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This introduction explains the historical context, literary, and political background-
-as well as the theoretical assumption and practical application--involved in 
the translation into English of the Korean short story, “On the Road” (1939), by 
Namcheon Kim. Apart from the very obvious difference between the Korean 
language and the English language, and given the historical and political differences 
between the source text and the target text, it was deemed important to at least try 
not to harm the original work’s rich semantic possibilities in the English translation. 
This richness may be derived from its historical context of the Japanese colonialism 
in Korea as well as Kim’s own literary response to it as embodied by the short story 
written in the Korean language. Therefore, as done in many translations, providing 
information concerning the original work’s background was necessary to achieve 
that goal. The translation process, as experienced by translators, involves a linguistic 
transformation from the grammatical and literal levels to interpretive and literary 
shifts in perspectives. Throughout this process, the language of the source text 
(Korean) is moulded into the language of the target text (English). Yet in particular 
stages, it becomes clear that a transformation beyond merely the grammatical and 
linguistic takes place; along the way, what goes on in the act of translation is a 
transfiguration from one life to another, in which the original work acquires an 
afterlife within a different time, space, and culture. 

The original work was written based on Kim’s critical problematization of 
colonial Korea under the Japanese occupation (1910-1945); as such, the text 
concretely and specifically belongs to that period. Its voice speaks, even with its 
silences that come from an era characterized by harsh economic conditions and 
severe political repression, most notably the strict censorship from which the 
writers greatly suffered. Because the story was rooted in that context, its English 
translation is expected to give the source text an afterlife through the target text; it is 
bound to the assumed meaning of the source text even as the translation must also 
liberate itself from the original to speak with its own voice. In effect, the translation 
process becomes a push-and-pull between two forces: on one hand, fidelity, which 
aims to retain the “original” meaning of the text, and on the other hand, treachery, 
which aims to release the potential meanings of the texts in its afterlife. In principle, 
navigating that space between the two forces has entailed the use of translation 
strategies that have often successfully worked in the history of literary translation 
in general. Some of the strategies deployed by this translator will be explained later 
in the introduction. However, each concrete practice--at least in the case of this 
translation of a Korean short story into English--will always feel like a wager with 
stakes that are real for the original work and the life it tried to re-create in fiction, 
to which its English translation has tried to breathe an afterlife. 
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HISTORICAL AND LITERARY-THEORETICAL CONTEXTS

“On the Road” has quite a narrative: Halfway during his trip back to Seoul, while on 
the road, Yeongchan Park meets by chance K, a civil engineer and a younger brother 
of his former comrade. Park accepts K’s invitation to stay overnight at his abode, a 
temporary residence near the construction site of the Gyeongchun Railroad Line 
[Seoul-Chuncheon], and they proceed to converse, play with terrapins in a box, 
and drink together. The following day, after looking around the construction site, 
Park returns to Seoul by bus. Throughout, Park tries but ultimately fails to bring 
to his house three terrapins, mementos from K, for the glass bottle that contains 
them breaks on the bus.

For several Korean scholars, this short story is considered Kim’s attempt to 
describe “the appearance of a technocrat as a new intellectual” in late 1930 (Chae 
420). In other words, Kim’s depiction of a civil engineer as a representative of the 
new generation is often understood as a sign of his acknowledgment of Japanese 
colonial rule (1910-1945) as an unavoidable and undeniable reality.1 However, we 
have to take into account that Kim’s literary-theoretical thought was fundamentally 
based on Marxism; no proof could be found that might demonstrate that he took 
a political “turn” at some point to Japanese imperialism in any of his writings or 
activities. From this viewpoint, a new reading of the story “On the Road” might be 
undertaken, which this translation takes cognizance of as a matter of course. 

Namcheon Kim, whose real name is Hyosik Kim, wrote over 50 novels and 
short stories and about 150 critical essays from 1930 until his death in 1953. To 
approach his works, it might be necessary to investigate his political involvements 
after entering Hosei University, Japan, in 1929. He was devoted to re-organizing 
the Joseon Communist Party abroad, working with his comrades, including Hwa 
Im, one of the most influential poets, critics, and writers in modern Korean literary 
history. The following year, he returned to Joseon as a member of the KAPF (Korea 
Artista Proleta Federatio), a socialist literary organization, and he struggled for the 
proletarian class’s emancipation from capitalism as well as Korea’s liberation from 
Japanese colonial rule. In 1931, Kim was persecuted by the Japanese police and 
imprisoned for the charge of participating in a so-called “case of Joseon Communist 
Meeting.” Along with Im, the chairman of the KAPF, he submitted the dissolution 
document of KAPF to the Japanese police and was released from prison in 1934, 
thereby renouncing his political career. Nevertheless, as a Marxist and socialist, 
he did not stop writing literary and critical works and continued to express his 
political beliefs and ideas, even under the more repressive political situations after 
the Sino-Japanese War (1937).
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It is important to note that after reading Honoré de Balzac’s La Comédie 
Humaine and György Lukács’ critical essays on literary realism and the novel, via 
their Japanese translations, Kim began to develop his conception of realism as a 
kind of methodology for literary writing. For him, realism signified the literary 
representation of reality in its inner contradictions and antagonisms, which he 
prescribed for undertaking what he referred to as the “accusation and criticism” in 
literature of a given reality in a capitalist, colonial society. By depicting the negativity 
of reality to be negated, he tried to introduce an innovation in the form of fiction 
which Joseon writers had instigated so far, that had mainly sought commercialism 
or retrospective or reactionary nationalism, ultimately supporting and reinforcing 
the status quo.

For example, Kim was emphatic on the idea that the literatures of “accusation” 
and “observation” were the materialization of his idea of realism, a term by which 
his notion is otherwise known. He thought that the “observation” of the negative 
aspects of people, their lifestyle and society at large, must lead to “accusation” 
which might, in turn, lead to their negation, as follows:  

The way literature could achieve an ideal is not by saying it directly but by describing and 
representing truths. Not everyone who seeks God can enter Heaven. How can literature, 
without stepping into reality, knock on the door of truths? Which Heaven’s door is he 
going to knock on without observing closely the transitional period and without opening 
his eyes to the various distortions of humanity, human consciousness, and human life? 
(Kim 669, translation is by author)

Based on his conception of realism, Kim struggled to represent the colonial 
society as replete with contradictions and antagonisms, namely, negativities.2 
While his contemporary critics, who had identified the truthful with the affirmative, 
often criticized his literary works for an absence of truthfulness in them, he firmly 
believed that the lack of the affirmative itself was, in itself, the truth of reality. Thus, 
what he had tried to “observe and accuse” included people’s mundane and vulgar 
lives in all their negative features, like a prostitute, a drug addict, a proselyte, a 
capitalist, a woman of leisure, and a pro-Japanese intellectual. As such, his works 
did not stop at merely mirroring reality in all its negative aspects, but by “observing 
and accusing” it, encouraged readers to imagine or anticipate a better society.

“On the Road” was published in Munjang—meaning “letters” or “writing”—the 
only Korean-language literary magazine in late colonial Korea, which was launched 
in 1939 to promote pure literature, but after two years was forced to close down by 
the colonial government. This short story simply narrates an accidental meeting 
of Yeongchan Park, a narrator, and K, a civil engineer. Given Kim’s literary and 
critical convictions and the repressive colonial rule at the time, the story can be 
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read as the “observation and accusation” of the colonial reality, because as a civil 
engineer under the Japanese colonial regime, K exploits and controls the colonized 
by treating them as bare lives, devoid of rights, in the sense of “homo sacer,” as 
theorized by Giorgo Agamben (Agamben 8). More significantly, precisely by way of 

“observation and accusation,” the short story depicts how the colonized themselves 
acknowledge the colonial regime as the source of their livelihood and simply adapt 
to it in order to survive.

TRANSLATION AND AFTERLIFE OF THE ORIGINAL WORK

Quoting Walter Benjamin, the task of the translator is to liberate “the language 
imprisoned in a work,” the pure language, in “his re-creation of that work” (Benjamin 
261). Translation allows a work to live its afterlife by re-creating it in a different 
time, space, and culture, thus seeking the achievement of the pure language as 
a totality of the original work and its translations supplementing one another. 
The original work and its translations are recognized as “fragments of a greater 
language,” the pure language, “just as fragments are part of vessel” (Benjamin 260). 
Despite their obvious opposition, thus, the principles of “fidelity” to the original 
work and “freedom” from it converge in the translation, aiming for the work’s 
totality by retaining and releasing its semantic potentials simultaneously. In short, 
translation commits to the work’s afterlife by trying to productively embody this 
tension created by the opposition.

This translation of Kim’s work, “On the Road,” first abides by the principle of 
“fidelity” by rendering the Korean text into English verbatim et literatim. Proper 
nouns, including personal and place names, are scribed phonetically. While the 
Korean words switch to their English counterparts, letter by letter, to maintain 
their lexical meanings, their order and connection are re-arranged to fit the English 
grammar so as not to disturb their semantic network. In this vein, the length and 
disposition of sentences and punctuation marks (quotation marks and question 
marks) also are retained, although sentences that are too long to interpret meaning 
are shortened or split into several sentences.

The literal translation can be seen demonstrating its fidelity to the original work 
but, at the same time, possibly violating it through restricting its semantic potentials 
by foregrounding mere lexical meanings. Fidelity to the literal meaning runs the 
risk of committing infidelity to the literary meaning of the text. A case in point is 
the danger of leaving out its semantic potentials in the past by not rendering the 
original work’s linguistic, cultural, and political contexts adequately. Specifically, 
many regional dialects and Japanese words that Kim uses in his short story tend 
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to lose their linguistic, cultural, or political meanings as they are translated into 
contemporary English. For instance, such an expression in the regional dialect as “
모새[mosae]” — its standard is “모래[marae]”— loses its cultural potential to evoke 
a sense of a concrete locality in its English translation, “sand.” Moreover, whereas 
the Japanese word “아이코오모노[aikoumono]” can be understood in terms of 
the history of Japanese colonialism, its English counterpart, “toys,” has no such 
political implication at all. As a result, the verbatim et literatim English translation 
might lose some connotations evoked by the Korean original in the effort to achieve 
fidelity. In short, as translators often say, you win some, you lose some.

Thus, this translation has resorted to some familiar strategies, like 
supplementation, in the attempt to “recreate” the original work in part by adding 
several explanatory footnotes, and sometimes, even putting extra words in the text. 
Annotating Japanese-originated words (“jikadabi,” “yukata,” and “ryokan”) allows 
for a historical contextualization of meaning of words and expressions by referring 
to the hybrid usage of the Korean and Japanese languages in colonial Korea. In this 
vein, this translation has also resorted to adding explanatory words or phrases to be 
able to articulate their cultural references which otherwise cannot be appropriately 
inferred. For instance, in the translation, “Gekkeikan” comes with “Japanese sake” 
and “Iwanamibunko” comes with “a Japanese publishing house.” These words from 
Japan show that Japanese cultures in clothing, drinking, and publication were 
fashionable in colonial Korea’s high society, suggestive of manifestations of colonial 
influence upon Korean everyday life.

At the same time, the cultural and political association of Japanese magazines 
and journals, including “Kinggu Cheongnyeon,” “Kangdam,” “Gaejo,” and 

“Junganggongron,” are kept in the translation with extra information of their 
publication in Japan during the Japanese occupation of the Korean Peninsula 
(1910-1945), which would otherwise not have been included in a word-for-word 
translation. By adding information, the civil engineer “K,” one of the central figures 
of the story, is revealed to be a serious person, an intellectual, and not merely a 
technician; without this information, he might be assumed to be simply a man of 
refinement. It is notable that with the mention of the publications as imports from 
Japan, the fact of domination by the Japanese of colonial Korea is brought in.    

In addition, this translation had to address problems relating to the use 
of expressions in the original text which are unclear or have a vague utterance. 
Understandably, such a problem had to do with the restricted freedom of speech 
in the context of repressive political conditions. The translation strategy resorted 
to is to insert an explanation, as in the case of Footnote 6, which adds a degree of 
relevance as well. In this regard, the footnotes are written as briefly as possible to 
prevent them from overwhelming the text.   
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In view of multiple considerations of language, time-space, and cultural-political 
context, it may be said that this English translation has resorted to complementation 
by deploying the tried-and-tested strategy of adding explanations and footnotes. 
As a result of these strategies, the translation might have helped “complete” the 
original work, “On the Road,” by aiming toward “a great language” as the totality 
in which the source text is born anew by breathing into the target text an afterlife 
though the act of translation. 
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Notes

1.	 In the late 1930s, the socialist and nationalist movements rapidly declined in the colonial 
Joseon due to conciliatory efforts and a harsh crackdown on the intellectuals by the 
colonial government. At the same time, the figure of the technocrat began to appear as 
a main subject in the colonial society. This development was a result of Japanese science 
and technology education of the colonized, which aimed to produce human resources to 
support the development and reorganization of the occupied territories. By comparison, 
the number of recognized literary artists was 129, while the number of scientists and 
technical experts was 212. (Hwang 10-15)

2.	 Kim published seven short stories in the early 1930s, which mainly described the lives of 
proletariats or socialists, and six short stories and novels after the liberation of Joseon 
from Japanese colonialism in 1945. However, he wrote over 40 short stories and novels 
in six years from 1937 to 1943.    

3.	 For example, Hwa Im criticized Kim’s works when he said that “in the case of Namcheon 
Kim, the untruthfulness of idea would not be only followed by the untruthfulness of 
novel but also by its un-verisimilitude” (Im 315).    
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ON THE ROAD2

Author: Namcheon Kim
Translator: Jinhyoung Lee

“I will carry it.”

I held out my hand to receive the glass bottle. However, K, a civil engineer, 
brought it closer to himself and buttoned up his jikadabi3 , standing still, saying:

“Leave the bottle alone. I will carry it to the bus stop.”

Inside the small white glass bottle with a relatively large mouth, three terrapins 
in the shape of coins were floating on the water under which a thin layer of sand 
lay The bottle had a hand strap made from cord braiding. I was about to bring the 
three terrapins to Seoul, which were received from K in memory of one night spent 
in Daesungni.

To tell the truth, halfway from Chuncheon, where I had gone for my business trip 
to Seoul, the bus I took had a flat tire. It happened about one kilometer away from 
K’s temporary residence in the direction of Gapyeong, where passengers embarked 
on the road, relaxed their stiff legs, urinated, or watched for a while the construction 
site build-up dirt on a railway track which stretched out in a way that seemed like 
it drew a parallel line to the Gyeongchun [Seoul-Chuncheon] highway… Just when 
I was next to the new road, like the others, looking at a tributary of Bukhan River 
from a distance, a young man, who wore golfer pants, his feet wrapped with a blue 
cotton bandage, and a cap with the visor at the back of his head, came over with 
big strides from the middle of the construction site where twenty workers were 
walking around. He walked toward us, skipped a gutter, and jumped over a fresh 
ditch with cabbages. At first, I didn’t pay him any attention. But it seemed like he 
was looking at me as he walked closer, so when he climbed the hill to reach the new 
road, I observed him carefully. However, even as I watched his face as he crossed 

2	 I owe this translation to innumerable comments, advice, and suggestions by Prof. 
Maria Luisa F. Torres Reyes.

3	 Japanese work shoes.
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the road and walked straight toward us, I never knew for sure that he was coming 
toward me.

Even when he asked: 

“Aren’t you Mr. Park?”

I looked around to seeif any of the passengers standing beside me had a surname 
Park and then I answered: 

“Yes, I am Youngchan Park.”

Having said that, I could not remember the man standing before me, his face 
tanned and healthy from the sun. After listening to his story, I gazed at him carefully, 
and realized that he was not a stranger. 

In the five years that we had not seen each other, my face had not changed much 
but because he was four or five years younger than I, in the meantime, both his face 
and physique had grown bigger and stronger. He said he was now twenty-six years 
old and, after graduating from a technical high school, had worked in the field of 
civil engineering for four years.  

Originally, I had not been a friend of K, and, of course, there was no 
communication between us. I was a bosom friend of his elder cousin who had 
passed away. When we were actively engaged in social movements, K, as a senior 
student in middle school, was quietly devoted to preparing for college admission. I 
had not seen K since I met him at the Mia-Ri Cemetery just after his elder cousin 
passed away, but he, who had no siblings and not many relatives, might have been 
so happy to meet his elder cousin’s friend again. 

He was asking me to stay overnight if I was not busy, saying that our accidental 
encounter seemed to hold a particular meaning: that the van might have broken 
down at this location at this time upon the instruction of his deceased elder cousin.

I was not that busy. It was not a big deal if I returned to work one or two days 
later because I, a sinecurist, was on my way back from Chuncheon, which I had 
visited in order to handle my relative’s marriage expenses. I had travelled by train, 
and, along the way, I observed construction work from the inside of the train. 
Although I had no idea about what the lives of people working in the construction 
industry were like, a combination of K’s insistent invitation and my own curiosity 
about people in construction work made me agree to stay overnight in Daesungri.
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Before the flat tire of the bus was repaired and the unloaded passengers were 
able to get back on the bus, K and I decided to walk about a kilometer to where the 
branch office of the construction company was. As we neared the office, the bus 
passed by us. I was guided straight to the branch office.

The accommodation and the office were not far apart. There had been barracks 
built with tin roofs, which were turned into two large single-story houses for the 
construction laborers working at the foot of the mountain. There were three offices: 
one room was for the chief engineer, and another was for the accountant, and the 
spacious room had K’s large desk at its upper side. Additionally, there were the desk 
for the Japanese engineer who recently graduated from a technical high school, 
and the desks for two young men, about 20 years old, both with bushy hair. Also, 
in this room, pieces of equipment were in disarray: the machine that makes the 
blueprints, the chest with the office equipment, the wooden barrel, the tin basin, 
the surveying machine, and the flagpole. The next room was the game room, where 
two massive billiard boards were placed in the middle and Korean chessboard and 
Go equipment were on the side. One house contained these rooms, and the back 
house parallel to it was made up of the accommodation, consisting of a family 
room and a single room, and the spacious dining room. A number of people shared 
the single room except, it seemed, for the two Japanese staff, the chief engineer, and 
the accountant. 

At the time, the chief engineer was absent as he was negotiating construction 
costs with the executives from the Gyeongchun Railroad Company in Chuncheon. 
All of the office staff members seemed to be K’s subordinates, so I received courteous 
greetings from them and, again, having been introduced as a friend of the deceased 
elder cousin, I had to be treated by them as a valued guest, like his older brother. 

On the desk, wrapped in white cloth was an unfinished blueprint of which four 
corners were thumbtacked. 

“Your timing is perfect because we are free now. As of now, construction work 
is almost completed except for just a small bridge, a few retaining walls, and 
embankments. Accomplished yesterday was the design, including the details. All 
the tough issues were solved and the only task remaining now is supervision of the 
work according to the blueprint and survey. Then, it’s bath time before dinner.”

I heard him say that after I stepped into K’s room.

 “I don’t have to take a bath. Go ahead, you guys,” I said, declining his suggestion 
to take a bath. However, I was told that K’s subordinates could only take their turn 
after me, so I took a bath ahead of K. Having brushed away dirt of the early autumn 
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days from my body, I returned to the room after the bath, where I received a light 
‘yukata.’4  Having changed my clothes, I sat down and stretched my legs, feeling as 
if I were staying in a luxurious ryokan5. 

While K was out for a moment, I looked around his room and kept wondering 
what “the engineer’s state of life” was, about which I had sensed only vaguely in 
the game room and pondered on while soaking in the bath. A long time ago, I had 
read a lot of articles regarding the admission rate of technical-related schools and 
the labor shortage of engineers. However, having personally witnessed their way 
of life before my eyes now, I came to realize that in the time of unprecedented job 
shortage, their working conditions suggested that their status could be classified as 

“special seats.” I put on a bitter smile when I caught myself having mixed thoughts of 
envy and jealousy. However, suddenly I was overcome by fear as I became obsessed 
by this idea: “Although a young man like K is merely about four or five years 
younger than us, isn’t he to be considered as coming from a different generation to 
us? Might he not be interpreting the world with different concepts and categories 
from us and tacitly affirming different suppositions based on experiences we do 
not have in common?” By looking around the room, I sought something that could 
counterveil my thoughts. I noticed that, while it is normal to expect clothes and 
comforters to be stored in a small room, at the corner of his room without any 
decoration, one finds instead a wooden barrel, made of a half of powder flask, in 
which books neatly are arranged. Also, prominently placed before it was a small, 
checkerboard-sized desk. 

“Books! Books will help me to discover K’s inner life better!” I thought to myself 
as I crawled toward the book barrel, although feeling reluctant. “Maybe K is a 
reader of Kinggu Cheongnyeon [King Youth] or Kangdam [Discourse] 6?”

The conflicting wishes for him to read them or not read them were alternately 
swirling in my brain, oddly intertwined together.

There was one volume of Nonsense Complete Collection but also Gaejo 
[Reformation] and Junganggongron [Central Public Discourse] in the book barrel7.  

4	 Japanese garment made of cotton or synthetic fabric.

5	 A type of traditional Japanese inn featuring tatami-matted rooms and baths.  

6	 Kinggu Cheongnyeon and Kangdam were popular Japanese literary magazines in 
the 1920s, put out by the Japanese publishing house, Kodansha [講談社].

7	 Gaejo and Junganggongron are representative Japanese journals in the 1920s, 
which mainly introduced the new Western progressive thoughts. 
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However, there were only about four or five books of this type in total, with the 
remainder specializing in civil engineering, or notebooks from his school days. 
Almost all of the other twenty books included the histories of mathematics 
and science, except for only one volume, the Dialectic of Nature, published 
by Iwanamibunko, a Japanese publishing house. However, when I bent down, I 
found among the books overlaid behind the barrel, all mixed-up, a volume of the 
translation of Alain’s book, Goethe’s and Heine’s poetical works, and Poincaré’s 
small-sized books. I couldn’t quite spell out what my sentiments exactly were in the 
sense of excitement as I felt my heart fluttering self-consciously. 

Before my head could draw a simple and clear conclusion, the civil engineer 
came in, carrying a small box. I felt suspicious of him looking down at the box with 
a smile, so I asked him: 

“What is it? What is in it?”

K put the box quietly in front of me, saying: 

“They are toys.” 

The box was made out of one side of a small wooden barrel. It was decorated with 
a cemented well, on the one hand, and a playground for the three young terrapins, 
a sandy beach, on the other. Two of the young terrapins were in hiding, retracting 
their heads into the water and leaning against a cobblestone; the rest had climbed 
up the well and crawled out sluggishly onto the sandy beach to dry their own backs, 
perhaps because they were familiar with humans. Surprised and amused at their 
unexpected appearance before my eyes, I forgot about my thoughts earlier and 
began to look closely at the wooden box. I said: 

“Hur, hur.”

“At first glance, they seem grotesque and creepy but, if we keep looking at them, 
they become considered adorable pets,” K said. Then, he turned a terrapin over 
with his finger. The terrapin exposed its red belly and floundered its legs, but soon 
it stretched its neck long, pressed the sandboard with its muzzle, and then flipped 
onto its back abruptly.

“Ha, ha, ha.”

K was laughing, looking at the terrapin. I had also enjoyed the terrapin turning 
over its body and, following K’s laughter, chortled, “Kkul, kkul, kkul.”      
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At that time, a housekeeper came and informed us that our dinner was ready, so 
I went to the restaurant led by K. K explained that, because I was a guest, the dinner 
was prepared as a banquet, allowing even an accountant — who had his family — 
to attend it. Terrapin soup was cooked, as well as sliced, raw, freshwater fish caught 
in Bukhan River. As he gazed at the housekeeper pouring Gekkeikan, Japanese sake, 
into the glass and boiling it to make the alcohol warm, K declared:

“There is no great food here because this is a rural area. However, as you can see, 
sake is prepared in great quantities, so please drink it to get drunk throughout the 
night.”

In response, I expressed my gratitude to all the attendees and then, took the 
glass given by him to my lips.

We had been drinking for almost four hours, but there was nothing special in 
our conversations. I had no choice but to chat with the others and laugh together 
about the topics that everyone could share and enjoy with one another. In 
the end, a suggestion was raised that since drinking with men was a miserable 
thing, we needed to move to a bar with barmaids, and we tried to leave our seats 
momentarily. But it was argued that, even if we went to the bar, the quality of 
alcoholic beverages would not be better and the bar itself would be uproarious 
because of workers making noise in every room. With this in mind, it would thus 
be better if we continued our drinking party here with two, three, or four polite 
girls by calling them up. Eventually, two young hostesses were put into our room, 
so it was inevitable that our place was loudly monopolized by vulgar talk, singing, 
shouting, and dancing.

When I reluctantly left the drinking party and returned to K’s room, I realized 
that I was seriously drunk, worse than tipsy, due to the aftermath of travel. As he 
looked at me, while seated on the blanket as he prepared for bed, K said: 

“An amusement like this in the construction site is meaningless.”

I was thinking, “When it comes to the amusement, except for this enjoyment, 
what else is there in the world?” However, calmly, I simply expressed appreciative 
words, 

“Thanks to you, I was able to enjoy very pleasantly.”

After he said, “Good night,” I crawled into bed. However, from my drunken 
eyes, I could see the faint figure of K smoking a cigarette and watching the young 
terrapins once again that he had brought here a while ago. K seemed like he was 
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playing with the terrapins, as if he was hand-kneading them with his thick right 
hand with rolled-up sleeves and turning them upside-down like before.   

 “Do you enjoy playing with terrapins?” I asked him, rubbing my sleepy eyes with 
my hands.

“I started hand-kneading them for enjoyment, but now it became like a habit to 
kill time. It is somehow pleasant that, after returning from the outside, I turn them 
upside down, one by one, and see them flipping their bodies. If I turn them over as 
they are powerless or sick, they keep still, just wobbling their legs twice.” 

After K’s explanation, I asked him: 

“Could I get young terrapins as mementos of my visit here?”

Half- asleep, I could barely listen to his answer: 

“Please do so. Out there in the river, you can catch as many of them as you want.”

When I woke up the next morning, K had already left the room. I had already 
forgotten the story about terrapins, so I thought he had just gone out to do something 
somewhere at dawn. However, it turned out later that, with a subordinate who 
was graduating from a technical school, he had gone to a river to catch terrapins. 
At this point, I suggested walking to the next bus stop, about 3 kilometers away, 
while watching the construction site, because the bus from Chuncheon would be 
arriving there in two hours. After having breakfast, I suggested to K that we hit the 
road. Following my suggestion, he put on his jikadabi.

After closing the button of his jikadabi, K stood up, carrying a glass bottle 
containing terrapins with his right hand. I said goodbye to all the staff and, with K, 
went on our way.

Soon, the railroad appeared on our right side. Although it was cut off at the 
entrance of the bridge and broken slightly on the side of the retaining wall, the 
railroad was almost completed. K told me something or other about the railroad. 
He explained that the road and railroad formed a crossroad through an overpass 
or “guard” because their intersection had never permitted a grade crossing and 
the railroad crossing would no longer be allowed because it could cause traffic 
accidents. After that, he said that the construction site we were going toward was 
the place where such “guard” for the railroad crossing was being built.
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K’s story was, of course, interesting, but what I wanted to know on the road 
was: “What are these young people’s fundamental attitudes toward the world?” So, 
during a pause, I asked him:

“You’re probably handling a lot of workers, but what do you think about these 
people’s living conditions?”  

“We handled thousands of workers once before, which allowed for no direct 
relationship between them and us. Since there was a boss and, under him, a chief, 
our negotiations with them were usually made through channels according to a 
hierarchical relation.”

With his reply, K seemed to know the point of my question. So, he was walking 
calmly for a long time while I followed him wordlessly, watching the scenery unfold 
along the road. When I turned around the curved road at an angle, the construction 
site on a distant hill appeared. We observed that while the workers were conveying 
gravel and cement, a chief and a boss were walking back and forth. K finally opened 
his mouth slowly:

“In short, when we consider humanitarianism subjectively, isn’t it a kind of 
sentimentalism? In this sense, even if there must have been an inevitable rationale 
in humanitarian activities, such person as my elder cousin would probably be a 
hero in a tragedy.8  Although it might not be appropriate to say this in front of Mr 
Park…”

I did not respond to him at all. However, I was shocked by K’s words to some 
degree. I disliked his lumping together his elder cousin and me as the humanitarian. 
Additionally, I came to somehow fear his apparently unshakeable belief with his 
seemingly deadened senses. As I didn’t respond, he started to tell me, with some 
pauses, the following:  

“Humanitarianism was getting on my nerves for the first few days of my career here, 
so I found myself agonizing over it. But now, I take away a youthful sentimentalism 
from these musings. To cite an example, there is a case in which a tunnel’s ceiling 
collapses or an accident occurs due to the laborers’ carelessness of gunpowder or 
explosives. In such a case, now, I certainly prefer the dead to the injured among the 
victims. In the case of the dead, it is enough to pay for funeral expenses, and their 

8	 K’s statement alludes to his older cousin participating in the social and political 
movements to improve the conditions of people, which ultimately led to his death. While 
apparently understanding of his older cousin’s humanitarian activities as the manifestation 
of his political ideology, K devaluates them as the expression of sheer sentimentalism. 
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families might receive one or two hundred KRW, if at all. On the other hand, I hate 
the severely injured, who take a month or two to recover, as well as by having to 
spend money on them. At this moment, I knew that the humanitarian’s righteous 
indignation would not be highly appreciated. Isn’t it true that people’s lives have 
always been sacrificed like bits of straw for large-scale business; but without such 
sacrifices, would the completion of such business be feasible? I know, people’s lives 
are regarded lightly in this case but that does not mean that they really ought to be 
valued lightly. Look at these terrapins…”

K raised a white bottle. The terrapins were astonished by his behavior, so they 
could not pull out their necks, which were half-buried in the sand.

“They must not feel joyful and delighted like we do as we watch the terrapins. In 
this case, wouldn’t it be absolutely ridiculous to consider humanitarianism from 
the terrapins’ position? But, when we weigh everything, there is really nothing 
different between terrapins and human beings. Although I don’t mean to put both 
on the same level …”  

I also did not respond to this. If I found myself quibbling over it, I knew I would 
discover something to argue about. However, making a counterargument was not 
what mattered. I thought that the problem in this situation was my uncertainty and 
inability to accept his statement, and my embarrassment over it. 

“Drawing from that, instead of bothering my brain with this issue, my invisible 
mental efforts are reduced to a single equation for it seems much more noble and 
beautiful for me to place passionate humanity at the center of cold numbers or 
letters of formulas, equations, axioms, and theorem.”

After K’s passionate statement, and after receiving greetings from a chief and 
the workers, he ran with big strides toward the construction site where the pillars 
of the bridge were being built up. While I looked at his cheerful and healthy figure 
from behind, it felt as if my own insipid, shabby look were being reflected in my 
very eyes. I climbed the ladder, according to K’s instructions, and then watched the 
construction work. Later, I passed through the “retaining wall” and finally went 
back on the road again after a long time. After being on the road for some time, we 
noticed a bus stop. Gathered in a tobacco shop next to the road, there were a lot of 
women. One girl, who looked about twelve years old, left the center of the group 
and gave a bow to K. 

K moved closer to her and asked: 

“Ah, Gilnyu, where are you going?”
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She replied: 

“As the work in the construction I worked for is completed, we now move to the 
Jungang Railroad Line construction site.” And then Gilnyu turned her eye toward 
her mother and little sister sitting in the back. 

He asked again: 

“Where exactly are you going to in the Jungang Railroad Line?” 

She answered: 

“Even the person who came here to recruit workers said that he also had no idea, 
that you would know it when you were there.” 

“I hope the bus is not full.” 

“We are waiting for a truck here.”

“Is your father going to come here on a truck?”

 “Yes,” she said, and then moved to her mother’s side because her little sister was 
whining. K bought about 1.2kg of cookies at the store and gave them all to her.

“Eat with your sisters on the road.”

Gilnyu declined several times but finally accepted the cookies with her shy 
face. So, her mother, who had been sitting still until then, bowed her head slightly 
toward K.

The bus from Gapyeong arrived, almost hesitantly.

“Then, whenever you come to Seoul, please visit me. This time, I owe you so 
much...”

I expressed my thanks to K, took the bottle containing terrapins from his hand, 
and squeezed myself into the packed bus. At this time, someone in the bus wearing 
a suit, putting his head out of the window, shouted:

“Isn’t there a family of workers moving towards the Jungang Line?”

K, standing outside the window, answered to this question:
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“There is.”

Gilnyu and her family came out, following K. 

“What is the worker’s name?”

“It is Daesung Kim.”

After checking out his notebook, the person in a suit shouted towards them:

“Then, please take this bus!”

Three people, including a child, came into the bus, and two of the untidy luggage 
were also loaded into the bus because its back compartment had no room for them. 

I was worried if I could keep the bottle of terrapins well. I barely managed to 
grab hold of the bottle as I sat with my legs closed, so I could not say goodbye to K 
properly just as the bus left. 

The bus was rattled loudly due to the rough roads. I was careful of it whenever 
the bus juddered, but my clothes were so constantly wet with the overflowing 
water from the bottle. Nevertheless, by remembering how K was playing with the 
terrapins, I made efforts to keep the bottle safe.    

Sitting next to me, Gilnyu gave the cookies received from K to her mother and 
younger brother who were barely sitting down in the front seat. Gilnyu said:

“Please eat some, mom.”

Taking a piece of the cookies to her mouth, the woman muttered, as if talking 
to herself:

“He is a rare person, maybe one in one hundred.”

Taking note of this woman’s compliment about K’s behavior, I thought about 
how he seemed to be acknowledged as a kind young man, even by the workers. I 
was staring at the terrapins he gave, recalling what K said on the road.

However, while I was staring at the interior of the bottle for a long time, the bus 
turned a sharp curve and bounced off once, as if a wheel had hit a stone. Without 
holding on to my seat as I tried to rearrange my posture, the glass bottle containing 
terrapins which I held with one hand, hit the window bars, and was broken. While 
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I was frantic, the broken bottle spilled water and sand onto my arm and knee. At 
this time, two of the three terrapins were thrown out of the window, and the last 
fell down on my shoes. Holding a piece of broken glass, I cried:

 “Stop the bus!” 

But the driver did not hear me due to the bus engine’s noise, while the passengers 
sitting next to me seemed to dislike me, as if to think: “Why terrapins, why is the 
old man carrying the terrapins! They are so common in the Han River.” 

Then, I cried out again, “Hey, driver, stop!” 

But the bus did not pay much attention to me, this time due to my lower tone 
of voice. Exhausted from repeatedly crying out, I just sat idly, holding a piece of 
broken glass, without knowing what to do.

(On the sickbed, completion of a manuscript on June 21, 1939)

     


