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B
orn in 1962 in C

om
m

unist N
orth K

orea 
into a w

ell-placed official fam
ily, K

im
 

H
yun H

ee w
as, on the strength of her 

good looks, selected w
hen she w

as still a child for 

a career as an actress in state-m
ade film

s. H
er 

roles included an im
portant cam

eo appearance 

in a real-life dram
a: during the tense and ulti-

m
ately unsuccessful peace talks betw

een N
orth 

and S
outh K

orea in 1972, she relaxed and 

charm
ed representatives from

 Seoul by playing a 

"typical" N
orth K

orean child. L
ater, as a student 

at P
yongyang F

oreign L
anguage C

ollege, she 

w
as chosen by her governm

ent for a different 

line of w
ork. O

fficials in N
orth K

orea's intelli-

gence apparatus had determ
ined that she m

ight 

m
ake an excellent foreign agent. F

or the next 

eight years, she w
as carefully trained and pre-

pared to execute w
hat, in the event, turned out to 

be a single m
ission: the bom

bing, in N
ovem

ber 

1987, of a South K
orean civil aircraft, K

A
L

 858. 

M
iss K

im
's b

o
m

b
 d

id
 in

d
eed

 g
o
 o

ff as 

intended, and all 115 passengers and crew
 on 

board perished en
 rou

te from
 A

bu D
habi to 

B
angkok. B

ut the rest of the plan, from
 N

orth 

' K
orea's perspective, w

ent horribly w
rong. M

iss 

K
im

 and her m
ore senior accom

plice w
ere 

quickly picked up in nearby B
ahrain, and their 

escape w
as thw

arted. F
ollow

ing instructions, 

both agents used their cyanide-filled cigarettes to 

com
m

it suicide. H
er m

ore experienced partner 

died instantly, but K
im

 H
yun H

ee survived and 

recovered. S
he w

as extradited to S
eoul, and 

despite all her training began a full confession 

after less than ten days of interrogation by South 

K
orean Intelligence. W

ithin a m
onth, she w

as 

holding televised new
s conferences, explaining 

the terrible details of her assignm
ent and declar-

ing her com
plicity in the plot. In 1989, she w

as 

tried in a South K
orean court, professed her guilt 

repeatedly, and w
as sentenced to death. 

K
im

 H
yun H

ee's death sentence, how
ever, 

P
o
litic

s 

T
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 K
im

 H
yun H

ee 

presaged the start of a life in South K
orea rather 

than its end. Shortly after the verdict, she w
as 

granted a full pardon by S
outh K

orea's then 

p
resid

en
t, R

o
h
 T

ae W
o
o
. P

resid
en

t R
o
h
 

explained to the nation that the contrite M
iss 

K
im

 w
as herself a victim

 of Pyongyang's brutal-

ity, just like the doom
ed passengers on K

A
L

 858, 

and that responsibility for the crim
e really rested 

w
ith the N

orth K
orean leadership. (In her con-

fession K
im

 had proclaim
ed that K

im
 Jong II, 

son and heir-apparent to G
reat L

eader K
im

 Il 

Sung, had personally authorized her m
ission.) 

B
y the tim

e she em
erged to freedom

, K
im

 

H
yun H

ee w
as a public sensation in S

outh 

K
orea. From

 her first new
s conference through 

to her pardon, K
im

 captured the attention of an 

excited and grow
ing audience of fans —

 m
ost of 

them
 m

ale. N
ew

spaper and m
agazine readers 

lapped up the latest bits of gossip about the gor-

geous and dem
ure ex-terrorist —

 that she w
as still 

a virgin, for exam
ple, or that she had m

ade a 

w
holehearted conversion to C

hristianity. K
im

 

w
as deluged by letters from

 adm
irers, including 

hundreds of m
arriage proposals from

 m
en she 

had never m
et. D

espite her celebrity, she seem
s 

determ
ined to keep a low

 profile in her adoptive 

hom
eland. H

er routine these days reportedly 

includes regular attendance at church services, 

occasional public lectures decrying N
orth 

K
orean C

om
m

unism
, and a steadfast refusal to 

consider the m
any proposals from

 hopeful suit-

ors that still com
e her w

ay. 
T

he K
im

 K
yun H

ee story is by turns frighten-

ing, com
pelling and surreal. U

nfortunately, the 

account of it provided in T
he T

ears of M
y Soul is 

too incom
plete to be satisfying. W

hile this slen-

der book does include som
e m

em
orable glim

pses 

of M
iss K

im
's past —

 especially the training 

regim
e by w

hich she w
as to becom

e a m
ultilin-

gual N
orth K

orean killing m
achine —

 it neglects 

to m
ention som

e aspects of her life that w
ould be 

critical to anyone w
ishing to assess the reliability 

and authenticity of her story. F
orem

ost am
ong 

these is anything that w
ould cast light on the 

claim
 m

ade by Y
onhap, South K

orea's leading 

new
s service, that K

im
 w

as in the em
ploy of the 

South K
orean intelligence service w

hen 
T

he 

Tears of M
y Soul w

as published in 1991. 
T

he book itself is a curious piece of w
ork. O

ne 

m
ight think that a w

om
an of K

im
 H

yun H
ee's 

singular experience in the tw
o K

oreas w
ould 

w
ish to share her thoughts about adjusting to life 

in the bustling capitalist S
outh, or about the 

inner turm
oil she endured after m

aking the fate-

ful decision to turn her back on her kinsm
en in 

the N
orth. Y

et few
 reflections of this sort are to 

be found in it. Instead, it is full of specific facts 

and details about the various N
orth K

orean 

agents w
ith w

hom
 M

iss K
im

 w
orked, but It is cir-

cum
spect in the extrem

e about her contacts w
ith 

their counterparts in the S
outh. A

lthough the 

agents in Seoul w
ho broke K

im
's resistance and 

obtained her confession figure prom
inently in 

the narrative, they are never fully nam
ed. 

F
rom

 a political standpoint, by far the m
ost 

significant item
 in T

he T
ears of M

y Soul is the 

assertion that K
im

 Jong II personally ordered the 

destruction of K
A

L
 858, and even sent M

iss 

K
im

's bosses handw
ritten instructions to have 

the plane bom
bed. T

here is nothing inherently 

im
plausible in the charge that the "D

ear L
eader" 

w
as indeed the direct culprit behind the m

id-air 

m
assacre. W

hat is m
ore difficult to believe is that 

a junior agent on her first m
ission overseas 

should have know
n that he w

as. C
overt agents 

are not norm
ally briefed on the strategy underly-

ing their m
issions, or on the authorship of the 

directives they are to follow
. 

R
eaders w

ith long m
em

ories m
ay recall the 

excitem
ent that initially greeted the publication 

of the Penkovsky papers, the m
em

oir that w
as 

released after that fam
ed double agent w

as 

uncovered and executed by Soviet Intelligence. 

T
he Penkovsky papers, it later transpired, w

ere a 

fraud perpetrated by the C
IA

. K
im

 H
yun H

ee is 

no O
leg Penkovsky. She is alive and w

ell, and 

there is no doubt that she contributed to the book 

that finally bears her nam
e. E

ven so, T
he T

ears of 

M
y Soul is perhaps better read as an exotic sort of 

spy novel than as an autobiography. 


