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Music (00:00:07):
Yay.
Adapted Podcast (00:00:09):
Welcome to adapted podcast. Season five episode 19 starts now
Music (00:00:19):
Feel the here the sun rising from below. I keep running. I keep running to a place where no one knows it's a,
Jenny Town (00:00:29):
I grew up in a small town in Northern Minnesota. That was very white, very closed minded. My brother, this is also Korean, also adopted. We were, I think the only minorities in like a 50 mile radius.
Adapted Podcast (00:00:44):
Hi, there I'm Kami Lee. You're listening to one of the first Korean adoptee podcasts ever created with nearly 120 adoptee interviews. We talk about all things related to the international Korean adoptee experience. Thanks to Jae Jin for our show opening music to find out more, go to Jaejinmusic.com. If perseverance could be embodied in a person, it would be my next guest. Jenny town was adopted at a young age to Northern Minnesota, not happy with her environment. She dreamed of one day returning to Korea. In the next episode, she recalls some of those experiences being one of the first waves of adoptees who returned to Korea. We talk about dating and the notion of parenthood, especially when one is never really experienced that parent child bond. And now here's Jenny.
Speaker 4 (00:01:41):
Hi, I'm Jenny town. I am based in Washington DC. I'm happy to join you. Thank you.
Adapted Podcast (00:01:50):
Okay. And how old are you Jenny?
Speaker 4 (00:01:53):
I am 46.
Adapted Podcast (00:01:57):
Okay. And I think <laugh> <laugh> well I, yeah. And so where do you wanna start your, your story?
Jenny Town (00:02:06):
So my origin story, actually, I found out when I was 20 as part of I was living in Korea at the time, going to college at university doing a study abroad program. And while I was there, I was able to do the birth family search. So I always knew I was three when I was adopted. I knew I was from Pusan. And that's about all, I knew everything else was sort of estimated or made up and all that. So I'd made up a lot of fanciful stories. <Laugh> about my origins but was able to follow the trail paper trail which first led me to Korea social services which was the Korean adoption agency that I was brokered through where then we found the records of where, of what orphanage I came from.
Jenny Town (00:03:03):
And so it was a small orphanage out on the outskirts of Pusan. My first Korean adoptee boyfriend who I met in Korea who was Swiss Korean adoptee happened to be from the same orphanage just at an earlier time. And so one time he was going to visit his mother. He had met his mother several years before that and offered to take me with him. And he and his mother took me to the orphanage. So I found I had a very distant picture in my head that I always thought I'd seen on TV or something. But it was always kind of lingering there and it turns out it, it was actually the orphanage you know, being there. It was exactly how I remembered it. And I've, I felt, you know, very oriented <laugh> there.
Jenny Town (00:04:04):
It felt very natural to be there. But we were able then to find the, the intake records I think I was the only girl that day. Actually, there were two girls that day, but it was very distinct, which one was me <laugh> and then when the, cause the picture was from right before I left the orphanage, not obviously when I first got there and then we were able to find the police report of how I made it to the orphanage and go to the police station, check out the records. And then it had the actual story of I was my mother was young, presumably unmarried. She was in labor when she went into an obstetrics clinic, they admitted her immediately. The doctor after she delivered me, went to another patient who was in labor. And by the time she came back to check on my mother, my mother was gone and had left me there.
Jenny Town (00:05:06):
So then the doctor, you know, turned me over to the police. The police gave me to the city, the city gave me to the orphanage. Cuz back in those days, if you, if I had had parental information, they would've sent me directly to an an adoption agency. But since I didn't have parental information then they sent me to the orphanage. And so this was all part of a documentary that was done at the time. So the documentary crew that was with me of course, is calling the clinic. It still exists or at the time it still existed. And the doctor who delivered me then own the clinic. So we were able to go there. And I met her and you know, it's one of those things where, you know, you hear so many lies along the way when you're doing birth family searches of people discouraging you from, from from searching more.
Jenny Town (00:06:04):
And so there's always questions of like how much of this is true and, you know, meeting the doctor, the idea that they would admit a patient and not have any information on her seemed unbelievable. But when I was able to talk to her <laugh> she did say it was the only time it happened in her clinic. So it was a very distinct story if my mother was ever looking for me. But she also said that it was the only patient who never paid her bill because they didn't know where to send the bill to, which is the only reason why I really believe her. But I did, I do remember being on film, telling her, well, don't send it to me. I won't pay it either. <Laugh> so in my head I was like, oh no, is she gonna now bill me for my own birth, that would be wild with interest.
Jenny Town (00:06:57):
Right? And so at that point you know, I think there's something very validating about finding someone who witnessed your birth when you spent, you know, your whole life feeling made up, like everything was made up. So it was a, it was a big turning point in my life. So you know, it was, you know, finding out those, the particulars of that story. It helped me kind of fill in a lot of holes of like, you know, knowing more about what the social climate was like at that time. And I think it was a, a way for me to find some reconciliation with both myself and I'd always had a very I think, you know, before that I was always a little, I was always very angry at the situation and at her and you know, the whole idea of like, how could someone do this? And then the idea of, you know, finding out more of the details that it started to make a lot more sense than to me,
Adapted Podcast (00:08:07):
Do you know was the clinic required to register your birth?
Jenny Town (00:08:14):
So the way that Korean law works is no, they're not the clinic's the hospitals, it's not their responsibility, it's the parents' responsibility to go and register birth. And that's, you know, one of the loopholes in south Korea's in their adoption system now, because a lot of times adoptions that did happen, especially within families were not legal adoptions. It was just instead of registering, you know, their parents registering the child you know, they would just have someone else register the child. So there was no real records of, you know, that kind of domestic adoption.
Adapted Podcast (00:08:56):
And so were you and your, your adoptive family, you were told a different story by the agency?
Jenny Town (00:09:03):
We were told no, nothing. You know, the, the agency in those records basically only had from the time that I was at the adoption agency. So I actually ended up growing up then at the orphanage from birth until I was three and then transferred over to the agency. And then I was in the agency for like eight months or something before I was adopted.
Adapted Podcast (00:09:30):
You said it was kind of, it was satisfying to meet someone who had the person who had, had she birthed you, the, the owner. Yeah,
Jenny Town (00:09:39):
Yeah.
Adapted Podcast (00:09:40):
Wow. Yeah. To go from, you know, your whole life up until that point, not knowing anything really. And then to have, you know, people kind of crystallize that knew you before, you know how did it feel going back and retracing your steps and,
Jenny Town (00:09:59):
Yeah. When I went to Korea I did not intend to search it. Wasn't the point of going to Korea? I really just wanted to go to Korea. And I had, you know, I grew up relatively poor in a rural area in Northern Minnesota where people didn't know where Korea was <laugh> other than, you know, the Korean war and, and watching mash which my parents watched every night growing up. And so when I was there, you know, there, there's sort of a, a funny story that goes with this or an odd story that goes with all of this is and it goes back to when I was 13. I remember distinctly I was, there was a traveling exhibit at the local museum of these two Chinese guys that were going around teaching Chinese teaching about Chinese calligraphy and as part of the CLA it was a class.
Jenny Town (00:10:58):
Then, you know, they, they gave us this long boring slideshow, and then they had us actually practice. So they, they started everyone out on a specific character and easy character. And then based on how you did, they would go around and assign you a different character. And so I remember they assigned me pair blossom and some, and so like, obviously I didn't think of anything of it at the time other than these were like the first Asian adult men I had ever met <laugh>. And so I felt a little weird about it. And I remember when my mother came to pick me up she was talking to them and then when we were leaving, he shook my hand and he held it a little too long. It was all very creepy to me. And but it really stuck in my head and starting then I had this weird dream that it always felt like a college campus.
Jenny Town (00:11:59):
And it was daylight when we were leaving it and it was basically a big gate. And then later on, we came back and the gate was closed. And so it'd be dark out. And my friends who I was with we knew we had to get back inside. And so you had like this huge iron door that was closed. But next to it was just a rod iron fence. And so we would go and start to, you know, jump over the fence and get back inside to wherever we needed to go. And I did this, I had this dream, it was a recurring dream, probably three nights a week until I went to Korea. And when I was in Korea the EY program at that time was new and, or not new, but relatively new. It wasn't well known.
Jenny Town (00:12:55):
Most people would go to like the Yonsei university international program. And they didn't know that the Ewha international program was actually co-ed. So you had a campus of like 30,000 women and like two boys in this international program who always were really amused for the first week. And then they realized they're living with like 30,000 women and that really drives them nuts. So <laugh> we all got to be really close. And the first weekend I was there we had a curfew we had a curfew every night of 11 o'clock. And the first weekend I was there, one of the boys who had stayed over from the summer program was teaching us how to break curfew. <Laugh> I'm gonna get you what in trouble now? And so the way Ewha is set up and the back gate is a 10 foot concrete wall.
Jenny Town (00:13:49):
The front gate is an old style iron door, gate door and a rod fence. And so we would leave during, you know, the afternoon evening, we'd go out, we'd come back somewhere around two in the morning. The guards in the guards den would be asleep. The gate would be closed. And then we would jump over the fence to get in. And I remember doing that and about halfway through the first time I did it, I was like, holy crap, I've done this before. <Laugh> like, I've been doing this for like seven years. You know, it was pretty nuts. And like a lot of other, just sort of things happened where when I was in Korea, to me, it, and being on Ewha campus and stuff, everything was very familiar, very, it felt very home. And I had no idea why, you know, this was before the internet.
Jenny Town (00:14:52):
It's not like I, I hadn't seen pictures of Ewha campus. But I had dreams about it before I went and like, to the point where I knew where my dorm was. And I knew how to get there from like the back gate and everything, even before I was there. So when we were driving there, I was like, wow, <laugh>, this is all very familiar. And then when I went to do the search, each leg of the search was documented because, you know, back in those days, it was there, there were a lot of impediments to searching. And so the easiest way to access records was to have media with you cuz nobody wants bad press.
Adapted Podcast (00:15:35):
This was in the, this was in the nineties, in the
Jenny Town (00:15:38):
Nineties, yeah. In the mid nineties. And so as we went along and, and this is all being documented what I started to realize was, yeah, the clinic where I was born in Pusan was also named Ewha obstetrics clinic. And the doctor who delivered me was Ewha graduate, one of, one of like their first graduates of their medical program. So there was all these Ewha connections, which I thought were really bizarre at first. And then somewhere along the line, it hit me that the character for Ewha is pear blossom <laugh>. And so like everything had sort of been pushing me in that direction throughout that, throughout my childhood to sort of be there at that time. You know, there were a lot of signs along the way. And you know, in those years too, there were a lot of encounters that were really hard to explain and a lot of connections that were really hard to explain, but all sort of pushed me in a certain direction to get somewhere quick, quickly <laugh> and it all stopped after that, you know, that's, the other thing is, you know, I didn't really have those kinds of signs or encounters. After, after the story, after I found out the story,
Adapted Podcast (00:17:26):
It's almost as if, as it was, it was whatever forces or these dreams were getting you to create or telling you, you needed to go. And yeah, there was something that was gonna happen there for you. So how, and, and, and how did that time? Yeah. And how does, you know, you grow up, maybe I'm, I'm assuming kind of isolated in Northern Minnesota in the seventies and eighties. Yeah. How does, how does one make it to Ewha?
Jenny Town (00:17:56):
It takes a lot of effort <laugh> that's for sure. You know, yeah. Like pre-internet before international travel was really that popular and that easy you know, for me growing up, I was adopted when I was three, so I always knew I was Korean. I always knew these weren't really my parents. Like I wasn't really from here. And I was young enough where I didn't remember anything bad in Korea either. So I had very, very few memories of Korea itself. So I was in that age of awareness and you know, really questioned the whole process along the way, right? Like how did I end up here of, of all places? You know, I grew up in a small town in Northern Minnesota that was very white very closed minded. You know, there's my brother, this is also Korean, also adopted.
Jenny Town (00:19:04):
We were, I think the only minorities in like a 50 mile radius, I except at some point there were, there was another Korean adoptee and there had been two other Korean adoptees before that cause it's Minnesota. And you know, there's so many adoptees in Minnesota. But it was hard. It was when you grow up, because one thing, if you grow up in an immigrant family, for instance, in an all white community where you have at least a certain recognition and understanding when you go home, that things are hard. When you're adopted, you don't have that right when your parents are white and they don't understand what is racist, what isn't racist and, and how it all fits together. Knowing I was Korean. I always wanted to know more about Korea and I always knew the world was bigger than this small town in Northern Minnesota.
Jenny Town (00:20:03):
I also knew like no one else was gonna help me get out <laugh> so if I was gonna do it, I had to do it, you know, on my own. And, and I had to be very focused about it cuz it's just so easy to, to get lost and get stuck. And so, you know, I did as much self-study as I could about Korea. And I also knew if I was gonna get out, like I needed to go to college, I needed to get out of this small town. So I ended up, I was a model student mainly because I had a plan and I knew how to, how to execute. So I was straight A's and I was, I did all the extracurriculars to look good on college applications and try and get scholarships and stuff. So I was a first chair flute and at one point varsity volleyball and I did knowledge poll.
Jenny Town (00:21:02):
I, I was state speech champion one year. I did speech throughout high school. So I was the biggest nerd <laugh> and and I worked two jobs on the side cuz I, you know, I basically started earning money for myself when I was 13 doing any odd jobs I could and then eventually, you know, working retail in, in the local community to try and save up. So like when I went to college, I paid for, you know, it myself through loans and, and through my own earnings based on readings I had done I'd really wanted to go to the university of Chicago and then I had a backup plan <laugh> and there was a small university in Iowa that in the nineties was affiliated through a Japanese educational consortium. So they had a real east Asia focus, which was less common at that time, uncommon at that time.
Jenny Town (00:22:06):
And and so I, I got into university of Chicago but I didn't get the scholarships that I wanted or needed. And then I got into the Southern university in Iowa and they also had an exchange program with the ol wounds university in Saul. And so I was, they were also excited cuz they're like, you'd be the first person to go on this exchange program. Which I was happy to do, but yeah, like back in those days buying one way tickets, it was my first time having a passport. It was my first time on a plane from, from when I came to <laugh> America. <Laugh> was when I was 19 and going to China for two weeks and then going to Korea for a year, no backup plans, no return tickets. <Laugh> just two suitcases. And you know, I, I, I just gotten my passport before we left and then I had to get a visa. I had to get the visas too. And so everything came through about three days before I was leaving. <Laugh>
Adapted Podcast (00:23:12):
What can you tell us what was so like in the nineties and were you one of the few adoptees there at the time?
Jenny Town (00:23:19):
Yeah, so I was sort of, of that first or second wave of adoptees going back. Soul was a lot, it was culturally different and it was, I mean it was different now. It's just kind of more of everything. But also, you know, culturally it's, it's really evolved a lot as well. Like back in those days there was higher anti-Americanism people didn't speak even if they knew how to speak English and everyone studied at least a little bit of English. But there was less willingness to use it and, you know, high intimidation, if you were a native English speaker which was, which really forced me to learn Korean, cuz when I went to Korea, I'll tell you, I taught myself enough to like I knew the alphabet so I could sound things out and I could, you know, name a bunch of fruits and vegetables, which isn't very useful.
Jenny Town (00:24:29):
And I knew, you know, one of two number systems, the, the one that everyone knows the hana du sett, I didn't even know there was a second number system <laugh> but of course it's, you know, the one everyone learns is the least useful one. Cuz it's used to count stuff, but it's not used for like money. So, you know, I'd go shopping and they would speak to me and I would just sort of hand them money and hope it was enough and hope they would give me the right change, which they, which I think they did <laugh> but yeah, I knew enough to say like, hello, thank you, goodbye. My name is Jenny, which doesn't get you out of the airport. And so it was funny cuz I was learning Korean at Ewha at the time. And I remember the first day of class going in and the, the professor looking back on it now I can tell you, she was talking about the proper usage of articles like unknown or, or, and I knew, hello, thank you, goodbye.
Jenny Town (00:25:30):
My name is Jenny <laugh>. And so at some point she's like standing in front of me talking to me very concerned face and I have no idea what's going on the girl next to me kind of nudges me. And she was like, she just asked if you understand anything. And I was like clearly not <laugh> but she refused to speak English to me. So, you know, the class was taught in Korean. It was a lot of grammar taught in Korean. And she and I had sort of a, a will a P like a battle of wills going on for about the first month or so. And then, you know, being immersed, being so fully immersed in the language I did start to learn and I learned pretty quickly, at least the basics. And I remember by, by time finals came, there was oral finals.
Jenny Town (00:26:30):
So she's asking me basic questions and I'm giving her basic answers. We're having like a, you know, a pretty conversational Korean conversation and <laugh>, she starts to cry and she's like, oh Jenny, I remember your first day. You didn't know anything. And look at you now you're speaking Korean. She's like, I'm such a good teacher. <Laugh> and I was like, yes, yes, of course. You know, you take all the credit, it's fine. As long as I get my a but she, she, the next semester she explained to me, she was like before me they only have three levels, beginner, intermediate advanced. And so since I passed beginner, I should go to intermediate. But she explained, she was like, but we'd never had a real beginner before <laugh> cuz most of 'em were like KPOs who, you know, spoke Korean, but didn't know grammar.
Jenny Town (00:27:29):
And so that was sort of the, the baseline that they had been working with before. Whereas because of me then they created a beginner, a for actual beginners taught in English and then a beginner B, which would then be basically basic grammar taught in Korean. And so she asked me to stay in that class in the beginner B just because I had started out from nothing and which I was happy to do, that was fine. And then the KPOs would come in and the Korean Americans would come in and again, they didn't know what she was talking about. She had explained something, they'd all look very confused and she'd look at me and then I would explain it to them. And then she would beam of like what a great teacher she was. She was fabulous, but yeah, it was a different time.
Jenny Town (00:28:18):
And especially for adoptees, there was a lot more stigma and a lot more shame to the situation. Like if you, you know, for people to find out you were adopted it was always very much like I'm sorry, and either quickly changed the subject or, or really express all of this guilt. Or <laugh> the other thing was like, if you're taking a taxi and the taxi drivers love to chat all the time you know, one of the first phrases I learned how to say was, you know, I'm not Korean American because if you get into the taxi and they say and you don't speak Korean, they'll yell at you for a while of like, didn't your parents teach you anything, blah, blah, blah. So I learned how to say, I'm not Korean American, I'm Korean adoptee, and I've only been studying Korean for this long in Korean.
Jenny Town (00:29:17):
And so they would very quickly be like, oh, your Korean is so good. You know, and I have a son around your age and blah, blah, blah. But yeah, there's, there's definitely you know, you get a pass where not knowing the Korean stuff, like the traditions and holidays and all the, what you're supposed to do. But there's still the stigma of being adoptee, like not having family. And like I remember the first Korean American guy that I dated in Korea. We had been dating for not that long, like maybe three months and his parents moved back to Korea and he moved back in with his parents when they moved back to Korea. And I remember one time I called and his mother answered the phone. And so I was, so she had lived in America for 30 years. I knew she spoke English.
Jenny Town (00:30:20):
I was trying to speak Korean to her cuz she was speaking Korean to me. And at some point I sort of understood that I, I was like, you know, 10, 10 to say, like please speak slower. And when I said that, then she started speaking faster and and basically saying not nice things. So I hung up on her and I remember afterwards my boyfriend kept telling me like, oh yeah, you know, sorry, I can't do something tonight. My mother set me up on a blind date and I have to go and blah, blah, blah, cuz you know that she wanted to set 'em up with some good Korean girls <laugh> but you know, when you go to Korea now I, I think, you know, those first waves were so visible. We were before they were organized, you know, there were so many people who were going, who were searching, doing the birth family search.
Jenny Town (00:31:19):
And again, we had to use the media a lot because we had no rights because we had no access that people started getting comfortable talking about adoption. And I remember the next time I went to Korea was maybe 10 years later. And I was talking to the taxi driver and I, again, I told the story of like, oh, I'm not Korean American, I'm a Korean adoptee. And then he started telling me, oh yeah, you know, like I have an aunt who gave up a child and we never knew what happened to her and stuff. And so like now when you talk about adoption, everyone knows someone who's connected who has some part of that story, whether it's a family member or friend or they've met adoptees and stuff, it's much more normal. <Laugh> one time I met a taxi driver, we were on a really long drive.
Jenny Town (00:32:15):
This was just probably about five years ago from the national assembly building up to Korea university. And I was going there. I was speaking at a goal conference. I forget about what, but like my Korean now my conversational Korean is okay for about 20 minutes. And then I run out of vocabulary <laugh> and so we had had that sort of obligatory minute talk and it was a really long drive and we still had about another half hour to go. And he asked me in Korean, like do you know, goal? And so I was, I was so confused for this taxi driver to ask me if I knew goal. And so I was trying to figure out if goal was a Korean word and if it meant something else. And so I, I didn't know how to answer. And then he asked me in English, do you know this organization called goal in turns out he speaks perfect English.
Jenny Town (00:33:13):
And I was like, bastard, you know, <laugh>, you'll put me through all of that. And I was like, but how do you know about gold? And so he, so he was he told me that so this man was in his sixties. He said during the Korean war, his father was killed during the war. And so his mother was raising him, but couldn't afford to. So she had actually put him in an orphanage and then six years later came back and got him. So by then she had gotten remarried and gotten settled and, and, you know, could afford to have him back. And so he was never adopted, but he had grown up in the orphanage for like six years. And so he'd always felt, you know, connected to adoptees and orphans. And so had then done, used to do a lot of volunteer work and stuff with adoptees and orphanages and had learned about GU through that way. And it was really an interesting experience, but yeah, like now people talk about it very openly. There's still, I think some shame to it, but some guilt to it. But it doesn't have this stigma that it used to.
Adapted Podcast (00:34:29):
How did you deal with that going, you know, as a, you know, really in your young twenties, right? Being there and faced with all of a sudden who you are kind of carried all this shame with it.
Jenny Town (00:34:43):
I think at the time I expected it so it didn't come as a big surprise to me. And I had met through our circles some other Korean adoptees. So I had Korean adoptee friends already, I think, before really fully absorbing it. But I, I, I think I knew that this was a big taboo. And so when that came, like I was, I was mentally prepared for it. I think I would've been more surprised if people had been like super helpful and, and super nice about it. And I think for myself, I also felt, I guess I felt it was appropriate, right. Like I, I wasn't, you know, the right stock <laugh> being, you know, being adopted, being the orphan and especially then after learning, you know, my origin story I think I was pretty accepting of that. It was a different time and a different era.
Adapted Podcast (00:35:59):
Did you feel like you were maybe defective in a way, I mean, especially, like you said, maybe you weren't Korean enough in some circumstances.
Jenny Town (00:36:11):
Yeah. I mean, I, we're always, I was always just, you know, on the outskirts of everything anyway. And I think at that point I was just used to being the outsider. And you know, I didn't go into Korea expecting that I was gonna blend <laugh>, especially, I'll tell you my first week at UA cuz it's the women's college and it's prestigious and you know, I, I didn't realize how, what that meant in Korean society. So I went with my college student gear of all jeans and sweatshirts and sneakers and coming from Minnesota, like I didn't blow dry my hair. I didn't wear a lot of makeup. I was pretty tomboy for the most part <laugh> so going to <inaudible> I was like, my, my roommate was actually Korean, Korean, and she you know, she would get up two hours early and do her hair and makeup in the morning before she went to class.
Jenny Town (00:37:13):
And I was like, but it's class, no, one's gonna see you. And this is a women's college. Like literally no one's gonna see you <laugh> it just felt like so much effort. But by the time I left Korea, like I was, I was in it, I, I had bought a whole bunch of dresses and high heels and I wear heels all the time and, and that really stuck with me too. Like I still wear like four heels all the time. And then yeah, like learn to like blow dry my hair style myself <laugh> so yeah, I think it was, there was a lot of like adaptation there and just kind of finding myself and learning to be okay with who I was becoming. But at the same time, I also went through like a midlife crisis at 19 at 20 because you know, my whole dream growing up was to go to Korea and I thought it was so difficult.
Jenny Town (00:38:21):
Like I thought I would, you know, I, I wasn't sure I would ever make it so to do it at 20 <laugh> I did like rethink my whole entire purpose in life. Right. Like I was, I was, so I had such a clear vision before that, and then yeah, accomplishing it at 20 was like, well now what do I do? <Laugh> and you know, like who, who am I? Who am I now? And how is that gonna turn out? But yeah, there, so there was a lot of that more so than, you know, what do the Koreans think of me?
Adapted Podcast (00:39:02):
So one of the things I wanna talk to you cause you mentioned the dating what was it like to go to Korea and suddenly, you know, have all these Korean romantic partners available, you know, or Korean adoptee, I mean, was that just mind blowing?
Jenny Town (00:39:21):
Yeah. <laugh> it was, it was it was very, you know, it, it's the one thing when you go from being the minority into the majority, there there's a real empowerment in that. And you know, being adopted, there's so many unique kind of subculture experiences that, you know, Korean Americans don't go through Korean Koreans don't understand that it is also a truly powerful connection. Especially when it's new, when you're new to the community, new to awareness there's a lot of attraction in that, you know, being in spaces where you don't have to explain yourself you can just exist and people get it and, and they get, you know, the things you wanna talk about, the things you don't wanna talk about or things that you, you have to come to on your own. But yeah, there was a lot of really attractive <laugh> Korean men around. And it was, it was a fun, fun time. I had a great time in Korea <laugh> but it was, you know, there, there was always those differences and cultural differences dating Korean men versus Korean American men versus Korean adoptee men. And and especially Korean Americans, whether they, whether they're more American or more Korean or if they're also kind of straddling those lines as well they all bring up different issues in, in trying to connect and trying to, to understand each other
Adapted Podcast (00:41:20):
You've dated like a range, like in Korea, there were Korean Koreans. Okay. And KPOs and adoptees. Okay. Yeah. Wow. Okay. I would love to hear your perspective on that. Like the, I mean, it's, it had to have been so fascinating actually.
Jenny Town (00:41:39):
It was, you know, it was and, and frustrating. I, I think for me, the, the most frustrating were Korean Americans because, you know, for Korean Koreans, you sort of understand the cultural nuances to it and why they think certain ways. And and, and that there are just cultural differences, right? With Korean Americans, it was always fascinating to see which of those cultural values they hung onto and which they chose to discard or which ones they would, you know, pick and choose depending on what benefited them the most <laugh>. So they were much harder often to, to date because it felt like they always chose the wrong ones, staying onto <laugh>. You know, this idea of like this Korean American guy that moved back in with his parents and then was very worried about, you know, what his parents would think about stuff and was still going on these, you know, dates, even though he had a girlfriend <laugh> things like that. It was really frustrating.
Adapted Podcast (00:43:01):
Well, a lot of the Korean immigrants came in like the seventies and right. And their, and that was from they're very conservative at that time. Right. And so, and
Jenny Town (00:43:11):
Then their values get time warped, you know, like they, they really,
Adapted Podcast (00:43:15):
So in Korea they may have become more progressive. Right. But the immigrants to America stayed time warped in seventies and
Jenny Town (00:43:23):
Well, that's a, you know, I always found also interesting was this idea of, you know, I understand that there was there's, there is a chasm that tends to exist between Koreans and Korean adoptees because of the focus on family and bloodlines and all of this. But what I didn't understand, especially early on was why Korean Americans bought into that? Like, why, why did it persist? Especially once you got to like second, third, fourth generation, why were they hanging onto this sort of bloodline fast, you know, fixation? I used to run some forums back in Minnesota that talked about that, you know, got Korean adoptees and Korean Americans together. And I think, you know, what we found was that it was less about this, I, I think for Korean adoptees, we tend to think of the Korean American community as all encompassing <laugh> where I found a lot of the Korean Americans that I talked to thought about community around specific institutions. Like, do you mean the Korean American church or do you mean a Korean American organization rather than the imagined community of Korean Americans? And that I think helped me better understand sort of where these rifts were and, and how much adoptees tend to romanticize. <Laugh> what it means to be community. Also,
Adapted Podcast (00:45:01):
I guess it would make sense that those more on the fringes would tend to wanna look at more, an exclusive look or inclusive look of what it means to be Korean and those who are more in the center or what it means to be Korean or who's included is maybe a smaller group, you know,
Jenny Town (00:45:25):
But I I've also had Korean Americans, especially women <laugh> in their twenties would be like, oh, well, you're not really Korean because you know, your parents aren't Korean. And it's like, well, I was actually born in Korea. Where were you born? You know, <laugh> like, so there, there was a long time where I really, you know, after living in Korea I really identified better with Korean Koreans than with Korean Americans or even with like immigrant Koreans rather than, you know, second, third, fourth generation Korean Americans, because to me it just made more sense. And Korean Americans to me were very exclusive. Like they, they didn't want us <laugh> as part of the community. It wasn't just the stigma of it. It was just, again, this, whatever they considered to be community was a, a very different vision than what, again, we had romanticized it to be.
Adapted Podcast (00:46:27):
Yeah. That's, that's really interesting that, yeah, that whole that's a whole topic. <Laugh> what about if, if you don't mind sharing a little bit about your really when you dated an adoptee and how was that different and was it, you know, and if, I don't know, if you can speak about how did you find the kinship in the community or in dating other adoptee men?
Jenny Town (00:46:55):
I think again, there was a, a sense of there's an attraction in, in shared experience and, and not having to explain who you are and sort of where your pain comes from and what it looks like where it, where it's easier to get deep, faster, but then it's also, you know, it tends to be trauma on trauma <laugh> where, you know, the it's, it can be also just incredibly complicated especially if you get to other level. So for instance there was a Korean adoptee who I was dating for a while. And then he, he really wanted to go back to Korea and do his birth family search. He hadn't done it. I gave him some advice he ended up going and then he ended up through a long, drawn out process, eventually finding his birth family.
Jenny Town (00:48:05):
And I, and it's hard. It's hard. <Laugh> like when you're at those different levels and where then someone has then more than you, that doesn't include you, it does make the relationship very difficult to maintain the complication of it. But then also, you know, the jealousy of it, of like, oh, those are things I also want, but I know in my situation, I don't have that opportunity. And it's, it does, it does create RIFS we did break up. But yeah, I, I think there, there's definitely, there's definitely the, the attraction to get closer, faster, and it feels safe and it feels very real, but then it, you know, it's a relationship <laugh>, it will also evolve. And, and again it's also just multiple layers of complication as, as both of you deal with, you know, wherever you're at in that, that process.
Adapted Podcast (00:49:14):
And I think even that the, for the community in Korea, you know, you're, you're already as adoptees dealing with so much processing and pain and being in Korea that adoptee relationships there sometimes can get unsafe. Did you feel not in your own situation necessarily, but like, did you see that in the community then?
Jenny Town (00:49:41):
Yeah, I, I think so. There's also, you know, like when you're, when you're that close and you understand, and again, if you're at different stages, it's like, it is really easy to trigger each other <laugh>. And, and to get caught up in that also where you, like I said, you don't have that grounding force to understand that you've triggered each other <laugh> and you kind of just spiral out of control. <Laugh>,
Adapted Podcast (00:50:20):
I've heard it, I've, I've heard, it explained as, you know, in some, with some adoptee men, they, they might you know with anger towards their birth mothers, they might direct it towards their adoptee female partners or doesn't have to be necessarily female, but their adoptee partners who, you know, maybe also are, you know, very vulnerable.
Jenny Town (00:50:46):
Yeah. I think you have all levels of all of that going on all the time, where again, like in the beginning it seems kids met. But it's a very difficult relationship to keep up because of all of the layers that both of you are dealing with on, in different ways that are triggered by different social interactions as well.
Adapted Podcast (00:51:18):
Who do you feel most comfortable with now as a partner?
Jenny Town (00:51:24):
You know, for me now, I'm I prefer someone who's, I don't know. I don't really, I don't know that I have a type <laugh> but you know, someone who understands the work that I do and, you know, and kind of is supportive and gives me the space to be a little crazy when I wanna be <laugh> when I need to be. But also you know, just good companions, I think, more than anything.
Adapted Podcast (00:52:05):
Did you do find any biological family through the
Jenny Town (00:52:10):
Years? I did try several times like in the media every once in a while that documentary will play again. When I was in Korea in the nineties and doing actively doing the search <laugh> for some reason, because I was searching, they would actually publish my contact information in like, like the one time I was in a national magazine they had like a whole full page spread of me crying. And then as part of the story, it's like, oh, and she's also looking for her birth parents and here's her contact, like literally my address and phone number <laugh>. So I used to get a lot of strange mail from lonely men. One time I had a famous murderer write to me from prison <laugh> wow. Yeah. Where he had read this article about me. And he actually, it was an interesting intro cuz he told the story of basically he had been like the chauffeur to a Korean drama star manager and that he felt that this manager was exploiting, you know, harassing, like treating this star poorly.
Jenny Town (00:53:48):
And eventually basically tried to stab him to death <laugh> and so it was in prison for the next 10 years. He's writing to me from prison. And then he said after he read my story, he really wanted me to go visit his family who lived in shink, which is near IWA. Because he had a little sister who is 13 and he said that she doesn't have a good role model in life because of what he did. And he really wanted me to befriend his little sister and there was part of me that was like really touched by this request. But then also really creeped out when he's like, yeah, next time I get phone privileges, I'm gonna call you. And it's like, no, no, no, that's not a good idea. <Laugh> and then I, I did get, you know, a couple marriage proposals and I got like all kinds of crazy.
Jenny Town (00:54:42):
I had a couple stalkers from it who would look me up like one time there was this man who called me, he didn't speak any English. What I could tell from what he was telling me, it sounded like he had information on my family. So I agreed to meet him in a very public place. And it turns out, yeah, he didn't have any information, but he was an orphan who was never adopted. So he kept saying he felt this bond to me. And then he had grown up after he aged out of the orphanage he ended up becoming a city bus driver and he had just gotten fired from his job. So he was really angry about that. And then he wanted to take me on a long trip out in the country and I was like, no, that's okay.
Jenny Town (00:55:32):
<Laugh> but he would call me incessantly also to the point where before answering machines and stuff, I used to have to get my roommate to screen calls and it was a whole big thing. But you know, like there was one time several years later there was an article about me in Pusan newspaper. And I did get a phone call then and this guy said, he thought he was my uncle. And based on the story, it sounded familiar. It was around the right time. He had said his brother had been killed in a car accident. And you know, his wife was pregnant at the time. And they, they didn't know what happened to the baby basically. And so he, he was sure it was me. And he wanted to come visit me here in DC.
Jenny Town (00:56:38):
And I was like, no, no, <laugh>, let's figure out first. And so we started talking a little bit, it was always this request of like, I would like to come see you, you know, can you send me a ticket sort of thing? It's like, no. And then at some point every time I talked to him though, the, the story changed just a little bit. And so when I started questioning the details because he is an uncle on my dad's side you know, you can't do a DNA test like female. Oh, right. To be like, yeah, male on the father's side. We'd have to have my father's DNA. So at one point he did offer to exhume his brother's body in order to get the DNA to do the test, which then made me think, well, wow, this is serious.
Jenny Town (00:57:31):
But then in doing so he was like, yes, but you would be like two years younger because this happened in blah, blah, blah. Instead of in blah, blah, blah. And I was like, well, no, I met the doctor who delivered me. I'm pretty sure of the date I was born. <Laugh> so you're looking for someone else, but you hear this a lot of, you know, families coming forward who think you're rich, who, you know, wants stuff. You know, there's always that story of like topi Dawson when he won the Olympic bronze medal, suddenly 300 families came forward for him. And he had been searching for 10 years. One of 'em ended up being his parents, but, you know, he was obviously pissed because, you know, when he wasn't famous, nobody wanted him <laugh> and suddenly he's famous and then everyone wants him. But yeah, it happens a lot where people think that, oh, well, you know, you're living in America, you must be rich. Like, you know, let's, let's, you know, we're willing to take you sort of thing. And it's like, no, that's not the point either. <Laugh>
Adapted Podcast (00:58:42):
And it's, it's such a hard thing that I, you know, a lot of people maybe don't understand that, you know, just how vulnerable you are as an adoptee, going back and doing a search. And you're basically throwing your story out in, into the public for public consumption and public, you know, people to talk about you and talk about your story and, you know, and just having, having to field calls from complete strangers and weirdos. And, but you have to, because you never know,
Jenny Town (00:59:14):
Well, like one time I was on a, it was like a three hour telethon, a live telethon in with a panel of like 20 adoptees. It was a weird experience. <Laugh>, you know, like if you, if you recognize any of these children call us now. And so I think of the 20, I was actually the only one though, who didn't get a call.
Adapted Podcast (00:59:39):
It's like a game show. It's like a game show.
Jenny Town (00:59:41):
Yeah. Well, on top of that, they had, they pulled a couple out. And one girl, for instance, she was six when she was adopted. And so they had her talk about her last memories in Korea. And so she, she described a scene where she was basically in like a marketplace running around and then next thing you know, she's, she's being adopted away and stuff. And while she was talking, a phone call came in and this guy was like, I think you're my friend's daughter recognized the picture, the, the story sounds familiar. And so the studio, of course they love the drama <laugh> and we were a three hour show and this was in the first hour. So they were like, can you get your friend down here? And so the guy actually came down and it turns out it actually was her father.
Jenny Town (01:00:32):
And you could tell, they looked exactly like, you know, and he, so, so by the end of the show, they had him on and he told his side of the story and it turns out that his, his mother, her grandmother had taken her, was at the market that day and had been carrying her around, but she's sick. So she was heavy. So she put her down to like, have her run around a little. And at that time it was so common to abandon children that the police saw a kid running around and assumed she was abandoned. And so picked her up and took her to an orphanage. And so of course the grandmother was like destroyed. <Laugh> like ended up committing suicide. The parents ended up getting divorced. Cuz you know, they blamed each other for losing the child and here they were on live TV reuniting after, you know, 20 years, it was pretty incredible.
Jenny Town (01:01:31):
And I have another friend who, yeah, he, he was in Korea for a little under a year and then his adoptive family told him, by the way, since you're in Korea, you might wanna look up your parents and here's their contact information. And so it turns out his parents had been corresponding with his birth parents, his birth family for more than 10 years and never told him about it. So by the time he did actually reach out to his family, they had his, both, his mother and father had died within six months of him actually contacting them. And but he had, he was the youngest of five children. They were poor. The orphanages had gone out and recruited, you know, young children and said you could come get him at any time. But then ended up sending him out for adoption instead. And so his family had been trying to get him back for like, you know, 15 years. And so there's a scene. They, he told her story on this, on this telephone also. And so there's a scene where he's showing his family pictures from his childhood and they're like, oh yeah, we've seen that one. You know, your parents sent us that one and it's like, holy crap. I would be so pissed.
Adapted Podcast (01:02:49):
<Laugh> how did it feel when your people around you or on the programs you were on, they, they would find and connect with their bio family and then
Jenny Town (01:02:59):
Yeah, it's, it's it's not good. <Laugh>, it's definitely not good. There is a lot of jealousy that goes on. It's a lot of, a lot of mixed feelings. Like when I was on the telephone, I knew I didn't have enough information. This was before the documentary where I actually found the rest of the story. So, you know, I still only had what was in my adoption agency records. And I knew, I think what orphanage I was from, but I, no, I think at that time I only, yeah, I knew the name of the orphanage, but I hadn't been there yet. Yeah. So it's really, it's really depressing, you know, when, when basically everyone else got a call and like nothing, but there was also nothing to go on, you know, other than I'm from Husan, that's basically all I knew.
Jenny Town (01:03:59):
And, and at that time too, I still had the wrong birthday because when I went to the orphanage they assigned me a birthday. They weren't given the whole story of how I got there. So I must have been a really big baby because they made me two months older than I am <laugh>. So, you know, the birthday that I have in most of my media about my birth family search is the wrong birthday. And so if anyone was looking for me, the dates wouldn't match. And so, you know, only media after that would be accurate. And I think I've, I've now it's taken me a long time, but I've pretty much resigned myself to the reality that, you know, unless my mother is actually looking for me I'm not sure there's anyone else who really even knows I exist, but it's fun having two birthdays. I do celebrate both. I enjoy celebrating both and anyone who misses one, I tell them it's okay. I have another one coming. And then a one time, one of the Korean adoptees I was dating. He had a similar situation where he had, you know, an estimated, a legal birthday and then had found out what his real birthday was. And so it turns out mine are like December 10th and February 10th. His ended up being March 10th and September 10th. So then we used to just celebrate the 10th of every month <laugh> because why not?
Adapted Podcast (01:05:34):
So does that make mother's day or any things that have to do with family difficult for
Jenny Town (01:05:43):
You? I, yeah, you know, growing up it did plus like I don't really get along with my family. Well we're, you know, my parents have their own issues <laugh> and so we never really, we never really got off on a good foot. So, you know, a lot of the mother's day father's day kind of stuff, I tend to just tune out at most of the time. I forget, unless, well, I guess all the TV, all the media about it is how I remember. But most of the time I, I just ignore it. There was always this notion of if I ever have children, would I even have any idea what to do? <Laugh>, you know, a lot of, a lot of contemplation of what motherhood means over the years, and now that I'm older and probably I'm not going to have children, there's a lot of, you know, processing now of, of what that means as well. You know, being adopted and being, you know, the only gene pool you're aware of, you know, my genes die with me now. And coming to terms of that too, is, is a whole new stage of processing.
Adapted Podcast (01:07:12):
There's a real grief there too.
Jenny Town (01:07:15):
And I think, you know, there's also, you know, there's, there have been times when I've thought about, you know, do I wanna adopt and you know, if I'm not gonna have children, if there is something I can give back, but, you know, I, I think emotionally, I don't think I could do that either. I think it was just too many things. <Laugh> too many things to too many complications to work through to make it a positive experience, especially for the child.
Adapted Podcast (01:08:06):
Do you have time to talk about what you're doing now with North Korea, right. You do some policy work or okay. And then if you want to, if you don't want it to be part of this, we don't have to, it's totally up to you. Cuz you know, this is enough for an episode already, but and also the name of your documentary, what is the documentary called that you're in?
Jenny Town (01:08:28):
Oh, I don't even know. It was it was put out by SBS back in the, you know, the nineties. And it was actually, it's a documentary about Cho Mihee who now goes by Kimura Byol, but she was, you know, one of, sort of the godmothers of our, of our community. And so it was really focused on her and her birth family search story, her adoption story. And I was included because well one, cuz she was really good about bringing others with her. Whenever she got any opportunities and two, because she's also from Pusan. And so at one point they, they went to Pusan to do a reenactment of her meeting her birth mother. And it was like a secret meeting where she at least got to talk to her and you know, and, and learn her side of the story. Even though her mother ended up not wanting a, a broader relationship with her, but so in the documentary, I, I it's actually the back of my head when they're doing the reenactment <laugh> of her meeting, her birth mother <laugh>. But yeah, it was really about her and the work that she was doing, helping other adoptees search for their birth families. And so I was one of those others that she was helping and being in Pusan it was a good opportunity for me <laugh> to find the whole paper trail.
Adapted Podcast (01:10:01):
And so can people watch it it's on SBS or is it online?
Jenny Town (01:10:05):
I don't think it's, I think it is on YouTube somewhere. I have a VHS of it, but no VHS player anymore. And I know that they air it every once in a while. Because you know, even since I've been doing work on us Korea relations and on north Korean stuff, every once in a while I'll be in Korea and someone will call me and be like, Jenny, I think I just saw you on TV, but you looked really young <laugh> so every, every few years bill they'll play it again. <Laugh> just to show everyone my nineties look
Adapted Podcast (01:10:46):
<Laugh> okay. And so your time in Korea, you really it's part of your work today, the what's going on the peninsula, what, what are you doing now?
Jenny Town (01:10:57):
So these days I do work on Korea policy largely focused on North Korea, us relations with both North Korea and South Korea. And a lot of Alliance cooperation issues. Yeah. So it's been, it's been a long road to get here, but I, I think deep down it's something I always wanted to do was to work on Korea in some way. But you know, I didn't necessarily knew, know what, that I didn't necessarily know what that looked like or what was possible. And you know, it took me about 10 years of my career before I was able to find an entry point into the career policy world. And since then have really tried to make my mark there.
Adapted Podcast (01:11:47):
Has it been have you felt you've had barriers being a Korean adoptee trying to get into Korean peninsula policy work?
Jenny Town (01:11:59):
Yeah, I think there there's a lot of barriers in, in my dealings with Koreans. I think the Koreans who I've met have actually been somewhat embracing of that part of me. I'm, I'm pretty open with people about it. I think the, the bigger challenge is being a woman in this field that is still very male dominated, white male dominated on the American side, Korean male dominated on the Korean side. And so being a woman in this field, there's many times where I'm, you know, the only woman speaker or the only sometimes the only woman in the room <laugh>, or the only woman in the room, who's not serving coffee. So it's still it's a real struggle sometimes to, to be taken seriously. Even when I'm saying, you know, there's times where, you know, in discussions, I was at a conference recently where I made a point and then one of my American colleagues basically repeated the point that I made and agreed with it.
Jenny Town (01:13:10):
And then when the two Korean speakers were responding they kept responding to his point as, you know, like he made a good point and it was like, no, he agreed with my point <laugh>, you know, so there's still a lot of that that goes on. I, I think in the early days, I, you know, I, I felt hindered by the fact that I didn't speak Korean fluently. But I found in the process that actually it helps that I don't because in, in working with Korean, in working with Korean men, especially when I speak in English, I have authority. If I speak in Korean and I've seen this happen to a lot of my colleagues, female colleagues is, you know, then, then they'll treat you like a Korean woman which is a much different level of respect and authority than, than what I would have when I speak English. So yeah, <laugh>, there's, there's parts of it that are advantage and parts of it that are, like I said, the parts of it that are advantage too is, you know, I don't feel necessarily constrained by my position in society as I would, if I was Korean or Korean, even Korean Americans, I think still feel a bit more of that obligation when they get into those situations where I can play my American card of like, no, I didn't grow up with those values and that hierarchy and all that kind of stuff.
Adapted Podcast (01:14:55):
Why North Korea, Jenny
Jenny Town (01:14:58):
North Korea has become sort of a labor of love for me. But it, it started out actually my interest in North Korea started out in the nineties. Cuz when I was there for college, I do remember that's right when the famine was hitting North Korea. And I remember the reports that came out of a there's famine in North Korea. But my south Korean, you know, friends and colleagues, no one believed it <laugh> and it, this really blew my mind of like, why wouldn't you believe north Korean media about what's happening in North Korea. And it really got me studying more and learning more about North Korea and about the division and about the, you know, how the two Koreas have evolved in different directions. And a lot about, you know, north Korean kind of culture and politics and political evolution. And so when I actually started my first job working in Korea policy, it was actually on north Korean human rights issues.
Jenny Town (01:16:08):
And so I had read several accounts of defectors talking about their escapes from North Korea and the conditions inside North Korea. And so I, I actually started working at freedom house. They used to have a human rights in North Korea project. And so it was a great experience to, to kind of get to know the community, get to know the issues but to also get to know the nuances and how to better evaluate defect our testimonies, first of all. And then, you know, again, really learn more about the realities on the ground in North Korea. But it just so happened that the director of that program ended up becoming the director over at Johns Hopkins school of advanced international studies of the new us Korea Institute at that time. And so since we had worked together before he ended up making a position for me to help him build the Institute. So it was kind of my dream job of like working on Korea, creating something new creating, you know, working towards making an impact on policy, on the relationship on going to Korea several times or business and really feeling like like I am somehow impacting the relationship.
Adapted Podcast (01:17:45):
Well, we need people like you, Jenny to watch the developments and help us analyze them. So thank you. Thank you for being on today too. I really appreciate it. And if, if folks wanna Jenny, if they would like to get in touch with you after, is there a wait or to follow you
Jenny Town (01:18:05):
Or so they can follow me on Twitter. It is at J3NNT0WN So it looks like Jenny Town and you know, they can also find me on LinkedIn and reach out to me through those venues,
Adapted Podcast (01:18:36):
A special call out to Joyce Shim. She's an adoptee ally and has joined us as a patron supporter. This season. We started to transcribe our episodes for greater access within our community and this summer we're also starting a media campaign in Korea about the podcast. If you would like to join us, please go to patron.com/adapted podcast. Season five is winding down. Our next episode will be our last, before we go on summer break. Next, we'll be talking to an accomplished poet with a new book out, stay tuned and be well I'm Kaomi Lee.
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