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The Most Beautiful Chorus

—How Samdong Association and Acacia Association Founded the Democratic

Labor Union Movement Today (by Ahn Jaeseong)

[(T-1-1) A Girl Who Labors
I
On the 7th of November 2020, when it
was still chilly, a group of people gathered
in Chun Taeil Memorial in Cheonggye,
Jongro-gu, Seoul. They sang songs
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together. They are members of "Cheongwu
Association’, a social group branched
out from Cheonggye Labor Union, which

used to be the symbol of union movement
of'the 1970s. They came here today to
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commemorate the 50th anniversary of Chun ==

Taeil. They used to be in their 10s and 20s
when they confronted repession from the
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military dictatorship and had to be arrested
and jailed for their campaigns against it. But
time passed and they are now seniors at 60s
and 70s of age. Around 40 of them could not
help recalling when they took a tour around
the memorial hall and saw the exhibitions.
One of them found an old newspaper from
the past union called "Cheonggye Labor
Newsj. There was a lyric written on it.

She read it out loud to the tune she thought
she forgot. Actually, the tune came from a
popular song called (A Girl Who Labors.)

| “Look who’s there in the dirty air of
Pyeonghwa Market / It is no more than a
girl who labors / Look who get exploited

and repressed / It is no more than us
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“*[TE 1) Chun Taeil, Samdong Association and Acacia Association 2

laborers / Business owners should improve
the conditions / Police should return our
classrooms / and release the labors they
took in.” | Each of them used to be the one
who labors. They used to sing this song

in the classroom under repression while
being exploited. One started to sing, two or
three joined in. Then the whole gathering
sang. Who could hold the tears at a scene
like this? No one. It was the most beautiful

chorus in the world. 19709 11€ 189 2ahg-<d JEl°ﬂ/‘1 %EJ ﬂﬂl o A2} AFH 4.

|
[(T-1-2) She Consoled the Mother on the

Roof
|
The eldest of the gathering, Park
Myeongok, was so shocked when she
heard the news about Chun Taeil that she
immediately went to a union herself and
became a fighter. That was when she was
also a laborer. She started working as a
sewing machine operator at an age of 14.

Her father fell ill and there was no source 197013 119 18 e & &2} &bl 4] of] 2] A2 ¢

of income for her family. She had no choice =~ HeH3E4.
but to be stuck in Pyeonghwa Market a
hundred hours a week. Every week. | It

was November 13th, 1970 when she heard
the name, ‘Chun Taeil’ on the radio for

the first time. The anchor talked about his
death. People around her heard the rumor,
too. They were murmuring how a gangster
member started a demonstration, voicing

a better working condition and how the
campaign went as far as to torch himself. A
brutal suicide, they said. | ‘He was driven to
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kill himself” was the first thing that came to
her mind. After 15 years of labor, she knew
what he must have gone through. It was him
that day, but on another day it could have
been her. | A few days later, after lunch, the
coworkers came back to the factory, talking
about someone was climbing up the stairs

to the roof of Pyeonghwa Market. They said
it was Chun’s mother. Somebody even said
Chun’s friends and mother tried to set up an
office, only to be interrupted by authorities.
Park felt, again, sympathetic. ‘“What if |
died that way? How heartbreaking must it
be for my mother?’ | She decided to find her.
A small lady in her late 40s was sobbing on
the stairs, with her head buried in her knees.
It was her, Lee Soseon. Park sat next to her,
and put her hand on her back. “What a loss. |

|
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“*[TE 1) Chun Taeil, Samdong Association and Acacia Association 4

cannot imagine what you are going through
losing a son like that.” The sob turned to

a cry. Park could not help crying herself.
They sat there together for a while. Park
went back to her workplace, not knowing
someone was following. The follower was
Choi Jongin. | Choi Jongin was a friend of
Chun Taeil. The two founded ‘Samdong
Association’ in order to improve the labor
condition for the workers in the Cheonggye
region. The group asked for shorter working
hours and higher wages. They planned

for a demonstration but the police did not
allow them. The failed attempts resulted in
Chun’s setting himself on fire, and eventual
death. | The government and the owners of
Pyeonghwa Market made a promise that
they would allow an office for the labor
union in order for Lee Soseon, his mother,
to come to the funeral they held. But the
promise was never kept. They spread
rumors that the union was just another
name for gangsters, discouraging people to
join. Under such circumstances, it is of no
wonder Park’s behavior caught the attention
of Choi. | Choi introduced himself and
asked her to pay a visit to the union office
on the roof of Pyeonghwa Market. She said
no to him first, saying she had no time.
Choi came back the next day, asking her to
participate in an important event they were
holding. This time, she said yes, only to
find out later it was a founding ceremony of
Cheonggye Labor Union. It was November
27th, 1970, two weeks after Chun’s death.
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Park became a member and took various
roles till 1977. She worked as a sewing
machine operator till her 70s.
|
[T-1-3) Female Laborers Volunteered to
Join
|
The growth and strengthening of the labor
union in the early stage have a lot to do with
female workers like Park, who voluntarily
joined in the movement. One of them was
Lim Geumja. | She was 16 when Chun Taeil
died. She was working as a sewing machine
operator at Dongmun Market. She was
standing in a queue for lunch when she saw
aman on fire, all burning, running around
and shouting. She was shocked at the sight
but soon the crowd surrounded the man, and
she could not see him anymore. Nor did she
know why he did what he did. | A few days
later, a man who claims to be the dead man’s
friend, came around, putting up posters on
the walls. Lim approached him and asked
what happened. It was Lim Hyeonjae. He
told her that Chun died for laborers like
her. And he asked for her to come to the
founding ceremony of the labor union.
Since then she had been an irreplaceable
member of the 1970s union campaign.
|
Kim Myeongrye on the other hand was a
neighbor of Chun. She was in her late 20s
and also a sewing machine operator. She
knew Chun but did not know what he was
up to. Only after his death, she realized
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“*[TE 1) Chun Taeil, Samdong Association and Acacia Association 6

what he was going through and what kind

of battle he was fighting. She skipped work
that day, and went to Myeongdong Seongmo
Medical Center where his body was kept.

| When she arrived, she saw a group of
people in despair, speechless, and nothing
to eat. Back in those days, funerals were not
held in the hospital. So, Myeongrye went
back home and made porridge. A whole big
bucket of it. She carried it to the hospital

J =
and shared it with Chun’s acquaintances. B3R S AT ez FA A 5
She did the same the next day. That is how
she became a member of the labor union.

Yu Jeongsuk was a 22-year-old sewing

O OO0.

machine operator at Shin-Pyeonghwa
Market. On the day of Chun’s death, her
workplace suffered outage, thus no power
to operate sewing machine. She sat there
waiting for the electricity to come back.
But someone came in with the tragic news.
Hearing someone’s suicide spoiled the

mood and everyone went back home that AP 2w E AL Il—r’sh‘d xg% ﬂ‘ ;" 3o B7bar 2z ut
day, including Yu. | It was only the next day 29 9% SA e 20 2RYES FEEn e

when Yu found out what really happened. T AT EFelslet
Coincidentally, she had a father who had
been fighting against the dictatorship. She
went up to the union office on the roof and
saw Lee Soseon. She opened the door, held
her hand and took her inside. | Lee’s story
began to unfold. Yu tentatively listened.
She also learned that the union members
were unpaid. They often went starved.
because they could not afford food. She
decided to help. She was poor, too, so she
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“*[TE 1) Chun Taeil, Samdong Association and Acacia Association 7

started selling Christmas cards she made.
During breaks, she sat at a corner of the
factory, drawing cards. At night, upon

returning home, she sold them on the street.

| The union was there, but nobody joined.
The members went around from office to
office to attract new ones but as soon as the
managers saw the application form, they
chased them out. Some let them in but then
laborers themselves were uninterested.
They were sure the union was no more
than gangsters. | Nearing Christmas, the
union decided to hang a large banner on
which ‘Ground Gained by Blood, Rights
Gained by Unity’ was written in red. They
did not forget smaller banners, too, where
‘how-to-join’ was outlined in blue. | Then
a high officer drove by the market and

saw the red banner. The color reminded
him of communists, and he was outraged.
The police ran to the office on the roof and
threatened them to eliminate the banner.
The members, including the mother, Lee
Soseon, did not give in. They asserted
‘What kind of union is this if we cannot
decide what banner we can hang?’ | In
order to stop the police from barging in,
the members of the union started to break
things. The pots flew. The paper files were
scattered on the floor. The doors were
sealed. In the end they spread petrol all
over their bodies, determined to set fire,
just like Chun. | Police officers broke the
windows and jumped into the office with
fire extinguishers in hand. They were all

|
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“*[TE 1) Chun Taeil, Samdong Association and Acacia Association 8

arrested on the scene. The fight continued
even in the police office. The Federation

of Korean Trade Unions had to intervene
and they were released. | Upon returning

to the office, which was still a big mess
from the resistance, they were speechless
and did not know what to start, where to
begin. Some one knocked on the door. “Can
I come in?” | It was Yu. She had collected
10 thousand won selling her Christmas
cards. It was more than a monthly salary of
a common labor. She handed that money to
Lee Soseon. Then, she grabbed a broom and

started cleaning. The rest followed her lead.
|
More female workers came in. They did

not necessarily join; instead, they ran to the
office and left some food or other gifts on
the door without showing their faces. Some
just paid a visit to talk to Lee Soseon. Jeong
Seonhui and Lim Geumja were frequent
stop-bys. With their high-tone, happy
voices around, the office seemed brighter
and merrier. They were there in all the
campaigns of the union in the 1970s, happy

EMJEMUHquﬁJk

and merry.

| 1972 8¥ 31 ‘%‘i}ﬂ@'('*ﬂ“l—%ﬁ:%ﬂﬂ o A
2o} 2], 19723 54 €] A= 17]=200% ] &

Lee Sukhui, a 17-year-old sewing machine ko 2 501 A a) 179 o] ST A}
operator, was also one of the female workers

who voluntarily became a union member.

She was a regular church-goer. She heard

arumor that the people in the office on the

roof were singing hymns everyday. She

followed the group during Chun’s funeral

and found out everything about his death.

|
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“*[TE 1) Chun Taeil, Samdong Association and Acacia Association 9

She was more than happy to accept the

union’s request to become a representative

for the union.

|

These women were vital. When ‘Samdong

Association”’ members were often emotional

and outraged after Chun’s death, they were

the ones who calmly and reasonably put

things in order. Also, the mere existence of

young, female workers helped soothe the

rumor that the union was run by gangsters.

|

[T-1-4] A Dream to Entertain — A World
Full of Acacia Fragrance

|

In May 1971, Jeong Insuk became

the second Head of Wives after Kim

Myeongrye. Jeong was a laborer herself.

She had been a member of Catholic Youth

Laborers Association, It was there where

she learned of union movements and visited

the office to join. It was when the members

were struggling to recruit more members

without much success. To Jeong’s eyes,

it was because the union did not provide

a ground for the members to get the sense

that ‘I belong here.” Her experience at the

Catholic Youth Laborers Association started

to shine. She organized smaller groups,

mainly for socializing and mingling.

Only then, the bondage started to form.

| It was early June. The season of acacia

was arriving. A good day for a picnic, and

it is exactly what a small group of female

laborers did, on a small hillside in Guri-si.
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“*[TE 1) Chun Taeil, Samdong Association and Acacia Association 10

The 11 of them were socializing and making
bonds and took the chance to organize
another group called ‘Acacia Association.’
They meant to change this world into a
place full of acacia fragrance. Yu Jeongsuk
was appointed as the first head.

I
They grew fast. Every Monday, they
gathered at the union office and discussed
their identities as laborers and what they
should strive to improve. Each one brought
along a friend to introduce and the size
doubled each time the meeting was held. |
So they decided to divide the group further.
The smaller the group, the stronger the bond
remains. Older people formed Lily Group,
while the younger ones belonged to Rose of
Sharon. In just 3 months, what began with
11 members grew to become a 90-strong
army. The subgroups increased, too, in
number. Later on, the Acacia Association
became the seedbed for many more female
leaders.

I
The Association focused on easy-to-pursue
activities when training the members, all
the while pursuing the rights movement.
The activities were decided not by the
leaders, but by all the members via heated
discussions. | The activities included parties
for elderly laborers, flower arrangement,
bazaar, fund raising for the needy, clean
language movement and so on. It was when
the Chinese characters were widely used.
Some people could not even open a bank
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“*[TE 1) Chun Taeil, Samdong Association and Acacia Association 11

account because they did not know the
language. The association opened a lecture
session for such people. The activities
attracted even more people. One year after
the historic picnic, the membership counted
over 14,000.

|
But in December 1980, Cheonggye
union was forcefully dissolved. Acacia
Association also lost ground and 1976 ‘S317.9)" 17] ok 3], ‘E3lR e
disappeared. Cheonggye union could ol FAel Hej ukE Aoz FEA W F
become and remain a stronghold for

=& Wol wiE et

BE L3 oFs &4l
24 AT A=A,
9.9(1977d 92 9¢) 54 5 5838 TN A S 94 =34

unfairly treated laborers in the 1970s
because of two essential elements : first,
Samdong Association members who acted
like an outer layer of shield ; and the second,
Acacia Association members who organized
the inside businesses and ensured the
internal stability.

\
(T-1-5)50th Anniversary and Chun Taeil

After so many decades, the bondage from 19784 5720 2 g ‘o}7}A|o}8]" orvil 19779 =5 J—,,_

the 1970s is still valid. They renamed A5 2o s T 5 A Sl A 22dEe] &Eol

their group to ‘Cheongwu Association.’ !
. A B Bz o) Wg ol Fol H ek

They are here now again to commemorate

Chun’s tragic death. Now, they are not just

friends of a main hero — they are heroes

and heroines themselves. They founded

the cornerstone of the democratic union

movement which the later generations built

upon. | The generations who came after the

1970s movement tend to view the history

with a degree of light assessment. They

have no idea what those days were like,
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“*[TE 1) Chun Taeil, Samdong Association and Acacia Association 12

what the laborers had to face and confront,
and how they had to commit their lives

in countless occasions. It was an age of
monster —not the ones which appear in bed
time stories but the real ones that kill you. |
The lyric which was sung by the members at
the memorial hall is still valid, too. It goes
like this.

|

“I came to Pyeonghwa Market to earn

money / There is no one else to earn money 1980 4%7 17818] i B 12 alAka 109] o) 4 Aol
in my family / But where is money when A 2 F & AFHES ks 87E BRAAL o] AL olF

I am breaking my bones working / Huh, I
cannot help but sighing / Huh, I cannot help
but sighing / I was good and I was exploited
/ We as a union can make changes / We in
unity will find our rights / We together will

ER]

win one day / We together will win one day.

I dare you to tell me wrong when I call the
song the most beautiful chorus ever.®

1981 Aol 913 3H AL F ZAEEE
1357] $EAE AN Z FAHA FEE AL + A3ieh P2
Aol 4 Fohet Aol G| H-2] Puhg B Wz A AEel Y2
o) 7] ghol o] 214 WA Wrk. o AL 5.17 ol F o F
Soll WAl QI W3- 5Uo) 10T 5AE Feh,

(Text by Ahn Jaeseong) @ He was born in 1960 in
Yongin, Gyeonggi-do. He participated in the labor
union in the industrial district of Guro and the mining
area of Gangwon-do when he was in college. He
eventually quit his studies and became a publicity
manager at Cheonggye Leather Laborers’ Union. In
1989, he wrote a novel, "Strike;, and won Chun Taeil
Literature Award for it. He carried on writing and has
published many novels afterwards.

(Translated by Gay MOON )
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