never angry toward you until I tried to live in Korea. Umma, you gave
away three children—my sister and me to Americans, our brother you
left on the farm with his grandmother. Even our youngest sister asks,
long after your death, “Why did you have to do that?”

In Korea, I started to understand the logic of the society that would
not help our family, though I tried not to believe it myself: If parents fall
so low that they would even give their own children away, why should
anyone else help them? Why should anyone care about people like that?

I guess, Umma, the kind of mother who would do such a thing is a
mother like you, a mother who would never understand how much of
her child she destroyed in trying to save her. So I told the truth about my
life only after you died, because even though I needed you so
desperately, you needed even more for me to say that in the end,
everything turned out fine. How could you have accepted forgiveness
from a person as broken as I?

My body survived, that’s true. I ate well. But so much of me, Umma,
didn’t survive. When I came to Korea to live, I could measure exactly
how much had been not lost—but methodically destroyed.

The destruction of the identities and histories of the adoptees wasn’t
at all personal. It was just methodical. Any Korean family with a bit of
bad luck—an overwhelming hospital bill, too many kids to feed, a
drinking problem in the family—was vulnerable to adoption. Our
Korean mothers did not understand that international adoption wasn'’t a
really long homestay: go, eat well, study hard, and come back later. They
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didn’t know that adoption would erase the people who we once were so
completely, so irrevocably. Our adoptions would take our language, our
culture, our families, our names, our birth dates, our citizenship, and our
identities in a perfectly legal process. And the world would view it as
charitable and ethical.

One cannot live in Seoul as an adoptee for long without noticing that
something is terribly wrong. Of the about two hundred adoptees who
live in Korea long-term, there is an overrepresentation of adoptees who
have been reunited with their families. Those adoptees who have been
reunited with their families know exactly how they came to be adopted,
and usually, the story their Korean families tell is not the same story that
the agency told their adoptive parents at the time of adoption.

I didn't even know how much I had been misrepresented to my
adoptive parents, even years after I was reunited and learned my Korean
mother’s side of the story. That’s because my adoptive parents would not
give me my whole adoption file. What they gave me was only a skeleton
set of papers: the one-way travel visa from Korea, the birth certificate
fabricated in Minnesota, my baptismal certificate, etc. Although I felt
that all the papers were rightfully mine, I had already been reunited, so I
never felt it was important to go to my agency and get them.

However, after living in Korea for two years, I had to renew my visa,
and therefore I had to get the papers. It was then that I learned exactly
how methodically my history and that of my sister had been destroyed,
and how badly we had been misrepresented to our adoptive parents.

I called the agency to get my orphan hojuk —the legal Korean family
registry that records births, deaths, changes of residences, ancestral
hometowns, marriages, and divorces. I already had my family’s hojuk.
Though all adoptees have an orphan hojuk, which is used to facilitate
their adoptions by officially making them into orphans, I didn’t think I
needed mine because I had my real hojuk: my mother, when she was
dying, had instructed my sister to go to the city office and get a copy of
our family’s hojuk for me. It was my mother’s way of proving to me that
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I had never been erased from either my family or Korea.

But my birthday on my family hojuk, which I had used to get the visa
in the first place, did not match the birthday on my passport. This was a
fact that the Korean Embassy in Chicago, which had issued me my visa,
had overlooked. But the immigration officers in Seoul noticed. In order
to get my birthdays to match, I could either go to Korean court to change
my birthday on my family registry, or get a copy of my orphan hojuk.
Not wanting to change my birthday on my family hojuk, which I viewed
as the only thing my father ever gave me, besides my life, I decided to
get a copy of my orphan hojuk to settle my visa problem.

To summarize the chicken-and-egg situation, I would never have
needed that piece of Korean documentation if I had not already decided
to live in Korea, and therefore have need of the visa. If I had not had a
reason to contact the Korean agency for that one document, they would
never have offered to send me the rest of my file. And they wouldn’t
have sent me the rest of my file if they hadn’t already had the family’s
permission to give it to me. Getting my family’s permission was
predicated on already having found them.

The agency sent documents in English, Chinese, and Korean. The
English-language papers were papers I had seen maybe once in my life,
but I had forgotten the contents; my American parents had refused to
give me a copy, and so had the American adoption agency, citing the
privacy of my American parents.

Being able to read my records was also predicated on having lived in
Korea long enough to read enough Korean and Chinese with a
dictionary, and then having access to Koreans who could confirm my
translation.

In the small packet of old papers that the agency sent me, they
included one that had been newly made so I could reconcile the “facts”
on my orphan hojuk with my current U.S. passport. This new paper
declared that I had been sent to the U.S.—as opposed to what had been
recorded at the adoption agency in 1972. The adoption agency recorded
that I had been sent to the Netherlands. In 1976, they recorded that I had
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been naturalized as a Dutch citizen.

The English-language records that were sent to my American parents
claimed that my mother was unmarried, that she and my father just
lived together, and that she had abandoned the family shortly after my
birth. Yet my mother had told me that she took me to the orphanage to
escape my father’s violence, and on our family hojuk, the legal document,
it is registered that she and my father had been married for almost four
years before my birth.

My adoption was perfectly legal. All the right papers had been filled
in. All the right information had been fabricated. The papers became the
official reality.

If my mother hadn’t found me first, only a few months after I was
sent to the U.S,, I am sure that I would never have searched. I would
have believed that I had been abandoned by a single mother. I would
have believed that my ancestral home was Naju in the southern part of
South Korea—not a place called Onyang. I would have believed that I
was born on March 8, 1972. I would have believed that no one had
bothered to give me a name with Chinese characters. My story would
have been just like the stories of so many other adoptees, who are still
searching.

The true story, unencumbered by the forms that make adoptions legal
and possible—that I had a family, that my mother desperately wanted
me and that she loved me, that my name came from my father, not
orphanage workers, and that my father later regretted the violence that
he brought upon his family, which ended in my adoption—could be
revealed only thirty-four years later, by a series of flukes and uncommon
circumstances.

Perhaps to live in Korea for more than two years and to be reunited
with one’s family is special, but among those of us who have been
reunited and can either communicate in Korean or have found an
impartial person who will translate for us, it is common knowledge that
as a general practice, we were misrepresented to our adoptive parents:
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Korean mothers were represented as single mothers when they were
actually married to the fathers; siblings were excluded from the social
histories; health histories were changed; names, birth dates, and places
of birth changed. As the adoptees have located their Korean parents,
some of them have found more egregious abuses: children were
switched for others who were scheduled to be adopted, but who for
some reason couldn’t go on the scheduled day (the white adoptive
parents couldn’t see the difference between the child they got and the
child whose photos were sent to them); Korean parents who either lost
their children or put them in orphanages on a temporary basis were not
allowed to take their children back later (they were told the children
were not there or had died, when in reality they had been selected for
international adoption); children were sent to orphanages and then
overseas without the permission of their mothers.

Why had the adoption agencies done this? One can speculate on the
many reasons, but what is certain is that pretty much nobody wants to
adopt a child who comes from an intact family with married parents.
Nobody wants to adopt a child who has been taken from her mother and
whose mother is desperately searching for her. People want real orphans,
not kids whose parents have put them in an orphanage on a temporary
basis as an emergency measure while the family recovers from a crisis.

Although the stories in our community of misrepresentations,
kidnapping, child switching, and forged records were common, they
were anecdotal. So in 2007, a small group of adoptees, Korean nationals,
and I started to document the abuses. Naming our group Truth and
Reconciliation for the Adoption Community of Korea (TRACK) and
acting on behalf of ourselves as adoptees, our Korean families, and our
adoptive parents, we brought a few cases of ourselves and our friends to
the Anti-Corruption and Civil Rights Commission of Korea.

The initial investigation, conducted by the social welfare branch of
the commission, was not as rigorous as we would have liked.
Nevertheless, we managed to officially document the information that
the agencies gave on some of the issues that we brought up. That was
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important because we moved the information from the anecdotal to the
official.

Regarding the rights of adoptees to access their own information, one
agency said that it would only give it without the birth parents’
permission if the adoptee “desperately wants” it. (They did not tell how
to show desperation.) Regarding two cases in which children were sent
away for adoption without the mother’s consent, the agencies said that
yes, it was true that that happened, but at the time there was no law
specifically against the practice. On another two cases where the birth
mother and father claimed that the children were taken by the paternal
grandmother and given away without their knowledge, the agency only
stated, as it did in its records, that the children were “abandoned” and
that the agency had a legal right to create new identities for them. The
dubious relinquishment records of me and my sister, who was
relinquished separately, were excused with the statement “Our country
didn’t care so much about records at that time.” The representation of us
as children of a single mother who abandoned us was explained as a
“mistranslation.” The lack of a Chinese name on my records, as well as
the right birth date or hometown, they blamed on my parents for having
given wrong information. And regarding my Dutch citizenship—they
blamed that on the city government. They said that four girls with my
name were sent for adoption at the same time: one to the Netherlands,
one to Denmark, and two to the U.S. There were so many of us that they
just mixed us up. I suspect that it's not impossible that Jeong Kyong-ah,
born on March 8, 1972, had been promised to four different families. One
family got the real Jeong Kyong-ah. The other three got different baby
girls whose adoptive parents never realized that they were not the same
baby in the picture, and now those girls are women who have scanty
paperwork and who think they’re me.

These cases are viewed as rare by the general public and also by the
adoption agencies. These cases of kidnapping, forgery, and child
switching are seen as a few mistakes among thousands of ethical cases
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processed by South Korea, just a little “collateral damage.” “Mistakes
were made” and there is nothing to be done about these kidnappings or
forgeries now, the agencies say. The adoptees are told to just “move on”
by people who must think that if something wrong continues for long
enough, it eventually becomes right. Remembering, after all, dredges up
the past and provides numerous opportunities to reframe family
separations as something other than charitable.

It is estimated that around two hundred thousand children were sent
out of South Korea for adoption, but we will never really know. Many
were sent without being recorded. To count us exactly is impossible. This
expulsion of children, as if we had done something to deserve it, is also a
kind of “mass civilian sacrifice.”

But I am still alive. My face, reflected in the window of the Seoul
subway car, is still the face I was born with, still a Korean face, an
unbroken mask. Remembering not to speak, I ride the subway at night,
crisscrossing a metropolis of twenty million people living in layers. I ride
underground, over the Han River, next to highways jammed with traffic,
sometimes riding to get somewhere, sometimes riding just for the sake
of motion, the train rocking me to sleep; other times standing to see my
own ghostly reflection in the glass doors, bisected by highways and
bridges slicing through my legs, the fluorescent night lights of tall empty
office buildings streaking across my chest. The salarymen in black suits
and white shirts have gone home, and so have the shoeshine men who
gather the shoes of the office workers every morning, blackening them in
a small room in the basement by the elevator, and bringing them back to
their owners’ desks by lunchtime. The cleaning women have finished
sorting paper cups and plastic bottles and cutting bars of soap in half;
the car wash women of company parking lots have wrung out their rags
and hung them to dry. Atop neighboring office buildings, insects have
finished their cross-pollination of flowers and grasses of rooftop gardens,
the ecology of connectivity working even in such a hypermodern
country as this—each city connected by bus, train, or airplane; each
neighborhood of each city connected by bus or subway; and this, the
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subway of Seoul, being one of the world’s busiest, cheapest, and most
efficient in the world, its train cars, where every night I ride, some of the
cleanest in the world, its shining windows a mirrored reality in which
my reflected body is slivered into parts, to match the way my life, my
mind, has been. Yet despite the catharsis of watching cars and trains rush
through my body without pause, despite the possibility expressed in the
vibration of the floor (there is not much between the floor and the tracks
below), and despite the adoptee who, one year ago, jumped from a tall
building, and how we adoptees in Seoul, who are all in various degrees
of suiciding our Western lives, talk about him often (we are never
surprised by an adoptee death, nor do we work very hard at trying to
convince our friends to stay alive) —despite all these abandonments, all
these tiny annihilations—I want to live. Despite everything they took
away, despite that I am lost and alone, despite that so many times I have
been close to death, I want to live.
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