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6 THE INVITATION-ONLY ZONE

Kashiwazaki City fading into the background. An hour later he 
was transferred to a larger ship idling off shore. The agents forced 
him to swallow several pills: antibiotics to prevent his injuries from 
becoming infected, a sedative to put him to sleep, and medicine 
to relieve seasickness. When he awoke the next eve ning, he was 
in Chongjin, North Korea. Yukiko was nowhere in sight, and his 
captors told Kaoru she had been left behind in Japan.1

With his fashionably shaggy hair 
and ready smile, the twenty- year- old 
Kaoru Hasuike impressed those who 
met him as a young man who was go-
ing places. Like much of his genera-
tion in Japan, he  wasn’t  interested in 
politics and knew almost nothing about 
Korea, North or South. Cocky and 
intelligent, he was at the top of his class 
at Tokyo’s prestigious Chuo University. 
Yukiko, twenty- two, the daughter of a 
local rice farmer, was a beautician for 

Kanebo, one of Japan’s leading cosmetics companies. She and 
Kaoru had been dating for a year, and he planned to propose 
once he fi nished his law degree. Japan’s economy was surging 
ahead, and the future looked bright. He’d get a job at a corpora-
tion; they’d move from Kashiwazaki to Tokyo and build a life 
together. That was the plan, anyway.

The overnight train from Chongjin to Pyongyang was ex-
tremely bumpy, and by the time Kaoru arrived in the North 
Korean capital the next morning he was furious. “This is a viola-
tion of human rights and international law! You must return me 
to Japan immediately!” he shouted. His abductor watched calmly as 
Kaoru vented. When Kaoru saw that confrontation  wasn’t work-
ing, he tried evoking sympathy. “You have to understand that my 

Young Kaoru
( Jiji Press)
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14 THE INVITATION-ONLY ZONE

in the study of shell- like marine animals known as brachiopods, 
Morse was spellbound by Commodore Perry’s descriptions in his 
Journals of the shells he had spotted along Japan’s coastline. On pa-
per, Morse  wasn’t the most academic character. Born in Portland, 
Maine, in 1838, he was a restless boy with the kind of intellectual 
curiosity and vivid imagination more suited to expeditions than to 
the classroom.4 When Morse was twelve, his oldest brother, Charles, 
died of typhoid, and the minister who led the funeral decreed 
that, not having been baptized, Charles would spend eternity in 
hell. After his death, their father, a preacher, grew more rigidly 
religious, denouncing Edward’s passion for science as an aff ront 
to God. Morse’s mother, however, was so enraged by the minis-
ter’s words that she vowed never again to set foot inside a church. 
Edward, too, became a rebel, and by the time he was seventeen, 

Edward Sylvester Morse (Wisconsin 
Historical Society)
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 racial groups.10 When Tsuboi returned home, he introduced the 
new discipline to Japan by publishing in pop u lar journals and 
lecturing widely on anthropology and evolutionary theory.

The Western, biological conception of race did not exist in 
Japan before this period,11 and Morse’s essay “Traces of an Early 
Race in Japan” was the fi rst time it was applied to Japan. In pre- 
Meiji Japan, identity and class distinctions came from the cus-
toms, not the blood, one shared with a peer group. For millennia, 
Asian culture had been dominated by China, and it was believed 
that a country’s level of civilization was determined by how far it 
was from the Chinese emperor. Indeed, Korea interpreted its own 
proximity to China as evidence that it was more civilized than 
Japan. In the hands of intellectuals such as Tsuboi, race took on a 
more biological and scientifi c signifi cance than ever before.

Tsuboi was particularly eager to use historical anthropology 

Ryuzo Torii (second from right) and Shogoro Tsuboi (right)
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As a boy, Ryuzo Torii spent long afternoons reading Com-
modore Matthew Perry’s Journals (1854), imaging what Japan was 

held in relation to darker races, and the way skin color was thought 
to correlate with one’s level of civilization. The question facing 
the Japa nese was whether it was possible for them to appropriate 
the Western concept of race without dooming themselves to an 
inferior place in the global hierarchy. Were they more closely related 
to the white West or to their darker Asian neighbors? The science 
of race proved to be a double- edged sword, and it is no wonder 
many Japa nese scholars began to replace the Japa nese word for bio-
logical “race” ( jinshu) with the word for “ethnic group” (minzoku).12 
The vaguer concept of an ethnic group, one sharing a common 
history and culture, provided more room for the Japa nese to ma-
neuver as they reconceived their place in the world.

Ryuzo Torii (Tokushima Prefectural Torii 
Ryuzo Memorial Museum)
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Japan’s troops. Japan had just won the Sino- Japanese War when 
he arrived in China in 1895. In 1905 he went to Manchuria and 
Mongolia, conducting research in the areas where Japan had only 
months before defeated the Rus sian army. He made his fi rst trip 
to Korea in 1911, and to Siberia in 1919, shortly after both territo-
ries  were occupied by the Japa nese.

The argument about Japan’s origins fell into two camps. The 
fi rst held that the Japa nese  were a homogeneous people who had 
lived, relatively unchanged, in the same place for millennia. The 
other argued that the Japa nese  were a hybrid people whose ances-
tors drew from Korea, China, and other parts of Asia, synthesizing 
the most advantageous traits from each. The theories coexisted, 

Ryuzo Torii, 1896 (© University Museum, 
University of Tokyo)
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who shuttled back and forth between them. At the very least there 
was now one other person who could understand what the other was 
going through.

By the time of Kaoru and Yukiko’s abduction, North Korea 
had perfected the process. All ships departing from North Korea in 
the 1970s  were tracked by South Korean intelligence, so the spies 
would steer northeast to the Sea of Okhotsk, before doubling back 
toward Japan, where it would melt into the many fl eets of Japa nese 
fi shing vessels to avoid being detected on radar. Once in interna-
tional waters, it would release several smaller boats stowed in its 
rear. These vessels  were disguised to look like Japa nese fi shing 
vessels; their users would conceal the presence of their high- speed 
engines by venting the exhaust underwater.

The strategy was to grab young Japa nese couples from beaches 
and parks, and separate them before they arrived in North Korea. 
Isolation was the key variable. The regime found that it generally 
took a year and a half to break an individual down into a state of 
psychological helplessness, during which time they could teach 
him the Korean language and introduce him to juche, the regime’s 

offi  cial ideology. If all went according to 
plan, they would begin to build him back up 
right before he descended into a state of ab-
solute despair. Having experienced the total 
control of the North Korean state, he would 
become passive and compliant. The pro cess 
had been tried with intact couples, but it 
was observed that the presence of a partner 
encouraged the abductees to resist, collabo-
rate, and occasionally fi ght back. On the other 

hand, an abductee who was completely isolated for too long 
was more diffi  cult to control; loneliness had a way of turning into 
depression and even, in some cases, led to suicide. But if the 

Yukiko Hasuike
(Kyodo)
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tory. The Korean Peninsula received the most extensive attention 
from anthropologists, whose studies served a dual role: fi rst, to 
preserve the historical record. The second role was more practi-
cal: to document the culture and customs with which colonial 
administrators would have to contend. One of the main points of 
dispute between the two countries was that Korea had refused to 
acknowledge the recently “restored” emperor Meiji as the Chinese 
emperor’s equal. Having taken its cues from China for hundreds 
of years, the Korean royal court  couldn’t conceive of a world with 
two emperors, so it snubbed a series of Japa nese emissaries. The 

Pacific Ocean

Se
a o

f J
ap

an

Range of the 
Japanese Empire 
at the height of 
its reign in 1942

On land = 
At sea = 

Guam

Taiwan

U.S.S.R.

Mongolia

China

Manchuria

Philippines

Burma

Malaya

 East Indies
New
Guinea

Gilbert
Islands

Wake
Island

Dutch

Japan
Korea

Thailand
French
Indochina

042-61887_ch01_5P.indd   41042-61887_ch01_5P.indd   41 10/20/15   12:46 am10/20/15   12:46 am



56 THE INVITATION-ONLY ZONE

was known as the Jerusalem of the East for its concentration of 
churches, and its Christian community fought the Japa nese colo-
nizers fi ercely, their re sis tance fueled by faith. Kim’s uncle, a 
preacher, was arrested for anti- Japanese activities and died in prison. 
In 1919, when Kim was seven, the family immigrated to Manchu-
ria, where he spent most of the next twenty- one years. In 1929, 

Kim Il- sung and Kim Jong- suk, 1935 (Associated Press)
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terror the moment she heard his name. It was January 28, 1978, 
when Choi’s boat entered the port of Nampo, on North Korea’s 
western coast. A week earlier she had fl own from Seoul to Hong 
Kong to discuss a project with an acting school she had been run-
ning since the closing of Shin Films, the studio she ran with her 
husband, the director Shin Sang-ok. The meeting, it turned out, 
was a ruse to lure Choi into the hands of her North Korean cap-
tors. Kim Jong-il reached out to greet her. “I didn’t want to shake 
hands with the man who had engineered my kidnapping, but I 
had no choice,” she writes in her memoir. At the moment they 
shook hands, a cameraman popped up to take their photo. “I 
didn’t want any record of that moment. Nor did I want any long- 
lasting proof of my unkempt and ugly state.”

Three weeks after Choi disappeared from Hong Kong, Shin 
went looking for her. Although they had divorced two years 

Kim Jong- il with camera (Associated Press)

042-61887_ch01_5P.indd   65042-61887_ch01_5P.indd   65 10/20/15   12:46 am10/20/15   12:46 am



 Abduct ion as Statecra f t 69

On hearing about their escape, Kim Jong-il assumed they had 
been kidnapped by the United States. The possibility that artists 
with whom he had been so generous would abandon him was too 
much for Kim to imagine. He sent a message off ering to help 
them return to Pyongyang. They never replied.

Kenji Fujimoto (Associated Press)

Oddly, Kim Jong- il’s most famous Japa nese employee was 
hired, not abducted.

In 1982, Kenji Fujimoto8 answered a classifi ed ad for a job as a 
sushi chef. The name and location of the restaurant  weren’t listed, 
but the salary was twice what he was making as a freelance chef 
in Tokyo. Fujimoto didn’t know much about North Korea, so 
he  wasn’t deterred when he learned that the job was at a new 
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education, and health care. The Japa nese government had been 
considering plans to get rid of the poorest, most left- leaning 
Koreans for several years, so it didn’t take long for Prime Minister 
Kishi Nobusuke to give his consent.3 Repatriation off ered some-
thing for everyone. “In an era when Japa nese politics  were deeply 
polarized between right and left, repatriation brought both sides 
together. This issue was a vote winner, pop u lar with media and 
the public alike,” writes historian Tessa Morris- Suzuki in her 
study of the repatriation, Exodus to North Korea.4 Japa nese news-
papers echoed Chosen Soren’s promise of “Paradise on Earth,” 
with headlines proclaiming, “Return of Compatriots from Japan 
Welcomed: Livelihood to Be Completely Guaranteed,” and “No 
Unemployment for Returnees: Housing Ready to Receive 50,000 
People.” Under the auspices of the International Red Cross, the 
fi rst of 187 ships, carry ing 93,000 people, departed from Niigata 
on December 14, 1959.

The event was big news throughout Japan; the local Niigata 
Nippo assigned twenty reporters to cover it. Reporter Kimiya 
Nakajima recalls the sense of euphoria in the air.5 “The repatriates 

Repatriation ship in Niigata (Kyodo)
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indicate the opposite.10 Other letters  were more circumspect. As 
an addendum to the good news and praise for Kim Il- sung, they’d 
suggest their relatives join them—or so it seemed. In one, an un-
cle advised his nephew not to come until his twentieth birthday. 
The boy in question was a newborn, says Sato. In other cases, 
messages describing the abysmal living conditions  were hidden 
on the back of the stamp.

Stamp with secret messages sent from North Korea: “We cannot leave the 
village. Older brother, do not come. Mother says she wishes to see you. Tell 
our sister in Toyama also not to come. What Bunto’s father said is correct.” 

(Courtesy of Kimikatsu Kinoshita)

The recipients  were reluctant to discuss what they  were learn-
ing, for fear that news of their discontent might reach North 
Korea, where it might endanger their families. Others held on to 
the chance that these  were simply the complaints of a few ideo-
logically suspect malcontents, as Chosen Soren offi  cials assured 
them. Regardless of the veracity of the reports, nobody wanted 
to sully the reputation of the new socialist state.

In July 1964, Kojima was fi nally given permission to visit 
North Korea and see the promised land to which he had been 
sending people for the last fi ve years. Despite the rumors, he was 
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Yasushi and Fukie  were sitting on a bench, picking out the famil-
iar lights from the blackness that had enveloped the town, when 
four men jumped out from behind nearby bushes. After restraining 
the couple and placing them in separate bags, the men slung them 
over their shoulders and carried them several hundred feet down 
the hill to a waiting dinghy. As the men crossed the road from the 
bluff  to the beach, Yasushi peered through the bag’s mesh material 
and caught a glimpse of a passing car’s taillights.

Like the Hasuikes, the Chimuras  were separated before they 
arrived, each assured that the other had been left behind in Japan. 
Each morning when she awoke, Fukie would at fi rst think she had 
only dreamed about the abduction. She yearned for Yasushi, whom 
she had expected to marry that fall. As weeks turned into months, 
and the reality of her situation sank in, her mood shifted from 
absolute despair to a kind of grim determination. She had to survive 
her ordeal. “I can live  here, if I have to. But please, God, don’t let 
me die  here,” she thought to herself.1

Fukie’s minder repeatedly inquired whether she had any inter-
est in getting married, which she interpreted as a tease about being 
of a “marriageable age.” Gradually she realized he was serious, 

Young Yasushi and Fukie Chimura (Kyodo)
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Megumi Yokota (Getty)

wearing a yellow raincoat and pink boots— perks up and tells me 
brightly that she knows exactly where it is. We make an odd trio: 
a little girl leading her mother leading a journalist. A few blocks 
on, the girl stops and points proudly to a well- tended stucco  house 
behind an impressive latticed gate. Soon after I arrive, the next- 
door neighbor emerges from his  house. Once he confi rms I’m not 
a burglar, he introduces himself as Susumu Yamashita, an interior 
designer born and bred in Niigata. The  house I’ve been led to 
isn’t Megumi’s, he tells me. Rather, it was used as the backdrop 
for a tele vi sion movie about her, which is why the little girl rec-
ognized it. For her, Megumi is a tele vi sion character. “The Yoko-
tas’  house was torn down several years ago,” he says as we walk 
down the street, toward a cluster of smaller, more modern homes 
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and had no idea where I was. The shore was out of sight. I was so 
ner vous that I thought I was going to die soon,” he told a news-
paper reporter many years later. After drifting a few hours, Kim 
says, he was picked up by a North Korean ship and taken to the 
port of Nampo. Choosing his words carefully, he describes the 
event as “neither an abduction nor a voluntary defection. It was 
simply a chance- happening in the era of confrontation.”3 The 
waters surrounding South Korea must have been particularly treach-
erous that August, because a week after Kim’s rescue, another stu-
dent had a similar experience. And a week after that, it happened 
again. All told, fi ve South Korean teenagers disappeared within a 
few weeks of one another.

The South Korean National Security Ser vice later learned 
that two of the students worked in a true- to- scale replica of down-
town Seoul known as the Center for Revolutionizing South Korea. 
Buried deep beneath Kim Il- sung University in Pyongyang, it is a 

Megumi Yokota’s daughter, Kim Eun-gyong (Associated Press)
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was devastated when she discovered this was merely a lie to placate 
her. Her minders hoped she would calm down if they found her a 
husband. Kim proposed six months after they met, and they  were 
married in August. Megumi gave birth to a daughter on Septem-
ber 13, 1987, which Kim says brightened her mood. “When Eun- 
gyong was born, Megumi was delighted and put her heart and 
soul into raising her,” he said. She became a new woman, he says, 
cooking Japa nese food and sharing a few details about her family 
with him, though not about her abduction.5

In June 1994, Megumi and Kim moved into a  house in the 
same Invitation- Only Zone where the Hasuikes and Chimuras 
lived. Fukie was delighted to see Megumi again but says that 
she was very depressed. According to Kim, Megumi was in and 
out of a mental hospital for several years, and the regime reports 
she committed suicide during one of her stays. Sakie and Shigeru 

Kim Young- nam, Megumi, and their daughter (Associated Press)
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believe their daughter is still alive. “I will never lose hope and be-
lieve there will be a day when we are re united with Megumi. I 
will wait for that day,” says Sakie.

The northwest coast of Japan is a place of violent beauty. Volcanic 
cliff s plunge into craggy beaches punctuated by jetties and penin-
sulas where fl ows of molten lava are cooled by the sea. As I wan-
der up and down the coast, visiting the sites where people  were 
abducted, I am struck by the contrast between the coast’s physical 
beauty and the pain suff ered by the families of the missing. Does 
anyone ever truly recover from the violence of sudden loss? For 
many, such as Sakie and Shigeru Yokota, time stopped the day 
their loved ones disappeared.

On May 11, 1963, Tomoe Terakoshi’s thirteen- year- old son, 
Takeshi, disappeared while on a fi shing trip with his two uncles.6 
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day’s worth of army pay for doing just two hours of work a week,” 
he tells me.1 He joined the army’s First Cavalry Division when he 
turned eigh teen, and served at Fort Dix and Fort Hood before 
volunteering to go to Korea, which earned him a promotion to 
sergeant. After easy tours in South Korea and Germany, he was 
posted to Camp Clinch, right on the DMZ, and assigned to a 
four- man “hunter- killer” team, tasked with drawing fi re from 
North Korean troops during nightly patrols.

Sergeant Jenkins (Associated Press)

If providing target practice for the enemy  wasn’t bad enough, 
there  were rumors that his division was going to be sent to Viet-
nam. Jenkins grew depressed, drank heavily, and came up with a 
plan. “I would walk north across the DMZ and into North Ko-
rea. Once there, I would ask to be handed over to the Rus sians, 
and request a diplomatic exchange for passage back to the United 
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ents of one of the women had connections to the Lebanese gov-
ernment, which was able to free all four of them. But when Siham 
arrived home pregnant, her family sent her back to North Korea 
to live with her husband, Parrish. Abshier married a Thai woman 
named Anocha Panjoy, who was working as a masseuse in Macau 
when she was abducted. Dresnok married Doina Bumbea, a Ro-
manian artist who had been lured from Italy with the promise of 
an art show.

In the spring of 1980, Jenkins was 
told the regime wanted him to teach 
En glish to a woman, to whom he 
would be introduced. He’d previ-
ously been assigned a series of cooks, 
with whom he’d been sexually in-
volved, but this was the fi rst time he 
was formally introduced to some-
one. At 10:00 p.m. on June 30, there 
was a knock at Jenkins’s door. He 
gasped when he opened it, for stand-

ing in front of him was a twenty- one- year- old woman wearing a 
white blouse, a white skirt, and high- heeled shoes. “I had never 
seen anyone so beautiful in my life,” he writes. “It was like she 
was from a dream, or from an entirely diff erent planet.”

The woman’s Korean was so good that Jenkins initially sus-
pected she was a spy sent to watch him. Their courtship lasted 
several months, during which they would smoke, talk, and play 
cards. When she told him she was Japa nese, he assumed she was a 
student of juche who had come to North Korea voluntarily and 
then not been allowed to leave. One night while playing cards, 
Jenkins ventured that he had heard of a number of Japa nese 

Hitomi Soga (Kyodo)
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The terrorist Kim Hyon- hui being taken off  a plane in South Korea 
(Associated Press)
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KIM’S GOLDEN EGGS

Having sent her husband and four children off  for the day, Kayoko 
Arimoto was enjoying a restorative cup of tea when the telephone 
rang. It was just after ten on a late September morning in 1988. 
She didn’t recognize the voice on the line, and nearly dropped 
the phone when she heard whom the woman was looking for. “Is 

this Miss Keiko Arimoto’s residence?” 
the woman asked.1

In April 1982, Kayoko’s daughter, 
Keiko, had moved to London to study 
En glish. Keiko’s parents hadn’t liked the 
idea of her going so far away, but they 
gave their permission, on the condition 
that she return home the next year. 
She agreed, but as soon as she got to 
London, she began looking for a job. 
In March 1983 the Arimotos received 

Keiko Arimoto 
(Asger Rojle Christensen)
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took the Trans- Siberian Railway to Moscow. An agriculture 
student, he wanted to study Spain’s dairy industry, so he traveled to 
Barcelona, where he met another male Japa nese student, who was 
there working on his Spanish. One afternoon, the men met two 
attractive Japa nese women, and the foursome spent several enjoy-
able days sightseeing and fl irting. One of the women said she 
knew someone who could arrange a free trip to North Korea. 
Were the boys up for an adventure? The only evidence of their 
stay in Barcelona is a photograph of Toru that emerged many 
years later. In it, he is smiling, sitting on a bench in the city’s zoo 
beside two women— Yoriko Mori and Sakiko Kuroda, wives of 
Red Army Faction members. The two men never returned.

Still, the logic of the Consent Mission had a fatal fl aw— a fl aw 
impossible for a loyal follower of Kim Il- sung even to imagine. It 
turned out that not everyone exposed to juche was won over by its 
truth. The two Japa nese students from Barcelona, furious at be-
ing seduced and tricked, resisted it fi ercely after they arrived in 
Pyongyang. To make matters worse, one of them fell in love with 
the wife who’d tricked him into coming to North Korea, which 

Red Army Faction wives and Toru Ishioka in 
Barcelona ( Jiji Press)
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 arrived in North Korea. What had happened to them? Ishidaka 
wondered.

Back in Japan, Ishidaka tracked down a former Chosen Soren 
offi  cial whose book, Paradise Betrayed, criticized the repatriation 
project. Most of the author’s family had moved to the North in 
1962, and he was unprepared for what he’d found when he visited 
them for the fi rst time in 1980. His family was in tatters, with 
several in North Korea’s gulag and the rest living in poverty. 
“Why didn’t you grab my leg and hold me back when I was get-
ting on the boat?” his eighty- year- old mother screamed at him.

Ishidaka began interviewing dozens of Koreans throughout 
Japan, all of whom asked for anonymity to protect their families 
in the North. He learned of relatives whose minor infractions had 
sent them to labor camps, where they either starved or  were exe-
cuted. The brother of an Osaka native named Grace Park had a 
successful career as a radio announcer after repatriating. She lis-
tened to him every night via shortwave radio, until the fall of 
1980, when he was replaced, with no explanation. Grace Park never 
heard her brother’s voice again. Ishidaka’s documentary, People 
Who Went Missing in Paradise, aired in May 1994, and the reaction 

of the Japa nese public was one of dis-
belief. Ishidaka received threatening 
phone calls, and Chosen Soren com-
plained to his employer. It was a sad 
story, of course, but he had to move 
on. He assumed it was the last North 
Korea story he’d produce.

Kenji Ishidaka originally wanted 
to become a novelist. Born in Osaka 
in 1951, the youn gest of three chil-
dren, he attended Tokyo’s prestigious 
Chuo University, where he was two 

Kenji Ishidaka
(Kenji Ishidaka)

042-61887_ch01_5P.indd   159042-61887_ch01_5P.indd   159 10/20/15   12:47 am10/20/15   12:47 am



172 THE INVITATION-ONLY ZONE

from $2.6 billion to $140 million between 1990 and 1994. The 
North Korean media blamed the Soviet Union’s demise on its 
leaders’ lack of revolutionary commitment, and in a stroke of ge-
nius it used the failure of Eastern Eu ro pean communism to bol-
ster the case for North Korea’s stark brand of totalitarianism: North 
Korea alone had stayed true to communism’s ideals! “The collapse 
of the Soviet Bloc was attributed not to the failure of socialism, 
but to the degenerative eff ect of capitalism, and the penetration of 
imperialist ideology and culture” says Kaoru.2

Kim Il- sung’s funeral (Associated Press)

On July 8, at the stroke of noon, Kaoru switched on the radio 
and heard a trembling, mournful voice announcing news that 
was literally unimaginable to most North Koreans: Kim Il- sung, 
the nation’s founder and only leader, had died. Although North 
Korea was offi  cially an atheist state, the regime had never shied 
away from attributing divine powers to Kim: the messiah who 
liberated his people from the Japa nese in 1945, the benevolent 
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Tanaka had been groomed to achieve great things. His father 
had twice nearly been killed during World War II, and later grew 
wealthy as chairman of a major trading company. His travels 
through New Delhi, London, and Lima had given him a cosmo-
politan perspective, and he hoped his son would become a diplo-
mat. Tanaka led a privileged childhood, followed by law school at 
elite Kyoto University.3

The Ministry of Foreign Aff airs sent the junior diplomat to 
Oxford for language training, where he became an Anglophile, 
pleased to learn the British version of En glish, rather than the 
American variant taught in Japan. He discovered that the socially 
reticent Japa nese and British had much in common. Both  were for-
mer world powers living in the shadow of the United States. Tanaka 

Hitoshi Tanaka (Associated Press)
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tional pride depended on everything going according to plan, or 
at least seeming to, despite evidence to the contrary. The Japa nese 
had assumed the North would announce the names of the surviv-
ing abductees and report the others as “missing,” the euphemism 
the two sides had used in previous negotiations. But they de-
parted from the text and delivered the bad news with unseemly 
directness. North Korea’s defi nitive, if not honest account— since 
nobody knew if all the abductees  were accounted for—made it all 
but impossible for the Japa nese to save face.

Kim Jong-il entered the room at eleven in the morning wearing 
his signature khaki- colored military jacket. Koizumi was careful 
to avoid the bonhomie that ordinarily occurs when two heads of 
state greet each other for the fi rst time. The Ministry of Foreign 
Aff airs had advised him to keep it simple: no smiles, use only one 

Koizumi and Kim (Associated Press)
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Abductees descending from plane: Hitomi Soga (top left); Yukiko and 
Kaoru Hasuike (center); special adviser on the abduction issue, Kyoko 
Nakayama, and Fukie and Yasushi Chimura (bottom). (Associated Press)
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Kaoru Hasuike, before and after (Kyodo)

Everyone attributed Kaoru’s gaunt appearance to malnutri-
tion, but the truth was he’d been too tense to eat in the weeks lead-
ing up to the trip. Despite the im mense joy he felt at reuniting with 
his family, he was racked by anxiety. “I’ve just got to get through 
these ten days, and then I’ll be back with my kids,” he thought to 
himself.2 With his children serving as de facto hostages, he had to 
avoid saying anything that might upset the North Korean regime. 
The fi rst challenge came not from the media, but from his brother, 
Toru, who had become a leader of the Abductee Family Group and 
took a particularly hard line against the North. Toru hadn’t been 
particularly po liti cal and knew nothing about North Korea before 
meeting the communist-turned–North Korea expert Katsumi 
Sato. Over the years, Sato had become an eloquent critic of the 
North, using his perch as director of the Modern Korea Institute to 
attack the pro- North Korean sentiments he had himself once held.

Toru was spellbound by Sato, who became his mentor at a 
time when the Japa nese establishment either ignored Toru and 
the other abductee activists or dismissed them as delusional. “He 
spoke with so much authority, as if he had just returned from 
North Korea. He would hold forth for hours, on every aspect of 
the country, providing more and more information, answering 
any questions we had. We drank it in,” he tells me.3 Toru had been 
granted a leave of absence from his job as a nuclear engineer at 
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it had been aware of the abduction project almost from the start, 
and that the government and media had dismissed reports of ab-
ductions publicly long after they suspected they  were true.2 And 
now Koizumi had the nerve to normalize relations with the rogue 
regime? Within a week, public support of Koizumi’s government 
plunged from 81 percent to 44 percent. “You’ve heard of the eye 
of a hurricane? Well, it was very still where we  were sitting. But 
the  whole world was spinning out of control around us,” Sato tells 
me. Japa n became obsessed over Kim Jong-il and North Korea, 
much as the United States had fi xated on Osama bin Laden and 
Al Qaeda one year before. A nation that had cared little about 
North Korea could now think of hardly anything  else.3 And no-
body had more and better stories than Sato. “Mr. Sato, you have 
defeated the entire Japa nese communications industry,” one re-
porter told him. “Everything is precisely as you said. The win 
goes to you.” All eyes  were on Sato, the man proved right— morally 

Katsumi Sato and Sakie Yokota (Associated Press)
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Katsuya, earned a degree in computer science from Waseda Uni-
versity and is working at a bank in Seoul, South Korea.

Kaoru Hasuike today

I ask Kaoru how his children reacted upon learning their 
family secret. “For years we had to lie to our kids in order to pro-
tect them. If they  were known to be diff erent from other North 
Koreans, they would be in danger,” he tells me.1 They learned 
half the truth during the eigh teen months it took for the Japa nese 
government to negotiate their release. “Once the North Korean 
authorities came to the conclusion that they would have to return 
the kids, they told them that they  were Japa nese and that their 
mother and father  were in Japan, although they didn’t mention 
the abduction part. My children  were cards in this game, and the 
regime  couldn’t send them home upset or traumatized, or  else 
they would lose their promotional value, and have hurt the North’s 
reputation,” he tells me. After a night in Tokyo, the  whole family 
went to Kashiwazaki. “They didn’t say much during the fi rst few 
days we  were home, but we just let time pass,” he says. Knowing 
that their Japa nese was poor, Kaoru had purchased a few Korean 
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