
We’re in the same class, 
right?

You don’t look 
Chinese.

Are you from 
North Korea?

North Korea? 
Was she joking? 
No one had ever 
asked me that 

before.

No, I’m South Korean. 
What about you?  

Chinese? Taiwanese?

In early April 1994,  
I moved to France to 

study. I enrolled in a 
private language school 

in Chambéry, a small 
town surrounded by 

the beautiful Alps.



You’re the 
first person 
to think I 
was from 
Taiwan.

I’m from  
Osaka.

There are a few 
Japanese students 
here, but I think 
you’re the only 
Korean.

If I want to  
pick up French 

quickly, it’s better 
not to have Koreans 
around—even if it 

gets lonely.

Classes 
start  

tomorrow.

I’m  
Yoshiko.

I’m  
Keum Suk.

Kum Suku. 

No.

Huh?

Nice to  
meet you.



Not  
Kum Suku.

Keum Suk.

Yes, Kum Suku.

Where are you 
staying?

At the 
dorm. Bye.

I’m staying at 
the dorm, too.

But I have 
to go some-
where today. 

Sorry!

My first impression of Yoshiko 
wasn’t great. I didn’t like how 
she mispronounced my name and 
asked so many questions.



Most of the beginner 
students at the school 
were European, and 
they spoke English 
well.

Wanna go 
dancing 
Friday 
night?

I’ve got a date then.

Really? 
With 

whom?

They weren’t just 
good at English. They 
were great at speak-
ing and understanding 
French, even though 
they’d just started. 

Lucky them. 
Maybe it’s 

because their 
cultures are 

so similar?

When they went skiing… I stayed in the library. 
So did Yoshiko.

Je fasse, tu fasses… Sache, saches, 
sashions…



By early summer,  
I was starting to hold 
simple conversations 
in French. Despite 
my first impression, 
Yoshiko and I became 
best friends. We could 
communicate with 
a single word and, 
sometimes, just a look 
or expression. Was it 
because our cultures 
were similar?

Yoshiko!

Ah,  
Kum Suku!

Going  
to the  

library?

Yup.

Me too.

What are you doing 
on the weekend?

I’m not sure.

Wanna go  
bike riding?

Sure!

I’ll make kimbap for lunch.

Then I’ll 
bring 

dessert.

Yummy!



Early on Saturday, July 8, 1994, while Yoshiko 
and I were setting out for a bike ride,  
North Korea’s supreme leader, Kim Il Sung, 
suddenly 	            died of a heart attack.

If my father  
had lived just  

two more weeks, he 
would have held the 
first inter-Korean 
summit with South 
Korean president 
Kim Young-sam.

Instead, six 
years later,  
I met with  

his successor, 
President Kim 

Dae-jung.

In 1993, North Korea 
withdrew from the  

Nuclear Non-Prolifera-
tion Treaty (N.P.T.). 

Then, in October 1994, 
we signed the Agreed 

Framework with the U.S., 
agreeing to freeze our 

nuclear program. 

However, the agreement 
eventually fell apart, 
and in 2003, we pulled 
out of the N.P.T. again.

In the 1990s, during what’s 
known as the Arduous March, 
when potentially millions of 
North Koreans were starving 
to death, Kim Jong Il sent 
his eldest son, Kim Jong-chul,  
born to Ko Yong Hui, to  
Switzerland.

Kim Jong-chul attended the 
International School of Bern 
under the alias Park Chol.

Friend 1 Friend 2

He was 
really 
nice.

He wasn’t  
exactly a  

nationalist, but 
he was very 

patriotic.



By 1996, the people of North Korea 
were experiencing severe famine 
and enduring extreme hardship.

Kim Jong Il was worried about 
the regime collapsing, and so 
was Ko Yong Hui.

In case of emergency, we need to 
send the other two  
children some- 
where safe. 

We should send  
Jong Un and Yo Jong 
to Switzerland, too.

To avoid drawing too much attention, Kim Jong Un and Kim Yo Jong 
were sent to a different school than Kim Jong-chul.



Kim Jong Un took 
extra German 
lessons at a  
local elementary 
school near 
Bern Public 
Middle School. 
In August 1998, 
he transferred 
to Liebefeld-
Steinhölzli Public 
School in Bern  
as a seventh 
grader.

His aunt Ko Yong Suk and uncle Ri Gang 
posed as his parents until they defected 
to the U.S.

At that time, Kim Jong Un went by 
the alias Pak Un…

and claimed his father was a driver 
for the North Korean embassy in

Switzerland.



The house where 
Kim Jong Un, his 
sister Kim Yo Jong, 
and their aunt and 
uncle are believed 
to have lived was 
purchased by the 
North Korean  
embassy. 

It was a three-story 
brick townhouse  

about 350 meters 
from the school.



Kim Jong-chul’s school, the Internation-
al School of Bern (I.S.B.), was located 
in the Muri bei Bern area, close to the 
North Korean embassy. 

Kim Jong-chul always had bodyguards 
and went to school in a Mercedes-Benz.

However, Kim Jong Un enjoyed more freedom at his school in Köniz, 
with no bodyguards around.

Yo Jong, watch out 
for the trams.

I will.



Kim Jong Un’s close friend, JM, 
from his Swiss school days. I had no idea he was  

Kim Jong Il’s son. 

We got pretty close.

He was quiet and didn’t interact 
much with the other kids, but he 
was really into sports, movies, 

and computers.

He liked 
basketball 
especially.

He didn’t party or 
go clubbing, but we 
sometimes talked 

about girls.

From a CNN phone in-
terview on September 29, 
2010 (Korean time).



Mikaelo, do you know 
who I am?

Pak Un. 

No, I’m the son 
of North Korea’s 

leader.

Yeah, right. 

Then I’m the son 
of the British 
king! Hahaha.

In 2012 and again in 2013, after Kim Jong Un 
came to power, JM was invited to North Korea, 
and they were able to meet again.

My friend, 
Kim Jong Un. 

Good guy.



Yoshiko, my friend from Chambéry, 
was also a “good guy.” 

Later, I learned through a Japanese friend 
of hers that Yoshiko was the daughter of 
a famous Yakuza boss in Kobe.

Yoshiko had 
told me she 
worked at a 

record store 
in Osaka.

Was it a lie?

Was her real name even Yoshiko?

I’ll write 
you when  

I go back to 
Japan.

yeah,  
let’s keep 
in touch.



Yoshiko,  
ogenki desuka?  

(おげんきですか.)*

After that, I never saw her again.Yoshiko left for America instead.

*A famous line from 
Shunji Iwai’s 1995 

movie Love Letter.


