Author
prefers to
be quiet
at home

By Jae-Ha Kim
TRIBUME COMTENT
AGEMNCY

For critically acclaimed
author Min Jin Lee, the
in-depth research she did
for her latest novel, “Amer-
ican Hagwon,” included
extensive visits across three
continents to ensure that
her fictional family’s lives
rangtrue.

In an effort to secure
strong futures for their chil-
dren, the Kohs move from
Seoul to Sydney to Orange
County, California. With
each move, the importance
of education and hagwons
— for-profit cram schools —
isexplored.

“Traveled to Austra-
lia four tmes.” the former
attorney said in a phone
interview from her New
York home. “The reason
why Australia is in the
book is because itis a place
thata lot of South Kore-
ans send their children to
learn English if they can't
afford the U.S. Middle-class
Korean people who want to
give their kids a better shot
for their future know that
native fluency of English is
reallyimportant”

“American Hagwon" isa
followup to Lee's sweeping
2017 bestseller “Pachinko

This interview with Lee
has been edited for clarity

and length.

Q:Dothe teachers’own
accents determine who
will be hired to work at
hagwons?

A: You could argue that
there’s a hierarchy system
of hagwon teachers
depending upon which
accent you have, and they
will be paid a different
rate. I interviewed a lot of
hagwon teachers and one
said, “T have an Ameri-
can accent and it's actually

Author Min Jin Lee says the diversity of Mew York City made
her feel welcome as a young immigrant. CHANNEL YES

worth more than a British
accent.” ... Koreans want
their kids to sound like a
Midwestern American
when you speak English
versus sounding British.
Not everyone can afford to
sound the way you and I do,
so they will send their chil-
dren to Australia or New
Zealand or the Philippines
to learn to speak English.

Q:Was education areason
your parents chose toim-
migrate tothe U.S.7

A: No. We came here
because my fatherisa
war refugee from North
Korea. When the Vietnam
War ended in 1975, he felt
that because there’s only a
ceasefire between North
and South Korea and the
war hadn’t technically
ended, that the next war
could again take place in
South Korea.

Q: How did growing up in
Mew York affectyouasa
writer?

A: Tt allowed me to really
see my experience as
being central. I think that I
never feltlike this statisti-
cal anomaly, because New
York is made up of statisti-
cal anomalies and minori-
ties and immigrants. The
first time I really experi-
enced a sense of otherness
was when I went to college.

Q: In aninterview we did
about 10 years ago, you
mentioned that your
dream vacation would be
to rent a house in Tuscany
and invite all your friends
and family. Have you done
thatyet?

A: No, but I don't think

it's my dream anymore. I
love the idea of seeing the
people that I care about
and being with them. That
part hasn't changed. But
the idea of something lavish
doesn't appeal to me in

any way anymore. I would
really like to be quiet and
just sitat home.

Q: What has changedin
MNew York that you enjoy?
A: Walking in New York has
gotten better and better.
The food in New York is
outrageously good and the
Korean food has become

10 times better than what it
used to be 10 years ago. Los
Angeles Korean food used
to be so much better than
here, but now we're really
holding our own at all price
points. You can get some-
thing really high end, but
also something really deli-
cious for under $20.

Q: When you're traveling,
how do you handle staying
healthy and eating well?
A: Actually, this is going to
sound funny, but I carry
food with me. If I'm gone
for a couple of days, 'l
bring a bag or two of Hero
Bagels with me. Each bagel
has 19 grams of protein. If
vou toast it, italmost tastes
like a Lender’s bagel, which
iswhat I grew up with as
alad It'skind of embar-
rassing that I live in the
bagel capital of the planet
and I end up eating this
processed stuff, but when
1 travel, it's very useful
because I don't really get
time to go anywhere to eat.

For more from the reporter,
visit www.jaechakim.com.
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