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The American novelist travelled to South Korea to meet the free-diving
fisherwomen of Jeju, and it changed the course of her career

arrived on Jeju [sbard a novelist and left a
nan-fctlon author. Visiting the magnificent
valeanke island = & UNESCO World Heritage
Site — changed my life and, mos polntedly,
thee direction of myy writing career. I'd been in
nyy New YVork CIty aparinsen working on o new
neve] abogil 4 Bisinesswoemnan Crom Manbhattan
wlio gosed 1o Jejia b meet the jsland s famodis
hrewpes women divers, and later staris s
comypany wiah them.

I'd long been fascinaced by the Naberwomen
of Jeju who dive without oxygen, known as
the mermabds of Korea, For centuries, they ve
farmied the ocean collectively to suppart
themselves and their families, some still diving
as they reached thelr eighties and nineties. 1
kmew their lives would be rich material. but
I was struggling to make my narrative hald
Rogpet hed. S0, [ dechded o g 1o Jeju and mse
These amaEing women in person.

My Iriemd. the Korean author Kyung-sook
Shim, knows che isar] well and clleresd 1o
afcompany me, We flow an Bowr (rom Seou)
andl landed on Jefu, then pdcked apa rental car
mnd drove into the countryside to the Jangdal-
ri Boad, the lomgest coasial rosd In the sastern
part of Jeju.

Soon the landscape, dotted with hotels,
mentels and tourdst restaurants, morphed imo
a dramatic Black valcanic shorellne hugging
the turquaise sea. We were heading for the
timy village of Jongdal-ri. Cemuries ago. this
wad The larpest salt-producing aréa on the
islard but now the salt felkds have disappeared,
replaced by rice paddies.

Ad o B fed Jongdal-nl, Kvaag-sook
podmbed out the small hiats made of black
rock that jutted out from the sea. They wene
the opiginal slseliers used by the sy,
where Uhey gathered belore diving o change
thelbr clothes and arrange supplics, and on
returning. tocount thedr catch, which they
soddd w0 marker, There wene siatues, (osh, af the
women carved out of black rock, a sign of the
honour in which they were beld,

Aswe continued slong the ocean rasd, we
saw new bualldings made of concrete built by
the haenyes in recent years ta replace the older
stone huts, decorated with colourful muaraks
depicting the divers. My hean raced. Finally. [
was polng toenfer their workd.

Wi arrived at alosal inm, Feel Hosise, and
sal dovw 1o a mneal that fele like a b ngised.

Thee ovamer was a young mother in her thiries,

I saw that my decision to
fly all the way to Jeju to
meet her was the right one.
Yang Chunja was a strong,
vibrant woman soon to enter
her eighth decade, vet still
diving as if she was 15, still
contributing to her family
and her sisterhood of divers

and she carrbed heer infant an ber back while
serving us small plates of vegetables, tofu,
soup and fruit. Az we ate, her baby giggled
and cooed.

Eyung-sook took change of arranging my
meeting with a hacayveo diver. The women farm
abalome, shell ish and conch, yet only dive
Lhiee manitlhs of the vear, amd it wis fow ol
serason. So, while | wouldn’ be able towatch
Chaean work, thee slamd’s charm had capuivated
i, amnaed 1was happy momctheless,

That afternoon, we visited Jeju's museum
dedbcated 1o the haenypeo, with bs stunning
Fecreations af ancient Facnyeo Buts, chol s
and fshing gear. A 500 wire soculpture of a
pregnant woman diver stood valiantly in the
entrance. | watched video interviews with the
women and learmed so much about theic hard
lives coupled with their love of the sea. One
Facipes explained the ocean was like a hank
Lhat just kept giving her moaey (by selling hshb
Theese werne strong women, healthy women,
AXTracT IRary wome n — one-al-a-kind wonsen

Laver shae day, [ was privileged 1o meet
5 rermpes called Yang Chunja, who spoke
s movingly about her e snd work, She
WAE N BT sEVenRBes = young by haerpee
standards — and sperding time with her was
transformat ive, [ sew that my declshon o fiy all
thee wery 10 e i 1o et Ber was the right one,
Yang Chunfa was a strong. vibrant woman soon
toenter hereighth decade, yet still diving as
If she was 15, still conteituating to her family
and ber sisterhood of divers. She embodied the
Eorean gualitbes of rar, heung and Jeong
— EFEL poy and commniniy — Uhat afe par of
U cultaral DNAL Dbeliewve these qualities ane
L secTet 1o leading a fulfilling Hie.

Adver Dreturned [oam Jeju, Toheew out the
marve] I'd been working on and decided vo write
The Koreas Boek of Mappines instead. Aler
mieeting the hacnypes, [ understood their real
160 sEories were made Fesomanl, mane poetie,
than any Boticnal cabe [ coulkl weave, 1 love
Mew York City — i8's nay home. Yet sometimes,
the most powerfal lessons you glean in life are
walking for vou on an island hallfway around
the world, and your teacher iz a modern-day
mermabd. And that’s the story you have to tedl,
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