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UBUD, Indonesia — The
girl with seven names is
finding it hard these days
to contact relatives in
Stalinist North Korea on
the underground mobile
phone link defectors have
used for years.

Hyeonseo Lee is also in-
creasingly worried about
her personal security since
the July publication of the
best-selling memoir about
her escape from North
Korea, “The Girl with
Seven Names.”

Defectors living in South
Korea contact relatives in
the North through Chinese
mobile phones that are
smuggled across the bor-
der. They communicate
through transmission tow-
ers on the Chinese side of
the border.

It’s all arranged through
brokers on the Chinese
side, who also help smug-
gle money from the defec-
tors to their relatives.

North Korea, however,
has been cracking down on
this lifeline, using phone
signal detectors and inter-
ference devices, Lee said in
an interview on the side-
lines of the Ubud Writers
and Readers festival. The
signals can reveal the loca-
tion of the speaker if the
conversation lasts much
longer than a minute.

Lee arranged for many of
her family members to join
her in exile after her own
escape in 1998, but she still
talks to an aunt there.

“Right now the signal is
not so good. I can’t hear
their voice clearly. … And
my aunt says after a min-
ute, oh my god, we have to
turn off the phone now
we’re being monitored.”

The aunt was sent to a
labor camp for a few
months last year, accused
of trying to escape. “She
was reported by her best
friend. That’s how this re-
gime works,” Lee said.

Sending money across
the border — or private
communications of any
kind with the North — also
is illegal in South Korea.

The money from defec-
tors goes into North Ko-
rea’s increasingly estab-
lished rural markets,
which sprouted up during
the famine years when the
state food distribution sys-
tem broke down. The mar-
kets are thriving hot spots
of commerce, where people
can buy or barter for

things, including smuggled
Hollywood and South Ko-
rean movies.

‘Workers’ paradise’
Despite the occasional

crackdown, the govern-
ment has been unable to
shut down the markets
and now basically toler-
ates them, Lee said, de-
spite the fact they have
become the thin edge of
the wedge for Western in-
fluences.

North Koreans have
been brainwashed since
the country was founded
at the end of World War II
into thinking they truly
live in a “workers’ para-
dise,” she said.

“But the famine came,
and then movies from Hol-
lywood and South Korea
became available in the
black market. From the
videos, we realized that
South Korea was a heaven.
The secret is out and is
being shared widely.

“Now the brainwashing
is much less (effective),
and the loyalty is less. For
Kim Jong Un it is much
more difficult to rule than
his father.”

The regime tolerates the
markets because they do
provide material goods for
people who can see from
the movies how their
neighbors live, she said.

“North Korea is chang-
ing, yes. There’s more cell-
phones, more fashion, the
markets. But many things
have not changed: the pub-

lic executions, the labor
camps, people are still
starving. The people who
don’t know how to make
money in the markets, they
are the ones starving.”

Lee grew up in Hyesan,
next to the Chinese border.
She had a close family with
an array of colorful rela-
tives, including “Uncle
Opium,” who smuggled
North Korean heroin into
China.

Family life took place be-
neath the obligatory por-
traits of North Korea’s re-
vered founder Kim Il Sung
and his son Kim Jong Il,
father of the current ruler
Kim Jong Un, which hung
in every home.

Her father’s job in the
military meant they were
relatively well off. Her
world turned upside down
when her father was ar-
rested by the secret police.
He was later released into a
hospital. He had been badly
beaten and died soon after-
ward. The circumstances
remain unclear. Her book
chronicles her escape to
China at 17 and the hard-
ships that followed.

The book and her criti-
cisms of the North have
made Lee a target, she said.

South Korean intelli-
gence told her in August
that North Korea had sent
a letter to its embassies
abroad about her and
warned Lee she could face
an abduction attempt.

She lives in Seoul with
her American husband.
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“I went to college for
dance, and one summer I
was interning in New York
City at Broadway Dance
Center and part of my in-
ternship was to be a Rock-
ette assistant at Rockette
Summer Intensive,” John-
son said. “At the end of the
summer, I auditioned, and
I was very fortunate to get
the job. Now here I am,
nine seasons later.”

Johnson initially audi-
tioned simply for the expe-
rience, but found out on
the spot at the end of the
second day of auditions
that she had gotten the job.
She still remembers the
conversation she had on
the phone that day with
her mother.

“My mother was driving
down from Maine to pick me
up and bring me back to col-
lege, and I called her and
said, ‘Pull over, otherwise
you’re going to go off the
road. I have big news for
you!’” Johnson said. “She
was so excited.”

Johnson had been attend-
ing Oklahoma City Univer-
sity for dance but ended up
moving to New York City to
fulfill her dreams of dancing
at Radio City Music Hall.

“I knew that had been my
goal going into college, and
once I achieved it, I was very
happy,” Johnson said.
“From the get-go I just loved
dancing. I’ve always known
I would dance forever —
hopefully into my 70s or 80s.
It’s exciting to get paid to do
something you love.”

At 32, Johnson has per-
formed in over 200 shows
each season as a Rockette.
Her parents, who still live in
Maine, come down every
year to see her perform.

“They come to my open-
ing night and try to come
down a couple times per
year,” Johnson said.

And even though it’s been
nine seasons since she first
stepped on the Radio City
stage, she still remembers
her first show.

“A few of
the veteran
R o c k e t t e s
who had
been there
for many
years had
told me at
the begin-
ning of the
show the

Rockettes would flap out of a
Christmas tree, turn to the
audience and do a big kick. I
remember they had all told
me, ‘You are going to feel
like a rockstar when you do
that first kick. The crowd is
going to go crazy,” Johnson
said.

“That was exactly how I
felt,” she said. “From that
point on during that whole
show I was on cloud nine.”

Her favorite dance has al-
ways been “Parade of the
Wooden Soldiers,” a num-
ber done by every single
Rockette who has ever
danced across the Radio
City Music Hall stage. The
Rockettes are decked out in
red and white uniform for
the number, complete with
painted rosy cheeks and a
sky high feather atop their
hat.

“It’s so exciting to hear
the gasps and the awes and
knowing that every single
Rockette has done it,” John-
son said. “I know when they
come to see us they’re ex-
cited to see the choreogra-
phy they did in the 50s or
60s.”

But being a Rockette ex-
tends far beyond the stage.

“One of my favorite parts
of being a Rockette is doing

the meet and greets. We
take photos with our audi-
ence members in the grand
lounge before the show. It’s
so exciting to meet them
because they’re so excited
about the show,” Johnson
said. “Some are young chil-
dren seeing it for the first
time, and some are people
who have seen the show
every single year for the
past 20 years. You really get
a sense that it’s something
special.”

Even though she’s now a
resident of New York City,
there are still pieces of
Maine she tries to carry
with her, and she still tries
to go home a few times a
year to visit family and
friends.

“Mainers are the friendli-
est people. They’re very
down to earth. I try to carry
that with me because New
York can get quite hectic,”
she said.

Now that Johnson is part
of the tradition of many
families in New York City
and beyond, her own fami-
ly’s tradition is to come
down to the city to watch
her perform. She hopes
other Mainers will consider
coming as well.

“I’m always excited when
I see Mainers. … I know a
lot of Mainers have proba-
bly seen the Rockettes at
the Macy’s Parade, but see-
ing it in person is so excit-
ing,” Johnson said.

“I’m a small town girl
who made it in the big city.
It took a lot of hard work
but it’s literally a dream
come true. I pinch myself
every day,” Johnson said.
“Trends come and go, but
the Rockettes are timeless.”

For more information about
the “Radio City Christmas
Spectacular” or to purchase
tickets, visit radiocitychrist-
mas.com/.
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‘Girl with SevenNames’
keeping eyes onN. Korea
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Hyeonseo Lee, who came to South Korea in 2008, speaks
during an interview with Reuters in Seoul, in May 2013.
“The Girl with Seven Names” is finding it hard these days
to contact relatives in Stalinist North Korea on the under-
ground mobile phone link defectors have used for years.

Americans are becoming less
religious, especially young adults
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REUTERS

Americans are becoming
less religious, judging by such
markers as church atten-
dance, prayer and belief in
God, and the trend is more
pronounced among young
adults, according to a poll re-
leased Tuesday.

The share of U.S. adults
who say they believe in God,
while still high compared
with other advanced industri-
al countries, slipped to 89 per-
cent in 2014 from 92 percent in
2007, according to the Pew Re-
search Center’s Religious
Landscape Study.

The proportion of Ameri-
cans who say they are “abso-
lutely certain” God exists fell
even more, to 63 percent in
2014 from 71 percent in 2007.

The percentage of Ameri-
cans who pray every day, at-
tend religious services regu-

larly and consider religion
important in their lives are
down by small, but statistical-
ly significant measures, the
survey found.

The trend is most pro-
nounced among young adults,
with only half of those born
from 1990 to 1996 absolutely
certain of their belief in God,
compared to 71 percent of the
“silent generation,” or those
born from 1928 to 1945.

Younger people also are
less likely to pray daily, at 39
percent, compared to “silent
generation” adults at 67 per-
cent. Young adults are also
much less likely to attend re-
ligious services, the survey
found.

On the other hand, 77 per-
cent of Americans continue
to identify with some reli-
gious faith, and those who do
are just as committed now as
they were in 2007, according
to the survey. Two-thirds of

religiously affiliated adults
say they pray every day and
that religion is very impor-
tant to them, the survey
found.

The survey also found reli-
gious divides among the politi-
cal parties, with those who are
not religiously affiliated more
likely to be Democrats, at 28
percent, compared to 14 per-
cent of Republicans.

About 38 percent of Repub-
licans identify as evangelical
Protestants — the largest reli-
gious group in the party, the
survey found. Catholics make
up 21 percent of each major
political party.

Orianna O’Neill, 21, a stu-
dent at Beloit College in Wis-
consin who comes from a non-
religious household but some-
times prays, said she thinks
the anti-science, anti-gay rhet-
oric of some politicians may
be turning some young people
away from religion.

Hyeonseo Lee’s aunt was sent to
a labor camp for a few months last year,

accused of trying to escape.
“She was reported by her best friend.

That’s how this regime works,” Lee said.


