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1. Transcript 

1.1. Session 1 (May 22, 2010) 

Cline 

May 22, 2010. This is Alex Cline interviewing Paul Park. We're at the 

Dharma Zen Center in Los Angeles on a Saturday afternoon, an 

unusual time for me to interview, but I was really glad that we were 

able to agree on a time so that this interview could take place, and 

thank you for making the time to talk to me today. 

Park 

Thank you. 

Cline 

I'm going to do what we always do, which is start at the beginning 

and ask you, first of all, where and when were you born? 

Park 

I was born in Seoul, Korea, October 4, 1958. 

Cline 

Okay. Let's start with your family background, beginning with your 

father. What was your father's name, and what was his 

background? What do you know about his family background? 

Park 
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His name is Young-soo Park [phonetic]. When I was younger, he 

worked for a Korean newspaper called "Dong-A Ilbo." As far as I 

know, his family came from Kaesong, which is in North Korea now, 

but it's very close to DMZ, not further up north in Northern Korea. 

In 1971 he quit working for the newspaper and came to the United 

States. That's about as much as I know about him, because he 

passed away really early. He came to the United States in 1970, 

and he passed away in '72. 

Cline 

And what do you know about his family background, if anything? 

Park 

Not much. Like I said, I heard that they were from Kaesong and 

my-- 

Cline 

I see. You don't know what they did or anything. 

Park 

I guess they weren't poor. They had some money; not much, but 

they didn't do too bad. Kaesong back then was known for growing 

insung, ginseng, I think, or there were like big, what do you call it, 

store owners and stuff like that. I'm not quite sure what they did. 

Cline 

And what, if anything, do you know about how things went for his 

side of the family when there was a conflict and division between 

North and South Korea? 

Park 

Yes, he hasn't told me much about that, but I think that's the 

reason that they moved down from Kaesong to Seoul, after the 

conflict. 

Cline 

Okay, they escaped then. 



Park 

Yes, or right after 1945, the Korean liberation. I'm not sure which 

part, because I don't remember talking too much with Dad. 

Cline 

Yes, sometimes, many people I talk to, they know the family story 

of how they fled North Korea. So let's talk about your mother's side 

of the family now. What was her name? 

Park 

Her name is Chong-hun Kim [phonetic]. She's still alive. I think 

she's seventy-seven now. Her dad ran a rice store, a grain store, 

which was--back then if you had that, you were doing pretty well, I 

guess. 

Cline 

And where was that? 

Park 

In Mapo. That's also in Seoul. As far as I know, they're from Seoul. 

Cline 

Any more that you know about her family background? 

Park 

Not too much, not too much. We don't really talk about the history 

of the family, so I just know she has one, two, three, four sisters 

and a brother. 

Cline 

Okay. Still in Korea? 

Park 

Most of them are here except for one brother and one sister. 

Cline 

Do you have any idea how your parents met? 



Park 

I think it was an arranged marriage. 

Cline 

Oh, okay. 

Park 

Or not really an arranged marriage, but where they get--I don't 

know the exact term, where they arrange for you to meet and see if 

you like each other, that type, not really just force you to marry, 

but family--there's a go-between that brings the family together 

and if the both families like each other, then they get married. 

Cline 

Right. Some people still do it that way. 

Park 

Yes, yes, and it works. Sometimes it works. 

Cline 

What about age now? How much age difference was there between 

your parents? 

Park 

Between the two of them? Only two years, only two years. My dad 

was born in 1931, and my mom was born in 1933, so not too much 

of a difference. 

Cline 

And what about siblings for you, anyone? 

Park 

I have an older brother who's two years older than me, and a 

younger sister who is four years younger than me. 

Cline 



Okay. So let's talk about Seoul as you're growing up. What part of 

Seoul did you grow up in? 

Park 

I was born in Kwan-hwa mun, I think it's called, which is sort of like 

central part of Seoul, lived there till I was like three or four, then 

moved out to Tru Wan Dong [phonetic], which is the suburb part of 

Korea, back then. Now that's also a major part of Seoul, but back 

then. My father, I believe, ran a Korean store for a little bit at a 

local market, and then he got a job to work for a newspaper 

company. 

Cline 

And sort of then class-wise, where would you place the 

neighborhood you grew up in, as kind of middle class, or? 

Park 

The area was funny. Where we lived was more of middle class, but 

right across the street would be lower-class people living, and a lot 

of my friends were from that area, and they lived in one-room, one-

kitchen type of houses where it was rentals. They didn't own the 

house, stuff like that. 

Cline 

And so what was your house like? 

Park 

My house was a typical Korean house. It had a wall that surrounds 

the property with a steel door, steel gate that's in the front, little 

courtyard, little garden. It had three bedrooms, one kitchen, and a 

bathroom, and a little rental house in the front. So, yes, we weren't 

bad off. We were okay. 

Cline 

What do you remember about your relationship, let's start with your 

father. What kind of a father was he, from what you remember? 



Park 

I don't remember much. We didn't have much of a relationship. He 

was the kind of father, he was the kind of typical Korean father that 

would go to work and come home very late, and by the time it was 

for me to get up and go to school, he'd be gone. So, yes, and on 

the weekend he was on his own most times. I only remember being 

with him maybe twenty, thirty times in my life. 

Cline 

Okay, and so a very different story, perhaps, for your mother? 

Park 

Mother was very close, yes. Mother was always there for 

everything. She's a stay-home mother, so she took care of us all 

the time. Everything we did, she was pretty much involved. 

Cline 

And what was your relationship like with your older brother and 

your younger sister? 

Park 

Older brother [unclear] younger--you know how some siblings, they 

have, even if they're only a year or two apart, they would have the 

same friends together and stuff? We weren't like that. He was his 

friends, mine was my friends, and he sort of kept that, and we 

argued a lot, we fought a lot, but I mean, that's typical boys' things 

to do, right? So, yes. 

Cline 

What about your sister? 

Park 

Sister was like four years younger, so-- 

Cline 

Yes, seemed very young? 



Park 

Yes, yes, during that time very young. 

Cline 

What about the culture in the family now? Not atypical then, or 

even now in some instances, to have a very traditional kind of 

Confucian-based family dynamic. And yet you say your father 

wasn't around that much. What was the family culture like? How 

were things arranged in terms of sort of the protocol of the family 

and what was expected of you as children in the household? 

Park 

We were pretty loose about stuff like that. I don't remember having 

to really use that, how do you say that--in Korean culture, nenma 

[phonetic], to a person that's older than you? 

Cline 

Right. 

Park 

We didn't really have to use that. With Mom it was just like as we 

would speak as a friend. Father a little bit, but not to the extreme, 

so, yes, there wasn't really any protocol of-- 

Cline 

I mean, like the men didn't eat, get served the food first and eat 

first, and the women had to sit at a different table, or any of that 

kind of stuff? 

Park 

No, no. But it's a manner for your father, so Father needs to eat, 

pick up his spoon first before we pick up our spoon, but no so 

extreme that females have to sit on the table over and stuff like 

that. 

Cline 



So what about religion, then, in the house, in your family? 

Park 

My mother was a Buddhist. Well, she still is. So back then, typical 

Koreans would go to--Buddhist Koreans would go to temple maybe 

two, three, four times a year, because most of the temples were up 

in the mountains. So I remember going with her a few times, but 

it's not like a Sunday thing where you'd go every Sunday. 

Cline 

Right, okay. 

Park 

And she would bring all this food, because you're supposed to carry 

all this food up there, grains and stuff that they could make food 

with, take it up there to do like small little ceremonies and stuff like 

that. 

Cline 

How much in terms of either religious or ethical content or 

whatever, however you perceive that, was imparted to you by your 

parents? Was there any kind of foundation of that sort in your 

upbringing? 

Park 

Nothing more than the normal. She would ask you not to do bad 

things and do good things. I mean, that's typical, right? 

Cline 

Yes, yes. 

Park 

No parents would tell you to go out and do bad things. Religious 

part, I remember going to a church that opened up, and she didn't 

care, she didn't care. She says, "Go. At your age, you could go and 

see what you like." So there was a lot of freedom in that. And she 

would ask me if I wanted to go to the temple with her, and I'd say 



yes. I know it would be a lot of walking and stuff, but that was like 

going on a picnic, so, yes, she didn't put any type of restriction, she 

didn't force anything on me, at that age in Korea. 

Cline 

Right. Interesting. Then what about your friends? You mentioned 

you had different friends from your older brother. What kind of 

friends did you have, and what were your interests as a child 

growing up in Seoul? What kind of things did you like to do 

together? 

Park 

I just remember playing a lot, that's all. Typical kid things, not too 

athletic, too much athletic. Most of the kids in Korea back then, 

unless you were upper class, could afford to buy gloves and balls 

and bats to play baseball, so I mean, even though we did, but I 

didn't ask my friends to come and play. It would be me and my 

brother play, because that'd be like showing off. 

Cline 

Interesting. 

Park 

Yes, we didn't do that. It was just me and him doing the playing. 

But typical things, marbles, just typical Korean kid-play things, kick 

the can, stuff like that. 

Cline 

What about in school? As you started to grow into learning about 

different things, what started to interest you, or what subjects did 

you particularly like in school? 

Park 

I went to school in Korea till I finished sixth grade, so I never really 

particularly liked school that much. It was okay. I was a kind of 

person that would lose interest fast. At the beginning of the year of 

a new grade I would do really well, because I'd be very interested in 



things, and then I would lose interest fast and my grades would go 

down. 

Cline 

And what would your parents, what were their feelings about that? 

Park 

Typical Korean parents. "I want you to do good in school." Back 

then, these public schools, especially the school I went to, it was 

called Toksu Kuminakyo [phonetic], which is supposed to be a very 

elite public school, public elementary school in Korea. All the rich 

people and all the high officials of government's kids were supposed 

to go there, so teachers always had their hands out. 

Cline 

Oh, okay. 

Park 

Yes. So once the parents come by, your grades go up and stuff like 

that. You know how that--so I remember stuff like that. 

Cline 

Wow. Interesting. Then in terms of your awareness perhaps of 

things Western as you were growing up, first of all, do you 

remember much military presence, seeing it around? 

Park 

In Korea? 

Cline 

American military presence. 

Park 

You mean Western military, like Americans? 

Cline 

Yes. 



Park 

I've heard about them. I'd probably seen them going by in big 

deuce-and-a-quarter trucks and stuff like that, but I don't 

remember ever having any type of real contact with them, because 

there wasn't a post where we lived. Maybe if I lived close to where 

they were staying at, then it might be a different story. But, no, it 

would be a rare occasion for you to see a Western person when I 

was growing up, where I was at. 

Cline 

Do you have any recollection, then, of the first time you saw a non-

Korean? 

Park 

In Korea? 

Cline 

Or even if it was on TV. 

Park 

Yes, on TV, yes, yes, yes. Back then they used to run a lot of 

American shows and stuff. I remember watching "Lost in Space" in 

Korea. And what else, what else. I mean, that's the only program 

that I really remember, but I remember watching "Lost in Space" in 

Korea, so. 

Cline 

Wow. What did you think of that? I mean, you had a TV, so that 

was pretty cool, I guess. 

Park 

Right, we had a TV. Yes, we had a TV, we had a refrigerator, so we 

did pretty good. In the late sixties if you did all that, your family 

was doing pretty well. The sci-fi stuff was very interesting to us. 

Cline 



Okay. What about popular music, or any music? What are your 

recollections of hearing any other kind of popular culture? 

Park 

In Korea I don't remember listening to too much radio. I remember 

my mother would play the record player and stuff like that once in a 

while, and she had a little record collection that she would play. I 

wasn't really into music, I guess, back then. I'd hear like younger 

kids listening to the radio till eleven, twelve, one o'clock in the 

morning, listening to music and stuff like that, but I wasn't one of 

those. 

Cline 

Okay. So as you're growing up, what if anything do you know about 

what life is like in the United States? 

Park 

Didn't know anything about life in the United States. Well, when 

you're only, what, eight, nine, ten, do you really think about what 

life is like in another country? [laughs] 

Cline 

Yes, of course not. 

Park 

You have a problem. 

Cline 

Even if you were seeing it on TV? 

Park 

Yes, you have a problem trying to figure out what life is like where 

you're at, so. 

Cline 

Yes, that's true. When were there inklings that the family might be 

relocating? 



Park 

I think it was probably early 1970 or like late 1969. I think it was 

early 1970. My dad was having a problem at work, so he wanted to-

-him and my mother's younger sister's husband also had a chance 

to--were able to come to the United States, because they had 

relatives. We both had relatives that were citizens of the United 

States, so they both decided to come together. So my father and 

uncle and my older brother came first, to see what it was like. 

Cline 

Where did they come, here? 

Park 

They came here. They came to Los Angeles. I think my dad's initial 

spot that he wanted to go to was Detroit. Back then he thought 

Detroit makes all these cars, automobile factories, and he could get 

a job. Thank god we didn't go to Detroit. [laughs] 

Cline 

Wow. That would have been very different. 

Park 

Yes. And on top of that, there's hardly anybody living there 

anymore, is there, from what I've been told. So, yes, that was his 

idea, to go to Detroit. But I guess he changed his mind at the end 

and heard that there were some Koreans here, so it would make it a 

little bit easier, so he came here first. 

Cline 

Where were his relatives then? 

Park 

All his relatives were in Korea back then, even-- 

Cline 

I thought you said he knew somebody who had-- 



Park 

One, a person that had citizenship was my father's younger sister, 

but they lived in Korea. 

Cline 

Oh, I see. 

Park 

Her husband was working--he was a contractor for U.S. military, so 

he stayed in Korea. 

Cline 

I see, okay. How likely did you think it was, then, when he left, that 

everybody'd be following him? 

Park 

Well, we knew we would all be following. 

Cline 

He didn't think he'd be coming over and going, oh, forget it, and 

coming back? 

Park 

I didn't. No, back then it was, once you're gone, you're gone. It 

wasn't like, let's give it a try and see if we could come back. 

Cline 

So what were your feelings about that? 

Park 

Back then I thought, going back then, if you lived in Korea and you 

were telling people that you were going to the United States, that's 

like a huge jump, so I was boasting to all my friends that I was 

going to the United States, and they were all, "Well, I wish I could 

go." Because things that we see on TV and things that we hear 

about, a much better life, better food. 



Cline 

Better food, really. 

Park 

Oh, yes, much better food, much better supply of food, different 

kinds of food, and the cost is cheaper for food, availability is better. 

Back then in Korea, late sixties, late seventies, we were still 

considered a Third World country, so food was--I still remember, 

like, I don't know, like 1965, '66, where they were handing out flour 

to people, and they would line up to get some flour so they could 

have some food, so, yes. 

Cline 

What do you remember, if anything, while you were growing up 

there, of the presence of the communist North, the enemy, and how 

would you be informed about that? 

Park 

I heard a lot about these guerrillas coming over with their weapons 

and hurting kids and stuff like that. There was one big story about 

this young person who these communist, I don't know what you call 

them; Koreans call it gan cheop, sort of like spy, but they're not 

really spies because they're still dressed in--they're not dressed in--

I guess they're dressed plainly, but they have weapons and they 

have guns and stuff. And anyways, they would kill his parents, and 

this guy, the communist guy is holding a big rock over this kid, and 

the kid's yelling, "I don't like commies." That was like the big thing. 

So we had that figurine made in school, and there was like--it was 

in the center of our school, where all the kids go see. Communism 

was a big thing that we're against, so they had like a 911 type of 

number that if you see, if you think somebody is a person of North 

that came to do things in Korea, then you give them a call, and 

sometimes you make some money, I guess. I'm not sure about that 

[unclear]. 

And one time there was maybe close to thirty, forty of them that 

came over, causing a lot of problems, and that was near where I 



lived, and there were a lot of Korean Army guys running around. 

Usually you don't see army--where I lived there, you didn't see that 

many army guys. And me and my friends went down there to see 

those guys, and I remember befriending one of the soldiers, and he 

would give me their little crackers and stuff like that. I remember 

that. 

Cline 

Interesting. What about preparatory sorts of activities for attacks 

and things like that? Do you remember having to do drills or any of 

that kind of thing? 

Park 

I don't remember doing any type of drills back then, not in Seoul. 

Cline 

Okay. What was just the climate like in terms of with your family or 

with your friends? Were people afraid of something happening? 

Park 

Oh, yes. Oh, yes. I mean, in the early seventies, that's only, what, 

fifteen, sixteen years after the war? So, yes, a lot of the older 

people have a vivid memory of the war, and they remember the 

communist atrocity in Korea, so they were very afraid of them. I 

think most of them were happy about the American military 

presence in Korea back then, back then, not like now. 

Cline 

Right, right. Sure. 

Park 

But what they don't understand is that if there's no military, 

American military in Korea, I don't know if it would keep North 

Korea out. 

Cline 



Right. So what, if anything, did you do to prepare for your 

relocation to the United States? Especially, I mean, obviously 

language is a major issue, I would think. 

Park 

I remember my mother sending me to English class. That's all I 

remember of the preparatory. I think that my father--I don't 

remember him doing anything to prepare to come to the United 

States, but once he was here, I remember my mother getting calls 

or letters or whatever that says that, you know, as--in Korea, she 

never worked. "But in America, we both have to work. Maybe it 

would be a good thing if you learned to sew." I think she did that a 

little bit, I can't remember. 

Cline 

I see. Wow. Okay. So when did you find out that the time had come 

and that you were going to move? What happened? 

Park 

Well, I knew once that he came over to the States that we were 

coming, so that was probably, like I said, in the seventies. 

Cline 

What was it like for you, picking up and coming to a totally new 

place? How did that feel, leaving your friends? 

Park 

I was young, so I was just excited. 

Cline 

What about the flight? Had you ever been on a plane before? 

Park 

No. Oh, no, I was on a plane one time. We went to Pusan one time 

from Seoul for our vacation. That was one, yes. 

Cline 



A much shorter flight, though. 

Park 

Much shorter flight. And also back then we had to fly from Seoul to 

Tokyo, from Tokyo to Hawaii, from Hawaii to L.A., so it was a lot of 

connecting flights. 

Cline 

And you were with your mother and your sister then? 

Park 

Yes, my mother, my sister, my aunt, and her two boys. Her two 

boys were like two and four, I think, back then. 

Cline 

Oh, wow. 

Park 

Yes, much younger than us. I remember it being Northwestern 

Airlines. I still remember that. And I remember they gave you a 

deck of cards, and some cards had English faces on it that I 

remember that vividly. The plane wasn't so full, so I remember 

seeing a card that says, "May I change the seat?" So I asked one of 

the stewardesses, "May I change the seat?" So she sent me where 

there isn't that many people and from there on she thought I spoke 

very good English, and she kept on coming over and speaking. I 

remember that. I don't know how I answered, but I answered and I 

guess we got along okay. Then we landed in Hawaii. My mother for 

some reason thought that since we're going to America, that she 

needed to pack up kimchi and kochujang. You know that that is? 

Cline 

No, the second--I know what kimchi is. 

Park 

Kimchi. Kochujang is this hot Korean paste, the red paste. 



Cline 

Oh, right. Yes, of course. Okay. 

Park 

Kimchi smells really bad. Kochujang has a little bit of smell too. But 

I guess Customs never really saw kimchi or kochujang coming over. 

[laughs] Maybe they did, but not so often, so we got held back. We 

got held back for a long time. Finally they let us go, and I 

remember we had to get on another flight but didn't know exactly 

how to get there. I mean, Customs, all they say is, "Go," and, "This 

is--." So I remember meeting a white couple, showing them our 

ticket, and I remember them picking up my little cousins, and we 

were running-- 

Cline 

Oh, golly. 

Park 

--down, and back then it wasn't where, you know how the plane 

comes right up to the gate and you walk right in? It was, you had to 

go out to the tarmac and go up the steps. And I remember, I think, 

I distinctly remember, I think the door was closed when we got 

there. 

Cline 

Oh, wow. 

Park 

Or it was getting to be closed. 

Cline 

Stress. 

Park 

And it was very scary. [laughs] Yes. And we were the last one on, 

and as we got on I remember it took off. 



Cline 

And without your kimchi and-- 

Park 

I don't know if they let us have it or--I don't think they kept it. I 

think they did give it back to us. I'm not sure, I'm not sure. 

Cline 

Interesting. So that's obviously a stressful story, but what was your 

sense throughout this whole trip of what your mother's feeling was 

about this big move and this new experience? 

Park 

I'm sure for a person who'd lived in one place for close to forty 

years, doesn't really like to uproot and leave, especially to a place 

that she would have problem with languages and stuff like that, so 

I'm sure her feelings weren't happy about coming here. It was just 

that that's what life handed her, and she figures that she needs to 

take care of business. 

Cline 

What do you know, if anything, about what she knew about where 

she was going and what it was going to be like here? 

Park 

I doubt it. I doubt it very much. 

Cline 

Really? 

Park 

She was--and she had to leave all her family here, so her mother 

and her sisters and her brothers, except for one sister that was 

coming with us, so-- 

Cline 



Wow. Hard to imagine. So what do you remember about arriving in 

Los Angeles? 

Park 

I remember getting picked up by my father, who had a 1965 [Ford] 

Galaxy 500, blue four-door. I thought that was like, wow, you have 

a car? You have a car this big? You know? And my uncle had a 1964 

[Ford] Fairlane 500. [laughs] So anyways, we moved into an 

apartment on 8th Street and Ardmore. So I remember driving from 

the airport to here, and I remember seeing all the palm trees and 

stuff. It was later in March, and it was very warm. So, yes, the palm 

trees, and, well, paradise. Yes. 

Cline 

Interesting. What was the neighborhood like where you moved? 

What did it seem like to you when you got there? I mean, it didn't 

have a wall around it or anything, I presume, no steel gate? 

Park 

No. Right, no steel gates. And I'd never lived in an apartment 

before, so I never lived in a house that had hot running water with a 

bathtub or a toilet, so that was different. Yes, a lot of cars. I mean, 

in Korea the streets weren't all square blocks like this, and I 

thought, wow, this country really knows what they're doing with 

putting a street together. In Korea it wasn't like that. It was, a lot of 

area was still dirt. I remember cars getting stuck when it gets 

muddy, and people would be pushing it out and stuff like that, but 

not here. Everything was blacktopped and concreted. 

Cline 

Interesting. So who were some of the people living around you, and 

what was your impression of seeing your neighbors? 

Park 

I remember the manager of the apartment were a couple of white--

a white couple. They were really nice people. But the thing was, 

that apartment was for adults only back then. Back then I guess, 



not like now, that you could put up a sign that says adult only, no 

kids allowed and stuff. So back then it was just my father and my 

brother, so that was okay, but he never really explained that two 

other kids were coming. They were very nice to us, and my uncle 

lived downstairs. It was a five-story or six-story apartment. There 

was an old wooden elevator in it and stuff like that, so it was an 

older building. Yes, I remember walking to school and stuff like that. 

Cline 

How did you start to pick up the language more? 

Park 

For me it seemed like language was easy to pick up. I didn't--my 

accent disappeared pretty fast and stuff like that, so, I mean, I got 

here when I was twelve, so it's right at the edge of your tongue 

going one way or the other. I went to Berendo Junior High School, 

that's where I started, and if you know anything about Berendo 

Junior High School history, it's a very, very tough school. It was 

consisting of pretty much like 45 percent black, 45 percent Hispanic, 

and the rest a mixture, and we had about sixty, maybe a hundred 

Korean kids; sixty kids. That was all of what Los Angeles Korean 

immigrants were. [laughs] 

Cline 

Yes, right. That was before the big wave in the eighties, but after 

the immigration laws changed in '65. 

Park 

Right. 

Cline 

And you're in what would now be called Koreatown. 

Park 

Yes. Yes. We were dead in the middle of the Koreatown. 

Cline 



Right, yes. 

Park 

And I was going to Berendo Junior High School, and I heard of a lot 

of gang activities and stuff like that. We never--I never saw that in 

Korea. And then they would do these locker checks once in a while, 

and they would find like sawed-off shotguns and machetes and 

stuff. I'm going, what? Junior high school? And sometimes we would 

get sent home early, and we didn't know the reason why, and then 

we figured out that there were cop cars all over the place, and 

they'd get information that there would be a gang fight after school, 

so to eliminate that they'd let all the kids out early. 

Cline 

I see. 

Park 

And that was more than one time in a semester. 

Cline 

Wow. Many Korean immigrants when the come to L.A., they have 

some sort of a support system or somebody who helps them kind of 

learn the ropes and get around and all that sort of thing. Your dad 

was here in advance of you, but many people did this through the 

church. In your family's case, what kind of assistance, if any, did 

you feel like you had in order to just learn about how to kind of just 

deal with life, basic life issues, once you moved? 

Park 

Church. 

Cline 

Yes? 

Park 

[laughs] Yes, we went to church. [laughs] We went to church. My 

mother didn't like church, but we went to church. We went to 



Oriental Mission Church, which is huge, over there on Western 

[Avenue] and a little north of Beverly [Boulevard] down there, one 

of the biggest Korean churches, with Reverend [Dong Sun] Lim. But 

his place was tiny when we first got here. It was on Jefferson 

Boulevard back then, and there were maybe a hundred persons 

altogether, if that many. And every Sunday we used to go. And my 

father met some people that ran gas stations, so he ran a gas 

station also. His gas station is on Florence [Avenue] and Normandie 

[Avenue]. 

Cline 

Oh, wow. There's a historic location. 

Park 

Yes, where the [1992 Los Angeles] riots started. As a matter of fact, 

that gas station my uncle took over, my father's younger brother, 

when my father passed away, and he worked there till maybe two 

years before the riot. It was a Shell gas station, and Shell broke the 

lease and said, "We're not making enough money here, so we're 

going to close you down." 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

And he thought that was a bad omen, but it turned out to be a good 

omen, because a business--you can't sell a business if it closes 

down. But if you own a business, you can make some money off of 

it when you sell it, on top of what you made so far, so he was lucky. 

Cline 

Very interesting. So how long were you going to church then? 

Park 

Until my father passed away. 

Cline 



So it was just a couple of years? 

Park 

Yes. My mother was having these nightmares about the churches. 

Cline 

Really. 

Park 

Yes. 

Cline 

Like what? 

Park 

I don't remember. I just remember her saying that, "It's not so 

good to go to church. We shouldn't be going to church." Then my 

father passed away and we quit going. I remember one of Reverend 

Lim's sermons--that was when he moved to over by Crenshaw 

[Boulevard] between Wilshire [Boulevard] and Olympic [Boulevard]. 

His church was there. Anyways, one of the things he said was, 

"Even a monk when he walks on the ice and the ice breaks and he 

falls into the water, he says, 'Oh, God, help me,'" is what he said. 

[laughs] 

Cline 

Wow. So what was your sense, if anything, of what a Buddhist 

Korean would do once they came to Los Angeles? 

Park 

Back then, nothing much. Like you said, all the help was out of 

church. 

Cline 

And yet in Korea, it's kind of a fifty-fifty situation, right? 

Park 



Right. Well, back then it was more like thirty-seventy, probably, 

even maybe even less. 

Cline 

Yes, but very different here in that way. 

Park 

Yes, yes, yes, it was very different, very different. Church had their 

game together, really, so they took care of people. That's where 

everybody met and that's where all the information is. That's where 

people helped each other. You pretty much had to go to church if 

you wanted to survive in Koreatown. 

Cline 

So your dad, during the brief time he was alive here, was running a 

gas station. And what about your mother? 

Park 

She was a seamstress. She went to work for-- 

Cline 

And what was that like for her? 

Park 

Difficult, I'm sure. Difficult, I'm sure. But she was happy she was 

earning money. 

Cline 

Well, that's good. And you and your older brother were going to--he 

must have started at junior high as well. 

Park 

Right, yes. So I think he was at ninth grade and I was at the 

seventh grade. 

Cline 

And where was your sister going then in elementary? 



Park 

She went to the Hobart Elementary School right here, right off 

Olympic and Hobart. 

Cline 

Okay. So being in quite the minority, although there were some 

Koreans, that must have been interesting for you, what was it like 

being in this sea of new faces, different cultures? You're trying to 

master a new language. What was that like for you? 

Park 

It was very exciting, very exciting to see a modern city with big 

streets and nice cars. I remember through my junior high school 

and high school, I could probably name every car that went by, 

what model it is and what year it is type of stuff. 

Cline 

Right. That's very L.A. 

Park 

Yes. And what kind of car I wanted to drive. 

Cline 

What did you want to drive? 

Park 

Porsche 911. [laughs] Of course. But I remember like walking down 

on 8th Street, and we always had this--and it's not a good thing, 

but we were always afraid of black people, because we heard a lot 

of stuff about it. So I remember there were like four black kids 

coming up the 8th Street, and I was going that way, and I sort of 

didn't feel well, so I went across the street. Of course they felt the 

fear. They smelled the fear and, of course, they walked across the 

street just to meet me, but anyway, stuff like that, no big thing. I 

mean, I got into a few fights. I got my ass whipped a few times and 



stuff like that, but that's a typical thing, isn't it, I mean, kids 

growing up in a new country? 

Cline 

Yes, I guess. What was your sense of what other people's sense was 

of what you were, nationally and ethnically? I mean, you, I assume, 

would have to announce that you were Korean. What was your 

sense of what people's awareness was of what that meant? 

Park 

They didn't know too much about Korea, I knew that. They were--

mostly if you're Asian, not dark-skinned Asians, they would think 

either you're Japanese or Chinese. And back then in L.A. where I 

lived, there were a lot of white people in that area, and Mexicans 

and black people. Somehow they were all coexisting together in that 

area. But as an Asian, they probably didn't think much of us, just 

another immigrant that's coming over. That's about it. 

Cline 

What do you remember about some of the businesses that were 

catering to the Korean community at that point? 

Park 

I remember there was three little, can you call it a supermarket, but 

three little markets. There was one on Olympic Market. There was 

Natto Market, which is L.A. Market off of Olympic and a little past 

Vermont [Avenue], a little east of Vermont, and there was Orion 

Market on 8th Street and near Hobart, I think it was. I remember 

those markets. There were a few Korean restaurants, I think, not 

many, a few, maybe one or two, maybe three, some Korean-style 

Chinese restaurants. Yes. Back then, if you met a Korean on the 

street, you were sort of happy. [Cline laughs] Now you meet a 

Korean, you just keep going. 

Cline 

Then what about having to, say, go to the doctor or the dentist or 

that sort of thing? I'm assuming you probably didn't need legal 



advice or anything, but for those sort of basic things, what do you 

remember there being available to people like you, immigrants? 

Park 

I don't remember going to doctors unless it was an emergency. I 

don't remember going to a dentist [unclear]. 

Cline 

Interesting. 

Park 

That was Korean style. That's how it was. You don't go to a doctor 

unless you're sick. 

Cline 

I see. Right. Okay. So what happened with your father and his 

untimely passing? 

Park 

He had this gas station. I guess he was doing pretty well and was 

happy, and he liked fishing back then, and he liked fishing a lot 

when he was in Korea and stuff, and that's one of his hobbies, and 

that's why I wouldn't see him on the weekend. He would leave very, 

very early, two, three o'clock in the morning to go to the river and 

catch the fish, going fishing and stuff like that. So he wanted to go 

fishing. So I remember--do you remember Fedco? 

Cline 

Yes. Yes. I actually live really close to where that used to be, Fedco. 

Park 

Oh, did you, the one over here on-- 

Cline 

On La Cienega and Rodeo, yes. 

Park 



Yes. That was like the happiest place on earth when we were--

because at the end of shopping, you get to go to food court and eat 

pizza and stuff like that. Remember? [laughs] 

Cline 

Right. Yes. 

Park 

So anyways, we went to Fedco, and he bought some fishing gear, 

him and my uncle together. He was looking for a lake, so he opened 

up a map and found Hollywood Lake. But Hollywood Lake is only for 

a reservoir; it's not for fishing. 

Cline 

Right, not a lake really. 

Park 

It's not a lake where you go fishing. So anyways, we went up there, 

and he's looking for this lake, and then all of a sudden he goes, 

"You know, my chest really hurts. I don't think I could do this 

anymore. We need to go back home." So we came home, and I 

remember him being on the floor rolling around in pain. So finally 

we called paramedics, 911, and they took him to Queen of Angels 

Hospital. They're not there anymore, but we were able to see the 

building right off the 101 Freeway, Queen of Angels Hospital. 

Park 

Cline 

Right, right. 

Park 

He went to Emergency there. They said he had a minor heart 

attack, but they wouldn't treat him because he didn't have 

insurance. 

Cline 



No insurance. Right. 

Park 

They says, "You'd have to take him to the county [Los Angeles 

County-USC Medical Center]." I remember him getting there, 

probably maybe like, I don't know, noon, but we didn't leave there 

till like it was dark, because probably they wanted their money for 

him being there for that short a time, and if that wasn't taken care 

of, they weren't going to let him go, but they weren't giving him any 

type of medical attention. I remember my uncle driving him to the 

county hospital and me going with him. And then two days later, he 

had a massive heart attack and passed away. 

Cline 

At the hospital? 

Park 

Yes, at the County General, County General. 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

I figure he might have survived had they helped him out at Queen 

of Angels from the very beginning, but, you know, even the hospital 

was blinded by money, I guess, back then. And they didn't have 

that law where they say if a person is sick that you have to take 

care of him, you can't refuse them. So they outright refused. 

Cline 

Yes, I know. I have a friend who went through the same thing 

around the same time. 

Park 

Did you? 

Cline 



Yes. So what was that like for you? For all of you? 

Park 

It was a big loss. You come to a place that you don't really know 

anybody, and there's this one person that everybody was depending 

upon. He was the head of the household, so that was a big loss, big 

loss. I still remember every time I went by Queen of Angels, I had 

bad feelings about that hospital, bad, bad feelings. Yes. 

Cline 

So how was the family going to survive now? What was the plan? 

Park 

The plan was to let one of my uncles run the gas station. At first we 

had a family meeting and wanted my brother's youngest sister's 

husband to run the place, because he spoke some English, but it 

turned out at the end that they wanted my father's younger brother 

to run the place, with the promise of taking care of us until we all 

graduated from high school, that he would take care of--so we 

handed him the business without getting any money from that. 

Because even back then it cost quite a bit of money to buy a gas 

station. 

Cline 

Sure. 

Park 

Yes, so he took care of us. Sad part is, only a few years. I guess the 

greed blinded both him and his wife and he said, "We can't take 

care of you anymore." 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

"Here's what I think we owe you for the business." 



Cline 

What did you do? 

Park 

What can you do? What can you do? I remember, I don't know if 

[unclear] carrying this kind of stuff, but if there's really this kind of 

stuff, but I remember going to his apartment. Me and my mom 

wanted to go have a talk with him. She wanted to have a talk with 

him, but she would take me to places like that. We were talking 

about this, and he was eating dinner, and I don't know what made 

him so mad that my mom said. They were eating Korean style, with 

the short table on the floor. He flipped the table over. 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

So-- 

Cline 

And so how old were you then? 

Park 

Fourteen, fifteen, fourteen, fifteen. 

Cline 

Right, very pivotal time. So moving along from this story then, what 

was your mother's strategy in the wake of this? I mean, how did the 

family survive? 

Park 

She was a seam--she kept on working at the factory in downtown, 

but she was always very good with money, all the time, even when 

she was in Korea. Her way of making money--if you call it a loan 

shark, maybe it's too strong of a language, but that was the Korean 



culture. You borrow from each other. You really didn't have a bank 

to borrow. 

Cline 

Yes, right. 

Park 

And you'd give them interest. She was very well with that. She 

didn't have many friends, but I remember in Korea, whenever she'd 

have friends come over, they'd be in the room counting money, so 

obviously that was what she was doing. So she did that here and 

she was very good at it. I still talk to her about that. I go, "What if a 

person just doesn't pay you and walks away?" She goes, "You 

know, sometimes you make a lot of money off of them, and if that 

happens, that happens. What am I going to do? I've got to let that 

one go. I don't chase after them and go to their house. I don't do 

any of that," she says. "I just--some people are good. They're 

happy that I lend them money, and they appreciate it, and they pay 

me back. Some people don't, so what do you do?" 

Cline 

Interesting. 

Park 

"Now, you can't win all the time. Some people you have to forgive." 

So she has that Buddhist mind already. [laughter] 

Cline 

So then you're getting ready to go into high school, and you're 

surrounded by all this new culture and all these new people. In the 

early seventies there are things that happen in the wake of the 

great upheaval culturally and what not, not just in the nation, in the 

world, and a real strong emergence of popular culture and its 

importance and that sort of thing. What do you remember about 

what kinds of things were beginning to maybe interest you, or 

things that you were seeing around you that were kind of 

compelling or intriguing to you at that point? 



Park 

I remember a lot of things about hippies. 

Cline 

Oh, yes? 

Park 

[laughs] Heard a lot about them. But it was the latter part of the 

hippie movement, so-- 

Cline 

Yes, right. 

Park 

--hippie movement were early sixties, so-- 

Cline 

Yes, they kind of peaked at the end of the sixties. 

Park 

Right, kind of peaked in the late sixties and early seventies. I 

started to listen to rock and roll, oh, yes, so Jimi Hendrix passing 

away was a big thing. 

Park 

Beatles was a big thing. I think I was still too young to realize what 

really was going on in the world, still had this--I mean, at that age, 

what do I care about anything else but myself, right? That kind of 

thing. World will still go around tomorrow no matter what, so, yes, 

wasn't so interested in politics or culture. 

Cline 

Right. Part of what followed all that, however, was there were also 

things like drug culture and a lot of kind of expressions of 

discontent, that sort of thing, feelings about the establishment, all 



that kind of thing. What was your awareness of that at your school 

or anything? 

Park 

I remember there being a lot more freedom than when we were in 

Korea. I remember the teachers would treat you differently. They 

didn't beat up on you. [Cline laughs] In those times in Korea, they 

literally beat up on you, so that was different. They didn't put so 

much pressure on you all the time. Drug scenes, I guess I started to 

get into it in, like, my eleventh grade of high school. Before that, I 

didn't even know what that was, really. Discontent in the world, did 

I really care at that age? [laughs] 

Cline 

Right. I understand. 

Park 

Yes. No, I was very content that we lived in this country where food 

was abundant and transportation was simple. You don't see so 

many people suffering. Back then we considered the United States 

as a paradise, so, coming from poverty of Korea, a situation of 

Korea and politics of Korea, this place was ten thousandfold better. 

So can you show discontent at that time? Maybe if you lived here 

long enough, then you could show discontent, but back then, no, 

no. It was just like I said. 

I remember going to the supermarket for first time here. It was an 

Alpha Beta over by Berendo and Olympic. We never had that kind of 

stuff. We had open markets in Korea. 

Cline 

Right, yes. So what was that like for you, that supermarket? 

Park 

Wow! Wow! I'd never seen so much meat in our life, at such a 

reasonable price. 

Cline 



Yes. So what did you like to do at this part of your life? Now you're 

a teenager. What did you like to do? What was fun for you? 

Park 

A lot of bicycling, going to the park. 

Cline 

Who were your friends? 

Park 

Back then, mostly--let me see what I started out. First part of junior 

high school was mostly Korean kids. Then I wanted to go to a 

different junior high school, because like I said, that junior high 

school had a lot of problems and a lot of fights and stuff like that. 

So I don't know I heard of Bancroft Junior High School, but I went 

to Bancroft Junior High School on Santa Monica [Boulevard] and 

Highland [Avenue], and there were mostly white kids there. I would 

say pretty much 80 percent white kids back then, so I started to 

meet a lot of American friends. And I think that's where I picked up 

a lot of my English skill. 

Park 

Then when I graduated from there, my grades weren't so good, so 

my mom brought me back, "You've got to go to L.A. High School 

with your brother, where he could keep his eyes on you." 

Cline 

Oh, okay. And where would you have gone if you hadn't gone to 

L.A.? 

Park 

Probably Fairfax [High School] or Hollywood [High School]. 

Cline 

Right, right. Okay. 

Park 



Then I went to L.A. High School for two years and then soon as he 

left to go to UCLA, I go, well, I'm going to another school. So I went 

to Fairfax High School. 

Cline 

Oh, wow, interesting that you were able to do that. 

Park 

Back then you could go to any school. They really didn't care. 

Cline 

Interesting. What was L.A. High like for you then? 

Park 

L.A. High--at that time I was a young teenager, but I was very fat, 

because an abundance of food, I just, I guess I was enjoying life 

very much. And I remember a lot of kids making fun of me and stuff 

like that, Mexican kids and black kids. A few of them--you probably 

understand, when you go to school, there are some people for some 

reason pick on you without any type of cause. 

Cline 

Yes. It's like you have a target painted on you. 

Park 

Yes. I was a big target, and school wasn't that much fun. It was 

okay, but it wasn't that much fun. 

Cline 

So what about Fairfax, then? How was that different, or was it? 

Park 

Fairfax, when I went to Fairfax, I lost some weight before I went 

there, and it just became one big party. 

Cline 

Interesting. 



Park 

I got into a group of kids, all they thought about was parties. First 

thing in the morning when we get to school, we're smoking joints 

outside, so yes, that. And they made me feel-- 

Cline 

Oh, included? 

Park 

--included, yes. Those guys, most of those guys really took me in, 

and I became a part of them. 

Cline 

And what kind of people were these, ethnically speaking? 

Park 

A lot of Jewish kids, little white kids. 

Cline 

Oh, yes, still. 

Park 

Mostly white kids. I was one or two Asians that were in that group. 

As a matter of fact, they had a reunion, it was called Gardner Park 

reunion. You know where Gardner Park-- 

Cline 

No. 

Park 

You know where Pan-Pacific Park is? 

Cline 

Yes, yes. 

Park 



Pan-Pacific theater [Auditorium]? That used to be just a big theater 

with a parking lot in the back, remember? 

Cline 

Yes, right. 

Park 

But there was a small park called Gardner Park right by there, and 

that's where all the kids used to hang out and do drugs and smoke 

pot and stuff like that. And we had a reunion, so that was, what, 

thirty-three-year reunion? I went to that and met a lot of my old 

buddies back then. 

Cline 

Yes? What was that like? 

Park 

Very interesting. I couldn't believe how some of them were so 

recognizable even after thirty-some-odd years. Some of them I 

couldn't recognize at all, but most of them were very recognizable. 

Cline 

Wow. So what about girls then? I mean, you were in high school. 

Park 

There were a couple of girls I was very interested in, but being an 

Asian, it was a little difficult, because I wasn't interested in Asian 

girls. 

Cline 

Yes, yes. [laughs] 

Park 

So you had to work twice as hard. 

Cline 

Yes, at least, I'm sure. 



Park 

So there was one girl that I really liked. Anyway, she was one of the 

girls I showed up at the park and she recognized me right away, 

and we hugged and talked about the old times. Anyways, yes. Did 

I--no, I didn't have a girlfriend, no, just friends that were girls. 

Cline 

So your mother and consequently you and the family stopped going 

to church after your father's death. 

Park 

Right. 

Cline 

When, if at all, did she or anyone in the family find some other 

religious outlet more to her liking? How did that present itself, do 

you remember at all? 

Park 

She was looking for a Buddhist temple to go to and couldn't find 

one. 

Cline 

Well, not a Korean-speaking one anyway. 

Park 

Yes. There was a Japanese temple I think she went to she didn't 

like, one in Little Tokyo. Then I remember this Korean-Buddhist sect 

called Won Buddhism. Have you ever heard of Won Buddhism? 

Cline 

W-o-n? Yes. 

Park 

Yes, big circle. They don't have Buddha on the altar, they have a big 

circle on the altar. So that was on Sunset [Boulevard] between 



Fairfax and Crescent Heights [Boulevard], I think. It was in a 

second-story building. So she goes, "There's a temple that opened. 

Do you want to go?" "Okay, let's go." So we went to this temple, 

and it was Sunday morning, I think, and they would do all the sort 

of same style, but the monk wasn't shaved. He had full hair and he 

was in a suit with like a gown over it. Everything was okay. 

Everything was copacetic until after we were done and we were 

having lunch, and it was in a dharma room, and they were bringing 

out meat. Even at my young age, I'm going, hmm, now this is very, 

very interesting. Buddhist temple eating meat in a dharma room? 

So on the way home I told her, "I don't think we need to go back 

there anymore." She goes, "Yeah, I have the same feeling." And 

then she was looking at Korean newspaper one day and says, "Tahl 

Mah Sah [Korean Temple], grand opening of Tahl Mah Sah." Do you 

know the Tahl Mah Sah over on Wilton [Avenue] and Olympic? 

Cline 

Yes. 

Park 

That was over at Second Avenue and about a block south of 

Olympic when it first started out, in a small residential house like 

this. But the residential house was owned by, what do you call those 

people, the fortune teller, American-style fortune teller. So I guess 

it was zoned for you to do religious practice in there. So I remember 

her wanting to go see this new temple. She was very excited. She 

goes, "There's a Buddhist temple that's opening up. Do you want to 

go?" Me, I'm, "Yes, always, yes, yes, let's go." So we go, and we hit 

the doorbell, and here comes this monk with a huge smile, not too 

tall but pretty big guy, and he says, "Come on in. Come on in." So 

Mom and him have this long talk, and I guess he's asking why are 

you here, and she's telling. He's probably asking, "Do you know 

what Buddhism is?" And she probably thought, "Yeah, where you go 

do ceremonies two, three, four times a year." And he says, "No, 

that's not what true Buddhism is. That's candy Buddhism. That's 

something that we give away like candy," he said. "It makes people 



want to come back. But true Buddhism is to find out who you are." 

But this I figured out later on, because I was running around. 

Then all of a sudden we're sitting on this cushion for thirty minutes. 

I'm going, what the hell is this? You know, at that age, at fourteen, 

fifteen, you can't really sit for thirty minutes. And I had a lot of heat 

in my body, so I felt like I was burning up for thirty minutes. And it 

turned out that monk, that gentleman is Seung Sahn Soen-sa. 

Cline 

Really. 

Park 

Yes. That's how we met him. That was, I believe, in '72, latter part 

of '72, early part of '73, '72, '73, something like that. So my mom 

fell completely head over heels for this new practice, because I 

guess she had a lot more pain inside than she showed us, and this 

meditation, she was able to put everything down and be able to 

control her emotions. So many times she would come home from 

work, and she would say, "My shoulder hurts. Can you give me 

massage?" and all that. And then after dinner, she disappears. At 

first I didn't know where she disappeared to. Then later on I found 

out that she would go into a walk-in closet, put a mat down and sit, 

every day. So her and Seung Sahn Soen-sa got really, really close, 

because Seung Sahn Soen-sa liked people that liked to meditate, 

and they struck a chord with each other, so they got really, really 

close. 

So from there, temple moved to Kingsley [Avenue] and 4th Street, 

and he was busy going back and forth from Providence [Rhode 

Island] to here, back and forth back then. And whenever he would 

come to L.A., he would come to our house, come visit Mom. That's 

where he could be himself and watch TV and have fun. He loved to 

watch TV. Yes, he really, really loved watching TV. I mean, he'd get 

so engrossed by TV, that's like his TV meditation. 

Cline 

Interesting. 



Park 

And I remember seeing him in my house all the time, so he became 

sort of like part of the family. Not all the time, but whenever he's in 

L.A. He was a very busy person, so we were going to that temple on 

Kingsley and 3rd [Street] for a while. Then that got shot down 

because of the neighborhood saying it's not zoned correctly for 

religious purposes, and you have to somehow--so that's how they 

ended up here on Olympic and Wilton. 

Cline 

Okay. And what about your older brother and your sister? Were 

they going along with this as well? 

Park 

My older brother was very interested in Zen during when he was 

going to college. 

Cline 

At UCLA? 

Park 

At UCLA. So they started--he was one of the co-founders of Dharma 

Zen Center. During that time, I was in the service. I went away. 

After high school I went to the army, and I was in Germany for 

three years. 

Cline 

Okay. We haven't gotten to the end of high school yet. 

Park 

Yes, yes. So maybe we need to go back to the high school, finish 

the high school first. 

Cline 

That's okay. So he was involved before you were in that way? 

Park 



Right. Him and See Hoy [Liau], which is that gentleman right there 

[points at picture on the wall], who passed away. He's a Zen master 

who passed away in China while giving interviews sitting down, so 

he passed away sitting down, so they revere him very much. They 

named the temple after him and stuff like that. So, yes, they were 

buddies, so they started the Zen Center together, meditation, in a 

small apartment. I have never been there, but I just heard about 

them doing that. That's, like I said, I was gone at that time. 

Cline 

Okay. And when you would go to these functions that you were, 

say, with your mother or whoever, what was your sense of who else 

was involved in attending these things? What kind of people? 

Park 

There were some devout Korean Buddhists that showed up. It was 

an every Sunday thing, here. Like I said, we'd never seen that in 

Korea, but that's how they set it up here, so it was every Sunday. 

There were about fifty, sixty people that came. Yes. Not a big 

congregation, but tightly knit congregation, and not only were they 

doing ceremony and worshipping Buddha, but [unclear] always had 

that meditation thing going on. So there were few kosalnims, which 

are the laymen. They were on their way to being enlightened, so I 

remember them talking, and this gentleman was supposed to be 

like halfway enlightened, that he was practicing a lot with his 

meditation and stuff, and [unclear] would always say, "Why can't 

you quit smoking?" And he would say, "Oh, I want to quit smoking, 

but this hand will not let me quit smoking." Very interesting answer, 

right? I mean, I go, aah, oh, that's a very interesting answer but 

very good answer, I thought. 

Cline 

Interesting. So before we call it for today, let's go into the end of 

high school. You went into the military. 

Park 

Right. 



Cline 

What prompted that decision? 

Park 

I was doing a lot of drugs back then, a lot of drugs. The whole year 

was pretty much a blur of drugs, drinking, smoking, taking pills. 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

And then one time my mom, she had a Buick Electra 225, which my 

father bought before he passed away, and it needed some tires. So 

she goes, "Why don't you go to your uncle's gas station, get some 

new tires and bring it back." And I went to get some tires. I 

remember coming down 110 [Freeway], it was near downtown, and 

I wanted to go on 101 North to come home, because we lived on 

Hobart and Beverly. And I think I was fiddling with some joints or 

whatever, and I caused this massive, massive accident. 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

I think like seven cars were involved in this. 

Cline 

And you were in a very big car. [laughs] 

Park 

Yes. I was in the very, very, very big car. We used to call it the 

boat. All my friends used to call it the boat. "Did you bring the boat 

today?" "Yeah, I've got the boat." We'd pile in fifteen kids in there, 

we'd go out smoking and all that stuff. So anyways, caused that big 

accident. I go, you know what? I can't hang around here. I'm just 



causing too much problem for my mom. I need to go away. So I 

went and joined the army. 

There were--this Mexican family that was across the street, they 

were my buddies, and one of his brothers came back from the 

army, and I go, "Where'd you go?" He goes, "Oh, I went to 

Germany, and I had a great time." I go--so I was in between, 

"Should I go back to Korea? Or should I go to Germany?" Korea I 

just left four, five years ago. Do I really want to go back to Korea? 

So I decided to go for Germany. So I went to Germany for two and 

a half years. 

Cline 

This is with the army, then? 

Park 

With the army, yes. 

Cline 

Okay. What was it like for you? 

Park 

Different. Again I got stuck at a place--it was a very small town 

called Schreibschale. It was a historical town, and the whole post 

had, what, about twelve hundred enlisted persons and about sixteen 

hundred dependents, and I was the only Asian, again. 

Cline 

Uh-oh. [laughter] Interesting. 

Park 

That was '76, '77, so that was right after Vietnam War, right? 

Cline 

Right. 

Park 



So some of these sergeants that's been in the army for a while that 

went to Vietnam and had stuff, they had huge animosity against 

Asians. 

Cline 

Wow, yes. 

Park 

Yes. We just got put together as Asian. The first thing he told me 

was, I don't know, for no reason he was--when I joined--I was 

working at a motor pool, and he was the section chief. And for no 

reason he would say, "You know, when I was in Vietnam, I got shot. 

I was laying there half dead." He says, "The VC [Viet Cong] came 

up to me and shot me again in my chest." I'm like, how is that 

relevant to me being here? So he was showing me his animosity 

right away. This is how I felt about you gooks was how it--and back 

then in the service, there was a lot of freedom, and there were a lot 

of drugs there. And eighteen, you're able to drink, no problem. So 

this guy was always on my case, always on my case. He was around 

for about a year, a year and a half before he left to another duty, to 

another place. But I'd gotten into so much trouble. Every time I 

turned around, I was doing this, I got this. I got busted for having 

drugs in my room. I even have to go to court martial for that. 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

But always, always gotten away with everything at the end. For 

some reason at this court martial, they had lost all the evidence. 

There was no evidence to be brought to the court martial. [laughs] 

Cline 

We can theorize as to what might have happened to the evidence. 

Park 



Maybe the M.P.'s got a hold of it and then sold it, I don't know. So--

and it was quite a bit of hashish that I had. Not quite a bit, but 

enough to go to jail for a while. So I got out of that. And then the 

new section chief came, and he was like the nicest guy, and from 

there on, everything was really, really easy, easy flow. He would 

take care of me. I had to do urine test all the time because I got 

busted for drugs, and he would always say, "Hey, your urine test, 

they're coming to tell you tomorrow at a certain time to come. I'm 

already telling you, so go take care of it." Then I'd tell him, "Hey, let 

me go home early, because I need to go work out. I need to go to 

the gym. I need to sweat it all out," type of stuff. He said, "Okay, go 

ahead." 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

He was a really, really nice guy. He was almost like a father figure, 

you know. And it was such an extreme from one motor sergeant 

being like that to another, so at first I just hated the army, but then 

I started to think it's not so bad. But then I had a first sergeant, he 

was a real a-hole, and he would always be on my case, so when it 

was time to reenlist, I go, no, I don't think so. I'm done. I'm done. 

Cline 

So you came back? 

Park 

Came back. 

Cline 

What if any changes were you starting to see in the Korean 

community by this time, around here? 

Park 

Yes. The three years--I thought it was a huge change. There was a 

lot more Korean people immigrated to United States. There were 



bigger markets, a lot more Korean restaurants, Korean stores, so 

Koreans were getting their foot, I guess now both feet into L.A., so 

it was getting pretty big. 

Cline 

What was it like for you or maybe more particularly your mom being 

a Korean-American now in L.A. when most of the Koreans were 

Christian? Did that pose any challenges for her, no one trying to 

convert her or anything? 

Park 

Maybe they did, I don't know. But she wasn't the one to try to 

convert them. 

Cline 

Yes, right. Sure. 

Park 

Most of her friends--not all Christians are so-- 

Cline 

Yes, pushy? 

Park 

--pushy and want to convert you. I think it's only a very small 

percentage. I mean, I have a sandwich shop that I ran for twenty-

five years, and this lady's been working for me close to twenty 

years. She is a devout Christian, but we never talk about, "You 

shouldn't do this and that, and God's going to punish you." No, we 

never talk about that. She respects my religion, and I respect her 

religion, so I don't see it as a big percentage of Christians that are 

pushy, want you to convert Christians, missionary Christians. Most 

of them are, you do your thing, I do my thing. But I hear stuff like if 

you work at a restaurant, the first thing the owner will ask you is, 

"What church do you go to?" And if you're not a Christian, then you 

don't get a job. But if you are a Christian, then what she's trying to 

do is convert you to come to her church. 



Cline 

Yes, right. Sure. 

Park 

And if you don't come to her church, then you get cut. [laughs] 

Cline 

Oh, man. Brutal. 

Park 

I don't know if it's true or not. I don't know. [unclear] 

Cline 

Interesting. Yes, they do have discrimination laws about having to 

do with hiring. That's pretty wild. 

Park 

Yes, but that doesn't work here. 

Cline 

Whoa. So what did you do then when you came back? What year 

are we in now? 

Park 

December of '79 is when I came back, so '80, early '80. So then I 

was working--I went to work with my uncle's gas station for a while. 

He says, "Well, you're not doing anything. Why don't you come 

work for me and make some money?" I go, "Okay." So I was over 

there pumping gas. And I started Valley Community College [Los 

Angeles Valley College], but I guess the reason I didn't start right 

away was because they're in the semester again, and I had to wait 

till like next September for it to start. So I worked for him like for 

six months on Florence and Normandie. 

Cline 

Yes, right. How was that for you? 



Park 

I'd worked there before when I was younger. I'd worked at that gas 

station since I was like thirteen, so it was indifference. A lot of 

things happened at that gas station. I remember this Mexican family 

ran a Mobil station across the street, kitty-corner. I think I was like 

maybe fifteen, maybe sixteen, working over there, and it was in the 

evening. I think it was like Saturday evening. The owner of that gas 

station was walking over to our station, no shoes, bloodied up, and 

he says, "Help me, help me!" And we called the cops, and I found 

that--he died two days later. I found out some customers didn't like 

him and beat him with those steel chairs, you know those really, 

really hard steel chairs back then, with hardwood seats? 

Cline 

Oh, yes, right. 

Park 

They beat him so bad that he died two days later. 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

So you could see how tough of a neighborhood that was. 

Cline 

Yes, for sure. Yes. 

Park 

So I worked there for six months and then went to school. During 

that time, my mother was like, "Come meditate. Come do this." 

Seung Sahn Soen-sa was into doing 108 bows every morning. 

Cline 

Right. I remember reading about that. 

Park 



Yes, so my mother is like, every morning she would wake me up 

and we'd do 108 bows. Doesn't matter if I was drunk the night 

before. [laughs] And even if I could only do ten bows, it doesn't 

matter, I'm there. 

Cline 

What were you studying at school? 

Park 

What was I studying in school? I was taking some accounting 

classes. I had a swimming class, just general education, trying to 

pick up my degree. 

Cline 

What kind of degree were you going for? 

Park 

I wasn't sure back then. I didn't know what I was, you know. I 

guess, what, out of community college, liberal arts, is that what that 

is? So whatever. I don't know what that--what is it that you give 

you out of community college? What degree? 

Cline 

I don't know. 

Park 

It's not really a degree, I guess. Then you move on to-- 

Cline 

You go somewhere else, yes. 

Park 

Like I said, I wasn't very interested in studying. 

Cline 

Right. Your brother was at UCLA? What was he doing? 

Park 



He became a lawyer. He's a lawyer. 

Cline 

And what about your sister? 

Park 

She went to law school, UCLA Law School. I think she quit on that 

her last semester. 

Cline 

Really. 

Park 

I don't know why she quit on her last semester. Then she got 

married. Come to think of it, maybe the reason I didn't like school 

so much was because maybe I had a slight problem of, what is that 

called, E-D-D? 

Cline 

Oh, like a learning disability? 

Park 

Yes. 

Cline 

Dyslexia? 

Park 

Yes, dyslexia-- 

Cline 

Or hyperactivity maybe? Attention deficit? 

Park 

Attention deficit [disorder] syndrome was I thought that's what I 

had. 

Cline 



Oh, okay, ADD. 

Park 

ADD. Because I could start reading a book. Halfway through the 

page, I'm wandering somewhere else, and I have to refocus. Most 

of the times, if I read a whole paragraph, it doesn't come. I don't--it 

doesn't really register to my head. I've got to go back and read it 

one more time. So that kind of stuff bothered me, so I--it's not like 

I was stupid. It's just that-- 

Cline 

And it was not a language issue even? 

Park 

I didn't have a language issue, but reading part. Later on--when I 

was younger, I'd love to read, but I guess later in my life, I don't 

know what happened, but something happened. 

Cline 

You're kind of painting a picture of you being kind of not very 

focused, kind of partying a lot, doing all that kind of thing. What 

was the feeling in your family? Here you have your brother's 

becoming a lawyer, your sister goes to school as well. What was the 

dynamic like with your siblings and with your mom going through 

this phase of your life? 

Park 

She's always comparing, of course. "Why can't you be like your 

brother?" I says, "Well, I'm not my brother. I'm me." 

Cline 

Right. Interesting. 

Park 

I'm sure she--because of her and me being so close, we were very 

close like I said, that she would want me to do good in school and 

become a successful person, and she still tells me once in a while, 



she says, "You know what you used to tell me?" I go, "What?" She 

goes, "Whenever I tell you to do good in school, you say, 'Mom, I 

could become a plumber. They make a lot of money.'" [laughs] 

Cline 

Yes. 

Park 

"Did you remember you used to tell me that?" "A little bit, maybe." 

So what I was telling her was, "This is America. Education is not so 

important like it is in Korea. Here you could be successful in 

different things. You could become a businessman. You could 

become whatever, entrepreneur, and you could make a decent life." 

But in Korea society, it's very important for you to have degrees, 

more degrees and even multiple degrees. [laughs] So you know 

how that is with Korean society. 

Cline 

Right. Well, I don't want to draw this out too long. I think what we'll 

do is we'll find out in our next session what you ultimately wound up 

deciding to do, and we'll see where life took you and how you got 

here, where we're sitting at the Dharma Zen Center. Okay? 

Park 

Okay, wonderful. 

Cline 

Does that work for you? 

Park 

Yes. 

Cline 

Okay. Thanks so much. 

Park 

Thank you. 



1.2. Session 2 (June 5, 2010) 

Cline 

We have liftoff. Today is June 5, 2010. This is Alex Cline 

interviewing Paul Park. We're at the Dharma Zen Center in Los 

Angeles, and this is our second session. Good afternoon. 

Park 

Good afternoon. 

Cline 

Last time we got up to the point where you had decided to join the 

army, it sounded like to kind of straighten yourself out a bit. I'm not 

sure how successful that effort that, but we'll hear more about what 

happened when you came back and elected to get back into 

educating yourself and find a direction in life. A couple of general 

questions I wanted to ask you first to follow up. 

One is, you talked about the tragedy of your father dying after 

being here for two years, and your mother essentially, particularly 

after this thing happened with your uncle, having to basically take 

over taking care of all the needs of the family. You also mentioned 

how much better it was to live here than back in South Korea, for 

any number of reasons. Still, I was wondering if at any time it 

seemed like one of the options available to you was to go back to 

Korea, for your family. 

Park 

Right. The reason I went to Germany, why I went into the service, 

was because I didn't want to go back to Korea. [laughs] Because 

that was another option. A lot of Korean kids were, or even a person 

that is much older that went and joined the army or American 

services, they usually went back to Korea, but I didn't want to go 

back. 

Cline 

What about your mother? 



Park 

I don't think so. I didn't think she had any inkling of wanting to go 

back. 

Cline 

So that wasn't ever considered. 

Park 

Right. Right. Since we were here already, you know. When you're 

handed a lemon, might as well make lemonade, so I guess we just 

decided to stay. 

Cline 

Okay. I also wanted to ask you, even though it's rather peripheral, 

when your mother was kind of searching for temples at one point, 

and you said she tried a Japanese temple and didn't like it. 

Eventually you went to that Won Buddhism place, and I wondered, 

since I doubt you would have gone there, but I wondered how 

aware you were of around that time, while you were living in the 

Koreatown area, of the opening of what turned out to be the first 

Vietnamese Buddhist temple in the United States, on the corner of 

8th [Street] and Berendo [Street]. 

Park 

Right. 

Cline 

Were you aware of that? 

Park 

No. 

Cline 

No, not at all? Oh, interesting. Okay. Buddhism in your backyard. 

[laughs] 

Park 



I think she wanted Korean Buddhism most of all, so, yes. 

Cline 

Sure, yes. Right, right. So you worked for a little while at a family 

gas station when you came back from the army, and then you went 

to [Los Angeles] Valley College, and you, at the end of our last 

session, talked about how you thought maybe now, at least with 

hindsight, you may have had some kind of a learning disability, for 

example, an attention deficit disorder, that sort of thing. 

Park 

Right. 

Cline 

Clearly, I'm particularly curious about this in light of what you're 

doing now, which clearly requires a lot of one-pointed 

concentration. What did you decide to study, and how did you wind 

up getting through it, given how difficult it may have been for you 

just to study and concentrate? 

Park 

Right. I was studying business. I took some accounting classes and 

stuff, the basics. I didn't even last the whole two years, to tell you 

the truth. So not very many people know that I didn't finish college, 

but that's not something that I'm proud of, it's just that that's how 

it worked out. On top of that, I was working--I went to work for 

Thrifty Drug Store. I don't know if you remember Thrifty Drug 

Store. 

Cline 

Sure. 

Park 

Now it's called Rite-Aid. The one on 3rd and Vermont [Avenue], 

they offered me a job at the midnight shift. It's called a swing shift. 

Yes, so I was doing that. I guess for me back then, making money 



and going out and partying and stuff was more important than 

studying. 

Cline 

Okay. So who were your friends at that point? 

Park 

I had a bunch of Chinese friends that I'd met. There were about ten 

Chinese guys and two Japanese guys. 

Cline 

Where did you meet? 

Park 

I met one guy that used to live right next door, so from there it 

bloomed into that. So for the next, wow, until I got married, so, 

well, I guess that happened when I was about twenty-five, yes, 

while I was in school. It was other guys at work that I met as 

friends and pretty much I went to school and worked and was trying 

to squeeze in all the smoking and drinking on top of that. So 

something had to give, and I think I gave the school first, gave up 

on the school first. 

Cline 

Okay. You said you got married. 

Park 

Not until I was thirty, so that's a little bit aways from there still. 

Cline 

All right. 

Park 

So I was working at the Thrifty Drug Store as a stock man, and then 

I go, well, why don't I try for management? So I talked to a third 

manager. "Hey, I want to--how do I get into the management?" And 

he says, "Well, go there and apply, and they'll give you a test, and 



then if you pass all that, they'll put you in a store." So I went there, 

took tests. I guess everything was really good, because it was called 

Store 500, and that was the busiest Thrifty's Drug Store ever. And I 

never asked my manager for permission to go take this test, the 

head man. I go and take a test, and he goes, "Okay, I'm going to 

put you back in the 500." I'm going, "No, not there. I never asked 

for permission to come and take this test, and he's not going to like 

it very much." But I went back there and worked as a third man for 

a while. And while I was there, since I was smoking a lot of pot back 

then, I figured maybe if I could sell a little bit of it, that I could 

recover some of my money-- 

Cline 

Yes, right. 

Park 

--you know what I mean? So-- 

Cline 

That's a pretty typical route. 

Park 

Yes. It's not like I was doing pounds at a time. It was maybe if I'd 

get a couple of ounces, I'll break it up and sell it to all my buddies 

and stuff. Anyways, one of the guys that used to work with me got 

transferred, went to another store, and while I was working 

midnight shift as a manager, he came back and he goes, "Hey, do 

you have anything?" And I said, "Yeah, I've got something in the 

car," and I gave it to him. And he wasn't supposed to go out 

through the back door, which was really not a back door, it was 

really a side door, because there was no back, but he went out 

through the side door, and there just happened to be a Thrifty 

security that was watching out for pilfering that was going on. They 

thought there was a lot of shortage going on, so they thought there 

was some stuff coming out of the back door. And they frisked him 

and found pot and so there were go. 



Cline 

Oh, boy. 

Park 

So we all got let go. 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

Their thing was, "Do you want to quit, or do you want to get fired?" 

"I'll quit." And I quit and went to work for a 4 Day Tire Store. 

[laughter] A lot of different little things. 

While all this was going on, even with all this partying, my mom is 

still making me get up in the morning, and we're bowing and sitting 

and doing all that. 

Cline 

Okay. That was my next question. 

Park 

Yes, still doing all that, but most of the times I'm sleeping in the 

morning. But she still got me out there doing those. So I went to 

work for 4 Day Tire Store for two years, about two years, and I 

became a manager there and had my own little store. Then my 

mother asked me if I wanted to have my own business, so I go, 

"That sounds interesting. What kind of business is it?" "It's a 

teriyaki house." I go, "Hmm." So I like cooking and I like to eat. I 

don't mind cooking and running a business, so let's give it a try, 

give it a try. So it was in Arcadia. It was in a small strip mall and 

was right next to a sandwich shop called--I can't remember. 

Anyways, it was next to a sandwich shop, and I ran that business 

for a year and a half, made pretty good money, paid back my mom 

what she put into the business for me to be in, and had extra 

money in, so I go, "Well, I don't like this grill so much. It's so hot." 

I'm going, hmm, and I look at the sandwich shop next door. They're 



working in a nice, cool environment. I go, "I like that kind of 

business." 

Cline 

Interesting. 

Park 

So I sold my business and then went out and looked for a sandwich 

shop like that and found one in Diamond Bar and started that 

business about a year later, so I took about a year off, I think. So I 

started that sandwich shop in 1985. 

Cline 

And did you move out there at that point? 

Park 

No. At that time I was driving back and forth from here. 

Cline 

Wow. Oh, man. 

Park 

So it was a long drive. So while I was doing this long drive, and I 

was coming to the Zen Center to practice, I was still drinking, I was 

still meeting my friends, doing all those things. Then one day I was 

coming home, and I was doing a lot of mantra practice back then, 

and on the way home I'm going, hmm. Somewhere I heard that my 

teacher, Zen master Seung Sahn, was doing like a thousand bows a 

day and practicing really hard. I'm like, hmm, if the old man could 

do a thousand bows a day, maybe I could do five hundred bows a 

day, because I was already doing 108 bows a day. Let me give that 

a try; out of the blue. 

Cline 

That's interesting. 

Park 



Out of the blue. So next morning I wake up at four o'clock in the 

morning, and I think five hundred bows took me maybe like two 

and a half hours. 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

And I keep thinking, why am I doing this? Why am I doing this? So 

for the next about six months, never went out, just stayed in, just 

practicing. All my friends are going, "What are you doing?" "Just 

staying home." So I kept bowing for a long time, and that's when I 

met my wife. 

Cline 

Oh, okay. 

Park 

The business still was doing okay, so I met my wife. We got married 

in '88, in January. 

Cline 

Okay. Where did you meet? 

Park 

Family members, they introduced us about a year before our 

marriage. 

Cline 

How much, if at all, were you thinking about marrying and starting 

a family at that point? 

Park 

I really wasn't. [laughs] My mom was. 

Cline 

I see, yes. 



Park 

So I go, okay, well-- 

Cline 

Yes, you were getting older. 

Park 

Yes. I was turning thirty, so yes, it was time, but I mean, I was in 

no hurry. I had my little own business. I was making pretty good 

money, and so I was spending it well, so I wasn't in any hurry to 

get married, but it worked out like that, so I got married. Had a kid. 

Had my first daughter a year later and second daughter a year and 

a half after that. So we moved to Diamond Bar, well, not really 

Diamond Bar, Rowland Heights, bought a house there. First house 

was in Diamond Bar. This was during the real-estate boom of '89. 

Cline 

Right, the very late eighties. 

Park 

Yes, '88, '89, so first house we bought in Diamond Bar, all I did was 

put down like twenty-five hundred dollars down payment for it, 

deposit for it, and it took like four months after that to be built. 

Cline 

Oh, okay, so it wasn't even built yet. I see. 

Park 

It wasn't even built yet. So me and my wife were staying at my 

aunt's house, who lived in Hacienda Heights. 

Cline 

Okay, in the shadow of the Hsi Lai Temple. [laughs] 

Park 



Yes. Yes, yes, yes. Hsi Lai Temple wasn't there yet, but yes, yes, 

not quite there yet. 

Cline 

Yes, I was going to say, I don't think it was there. Right. 

Park 

But that house, after I moved in, three months after I moved in I 

think we sold it for--I made close to a hundred thousand dollars, 

because of that real estate boom. 

Cline 

Right. That would have been the time to do that. 

Park 

So I go, well, if I'm going to do this, I want to end up in a bigger 

house. This may never happen again. So we went out and bought a 

bigger house, and that's the house we're still staying in. 

Cline 

Okay. I realize your business was in Diamond Bar. It's fairly typical, 

it seems, for Korean immigrants to go to areas where the schools 

are considered particularly good and settle out there if they're able 

to move to the suburbs. 

Park 

Right. 

Cline 

How much of that was a consideration when you were moving out 

there and thinking about where to get a house? 

Park 

At that time, since the business was right there, that was more 

important, being in close proximity to the business. We didn't even 

have kids yet, so we didn't really think about that, but, yes, that 

worked out. It worked out like that, yes. 



Cline 

Oh, good. Okay. 

Park 

Back then there wasn't that many Koreans in the area, some in 

Rowland Heights and more in Hacienda Heights. There were more 

Koreans in Hacienda Heights. I think it was like latter part of the 

nineties that a lot of Koreans moved in, and a lot of Chinese moved 

in after Hsi Lai Temple. 

Cline 

Right, right. I was going to ask what the Chinese population out in 

the San Gabriel Valley that you were near was like at that point. 

Was it already burgeoning, or was it not quite there? 

Park 

No, no. I think up to like Montebello maybe, Alhambra, San Gabriel, 

that area-- 

Cline 

Yes, Monterey Park. 

Park 

--there was a lot of Chinese population there, but not until Hsi Lai 

Temple moved in that all happened. Somebody told me that if you 

live within five miles of a Buddhist temple, there is a good luck, so 

they all moved in. 

Cline 

Oh, there you go. Okay. 

Park 

Yes. But Hacienda School District is not as good as Diamond Bar 

School District, so more of them were starting to move into 

Diamond Bar, a lot of affluent Chinese people moving into Diamond 

Bar. 



Cline 

Right, okay. So in terms of now you've got a family started, you've 

moved, you have your own place. You sounded like you did pretty 

well financially on the arrangement. In terms of this interesting sort 

of balance we've had going here for a while, your practice and your 

sort of party side, where was that at the point that you became a 

married family man? 

Park 

Party just quit. 

Cline 

Oh, really? 

Park 

Yes. Wife wasn't going to put up with that. 

Cline 

Oh, okay. 

Park 

So there was no partying after that. More practice, though. 

Interesting thing about the practice is the first house that I bought, 

I put it on the market and it just wasn't going to sell, because it was 

at the end of the real estate boom, and I already put a deposit on 

the second house. 

Cline 

Oh, I see. 

Park 

So I'm--and I have to move by a certain date. So I'm thinking, what 

am I going to do, what am I going to do? And I think I asked my 

teacher, "What should I do?" He goes, "Well, try a midnight gi do 

for a hundred days." Midnight--gi do means a prayer in Christian 

thing. So I go, "What's that consist of? What do I do?" He goes, 



"Well, you get up at like eleven-thirty, you take a shower," at night, 

right, "and first thing you do, you start at midnight. You bow 108 

times, and you chant whatever your favorite mantra is until one 

o'clock, and then you do another 108 bows, and then you chant 

until 1:45 and do another 108 bows." 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

I'm like, "Okay. That sounds interesting." [Cline laughs] Because I 

was already doing five hundred bows a day every day until then 

anyway. 

Cline 

You were still doing that? 

Park 

I was still doing that. 

Cline 

How did this square with infants? 

Park 

Kids weren't born yet. Yes, my wife was pregnant, but kids weren't 

born yet. So I go, "Okay, then, let me try this." So I started doing 

that practice, and the place did sell, after about the eighty-ninth day 

or whatever of this. Yes, I went into escrow, sold for the full price 

that I asked for, so. 

Cline 

Wow. And where was Dharma Zen Center at this point? Right here? 

[points to where he's sitting] 

Park 

Same place, yes. So I was coming here every Wednesday and 

Saturday night, because we had long sitting on Wednesdays and 



Saturday nights, which means three rounds of sitting. Usually we 

only had one round of sitting on other days. 

Cline 

Who was coming to the Zen Center at that point, what kind of 

people? 

Park 

There was Bridget Duff. She's the daughter of that movie star, 

what's his name? His last name is Duff [Harry Duff]. Robert Duff? 

Cline 

It's Duff, not Duffy. 

Park 

It's Duff, yes, Bridget Duff. 

Cline 

I can't think of who it is. 

Park 

Ida Lupino is her mother. 

Cline 

Oh, oh, wow, okay. Well, I can--so it's from longer ago, okay. I can 

figure that out. 

Park 

Yes, Ida Lupino was her mother, something Duff is her father. He 

passed away not too long ago. She practices. She was practicing 

here. There was Paul, who is--he went into the service. He went into 

the Air Force about the same age as I did, and we used to trade a 

lot of drugs, partying experiences in the service while we were here 

during the retreats. After the retreats we'd all sit around and we'd 

talk about that. That was Paul, and then there's Tim. I think, yes, 

there were four of us that were here consistently, practicing. We 

had monthly retreats here all the time that lasted two to three days, 



and most of us would be here all of them, most of the four of us 

would be here, and then the rest of them, other people would show 

up. 

Cline 

How did that square with your new family life? 

Park 

Well, she already knew that's what I did, so, yes, she didn't mind. 

Plus us working together all the time, working together and being in 

the same business and coming home together and all that, she 

probably didn't mind me going away for two, three days out of a 

month. Maybe she probably needed more than that. [laughs] 

Cline 

What's your wife's name? 

Park 

Young [Park]. 

Cline 

Is she from Korea, or born here? 

Park 

She's from Korea. She came here I think the beginning of high 

school. 

Cline 

And in the same area here? 

Park 

She went to L.A. High School. 

Cline 

Oh, wow. Amazing. And what are your daughters' names? 

Park 



Heather [Park] and Charlene [Park]. 

Cline 

When the Zen Center was going here, what was your awareness of 

and was there any connection with other Zen Centers, which, of 

course, at that time would have been in the Japanese tradition, in 

the area not really all that far from here? 

Park 

Seung Sahn was very close to [Taizan] Maezumi-roshi, so ZCLA 

[Zen Center of Los Angeles], we would go to their functions and 

some of them would come to our functions. I think he was the only 

one that was close enough that we had any type of relationship. 

Cline 

I wasn't able to tell necessarily from the people you named, but 

how much interest was there in what the Zen Center was doing in 

the Korean community? 

Park 

Koreans have this idea that Zen is very difficult and it's only for the 

monks, so that they don't sit Zen. Only the monks sit Zen. So, yes. 

There are some Koreans that sit; my mom. Like I say, my mother 

sat all the time, and she had a few friends that sat all the time. My 

mother was given inka by teacher before any of the other teachers 

in the school, but it wasn't on the record. But she did get the paper, 

a poem written by him and all that. But her being a female Korean, 

it wasn't-- 

Cline 

Yes, I was going to ask about that. 

Park 

Yes, yes. It didn't mean much. 

Cline 

Interesting. 



Park 

Especially if she takes it to any Korean temple, they probably would 

laugh at her, even though it is what it is. 

Cline 

Right. Well, this brings up sort of where I was going, which is that 

like most of the teachers doing what Seung Sahn was doing, they're 

dealing with an interesting kind of situation of, number one, 

increasing interest in meditation and in this case Zen, here in the 

West, here in the United States, California to be specific, and then 

because of that sometimes not only having to bridge cultures but 

maybe in a sense feel like one is moving away from one's own 

culture, to a degree, while maintaining enough of it to be 

identifiably what it is without intimidating or alienating the people 

who are interested in it. 

Park 

Right. 

Cline 

How, from your obviously up-close experience, did you feel that 

your teacher was able to kind of strike that balance or walk that line 

between interesting people in the West but maintaining the real 

authentic flavor of his Korean Zen practice? 

Park 

He was sort of like two totally different persons when he would be 

sitting with the Western people and when he's sitting with Korean 

people. 

Cline 

Oh, really. 

Park 

Yes. With Western people, he's very jovial, he's laughing, talking 

with them, no problem. I mean, they would ask him questions and 



he would answer just like a friend would, as a teacher-friend type 

deal. But in Korean community, he was more of a revered person, 

so not very many people could really approach him, so he would 

also have to carry that with him if he's in the public. So a lot of 

Koreans have difficulty really even looking upon him, so big 

difference, big difference. But that's how he had to carry himself. 

That's how Korean Buddhism is. So as a big--we call him big monk, 

which means [unclear], that's been a senior monk that's been 

around for a long time. They all call him [unclear], and they really 

revere him and they respect them, so they really put him up on a 

pedestal. 

Cline 

I see. 

Park 

And for him, I think, to teach meditation to Koreans was very 

difficult, even though he's a great teacher and he is a great 

enlightened person and all that. But Western people are more 

absorbing of it than Koreans were. Koreans had had it forever, for 

thousands of years, a thousand years, and still the public regular 

novice people would not practice, only monks. I'm sure there are a 

few people like me that were practicing back then, but not to a 

degree where you could do a big thing. 

Cline 

So you being a Korean American, how was he as a teacher with 

you? What was his method like? 

Park 

Like I say, he was very close to my mother. They were really close 

friends, so whenever he would come over, come to L.A., because he 

had many different bases that he was going, so whenever he would 

come to L.A., his place of rest would be my house. 

Cline 

Oh, wow. Out in Diamond Bar? 



Park 

No, no, my mom's house over here, yes. 

Cline 

Oh, your family house, okay. 

Park 

Yes. So I'm referring to before my marriage. Even after that he was 

coming, but I wasn't around. But anyways, he would--I really saw 

the human side of him there, because he would be watching TV and 

laughing and they're talking and stuff, so. 

Cline 

Interesting. But what about as a teacher for you, since you became 

a student of his as well. How did he approach teaching you, more as 

the Korean, or more as the--approaching you more as the Korean or 

as the Westerner? 

Park 

I guess I was more in between, yes, yes. 

Cline 

Yes. So he was able to kind of do both. 

Park 

Because he was speaking Korean to me, so-- 

Cline 

Oh, interesting, okay. 

Park 

I was probably able to get more teaching out of him than a lot of 

the Westerners, because his vocabulary was very limited. 

Cline 

Yes. Right. 



Park 

Everybody knew what he meant, but when he gave a talk in Korean, 

it had so much more flavor than American English talk-- 

Cline 

I was going to ask you about the language. 

Park 

--because he would really broaden every subject, and he's a very 

brilliant man. He really knew a lot of stuff. He would talk about a lot 

of stuff, and I had a lot of tapes that I would listen to him. And his 

talk would be just completely different from Korean and English. 

Cline 

Yes? And yet somehow it seems like sometimes in cases like his and 

in cases of someone like Shunryu Suzuki up in the Bay Area, the 

limited English somehow-- 

Park 

It works. It has its advantages. 

Cline 

Right, it has its own effect, which is very interesting. How much 

were you aware of his interest, potential interest in starting all these 

Zen Centers around in all these various places in the West? Which is 

certainly completely out of what would have been traditionally 

thought of where he came from. What was going on with that, do 

you think? 

Park 

I think he already knew that that was his job, that that's what he 

was going to do, because, I mean, why else would you go to Rhode 

Island, of all places? If he just wanted a Korean style meditation 

center, the best place would be in Los Angeles, right, because all 

Koreans are here. 

Cline 



Right. 

Park 

But he came and stayed here for maybe a month and then left, and 

the reason he left, I think, is that he met this professor of Buddhism 

in Brown University [Leo Pruden], who spoke Japanese. I don't 

know if he's--I don't think he was a Japanese man, but I think he 

was a Westerner who spoke Japanese, who spoke fluent Japanese, 

and my teacher also spoke fluent Japanese, so the airplane that 

they were coming over to L.A., since him being a Buddhist 

professor, saw his gray robe on, he probably asked him, "Are you a 

monk?" and they started to talk. So he gave him an invitation and 

said, "Come on over. If you're in the area, come on over any time 

and we could talk." So I guess, so he took that on and went over to 

Brown University, and when he gave a talk, he told them, he told 

the professor, "Translate exactly what I say. Don't add anything, 

don't subtract anything, just translate exactly what I say and then 

it'll be a good dharma talk." But every time my teacher opened his 

mouth for one minute, he would go on for five minutes, professor, 

putting his own stuff into it, and finally he said, "No. That's not what 

I wanted you to do." I guess they did that a few times, then he 

decided to go and take English classes. 

Cline 

Oh, I see. Okay. Wow, that's pretty daunting. So as you're 

increasing your involvement here in your practice, first of all, you 

mentioned last time that your older brother was involved in the 

founding of this place. 

Park 

Right. 

Cline 

And then I guess what I'm interested in is what happened there 

with him? Because you said he went off and went in another 

direction or something. 



Park 

After the college--he went to UCLA, and then-- 

Cline 

Law, was that right? 

Park 

Yes. He went to [University of California] Berkeley to Boalt Hall for 

his law school, and he stayed at the Empty Gate Zen Center, which 

is in San Francisco--it's in Berkeley, right next to Berkeley 

university. So I think he stayed there and then he met my sister-in-

law there, fell in love, and they got married, and that pretty much 

put an end to his practice. [laughs] 

Cline 

Oh, wow. Okay. Kind of a different story from you in that regard. 

Park 

Yes, yes. He started very hot and got cold real fast. I started very 

cold, slowly got hot, slowly got warm and still going. 

Cline 

Still heating up. 

Park 

Yes. My sister in the same way. While she was in college, she 

practiced a lot. She knows pretty much all the founders of Kwan Um 

School of Zen, even the East Coast, because she lived there for a 

year or so, and she traveled a lot with Seung Sahn. But she says 

she's still practicing. 

Cline 

Okay. And what's she doing now? 

Park 

She's a housewife. 



Cline 

Okay. Where? 

Park 

She has two daughters. She lives in L.A. still. 

Cline 

Okay. So I guess what interests me is, first of all, when Seung Sahn 

was teaching you, how aware was he of your kind of extracurricular 

activities, your party side? 

Park 

My party side pretty much was done and over with, yes, by that 

time. 

Cline 

By that time, okay. So when you were first doing it, you were doing 

all that bowing-- 

Park 

That's when it started to subside. 

Cline 

Okay. Oh, all right. 

Park 

Yes, that's when it started to subside. And then when I got married, 

like I said, she's--because remember those Chinese guys that I told 

you about as friends? Our favorite pastime was every Friday we'd 

get together, we'd drink, we'd smoke and play poker. 

Cline 

Oh, boy. For many, many hours, I'm sure. 

Park 

Yes, yes, till five, six in the morning. 



Cline 

Right. 

Park 

Sometimes even longer. She couldn't have that, so. 

Cline 

Yes, sure. 

Park 

So those friends all disappeared. 

Cline 

Sure, sure. And I guess what interests me, and this would certainly 

be, I guess, of particular interest to your mother and your siblings, 

not to mention yourself, how much did you ever even really imagine 

that you were going to go in this direction? 

Park 

Zero, 0 percent. [laughter] 

Cline 

You never saw yourself as a dharma teacher when you were coming 

back from the army? 

Park 

No. [laughs] 

Cline 

Okay. 

Park 

I liked what my mother was doing, because by doing that, by 

practicing, she changed and she was more calm and peaceful with 

herself and with us, and she took care of us, so that was a good 

part. I also liked Seung Sahn Soen-sa very much, because he used 

to come over. It would sort of feel like to me--I know they were just 



friends, but to me, I felt sort of like he was my father figure. But to 

think that I was going to practice and lead a Zen Center, no, not at 

the beginning, not at the beginning. But it started to come along as 

I started to practice more, and then I, well, yes, this isn't bad. 

Cline 

What about the attention deficit disorder? 

Park 

I still can't open up and read a whole article in a newspaper. 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

Yes. Or I don't know if it's can't maybe, or I just don't want to. Even 

like a lot of the e-mails, if it's long, I'll just skim through and I really 

won't read it. But I will save it to read it the next time, but I never 

go back. 

Cline 

Yes, that's hard, certainly. 

Park 

So it still gives me a little headache if I read a long article. 

Cline 

Interesting. 

Park 

I'm more of a--hearing and seeing in learning things are better for 

me. 

Cline 

What about when you sit? How does that work for you? 

Park 



No problems. Could sit for hours, no problems. No problems. Just 

don't put a book in front of me. [laughs] 

Cline 

Yes. As you say, it's a reading issue. It's interesting. And then what 

is it like for you doing something that's so Korean with what turns 

out to be largely Westerners from a different culture, in your second 

culture, as it were? 

Park 

Right. 

Cline 

What's that like for you as a Korean American? 

Park 

I have a little pride in doing this, because I am really--I'm the only 

Korean that's an English-speaking Korean that became Ji Do Poep 

Sa Nims, and this practice being from my country, that we've had 

for over like fifteen hundred years, I have a little pride in that. Is it 

any better for me because I'm Korean? I don't think so. [Cline 

laughs] It's a practice, right? I mean, that's why it's called a 

practice. You have to practice. It doesn't get any better for me 

because I'm Korean, or it doesn't get any easier for me because I'm 

Korean, right? But, yes, the fact that it is Korean tradition, we keep 

a lot of the Korean tradition, the chanting is in Korean, so, yes, I 

have a little edge on other people. 

Cline 

Right. And it sounds like you had a little edge in terms of a little 

more access to everyone's teacher as well. 

Park 

Yes. He was not somebody that even--Seung Sahn Soen-sa's 

[unclear] at the beginning was very accessible, because it was just 

a tiny little group. But when it got to fifty Zen Centers throughout 

the world, and he's traveling all the time, only a few people really 



get to talk to him and see him. But for me it was whenever he's 

here, I see him, so, yes, he's a little bit more accessible for me. 

Cline 

Yes. Interesting. As your involvement in this is growing and as the 

center here is growing, what kind of changes were you starting to 

see in the Korean community around you, as we get up closer to the 

present day, through the nineties and that next big wave of 

immigrants that came during the eighties and nineties? 

Park 

I wasn't really involved in Korean communities back then, but what 

I did see Buddhism losing its power. It was more Christianism. 

Cline 

Oh, sure, yes. 

Park 

There were a lot of little Korean temples everywhere that would 

have maybe members of twenty or thirty people, whereas you go to 

a church and they have a member of five thousand people, and 

they're having three to four different things on a Sunday-- 

Cline 

Yes, services. 

Park 

--services on Sunday. 

Cline 

Yes. As part of that community, how does that feel for you? 

Park 

Sort of sad, because I know in Korea Buddhism is still the dominant 

religion. I think it's over 50 percent, but I think it's mostly older 

people, not younger people. I don't mind the tradition, but maybe 

they need to change over some of that, especially like sitting on the 



floor and stuff in the temple, cross-legged. That's not easy for the 

kids that were brought up in this country, even if you are Korean. I 

mean, if you're used to the couch, you're used to a couch. You can't 

be sitting cross-legged anymore. Something like that may need to 

be changed. If they could make it more interesting for kids, maybe 

we could have a future of Korean Buddhism in Koreatown, but not if 

they keep going like this. I don't know if they would have a future in 

Korean Buddhism in Koreatown, for Korean people. Zen, some 

people are always going to have an interest in meditation, so being 

Zen meditation or transcendental meditation or whatever kind of 

meditation, people are always going to be interested in some kind of 

meditation, so I don't think we're going to have any problem, even 

though we're never going to get super-huge five thousand people 

sitting down all at one time and meditating. But I think it's going to 

keep going. 

Cline 

Okay. What do you remember about where you were and what your 

feelings were in April of 1992 when the riots happened here? 

Park 

1992, wow, has it been that long already, eighteen years? 

Cline 

Eighteen years. 

Park 

As a matter of fact, that very same year, two months before the 

riots my business got burned down. 

Cline 

Really. 

Park 

Yes. 

Cline 



And which business was this? 

Park 

This is the sandwich shop business, yes. 

Cline 

Wow. 

Park 

So while they were rebuilding the building, I just stayed home and I 

didn't work, because the insurance was taking care of everything, 

because I wanted to go back to the same spot. So this riot was 

happening, so I came down here because I wanted to see how my 

mom's doing. And, oh, ironically, where that--what was that guy's 

name, the truck driver that got beat up? 

Cline 

Yes, Reginald Denny. 

Park 

Reginald Denny? 

Cline 

Oh, right. 

Park 

That street is on Normandie and Florence. 

Cline 

Yes, right. 

Park 

That's where my uncle's gas station is. I think we spoke about that 

before. 

Cline 

Yes, yes. Wow. 



Park 

So I was watching that on TV going, wow. I feel like I know the 

corners of that street, that crossroad that they were showing. I'm 

going, man. So I came out here, I think it was two days after the 

riot started. I think that's when it started to reach Koreatown; took 

a little while. It took a little while to get here. So I went to see if my 

mom was okay. She was fine. So I wanted to see what was going 

on, so I started to drive around. I was down on Olympic going east, 

and then I turned into some small street, and there were some 

Latin American guys siphoning gas out of a car, very odd when all 

these things are going on. People were looting and they're burning 

down houses and burning down businesses, and these guys are 

siphoning gas out of a car into a little container. So I drove by. I 

went by, and there were a bunch of cops just standing around. They 

weren't doing anything, they were just standing around. So I went 

and told them, "Hey, there's some guys siphoning gas." They go, 

"So what?" I go, "What if they go use it to burn something up?" He 

goes, "Oh." 

Cline 

Wow. Okay. 

Park 

They thought maybe they were just siphoning the gas. I don't know 

what they were doing. I mean, I really don't know if that's what 

their intentions were with the gas, but-- 

Cline 

Sure, right. 

Park 

--but wouldn't they want to know? Is that your job, just stand 

around? And then I drove somewhere else and that's where I had 

my fifteen seconds of fame. 

Cline 



Oh? 

Park 

I got on CNN [Cable News Network]. 

Cline 

Oh. 

Park 

[laughs] They asked me what I thought about the riot. I go, "You 

know, I'm sure--," my answer to them was, "I'm sure the 90 

percent of these people that are looting and running around acting 

crazy doesn't even know who Rodney King is." And I didn't even 

know I was on TV until a few years later, my wife's friend told her 

she saw me on TV. [laughs] 

Cline 

Wow. Okay. 

Park 

That happened, and I was driving back on 8th Street, and at 8th 

and Hobart there used to be a Von's Market, a small Von's Market. 

Now I think it's called Jones Market. 

Cline 

Right, Jons, right. 

Park 

Jons Market, yes. So that market, you know how that had that huge 

showcase glass up in the front? Had all of those broken, and people 

were just going in and out and stealing things. I drive down another 

three blocks and there are, again, a hundred cops standing around 

doing nothing. After that I go on and picked up my mom. I go, "It's 

time to go. I don't want you to stay here anymore, because it's 

getting too close." She lives on 1st Street and things like this were 

going on on 8th Street, so it wasn't too far, too long before they'd 

come down there. So I decided to get on the freeway, but for some 



reason I didn't want to come down this way to get on 10 Freeway, 

so I went up to Santa Monica Boulevard to get on 101 up that way, 

and there was looting going on out there too. I seen one van 

running into a iron gate of a pawn shop. 

Cline 

So what were your feelings when you were seeing all this? 

Park 

Pretty sad. I go, wow, such lawlessness. It could happen anywhere, 

even in America. You don't control--if you don't put a little control 

on people, look what happens. 

Cline 

What about what came to be the perception that, after a while 

anyway, Korean businesses were being specifically targeted? 

Park 

Right. 

Cline 

What did that make you feel like, or what went through your head? 

Park 

Sad, but some of the Koreans deserved it, I thought. Sad for a lot of 

the people that didn't deserve it. 

Cline 

Right. Why do you think they deserved it? 

Park 

Because I know how Koreans acted towards these people, poor 

people. I've seen it many times. I've seen it at the gas station that I 

worked at. There will always be Koreans that if they can't 

communicate, they start yelling. 

Cline 



A lot of people do that. 

Park 

Yes. And I'm sure a lot of these little liquor stores and the neighbors 

probably felt, this guy is sucking up all our money. He's never nice 

to us. We really don't have anyplace to go, because we don't have a 

car, and we buy a lot of stuff here, but he never trusts us. Then at 

night they close up their shop and go away to their nice houses in 

the suburbia. You know? 

Cline 

Yes. 

Park 

But then again, on the flipside of that, there were few businesses, I 

heard, that neighbors came out and said, "No, you're not going to 

burn this place down. These people are too nice to us. You don't 

even know these people. You don't live around here. You don't have 

any right to be here." The whole neighborhood came out and 

supported those guys. So, karma. What goes around comes around, 

right? Sad, but if he treated them good, then--and I'm sure some 

businesses, they just had--it didn't matter if you treated them good 

or nothing. The mobs just came and there was nothing you could 

probably have done. 

Cline 

Right. How do you think the Korean American community, from 

your perspective, has changed since 1992? 

Park 

Community got huge. [laughter] A lot of Koreans, a lot of non-

English-speaking Koreans. I know a lot of Koreans that's been here 

twenty, thirty years, and they barely speak any English. They could 

still get by because of the community. We're getting bigger, but I 

don't think we're really achieving anything. Individually we are, but 

as a Korean community, I don't know. Are we really achieving 



anything? Are we really doing anything? I'm sure there could be a 

lot more to be done. 

Cline 

By anything, you mean something other than, say, economic or sort 

of entrepreneurial growth and improvement? I mean, certainly the 

area where Koreatown is mostly focused has undergone a huge 

transformation over the last twenty years or so. What do you think 

the Korean community can or maybe should be able to offer the city 

of Los Angeles in both the Korean and non-Korean communities 

here? 

Park 

We should be able to do more work to help the community, help the 

poor people, help the neighbors, because Koreatown itself, even 

though it's Koreatown, not that many Koreans live in Koreatown. 

They all make their money and go live in a nice suburb, right? So 

it's mostly Latin Americans and other minorities that live here, 

right? 

Cline 

Right. 

Park 

If we're making that much money out of the community, why not 

put some back? That's the kind of stuff that I'd like to see. And I'm 

not--I probably can't just put everybody together, like generalize 

everybody like that and saying that they aren't doing that. I'm sure 

there are some groups that are doing that, but it's not big enough, I 

don't think. 

Cline 

The Korean community, as big as it is now, is still one of the newer 

minority communities in Los Angeles and in the whole country. 

What quality, if any, that Koreans have do you think they can 

contribute, other than, say, giving back economically or whatever? 



Is there anything in your mind that defines and can become a 

contribution of Koreans to the American landscape, so to speak? 

Park 

Korean work ethic. These are some of the hardest-working people 

I've seen. Then again, I guess most of the minority immigrants are 

the same way. Vietnamese are the same way, right. Seems like the 

way the immigrants start their business is they all pretty much do 

the same business, when it's that certain time, right? 

Cline 

Right, piggybacking. 

Park 

Right. They piggyback with each other. One guy who starts it does it 

pretty good, so second guy does it, then third guy. So like 

Vietnamese, it used to be, I don't know if it still is, were all donut 

shops. 

Cline 

Yes, Cambodians did go into donut shops, yes, right. 

Park 

Yes, right? And most of them just about live there, right? 

Cline 

Yes, right. And nail shops too. Yes, you're right. Interesting. 

Park 

So Korean work ethics. If you get close to Koreans, they give you 

this thing called cheong, which means very close feeling to each 

other, and that's, I think Koreans have that a little bit more than 

other ethnicities. What else. We're all just human. I mean, what 

else really can we offer other than saying, we're this nationality, 

you're that nationality. But is that even necessary in the United 

States, after all? Because if my daughter marries a Westerner, a 

white person or a black person, I don't know, it doesn't matter, and 



then her kids marry into another white person, and then her kid 

marries another, then there's no more Korean after that, you know? 

The kid on third or fourth generation is going to look probably like 

you. [Cline laughs] You know what I mean? Unless she stays with 

Koreans, but I highly doubt that. 

Cline 

And how do you feel about either the maintenance or lack of 

maintenance of those things that are culturally Korean, as the 

generations progress here in the West, here in the United States? 

How important is it? 

Park 

I think it's very important, but sadly, even I didn't teach my kids 

Korean, and I didn't teach my kids the culture. 

Cline 

How old are they now? 

Park 

One's twenty-one and the other one is nineteen, so it's a little too 

late now. [laughs] So Koreans have these--our language is very 

special. I don't know if any other Koreans told you this. 

Cline 

Probably not. Not that I remember. 

Park 

We have many different levels of talking to a different person. We 

talk to persons that are older than us different, with more respect. 

We talk to somebody that's same age as us different. We talk to 

people that are under us different. We talk to strangers different. 

We talk to semi-strangers different. [laughter] Yes, so we have all 

these different levels. So Korean is very difficult to learn because of 

that reason. If you say just one thing wrong to an older person, 

they look at you like you're not paying any respect. And then if you 

say something to a kid, if you speak to a kid like if you're speaking 



to an older person, they'll look at you funny. So that kind of stuff I 

would really, really, really like to highlight and let the kids keep 

that, because I think that shows you, also, teaches you the respect 

to older person just by the way you speak, that type of stuff. 

Cline 

Interesting. What about how's the relationship of Korean Americans, 

from your perspective, with other Asian minorities here, some who 

have been here longer, and some who haven't? I mean, you had a 

bunch of Chinese friends, but I don't know how uncommon that is. 

Park 

Right, and I had a couple of Japanese friends, but Japanese friends 

were, I think, third-generation kids. Chinese, a couple were second 

generation, a couple were like one and a half, like me. I personally 

don't have any problems with Japanese that were born here. I 

probably personally don't have any problems with the Japanese, 

person by person. I just have a problem with Japanese, the 

government. 

Cline 

Oh, right. Well, they haven't been too kind to ethnic Koreans in 

Japan. 

Park 

Right. And they didn't--when your country is taken over by another 

country for fifty years and they do whatever that they want to do, 

and then after the fact, they never say that they're sorry, that some 

of the things never happened, when you're in denial like that, then, 

you know. So I don't think there is open public relationship between 

Korean and Japanese community, but I think there is personal 

relationship between Korean and Korean community, as a person to 

person. I wouldn't doubt that. And I think the same way with 

Chinese. Maybe we're a little bit more closer to Chinese. 

Cline 



I know there are a lot of Koreans owning businesses and living in 

Little Tokyo now, which is interesting. 

Park 

Yes. I realized that last time I went down to Little Tokyo, and there 

was a Japanese market which was run by Koreans. I go, excuse 

me? [laughs] 

Cline 

Yes, yes. This is another country. 

Park 

[laughs] That's a little too much, though, right? Korean going into 

Little Tokyo in Los Angeles and running a Japanese market. 

Cline 

Yes, well, there's a market for it there. 

Park 

Yes, yes. 

Cline 

If you have any ideas about it, where do you see the Korean 

community here headed? Now we're in the year 2010, and 

Koreatown has not only covered roughly eight square miles of the 

city of Los Angeles, but it's spawned a lot of offshoots in places like 

Fullerton and La Crescenta, Irvine-- 

Park 

Diamond Bar. 

Park 

--Diamond Bar, right, all these other places. Where do you see the 

community going? 

Park 



Hopefully, the community will go and have more effects of American 

politics. Maybe some of the kids could go into American politics. I 

know a lot of them are already, a lot of the second generation and 

some of the one-and-a-half generation are already integrated into 

other communities and all type of different businesses. It's not like 

that we have any type of restriction, so they're all doing pretty well. 

Maybe just get more broader instead of just being stuck in L.A. 

Cline 

How much just kind of general, even on a business level, general 

outreach are you seeing with Korean immigrants here to people 

outside their community at this point, now that they've been here a 

while? 

Park 

You mean Koreans? 

Cline 

Yes. Are they appealing to people outside the Korean community 

much, or are they still keeping to themselves? Is that changing? 

Has it stayed the same? 

Park 

A lot of the first generation are still just keeping to themselves, 

because probably their limitation of their English, because of 

language. But I think if you're one and a half, like me, and second 

generation, I don't think there is anything holding them back. It is a 

melting pot after all, isn't it? Yes. I don't have any problems with 

different-ethnicity friends. I never did. I had a lot of black friends in 

the service, Chinese friends, white friends, so. 

Cline 

And what about you personally? Where do you think things are 

going for you? It sounds like your daughters are--you're about to 

have an empty nest, it sounds like. 

Park 



Well, they've been away for a few years already, so, only come back 

when they need money. [laughs] 

Cline 

So you're still here, and you're the--I can't remember the term. I 

saw it in your information, but you're the primary teacher here? 

Park 

Yes, Ji Do Poep Sa Nim, which means guiding teacher. 

Cline 

Guiding teacher, that's the word I was looking for. So where are 

things headed for you as you look at perhaps another chapter in 

your life? 

Park 

Oh, probably just keep practicing. When I retire, I could do more 

teaching, more broader, going to different places, maybe go to 

Korea and practice more and teach more. Maybe one day become a 

Zen master, I don't know. 

Cline 

What would that take? 

Park 

It only takes for me to go see three different teachers out of our 

school and get their approval, or have a dharma combat with them 

and come back with that. But my businesses, I can't close down and 

go to that kind of stuff. It's not a business where I could say, I 

could call in and say, "I can't come in today," because the only way 

for me to call in sick is to call myself, so, yes, that's the reason I 

haven't done it yet. But there are a lot of different places that I 

could go teach and maybe travel, travel a lot while I'm doing that, 

since we have a lot of schools all over the world. 

Cline 

How much do you get back to Korea? 



Park 

How many times have I been back? 

Cline 

Yes. Have you been back? 

Park 

Only twice in my thirty, close to forty years being here. 

Cline 

What were your impressions when you went back? 

Park 

Very impressive, very, very impressive. 

Cline 

Not like you remembered it. 

Park 

Yes. Yes. When I went back, I went, wow. Yes, we're not a Third 

World country anymore. But we're almost, I guess you could call 

Korean economy a giant in Asia, right? Only maybe second or third 

to Japan and China, China being the--there's just so many people. I 

mean, how can you not be rich once you become a capitalist over 

there? Even though they call themselves non-capitalists, but you 

know, money buys everything. [laughs] It even bought 

communism. 

Cline 

And then Korea is very much in the news lately. Things are heating 

up again-- 

Park 

With North Korea? Yes. 

Cline 



--between the South and the North. Your mom is still alive here. 

How much do you or maybe more likely she keep up closely with 

what's going on back home, in the home country? 

Park 

We'd probably keep up with it a lot more if we had a lot of family 

sitting there, but most of them are here, so it's not the most 

important topic for us. 

Cline 

Okay. 

Park 

But then again it is. It is our country. I mean, if they ever go to 

war, could you imagine? 

Cline 

Not really, but yes. 

Park 

We've already been through that once before, so. 

Cline 

Right, yes. And you've got the U.S. behind one and China behind 

another. 

Park 

Yes, but U.S. is not too strong right now to take care of Korea, 

because the U.S. military is way too spread out right now. There is 

no way they could back Korea right now, not with Afghanistan and 

Iraq going on. So I know Americans are praying there's no Korean 

war. [laughs] Because they know they'd have to help us, but they 

can't, so what are you going to do? I don't know if China will back 

North Korea-- 

Cline 

Yes, militarily. 



Park 

--out in the open, maybe secretly, because now they're a part of the 

world economy now. It's not like before, where they were 

communist, they were their own economy. We had to buy their stuff 

for them to eat, so. 

Cline 

You're right, or build weapons. [laughs] Yes, it's very complicated. 

Park 

Do you want to help one tiny little country that's worth nothing, just 

twenty-three million hungry people? Or do you want to please a 

country that's two hundred and fifty million people that are just--

they could gobble up everything you make. What's your choice? 

Cline 

Yes, interesting. And they're about to probably undergo a leadership 

change in North Korea as well. 

Park 

Yes. I just hope the third one [Kim Jong-un] isn't as bad as the 

second one [Kim Jong-il]. I thought the first one [Kim Il-sung] was 

bad. I'm thinking, hmm, maybe the second one would be a little bit 

better, but second one was even worse than the first one. The son 

is even worse than the father. I'm just hoping the grandson isn't as 

bad as the son. [laughs] 

Cline 

Yes, it's hard to know. 

Park 

Hard to know. 

Cline 

Yes, it's really a strange situation. Occasionally you hear of people, I 

suppose via China, who actually are able to escape from North 



Korea, and apparently some even find their way here. What do you 

know about the feeling about North Koreans being here among all 

these South Koreans here in the West, in L.A.? Hear anything about 

that? 

Park 

I haven't heard of anybody like that, but why not? Why not? If they 

can make it here, why not? More power to them. Why not? I wish 

they could all make it here. This is where they could make 

something out of themselves if they try hard enough. There? They 

have no choice. 

Cline 

What about Korean adoptees? Did you ever get to know any as you 

were growing up here? 

Park 

No, never did, never did. 

Cline 

All right. 

Park 

But yes, that's a pretty embarrassing part of our Korean, little 

Korean history, that we had to send away that many babies to 

another country. I think that was our biggest export for a while, for 

about a decade or so, maybe even longer. 

Cline 

Right, right after the war. 

Park 

Yes. You know, that was going on till sixties, seventies, and 

eighties. 

Cline 

Oh, yes. It's still going on. 



Park 

It's still going on. 

Cline 

Yes, and it opened the door to actually intercountry transracial 

adoption, which was not being done at the time. 

Park 

Is that what Koreas did? 

Cline 

Yes. 

Park 

Look at that. See how we Koreans are? [laughter] 

Cline 

Now it goes on all over. Yes, who knew? 

Park 

Yes, I've seen some documentaries where these kids come back and 

find their original parents, some of them that don't find their original 

parents. Some of these kids were adopted when they were like six 

and stuff, so they remember part of Korea, but, of course, they lost 

the language a long time ago, so they come back--there was one 

documentary where they came back and met the grandma and the 

mother. Grandma was the one that was taking care of the--I think it 

was a girl, and you could see the love for each other, but they can't 

express it to each other. [laughs] And they were both expressing it 

in their own language, but still you could feel the love. 

Cline 

Right. So when you think of yourself, and maybe you don't define 

yourself this way at all, you can tell me, Korean, American, Korean 

American? Now that you're one of these 1.5 generation Korean 

immigrants, how do you think of yourself, or do you? 



Park 

There's been a progression in this, where when I first came over, I 

knew I was Korean. Then a few years passed by; I thought I was 

American, completely white person for some reason. And then that 

was like when I was in the army and before I got married and stuff. 

Then when I got married, it was, okay, Korean American, oh, no 

problem, that's better. Nowadays I'm more, I'm Korean. 

Cline 

Really. 

Park 

Korean first. 

Cline 

Interesting. Do you have a sense of why that is? 

Park 

Really don't know. But like, what was it, 2002 when Korea got into 

the World Cup and got into the semifinals--was it semi-, quarter 

finals? Was it semifinals? I think they got into semifinals. I didn't 

think watching a soccer game would put tears in my eyes, but it did. 

A lot of the times now that when I hear like Korean national 

anthem, I get welled up and stuff, so I mean, even American 

national anthem would sometimes do that to me, but not as much 

as Korean anthem, so that's what clarifies that, yes, you have a lot 

more Korean blood in you than you thought you had American blood 

in you. 

Cline 

Yes, interesting. Wow. And then maybe this is my last question, 

we'll see. As someone teaching at a dharma center, specifically 

Korean Zen Buddhist, what specifically do you think you personally 

can offer, but generally what that can offer to the world that we're 

living in now, with all its many kind of modern, diverse challenges 

and distractions? 



Park 

Hopefully, peace of mind. You know, when you practice Zen, your 

ultimate goal, I guess, is to help save all sentient beings put down 

all your wants and needs, so at the end, the end result really is 

what we want is world peace, right? Isn't that what it's-- 

Cline 

It's what most people say they want. 

Park 

Isn't that, I mean--but to get world peace, shouldn't you be in 

peace with yourself first? If you, yourself, is not in peace with 

yourself, how can you be out there yelling and screaming, "World 

peace"? If you find out who you are, and this was my teacher's 

philosophy, he says that if you practice hard enough, and you 

collect all this dharma energy, this dharma energy will transfer to 

the person next to you and it'll also transfer next to your neighbor, 

your city, your country, and this world is possible is what he said. 

So at the beginning, this practice is just very selfish. It seems like 

it's only for me, right, because you're sitting by yourself away from 

other people, right, very selfish practice. But at the end it's practice 

for all others, not just me anymore. So once you drop your "I, my, 

me," then world peace is possible, helping other people is possible. 

First helping myself is possible. But we're too busy with "I, my, me," 

so always looking out for number one, right? 

Cline 

Yes. As you see the Korean immigrants and even Koreans back 

home so anxiously and avidly pursuing so much of what we perceive 

to be the achievements in the last technology, abundance, a quality 

of life that's very different, how does what you're describing relate 

to that rise of South Korea as an economic power and a 

technologically advanced nation? You as someone who comes from 

Korea, how it feels to you. 

Park 



Koreans are very, very attached to education. We know this, right. 

So I believe close to 80 percent of Koreans graduate from 

university. Their kids start school afterschool or specialty classes 

even before the school day ever starts school, are already trying to 

learn English by the time they're six years old, and then once they 

start elementary school, they go to afterschool. Junior high school 

they go to afterschool till like ten o'clock. High school you go to 

afterschool till midnight, maybe even more, just to keep up with 

others, not to do great in your school, just to keep up with others. 

So that takes away the innocence of the kids, I think. If you play 

and at the same time learn, then it's balanced, but if it's all learn, 

no play, you're not a very balanced person. 

So in Korea, for you to go to university, all they look at is your 

score. But in America, if you want to go to Ivy League, do they 

really look at your score that much? They do, of course, but they 

want to see how balanced you are, right, and they want to see how 

you are able to use your time, so they want to see your 

extracurricular activities, not just your studying. They want to see if 

you're doing other stuff, band, athletics, other stuff, not just study, 

study, study, study, study. But that's how it is in Korea. So I don't 

know if they'll--I think they'll hurt the kids that are growing up and 

going into the workforce at the end. They not going to be so 

balanced, may have a lot of problems. 

But Korean economy is going to grow even bigger, so I think once 

North and South Korea get united, I know three countries that don't 

want that, from what I've been told is--is it three countries or two 

countries--Japan and China and Russia, because they think Korea is 

going to get too strong. Now, if North and South get reunited, North 

has a lot of minerals and stuff that South Korea doesn't have. Also 

they'll have a very cheap workforce for a while, right, and South 

Korea will have all the technology, but it's not going to happen right 

away. Just like Germany, Germany took a long time for them to 

recover from their unification, right? 

Cline 



Right, right. 

Park 

Even though Germany was one of the most strong economies of the 

world, so it's not going to happen right away. But I think once it 

happens, if it ever happens--I'm hoping it would happen, but-- 

Cline 

And in terms of the values that you were describing, creating a 

more balanced person, what do you think might help the Koreans 

learn that? 

Park 

Come practice. [laughter] No, just don't be so attached. Whatever 

you're doing is okay. And I don't even see anything bad about 

Christianism if you follow what it says, because no religion tells you 

to do any bad things if you look at any of the doctrines that they've 

written. If you look at it, it's almost the same, right? Ten 

commandments, ten precepts, almost the same, almost identical, 

but whoever is translating it is having a problem. So if you're just 

not so attached to education, not so attached to being better than 

the next-door, up-wanting the Joneses, then maybe you could be 

more balanced. It's not that difficult, but it's not that simple. 

Cline 

Yes, that's for sure. And the Koreans are hardly the only people who 

suffer from that. 

Park 

I think every grown economy had that same problem. America 

probably had that same problem when it first got started, with all 

the immigrants coming. Your immigrant father would say, "You 

have to be better than me. I don't want you to be me." So now it's 

starting to get attached. "Now you need to go to school and be 

educated a lot more than me." Right? Same thing. Same thing. 

Because a lot of the older Koreans have been through that poverty, 

been through the [Korean] war, been through the oppression of 



another country, and they don't ever want that back, so they want 

to instill all this stuff in the kids' head, that you have to get better, 

and once you get better the community will get better and the 

country will get better. And they think that you could only do that 

by studying, only study, study, study, study. 

But you could be a balanced person even if you don't--I mean, you 

could be considered a good person and a needed person in this 

community or in this world, even if you don't have very, very high 

education, I think. It's who you are and how you handle yourself, 

and also not by knowledge that's somebody else's knowledge. 

Everything that you learn from school is somebody else's 

knowledge, right? Is any of that yours? But if you practice, you 

digest that knowledge, and then it becomes your wisdom. Wisdom 

is yours, it's nobody else's. So if Korean parents could teach their 

kids with wisdom instead of just knowledge, then I don't think we 

would have any problem. 

Cline 

Is there anything else you want to add or discuss before we wrap 

this up? 

Park 

Now, we don't want to get into too "Zenny" here, so, you know 

what I mean? That's not what you're writing about, so. 

Cline 

No, but it depends on what you want to say. I mean, we didn't talk 

about your teacher passing out of manifestation or anything. I don't 

know if we want to get into how that affected you, but I mean, it 

wasn't long ago, really. But I did want to ask how your mom is 

doing, since she seemed to have had quite an impact on your life. 

Park 

She's still doing very well. She's--how old is she know, seventy-

seven. 

Cline 



Not that old. 

Park 

She still walks to English school every afternoon. She still sits and 

writes all the time, and she still practices. The impact that was on 

me, given to me by my teacher passing away you were asking? At 

first I was sad that he passed away, but then I realized, this man 

knows where he's going to go. He has no problems, so why am I 

having problems? So, yes, I didn't have any problems with him 

passing away. That's just life, right? Nothing in this world lasts 

forever. 

Cline 

Can't have one without the other. 

Park 

No. Coming and going. 

Cline 

How much do you feel like you're his continuation? 

Park 

Continuation of what? 

Cline 

How much do you feel like you're his continuation? 

Park 

Very, very little. [laughs] I mean, the things he's done, I'm maybe 

one-hundredth of what he's done. I'm only running one Zen Center, 

while he was running all the Zen Centers in the United States and 

worldwide, so he was a very energetic man. He was always teaching 

and always practicing and always traveling, so I don't think I could 

ever be on top of him. I would always be following him. He was a 

great man. I don't think I'll ever be a great man, just mediocre. 

[laughs] 



Cline 

Oh, wow, okay. Well, gee, on that note, I wanted to thank you for 

taking some time to talk to me, and so on behalf of the Center for 

Oral History Research at the UCLA Library, thank you very much. I 

enjoyed it quite a bit. 

Park 

Thank you. 
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