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Enjoying a Korean meal with her children, left to right: Cody, son-in-law, Teague, Candice and Christine.
Ryu collection

with the kids but with the kids’ Korean parents: ‘Why don’t you speak Korean? Are you a
lesser Korean because you don’t speak Korean?’ So they had that challenge. But they are
trying to learn Korean now. Even my white American son-in-law is trying to learn Korean
one word a day because their kids will be half-Korean.”

Surprisingly, in 1991, Cindy’s mother was able to visit North Korea as part of a
tourism effort promoted by the north to generate tourist dollars. Mrs. Kim hadn’t heard a
word from her siblings, two brothers and a sister; in almost 45 years. In particular, she was
eager to finally reconnect with her beloved older sister. First, she tracked down one of
the brothers to verify she had the correct family. Then she boarded a plane with 35 other
Americans and landed in Beijing, China. From there, they took an old North Korean Air
propeller plane to Pyongyang. The tourists were sent to specific locations, including the
iconic Mount <% uP v P¥h& Diamond Mountain”—a centuries-old pilgrimage desti-
nation for Koreans that appears in many songs and artwork.

“They kept the visitors touring instead of introducing the families to them,” Cindy
said, translating for her mother. “They were remodeling and cleaning up the host family
homes” to make a better impression.“She ended up in her nephew’s house because her
brother’s house was too old. They could not remodel it. It’s really clean, and nice. So she
assumed that’s how they lived. ‘Wow, my mother said, ‘you have a really nice home. But
my relatives were very honest people.‘Because you're coming it took me three whole days
to repaper the whole house, my cousin told my mother.‘l am really tired. ”
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The Kim family celebrating mom's 80th birthday. All of Jae and Joan's || grandchildren are college graduates.
Kim family collection

So it was all for show.

Cindy’s brother, Sun Gil, says,“There’s one picture of my mom sitting around a big
round table. They sit on the floor, and there’s just piles of food everywhere.The amazing
thing for me to see was that they had all this food and Korean beer. My mom is not a fat
lady, but when you look at her versus my cousins she looks very big, compared to how
skinny everyone else was. So it was clear they were not eating well.”

Mrs. Kim had spent so little of her childhood in North Korea that it felt foreign to
her. Sadly, she learned that her sister had already passed away, but she was able to visit with
her two brothers. Joan’s wish is that one day North and South Korea will be reunited so
her children can know their cousins in the north. Right now, the only way to communicate
is through letters, which don’t always make it to the recipients.

FOR KOREANS, every birthday is special. Some more so. A child’s first birthday is doubly
happy because in days gone by many children died in infancy. Likewise the 60* birthday
symbolizes the wisdom of age. Lately 80 is the new 60 as people live longer. Cindy turns 60
in 2017.She seems much younger. Cindy is active in the Korean community in VWashington
State and globally. She makes sure to return to South Korea at least every other year. Her
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Running for the House of Representatives. Ryu collection

children have visited on their own as part of group tours, thinking it important to learn
about their ancestral land through their own eyes and perspectives. Cindy proudly chairs
the Overseas World Korean Political Council, where Korean politicians from all over the
globe gather to share ideas. “It’s that comradery, that diaspora that we all experienced
either in our lifetime or previous generations, and yet here we are able to come together.
It’s just really precious.”

As a four-term member of the
Washington State House of Represen-
tatives, Cindy is honored to represent
her 32" District constituents, including
many Korean Americans. A Democrat,
she won each election by a landslide.
Cindy leads the Community Develop-
ment, Housing and Tribal Affairs Com-
mittee—overseeing tourism, veter-
ans and emergency preparedness. She
serves on two other House commit-
tees: Commerce and Gaming, and Cap-

ital Budget, and heads the Members of
Cindy snaps a selfie with a Korean War veteran who was  Cplor Caucus.

awarded the Korean Ambassador for Peace medal.
Ryu collection

In 2011, Cindy was appointed
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to the special joint House and
Senate committee overseeing
trade policy for the Washington
State Legislature. Washington
now ranks third in the nation for
exports.“Rep. Ryu is opening peo-
ple’s eyes to new global econom-
ic opportunities that allow even
the smallest businesses to create
jobs tied to international trade,”’
Speaker Frank Chopp said. “Her

da\ B leadership for small business will
e Pl = be a valuable addition to the trade
3 3 % ‘ policy committee.”
ﬂ%-ﬂéa-rﬂi] "’i\; Cindy strongly advocates
’Wg 3 : for small business, public schools,
PE ﬂ public transportation, environ-
In 2016, Cindy was awarded the Grand Order of Honor presi- mental and consumer protection
dential medal from the Republic of Korea. Ryu collection and public safety. She consistently

votes against payday loan bills be-
cause she believes they are predatory.

“There’s a tiny little story that | tell the fifth graders who come to visit,” Cindy
says. “| say, ‘| have three very accomplished brothers. | ask the kids, ‘Who wants to be
a politician when you grow up? No hands go up usually. Maybe one half-way, but the
parents are not encouraging them to be politicians. So | tell them my brothers are very
accomplished. One’s a doctor, one’s a chief information officer for Clark County and one
is working for the Gates Foundation. And here | am. | earn the least. But guess what? My
brothers have to obey the laws that | make!”

Washington’s Korean American population is over 100,000, and more than 3,000
businesses are operated by Koreans.“My ethnicity helps in Washington State,” Cindy says.
“Asians, and specifically Koreans are assumed to be smart and hard workers.” But, that
doesn’t mean it’s easy to get into public office, she says.*“In both the Democratic and Re-
publican parties in Washington State, persons of color mostly do not participate at the
grassroots, local or state levels. Even with its history with an Asian governor, politics here
is still a white person’s world.

“As an adult, I've been told ‘Go back to where you came from’—yes, in PC King
County,” Cindy says.“Just because I'm getting in touch with my Koreanness does not mean
I’'m less of an American. Guess what? By becoming a better Korean I’'m actually becoming
a better American because people used to be given the false choice:‘Are you Korean or
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American! Where is your allegiance? They’re not exclusionary.The American experience
is the melting pot.We are a nation of immigrants. Even the Native Americans, they emigrat-
ed here from Asia, even if it was some 15,000 years ago.

“We are all immigrants.”

Lori Larson



