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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

This historic context examines the migration, network building, and community development of 

Korean Americans in Washington, D.C. It covers the period from the mid-1880s to the early 1990s, 

spanning a historical period when Koreans first traveled to the United States for diplomatic 

activities to the formation of a multigenerational community of residents and its institutions and 

businesses within the city and in suburban Maryland and Virginia. 

 

The narrative extends to the early 1990s to account for two major forces that reverberated for the 

Korean diaspora in the U.S. In the late 1980s, ongoing growth of the Korean economy and the end 

of the military dictatorship relieved some of the pressures that had compelled many to emigrate 

from Korea in the 1970s and 1980s.1 Stateside in the 1980s, the presence of Korean-owned 

businesses in low-income, primarily Black communities, became a source of contention in several 

urban centers, including Washington, New York and Los Angeles. Instances of negative 

interactions between Korean business-owners and local communities were widely covered in 

media, inflaming already complex dynamics. The 1992 Los Angeles uprising, one of the largest 

instances of civil unrest in twentieth-century America, was a testament to these simmering 

tensions, having a wide-reaching impact on discourse about structural racism and inequality in 

urban communities. With Korean businesses sustaining about half of all property damages, the 

events of 1992 had a significant effect on how the public and Koreans themselves, viewed their 

place in American society. 

 

As of 2020, the D.C. metropolitan region had the third largest Korean American population after 

Los Angeles and New York City, numbering about 96,000.2 In 2022, there were 103,718 Koreans 

in the D.C. metro region.3 Even so, the number of Koreans living and working in the city of 

Washington itself remains relatively small. The context narratives that follow highlight three 

notable dynamics related to Korean American histories tied to D.C. sites: 

 

1. A transnational context is particularly important due to the instability of the Korean 

peninsula over the past century and a half. The first two historic periods discussed relate to 

efforts to assert Korea’s independence from the time of its first treaty with the United States 

through World War II. The struggle for independence conditioned the reasons and ways 

subsequent generations of Koreans settled in the United States, and Washington in 

particular. 

2. The Maryland and Virginia suburbs have far more Korean Americans than D.C. However, 

Korean Americans established several significant and enduring community-serving and 

religious organizations in D.C. before relocating outside the city, where they thrive today. 

 
1 After Mexico and the Philippines, Korea was the third largest sending country of origin for immigrants to the U.S. 

during this time period. See, for example, Shelley Sang-Hee Lee, A New History of Asian America (New York and 

London: Routledge, 2014); Il Kim, Korean Americans: Past, Present, and Future (Elizabeth, New Jersey: Hollym 

International Corps, 2004); Pyong Gap Min, “The Immigration of Koreans to the U.S.: A Review of 45 Year (1965-

2009) Trends” in Development and Society Vol. 40, No. 2 (December 2011), 195-223. 
2 Pew Research Center, “Top ten metro areas by Korean population, 2019,” https://www.pewresearch.org/social-

trends/chart/top-10-u-s-metropolitan-areas-by-korean-population-2019/. In 2023, the population is estimated at 

about 103,500. 
3 Figure calculated by Julie Park (University of Maryland) using the same definition parameters of the Pew Research 

Center report. The number is from a five-year estimate, Census data table B02018. 



 

2 

 

 

3. Residentially, Korean Americans have never been heavily concentrated in D.C., but they 

have made an outsized contribution to the city’s commercial ecosystem. 

 

The telling of Korean American history often follows these conventional historical periods and 

themes: 

 

• The arrival of the first group migration of Koreans as agricultural workers to Hawai`i in 

1903;4 

• Korean American settlement and community life in Hawai`i and the continental U.S., 

from the early 1900s through World War II, and the emergence of an independence 

movement across the diaspora;5 

• Korean liberation from Japanese colonialism and the impact of the Cold War on 

immigration policy, from the arrival of military spouses and “orphaned” children through 

the landmark 1965 Hart-Celler Immigration and Nationality Act;6 

• Korean immigrant entrepreneurship and urban inter-racial tension in the 1970s through 

the 1990s.7 

 

This context will address these broad waves of activity and precede them with a description of a 

nineteenth-century historical context. 

 

Today, the U.S. population of Koreans and Korean Americans is estimated at over two million. 

This number reflects mostly growth through immigration, primarily as a result of the Immigration 

and Nationality Act of 1965 (Hart-Celler Act), which enabled large-scale Korean immigration in 

the 1970s and 1980s through a new preference system that favored certain professions and 

prioritized family reunification. For the period under consideration, among Asian immigrants, 

Koreans have historically been the most widely dispersed across the U.S., less likely to congregate 

in areas with existing large populations of compatriots.8  

 

This report highlights the transnational dimension of Korean American experiences—the way that 

their moves to and activities in D.C. were often made with an eye toward politics in Korea. Koreans 

came to Washington beginning in the early 1900s and continued through the 1980s to engage in 

political lobbying or protest. 

 

 
4 See Lee Houchins and Chang-su Houchins, “The Korean Experience in America, 1903-1924," Pacific Historical Review 

43, No. 4 (1974): 548–75. 
5 See Mary Paik Lee, Quiet Odyssey: A Pioneer Korean Women in America (Seattle: University of Washington 

Press, 1990); Kim Ronyoung, Clay Walls (New York: Permanent Press, 1996); Richard Kim, The Quest for 

Statehood: Korean Immigrant Nationalism and U.S. Sovereignty, 1905-1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2011); David Yoo, Contentious Spirits: Religion in Korean American History, 1903-1945 (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 2010). 
6 See Soojin Pate, From Orphan to Adoptee: U.S. Empire and Genealogies of Korean Adoption (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2014); Christina Stein, Cold War Orientalism: Asia in the Middlebrow Imagination, 

1945-1961 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003). 
7 See Kwang Chung Kim, Koreans in the hood: Conflict with African Americans (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1999): 39-59; Pyong Gap Min, Caught in the Middle: Korean Communities in New York and Los 

Angeles (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1996). 
8 Eui-Young Yu and Peter Choe, “Korean Population in the United States as Reflected in the Year 2000 

Census” in Amerasia Journal, Vol. 29, No. 3 (2003/2004), 15. 
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Sites referenced in this report are both extant and demolished. None in D.C. were purpose-built 

for a particular use by Koreans. Small in number and short on resources initially, Koreans in D.C. 

adapted their needs to existing places. Few of the sites included in the Associated Properties List 

would meet the criteria for a historic landmark designation or listing in the National Register of 

Historic Places solely for their association with Korean Americans. However, they are historically 

significant for illustrating how Koreans engaged people, places, and ideas in this city—their place, 

literally, in a cosmopolitan, complex, and sometimes contentious social and political geography.  

This narrative draws heavily on the 350-plus-page publication History of Korean-Americans in the 

Washington Metropolitan Area produced by the Korean Association of Greater Washington (now 

the Korean American Foundation-Greater Washington). It is available in Korean and English in 

editions from 1994, 1995, and 2009. Young Chang Chae served as editor-in-chief of the 1990s 

editions. Woong Joe Kang was the editor-in-chief of the 2009 edition. Kyu won Lee was the 

translator who worked on both English editions. Direct citations for information in those volumes 

is minimal. It is an impressive accomplishment involving a wide community of collaborators, and 

it was a guide to help structure this inquiry. This source is relatively accessible through libraries. 

Circulating copies in English and Korean are made available through university libraries such as 

the University of Maryland. The D.C. Public Library and D.C. History Center have non-circulating 

copies that can be accessed on site. The 1993 Korean edition and the 1995 and 2009 English-

language editions are consistent for the most part, but there is expanded content in the 2005 

edition.  The 2009 edition is accessible as a PDF from the organization’s website: kafgw.org/wp-

content/uploads/2021/12/searchable-PDF_min.pdf. 

 

Names and Terms 

 
A major challenge for tracking organizations and people across time through print sources is that 

there are many inconsistencies in English spellings of Korean proper names, both for individuals 

and organizations. Korean personal names are typically made up of at least three syllables, with 

the given name composed of two syllables. Names are transliterated into English using varied 

spellings, and the proper order of words and names is often transposed. Organizational names are 

inconsistently translated into English in ways that can be misleading.9 

 

Herein, Korean terms are transliterated or translated according to the most consistent spelling 

found in the research. The standard of romanization before 2000 was the McCune-Reischauer 

system and, after 2000, the revised romanization. Neither system has been favored; instead, the 

narrative follows what already existed in print. 

 

Korean names are usually presented with the surname first, but not always consistently. Many 

names instead reflect the way the individuals referred to themselves in print sources or were 

commonly referred to by others. For example, 변수 is referred to as Pyon Su, although he seems 

to have used Penn Su in official paperwork. 서광범 is transliterated here as Soh Kwang Pom, 

although he was often referred to in newspapers of his time as Soh Kwang-pom.  

 

 
9 For example, it is unclear if a group identified as the Association of Koreans in America is the same as an 

organization referred to as the Korean-American Association. 
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Some people with Korean names also took Western names. In some cases, both the “American” 

and Korean names are presented in the Western format—surname last—for consistency. For 

organizational names, the most common translated names are used. Korean names are usually 

provided in parentheses, along with alternate spellings. All translations are done by the authors of 

this report unless otherwise indicated. 

 

The term “Korean American” is employed to encompass a broad range of people, including those 

born in the U.S., naturalized citizens, and immigrants who were not naturalized. The contours of 

Korean American history, experience, and culture involve the interactions of people of varying 

legal statuses. Events and the activities of Koreans outside the U.S. also shaped the experiences 

and opportunities of those who settled in D.C. 

 

 

Population Numbers 

 

Census counts for Koreans are not the best means for estimating the population, for a number of 

reasons.  There was no census classification for Koreans before 1910, and “Korean” as a racial 

category was removed from the 1950 census. From 1905 until World War II, while Korea was a 

protectorate of Japan, Koreans in the U.S. were recognized as Japanese subjects. Finally, 

movement between the District of Columbia, Maryland, and Virginia made individuals difficult to 

track or count. 

 

This chart primarily reflects numbers from Campbell Gibson and Kay Jung, Historical Census 

Statistics on Population Totals by Race, 1790 to 1990, and by Hispanic Origin, 1970 to 1990, for 

the United States, Regions, Divisions, and States, Population Division Working Paper No. 56, U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2002. Counts for Maryland and Virginia are for the entire states, not just the D.C. 

metropolitan area. Although Koreans were first classified as a separate category in U.S. Census in 

1910, no Koreans were enumerated in D.C. at that time. 10 

 

 

 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 

D.C. 5 (105 ) 1 (30) 3 (??)   391 338 814 

MD 1  2   2,047 14,989 30,320 

VA  4 1   1,052 12,550 30,164 

 

  

 
10 The numbers in parentheses for 1920 and 1930 are calculated from the IPUMS data 

(usa.ipums.org/usa/intro.shtml) by Natasha Chhabra and Julie Park of University of Maryland, whose estimates are 

larger than the numbers recorded in Campbell Gibson and Kay Jung, Historical Census Statistics on Population 

Totals by Race, 1790 to 1990, and by Hispanic Origin, 1970 to 1990, for the United States, Regions, Divisions, and 

States, Population Division Working Paper No. 56, U.S. Census Bureau, 2002. Anecdotal information supports 

higher numbers than was recorded Gibson and Jung, in particular for the 1930s. 
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PART 1 

1883 to 1903—BEGINNINGS: DIPLOMACY, EXILE, EDUCATION  

 

Origins 

 

The arrival of the first Koreans in D.C. coincides with the beginnings of a national immigration 

policy to exclude Asians, first targeting the Chinese population in the American West. It was 

during the last decades of the nineteenth century that the first racial or national categories for 

Asians were introduced in the U.S. Census: Chinese in 1870, and Japanese in 1890.11 Koreans 

were not officially accounted for at this time as their numbers were very small, comprised of 

diplomats and their families, and exiles and students. 

 

As historian Gary Okihiro pithily observed, “Asians did not go to America; Americans went to 

Asia.” That is, geopolitics and global capitalism shaped U.S. interventions in the Asia-Pacific 

region, and it is from those contacts that Asian American histories emerge. It is appropriate then 

that the most significant property in D.C. associated with Koreans is the Old Korean Legation at 

Logan Circle, purchased in 1891 by King Gojong (고종).12 

 

In the late 1800s, after centuries of purposeful isolation, Korea was negotiating relationships with 

its more powerful neighbors to preserve its sovereignty. Each was fiercely meddling in the 

peninsula’s domestic affairs, and engagement led to a series of treaties with China, Japan, Russia, 

and the United States, which all vied for access to the region’s resources, trade opportunities, and 

strategic geography.13 An 1871 American expedition to open relations with the kingdom ended 

violently and inconclusively, but threats from its neighbors encouraged Korea to conclude the 

“Treaty of Peace, Amity, Commerce and Navigation” with the United States on May 22, 1882. A 

year later, the U.S. deployed diplomatic personnel to Korea and, within a few months, a Korean 

envoy was on his way to America. 

 

For Korea, diplomatic engagement with the U.S. was part of a strategy through which the ruling 

Joseon (or Chosŏn) dynasty hoped to balance China and Japan. The treaty ushered in the arrival 

of American diplomats, businesspeople, and missionaries. It corresponded to a period of intense 

governmental instability, characterized by precipitous shifts in influence among internal factions 

supported variably by China, Japan, and Russia. 

 

Christianity arrived in the 1780s with Koreans exposed to missionaries in China. Later Western 

proselytizers were associated with both social reform and modernity and became an influential 

force. They were required to steer clear of politics, but some held posts as trusted counsel to the 

royal family, advising on matters of business, economic development and infrastructure. They 

established churches, set up modern schools, and introduced Western social welfare practices. 

They were conduits for virtually all Koreans who came to the U.S. before 1950. Missionaries had 

encouraged the Korean government to support the first large-scale migration of Koreans to Hawai`i 

in 1903, recruiting migrants from their congregations. 

 
11 In 1860, “Chinese” was a category only in the California state census. 
12 Gojong is currently the standard spelling, but older sources consulted for this section were still using the older 

spelling, Kojong. 
13 Previously, the ruling Joseon dynasty had effectively closed itself off from foreign influence, including from 

European and U.S. engagement, and was aptly known as “the hermit kingdom.” 
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Korea was theoretically ripe for emigration. Population increases led to deforestation that 

precipitated recurrent flooding, contributing to a general disrepair of irrigation systems. Weak 

rulers, largely controlled by wealthy landowning families, failed to settle disputes over water 

rights. The resulting Donghak peasant uprising (동학 농민 혁명) of 1894 was only quelled with 

the help of Chinese and Japanese troops, triggering the Sino-Japanese War. The tightening grip of 

Japan would mean a closer relationship with that country, which also instituted an infrastructure 

program.14 With tenuous ties to a country as distant as the United States, only about 50 Koreans 

set foot in America before the turn of the century.15 They came as diplomats, students, or exiles—

all enjoying privileged exemptions from the anti-Asian immigration apparatus developed during 

this period, from the 1875 Page Act through the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act and its renewals. 

These laws specifically legislated against laborers and women coming from China and were 

primarily targeted at preventing the permanent settlement of Chinese in West Coast communities, 

but they came to affect Koreans as well.  

 

The nineteenth-century Korean imprint on D.C. was necessarily small, but it was influential, taking 

the form of diplomatic and intellectual contributions. These activities and their legacies elaborate 

on the entwined evangelical, imperial, and scientific aspirations of the period in the context of a 

national capital stepping onto an international stage. Nineteenth-century international geopolitics 

shaped Korea’s sovereignty struggles and political challenges of the twentieth century, which in 

turn conditioned the terms and experiences of Korean migrants. As the capital of the United States, 

Washington was an important site of Korean diplomatic efforts to obtain recognition as a sovereign 

nation. The Joseon dynasty went to great efforts to establish a physical space for operations, and 

its legation building would retain symbolic resonance for Koreans in exile and in the U.S. diaspora 

even after the building passed from their ownership. 

 

Korean histories in D.C. in the late nineteenth century reflect the city’s uniqueness as a destination 

for a specific privileged class of people—those of higher social station, means, and connections, 

including diplomats; those who were in exile due to their political activities; and those in pursuit 

of Western education. 

 

 

The Korean Legation in the United States 

 

In 1883, King Gojong dispatched the first official delegation (or bobingsa, 보빙사) to the United 

States. It arrived in San Francisco in September and made its way across the country by rail, 

 
14 Myung Soo Cha, “The Economic History of Korea,” EH.net/encyclopedia/the-economic-history-of-korea. 
15 Estimates vary. Richard Kim 2011 gives this number for the years between 1880 and 1903 (15). Jean H. Park, In 

her dissertation “Exiled Envoys: Korean Students in New York City, 1907-1937” (Columbia University. 2021), 

writes that there were approximately 64 students between 1890 and 1905 (121), citing H. Brett Melendy, Asians in 

America: Filipinos, Koreans, and East Indians (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1977). Ick Young Lew in Early Korean 

Encounters with the United States and Japan: Six Essays on Late Nineteenth-Century Korea (Seoul: Royal Asiatic 

Society, Korea Branch, 2008) writes that between 1882 and 1905, there were fewer than 70 students enrolled in U.S. 

schools (24). The number of students is estimated at 80 to 100 between 1883 and 1910 is in Byung Joon Jung, “한말 

미국 유학 지식인의 서구 ‘사회과학’ 수용과 현실 인식” [“The Learning of Western Social Science by the Koreans 

Studying in the United States and their Understanding of the Changing Times in the late Chosen Dynasty”] in Ewha 

History Research, No. 44 (2012), kci.go.kr/kciportal/ci/sereArticleSearch/ciSereArtiView.kci?sereArticleSearch 

Bean.artiId=ART001668819.  
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stopping in Chicago, Boston, and New York before arriving in D.C., where the members spent 

most of their time before their mid-November departure for home. This small group was comprised 

of government officials, attachés, an interpreter, and a secretary to an official American escort. 

They visited government agencies and cultural sites, such as the U.S. Mint, the Agriculture and 

Treasury departments, the Bureau of Education, and the Smithsonian Institution.16 The delegates 

were relatively young, most in their twenties, selected with the expectation that they would absorb 

new ideas that could benefit Korea’s modernization. The press traced their activities with curiosity.  

 

The gentlemen are short in stature and have the Mongolian features. Some of them 

wear sparse black beards and a few affect long mustaches. They are highly educated 

in their own literature and Chinese and Japanese. They are Buddhists in religion. It is 

contrary to Korean politeness to exhibit any feelings. Stoicism is of the highest type 

of good breeding. It is therefore difficult to tell what are their impressions of this 

country. But they certainly must have been startling, for they are the first Koreans who 

have ever left their native country for the New World. They are rapidly acquiring a 

knowledge of English. They exhibit no race particularities other than their remarkable 

costumes. They eat ordinary fare in an ordinary manner and have been very apt in 

adapting the customs of our civilization.17  

 

 
 

The first Korean delegation to the U.S. Photo by George C. Foulk.  

George C. Foulk Collection, American Geographical Society Library,  

University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee Libraries. 

 
16 For details on this mission, see Gary D. Walter, “The Korean Special Mission to the United States in 1883,” 

Journal of Korean Studies 1, No. 1 (July-December 1969): 89-142. 
17 “The Embassy from Corea,” The New York Times, September 18, 1883.  
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In 1887, four years after this visit, the Korean government established a permanent legation in 

Washington. American missionary Horace Allen,18 who had been living in Korea, was appointed 

as foreign secretary to the legation, charged with furnishing the offices and quarters and making 

them operational.19 By early 1888, the legation was operating from a rented building at 1513 O 

Street NW. The first minister was Park Chung Yang (박정양, 1842-1905). He and his staff 

performed official diplomatic duties from this site for eleven months, until he was recalled through 

the interference of a Chinese government official concerned about his assertions of Korean 

diplomatic autonomy. 

 

A new minister would not be installed for several years, but operations continued through the staff. 

In 1889, the Legation moved to a new site, the former residence of Civil War veteran and diplomat 

Seth Ledyard Phelps at 15 Iowa (now Logan) Circle, today’s 1500 13th Street. After initially 

renting the building, King Gojong purchased it in 1891. Ye Cha Yun (이채연, 1861-1900), the 

former secretary, now functioning as chargé d’affaires, led the building’s renovation, which 

attracted great public interest. The Evening Star reported on the expansion of interior spaces and 

the refurnishing. 20 An 1893 article in Demorest’s Family Magazine published photographs of 

several rooms, describing the spaces as “tasteful,” with “extremely modern quarters, where all the 

newest accessories, from steam heat and electric bells to furnishing of brocade satin, and plush” 

could be found.21 

  

Several women’s magazines with national readerships reported on the legation building and its 

occupants. The Puritan, “a journal for gentlewomen,” described the vexing curiosity of the public, 

“When the legation was first established its doors were besieged, day after day, by applicants for 

admission. Many of the visitors seemed to be laboring under the impression that these good people 

from the Hermit Nation were on a level with monkeys—monkeys enticed over here by generous 

Uncle Sam for the express purpose of amusing the class who find leisure a luxury thrust upon 

them.”22 The writer seems to express a cosmopolitan attitude that circulated among educated, 

upper class society during the end of the century; and it may have provided a softer landing for 

some international visitors and residents.23 

 

The press described Minister Ye and his wife, Lady Ye of the Bae clan, as sociable and entertaining 

while they regularly interacted with Americans through their attendance of services at the Church 

of the Covenant (Old National Presbyterian Church) at Connecticut Avenue and N Street NW. 24 

 
18 Horace Allen (1858-1932) was a doctor and the first American missionary in Korea. He served as an advisor to 

King Gojong, and after living in D.C. for two years working at the Korean Legation, he returned to Korea as U.S. 

Embassy staff in Seoul. He was be instrumental in the emigration of Korean plantation workers to Hawai`i. 
19 This initial location of the legation was a property referred to as the Fisher House, which is no longer extant. For 

more information, see Jong-Hun Kim, “최초의 주미조선공사관피서옥(皮瑞屋) 개설과 그 의미에 관한 연구” [“A 

Study on the First Korean Legation Building, The Fisher House, in Washington, D.C.”], Journal of Architectural 

History 28, No. 6 (2019): 77-85, doi.org/10.7738/JAH.2019.28.6.077 
20 “The Korean Legation: Mr. and Mrs. Ye Cha Yun and Their Home in This City,” The Evening Star, July 4, 1891. 
21 “The Foreign Legations at Washington,” Demorest’s Family Magazine XXIX, No. 7, May 1893, 523-525. The 

article includes photos of interior spaces. 
22 Catherine Frances Cavanagh, “The Corean Legation,” The Puritan (November 1897): 38. See similar coverage in 

Mary Logan Tucker, “The Korean Legation,” Home Magazine (1891): 5. 
23 For more information on D.C.’s Gilded Age, see Kathryn Allamong Jacob, “‘Like Moths to a Candle’ The 

Noveaux Riches Flock to Washington,” in Urban Odyssey: A Multicultural History of Washington, D.C., ed. Francie 

Curro Cary (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1996), 79-96. 
24 “The Korean Legation: Mr. and Mrs. Ye Cha Yun and Their Home in This City,” The Evening Star, July 4, 1891. 
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Above: A visit by Korean Legation staff 

to Mount Vernon, May 6, 1889. 

Secretary Ye Cha Yun and his wife are 

shown in white garments (right). The 

first minister had visited the site, and Ye 

Cha Yun continued these visits with 

legation staff. They reportedly took 

inspiration from George Washington’s 

fight for American independence and 

commitment to a democratic system of 

government. Photo attributed to Luke 

C. Dillo. Fred W. Smith National 

Library for the Study of George 

Washington at Mount Vernon. 

Courtesy of The Mount Vernon Ladies’ 

Association. 

 

Left: A postcard view of the Korean 

Legation mailed from Washington 

October 29, 1907. Collection of the Old 

Korean Legation Museum. 
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Ye was fluent in English and had first come to D.C. as a translator with the 1883 Korean mission. 

Articles complimented Lady Bae’s “elegant hanboks, her classy but friendly manner, and her 

outgoing personality.”25 When she became pregnant, this too was reported. Her child was born on 

October 12, 1890 and christened at the Church of the Covenant. The first Korean American by 

nativity, he was named Washon (or Hwason, 화손) to honor the city in which he was born. Sadly, 

he only lived two months, buried in Oak Hill Cemetery in Georgetown in a plot secured by 

Sevellon A. Brown, the son-in-law of Seth Phelps, the previous owner of the Korean Legation 

building.26 His namesake city mourned with the family. 

 

Over the next decade, different factions and foreign influences rose and fell within the Korean 

government, and new ministers were sent to Washington. Japan’s dominance over the peninsula 

continued to grow, manifest in its victory in the 1894-1895 war with China and culminating in its 

outright annexation of Korea in 1910. After eighteen years, the legation property passed from 

Korean to Japanese possession and was sold to an American, Horace K. Fulton.27 Soon after, 

Koreans defiantly printed postcards depicting the legation building still flying the Korean flag 

(Taegeukgi, 태극기). These were reportedly circulated among the diaspora as an assertion of 

independence. 

 

 
 

An 1890 Oak Hill Cemetery grave marker for the infant son of legation chargé d’affaires Ye Cha Yun. 

Courtesy of Old Korean Legation Museum. 

 
25 “Corean Minister Going,” The New York Daily Tribune, February 4, 1900: 3.  
26 Overseas Korean Cultural Heritage Foundation, 자주외교와 한미우호의 상징  주미대한제국공사관 [Old 

Korean Legation in Washington D.C.: The Symbol of Diplomatic Sovereignty and Korea-US Friendship] (Seoul: 

Cultural Heritage Administration. 2019), 60-61. 
27 After comparing the signatures on the document, some experts suggest that the deed to Japan was forged. 
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“The Corean Legation” by Catherine 

Frances Cavanagh ran in The Puritan 

in November 1897. The spread 

included an interior photograph of the 

Korean Legation and a portrait of the 

Ye family. Their young son was 

reportedly attending elementary school 

in Washington, already fluent in 

English. Courtesy of the Old Korean 

Legation Museum. 
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Over the next century, the Old Legation would serve multiple purposes. From 1940 to 1950, it was 

used by African American soldiers as a recreation center. In 1960 it became the office for the 

Transport Workers’ Union. On June 6, 1972, the Logan Circle neighborhood was listed in the 

National Register of Historic Places as a historic district. In 1977, Old Legation was purchased by 

Timothy and Lauretta Jenkins for use as a residence. In the 1980s, Korean scholars had begun to 

recover the building’s historical significance. Starting in the early 2000s, a number of groups, 

including the Korean American Foundation and the Christian Council of Korea, made offers to the 

building’s owners. On October 18, 2012, through the joint efforts of multiple Korean officials and 

the Korean American community, the Korean government purchased the building from the 

Jenkinses for $3,500,000.  

 

The Overseas Korean Cultural Heritage Foundation, a division of the Cultural Heritage 

Administration of the Republic of Korea, undertook extensive research to inform the building’s 

renovation and restoration.28 Among the archival resources of value were reports of damages to 

the legation property caused by a fire in 1898. Inventories were sent to King Gojong in 1900 and 

are now in the collection of the Seoul National Museum. During the latest building renovation, the 

restoration team recovered, from behind fireplace mantle on the second floor, correspondence 

including an invitation to a Christmas party from President Cleveland. 

 

The building opened to the public as a museum on May 22, 2018 to educate the public about 

Korean-American diplomatic history through the use of documents such as coverage of the 

ministers and their families in popular American magazines; the published diary of first Minister 

Park Jung Yang; the published diary of missionary-diplomat Horace Allen; and the photos and 

correspondence of Admiral George Clayton Foulk, a U.S. naval officer assigned to the first Korean 

delegation to the U.S. and charges d’affaires of the U.S. Legation in Korea. 

 

 

   
 

Left: Pak Yong Kiu, chargé d’affaires, works in the back parlor of the Korean Legation at Logan Circle, 

circa 1895. Collection of the Independence Hall of Korea.  

Right: The same room, renovated, in 2018. Courtesy of the Old Korean Legation Museum. 

 
28 See Overseas Korean Cultural Heritage Foundation, 자주외교와 한미 우호의 상징) 주미대한제국공사관 
[Old Korean Legation in Washington D.C.: The Symbol of Diplomatic Sovereignty and Korea-US Friendship], 

(Seoul: Overseas Cultural Heritage Foundation, 2019); Jong-Hun Kim, “A Study on the First Korean Legation 

Building, The Fisher House, in Washington, D.C.” Journal of Architectural History 28, No. 6 (December 31, 2019). 

doi.org/10.7738/JAH.2019.28.6.077. 
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Prominent Exiles 

 

Two of the three most notable figures of early local Korean American history are men who initially 

visited D.C. as diplomats and returned later, settling as exiles: Soh Kwang Pom and Pyon Su (Penn 

Su). The third was So Jae P’il, known here as Philip Jaisohn, the only one of the three who lived 

beyond the turn of the century. Their changing fortunes within the Korean government reflected 

the shifting tides of influence. At a time when pathways to the U.S. were extremely limited for 

most Asians, all three became American citizens or had at least initiated the naturalization process. 

Their ability to carve out a place in a new society reflects the privilege accorded to their higher 

station in the cosmopolitan circles in which they moved. All three seem to have energetically 

engaged with local social and intellectual circles.  

 

Born into middle-class or aristocratic families, these men came of age in Korea during a turbulent 

period when larger neighboring powers—Japan, China, and Russia—vied for control and influence 

over the government and territory. This was also the period during which the U.S. and Korea were 

in the early stages of establishing diplomatic relations. The men were involved in a “progressive” 

movement that sought to enlighten and reform Korean government and society. Each held 

appointments that placed them in positions of trust near the royal family, but they were dissatisfied 

with corruption and weakness in the government. They hoped to restore the king’s power and build 

a modern bureaucracy, economy, and infrastructure that would support the welfare of the people 

and remove self-dealing leaders and families.   

 

In December 1884, the men participated in a bloody and ultimately unsuccessful three-day coup 

d’état, the Gapsin Coup. They fled to Japan, and then the U.S. Facing possible execution if they 

were to return, they chose to remain in the United States and establish new lives. Each leveraged 

connections to U.S. missionaries, diplomats, and businesspeople for support along the way. 

 

Pyon Su (변수, 1861-1891) or Penn Su, as his name was most often written during his lifetime, was 

the middle-class son and grandson of government interpreters. In the early 1880s, he had studied 

sericulture and chemistry in Japan before being selected to join the 1883 Korean mission to the 

United States. Although he was not one of the leaders among the coup plotters, Pyon was a member 

of the progressive movement and slated for a position in the new administration. Forced into exile 

in Japan, he made his way to the United States by early 1886. In contrast to Soh and Jaisohn, he 

seems to have headed straight for Washington, presumably because he was familiar with the city 

and had contacts from his earlier visit.29  

 

Because his transit to the United States had been abetted by people who had stolen money from 

the royal family, Pyon did not seek the assistance of people he had met during his first visit to D.C. 

His ability to settle down, though, was enabled by an American official, Everett Frazer, the 

honorary consul general for Korea in New York. He had met Pyon during the 1883 mission, and 

he refused to extradite him to Korea to face punishment.30  

 

In D.C., Pyon Su applied himself to educational pursuits. He first appears in the annual city 

 
29 Kwang-rin Lee, “Pyon Su the First Korean Student in an American College,” in Journal of Social Sciences and 

Humanities 58, No. 1 (1983). 
30 Frazer first met Pyon in New York City during the Korean mission trip in 1883, when he was head of the East 

Indian Merchants’ Committee. 
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directory of 1887. Listed as Penn Su, he resided at the Berlitz School of Language at 1538 I Street 

NW, where he was studying English. In September 1887, Pyon matriculated to the Maryland 

Agricultural College (now the University of Maryland), where he studied agronomy and helped to 

found a student club. He supported himself by working at the Bureau of Vital Statistics.31 In 1891, 

he became the first Korean to graduate from an American university, after which he was employed 

at the U.S. Department of Agriculture, crafting reports about farming in Japan and China.  

 

   
 

Above left: Portrait of Pyon Su, 1891. University of Maryland Archives. 

Above right: Pyon-Chen Hall opened in 2020 at the University of Maryland and is named for the 

school’s first Korean and Chinese graduates. Photo by Grace Dahye Kwon. 

 

 

Pyon Su would have become eligible to naturalize in 1893, three years after he had submitted to 

the Supreme Court of D.C. his declaration of intent to become a U.S. citizen.32 But on October 22, 

1891, he died after being struck by a train in Maryland. He was buried in Ammendale (or De La 

Salle) Catholic graveyard in Beltsville, Maryland, in a plot reserved for Commodore Daniel 

Ammen, whose sons Pyon had befriended while in school. At the time, a headstone was erected 

which includes an inscription of his name in English and hangul. In 2003, on the hundredth 

anniversary of the first large-scale migration of Koreans to the U.S., the Greater Washington 

Centennial Committee of Korean Immigration to the United States installed a new marker adjacent 

to the old one.33 
 

Soh Kwang Pom (1859-1897, 서광범, variously Romanized as Suh Kwang Beom, So Kwang- 

 
31 “UMD Pioneers Remembered,” Terrapin Tales from the University of Maryland Archives, August 10, 2020, 

umdarchives.wordpress.com/2020/08/10/umd-pioneers-remembered/. 
32 The declaration had to be submitted at least three years prior to naturalization application. 
33 The Pyon Su Room in the Adele H. Stamp Student Union at the University of Maryland is named for him. In 

2020, the university opened new student housing, Pyon-Chen Hall, honoring its first Korean and Chinese graduates. 



 

15 

 

 

pom, So Kwangbom, Suh Kwang-pom, So Koang Pom, Seo Gwang-beom) was also known by his 

adopted name Kennedy or Kenneth Soh. Like Pyon, he visited Washington in 1883 as a secretary 

with the first Korean diplomatic mission. This trip likely introduced him to several agencies and 

people with whom he would connect in exile, including the staff of the Bureau of Education and 

Ensign George Clayton Foulk, who travelled back to Korea with the group and served as naval 

attaché and acting chargé d’affaires at the U.S. Legation in Seoul.34 
 

   
 

After the 1884 coup attempt, Soh also fled to Japan and then the United States, landing in San 

Francisco in spring 1885, a year before Pyon Su was able to cross. He made his way to the East 

Coast with financial support from John Underwood, the millionaire brother of American 

missionary Horace Underwood, whom Soh had befriended in Japan.35 Sources place Soh in New 

York and New Jersey for the next few years, during which time he supported himself as a 

handyman while attending Rutgers University.36 He was living in D.C. by the end of 1886.37 Soh 

is listed in the 1887 Boyd’s city directory with an address of 1007 13th Street NW. In a letter of 

August 1887, he informed his old associate, now-Lieutenant Foulk, that he was living in D.C. with 

Pyon Su.38 Both then worked at the Bureau of Vital Statistics, and Soh eked out a living over the 

 
34 During the 1883 Mission, Soh also met Everett Frazer, who would serve as executor of his estate. See, too, 

Walter, “The Korean Special Mission to the United States in 1883.”  
35 Horace Underwood (1859-1916) is not to be mistaken with Horace Allen, another Presbyterian missionary. He 

was born in England, but his family immigrated to the U.S. in the 1870s, where Underwood completed his 

schooling. He was en route to Korea when the coup broke out, and he had to remain in Japan for several months.  
36 Lew, “Late Nineteenth Century Korean Reformers’ Receptivity to Protestantism” in Early Korean Encounters 

with the United States and Japan: Six Essays on Late Nineteenth-Century Korea. The reference to Soh’s work as a 

handyman is from a Korean Wikipedia page, ko.wikipedia.org/wiki/서광범. 
37 Korean Association of Greater Washington, History of Korean-Americans in the Washington Metropolitan Area, 

1883-1993, Young Chang Chae, ed. (Annandale, Virginia: Korean Association of Greater Washington, 1995), 28. 

When Soh arrived, Pyon was already enrolled at Maryland Agricultural College. 
38 Robert Oppenheim, An Asian Frontier: American Anthropology and Korea, 1882-1945 (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 2016), 284. 

Pyon Su’s grave in Beltsville, 

Maryland has two markers. The 

Korean/hangul on the original 

tombstone (left) transliterates 

his name as it was commonly 

written in English. Photos by 

Robert Provine. 
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next decade as a translator working with Smithsonian ethnology curators. Later, he was a clerk, 

translator, and interpreter for the Bureau of Education. He was an active member and caretaker for 

the Blavatsky Theosophical Society, an influential pseudo-philosophical organization that drew 

upon Eastern mysticism. In late 1892, Soh became a U.S. citizen.  

 

In 1895, after progressive politicians gained control of the Korean government, the surviving 

leaders of the 1884 Gapsin coup were pardoned. Soh was invited back home to serve in 

government, where he briefly held posts in the education and justice ministries. Soon after, another 

turn of political events forced him out of office and back to the U.S. From January through August 

1896, he served as minister at the Korean Legation in D.C., but he was ultimately replaced by 

someone from a different political faction. 

 

Soh’s dramatically changing fortunes proved detrimental to his health, and he reportedly suffered 

from tuberculosis. In August 1897, he died at the age of 38 from complications precipitated by a 

bike ride. There was considerable media coverage of his death and funeral; he seems to have been 

the object of public curiosity as much for his connection to the Korean Legation as for his 

involvement in the Theosophical Society. Washington Post coverage of his funeral was rather 

prurient and contains a remarkable level of detail, describing the viewing of his body in his 14th 

Street home before it was transported to the chapel at Lee’s crematory on Pennsylvania Avenue 

and a small service before cremation. His casket was reportedly draped with a silk American flag 

as well as his ministerial robes. His friends from the Blavatsky Theosophical Society offered 

eulogies, which the newspaper quoted liberally.39  

 

                   
 

Portraits of Soh Kwang Bom circa 1882 and 1890.  

Sources: Encyclopedia of Korean National Culture [한국민족문화대백과] and International 

Cultural Association, Min Tae-won, the Gapsin Coup and Kim Ok-gyun. 

 
39“Rites Over Pom Soh,” The Washington Post, August 16, 1897: 7. 
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The 1897 city directory places Soh’s residential address at 1450 P Street NW, but his home when 

he died was 2819 14th Street NW. This house, no longer extant, was reportedly purchased in 1895, 

the year Soh had returned to Korea. After his death, his property became the source of legal dispute, 

generating inquiry into its status and his. Had he effectively renounced U.S. citizenship when he 

returned to Korea to take a government post? What were his rights as a U.S. citizen given his race 

and nativity? By extension, what were the rights of his family in Korea to his American assets? 

How had he purchased the property? The Korean Legation claimed he had used governmental 

funds. And how binding was a verbal will? A Senate bill eventually allowed U.S. property to be 

held in trust for non-citizen heirs. Everett Frazer, the consul-general of Korea in New York would 

later manage, lease, and sell the property on behalf of Soh Kwang Pom’s widow in Korea.40 

 

Seo Jai-pil (서재필, 1864- 1951) was the youngest of the three exiles. He anglicized his name to 

Philip Jaisohn early on. He is notable as the first Korean immigrant to become a naturalized U.S. 

citizen and the only Korean to be represented in a monument in D.C.  

 

  
 

A portrait of Philip Jaisohn and an 1885 group photo of Soh Kwang Pom and Philip Jaisohn (back 

row, left and right, respectively) with Pak Yong-hyo and Kim Ok-kyun in Japan after fleeing Korea 

following the failed Gapsin coup. Courtesy of the Philip Jaisohn Memorial Foundation. 

 
40 This is the same person who refused to deport Pyon Su to Korea to face punishment for his crimes. With regard to 

claims that Soh purchased his house with funds stolen from the Korean Legation, see General Records of the 

Department of State, Notes from the Korean Legation in the United States to the Department of State, 1883-1906, 

Washington National Archives, 1949. For coverage of Soh’s estate probate process, see “Pom K. Soh’s Will,” New 

York Times, August 21, 1897: 2; “Korean Minister’s Estate,” New York Times, February 4, 1898: 3; and “Passed by 

the House,” The Washington Post, March 15, 1898: 4. For a detailed description of the legal deliberations related to 

Soh’s property, see E.I. Renick, “A Korean Case,” American Law Review (November-December 1899), 869-875.  
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Jaisohn had not accompanied Pyon Su and Soh Kwang Pom on the 1883 Korean mission to the 

United States. But the three were linked through class connections and educational experiences. 

Jaisohn’s family was affluent, and he had shown academic promise from an early age. He had also 

been educated in Japan and aspired to apply modern systems and practices towards Korea’s reform. 

 

Along with Soh Kwang Pom, Jaisohn was one of the leaders of the 1884 coup attempt. When he 

fled to Japan, his entire family was severely punished, most, including his wife and child, dying 

by execution or suicide. From Japan, he and Soh Kwang Pom traveled together to the U.S. Arriving 

at San Francisco in 1885, he earned money through odd jobs, including furniture delivery. He 

learned English by attending church services and evening classes at the YMCA.41 Through his 

church, he met J.W. Hollenback, a wealthy coal mine operator from Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. 

Hollenback sponsored Jaisohn’s move to the East Coast and his enrollment at the Harry Hillman 

Academy in Norristown, Pennsylvania, where he was a trustee. Jaisohn enrolled at Hillman in 

September 1886 and paid for his education by working as the headmaster’s gardener.  

 

Jaisohn’s benefactor encouraged him to become a Christian minister and evangelize Korea. 

Instead, by autumn 1889, Jaisohn had moved to D.C. and was working for the Army Medical 

Library translating Japanese medical books into English. This inspired him to enroll at Columbian 

Medical College (later the George Washington University Medical School), taking classes in the 

evening. The 1889 city directory identified Jaisohn as a clerk in the surgeon general’s office, 

residing at 1017 12th Street NW. Over the next few years, he was reported at several addresses, 

including 14th and Sheridan streets NW (1892-1893), 1208 K Street NW (1893-1894), and 1416 

Rhode Island Avenue NW (1895-1896).42  

 

Jaisohn’s personal history included a number of “firsts.” In addition to being the first Korean 

naturalized as an American citizen, in 1890, two years later, he was the first Korean immigrant to 

obtain a medical degree from a U.S. institution.43 In 1894, he married Muriel Armstrong, a niece 

of the former president of the United States James Buchanan. Wed at the Church of the Covenant 

at Connecticut Avenue and N Street NW, theirs was likely the first interracial marriage for a 

Korean in the United States.  

 

After receiving his medical degree, Jaisohn worked at Garfield Hospital.44 He and his wife 

remained in D.C., where he attempted to establish a private medical practice before he, too, was 

pardoned by the Korean government for his role in the 1884 coup and invited to return from exile.45 

 
41 Channing Liem, America’s Finest Gift to Korea: The Life of Philip Jaisohn (New York: The William Frederick 

Press, 1952), 32-36; Andrei Lancov, “Seo Jae-pil: Pioneering Reformer, Independence Fighter,” The Korea Times, 

December 28, 2011. 
42 These may be residential or business addresses—or both. The 1897 Boyd's directory has a listing for Jaisohn, 

although he was in Korea by the start of 1896.  
43 Jaisohn was naturalized in Pennsylvania, where he had initially settled on the East Coast, and where he would 

later return permanently. 
44 History of the Korean Americans in the Washington Metropolitan Area, 1883-2005 (1995) states that Jaisohn had 

a medical internship from 1892 to 1893, then received his medical license (31). An article in The Evening Star of 

March 8, 1895 reported that Jaisohn was re-elected as pathologist in charge of the pathological and bacteriological 

laboratories at Garfield and that he was a member of the executive committee. 
45 The 1894 Boyd’s directory lists Jaisohn as a physician at 1208 K Street NW.  It is unclear if that is his office, his 

residence, or both. His 1896 listing mentions his wife, Muriel, gives a residential address of 1500 13th Street NW, 

the Korean Legation, and an office address of 1416 Rhode Island Ave NW. 
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Above: Philip Jaisohn (back row, third from left) with other graduating students of Columbian Medical 

College, 1893.  

Below: Muriel and Philip Jaisohn during their honeymoon, 1894. On their marriage certificate, 

Jaisohn’s “color” is given as “Japanese.” Photos courtesy of the Philip Jaisohn Memorial Foundation. 
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Jaisohn may have had direct connections to the Korean Legation building. A legation staffer knew 

that Jaisohn’s private medical practice had not been doing well and that the couple was short on 

funds. To help, he invited them to stay at the Legation from July to November 1895, preceding 

their return to Korea. They were housed in the third-floor living quarters, incurring expenses of 

$200, which Jaisohn later repaid.46 Jaisohn’s November 1895 passport application indicates the 

legation to be the location where “applicant desires passport to be sent.”47 The 1896 city directory 

has Jaisohn and his wife at the legation, with a separate address for his office. 

 

In Korea, Jaisohn declined a government position and instead focused on activities that he 

considered crucial to promoting democratic reform and national sovereignty. He organized the 

Independence Club (독립협회) and published a newspaper, Tongnip Shinmum (독립신문, The 

Independent). By 1898, as Japan consolidated its control of the peninsula, he was again forced to 

leave.  

 

Jaisohn returned to the U.S. with his wife and a child who 

had been born abroad. The family would settle permanently 

in Pennsylvania, but they first stayed in D.C., where his 

1898 medical license was issued. The license may have 

been required for his service as an Army medical officer 

during the Spanish-American War, but the 1899 city 

directory identified Jaisohn as again practicing at the 

Stratford, an apartment house at 14th and Sheridan streets in 

Brightwood, an address he was associated with six years 

earlier. His second child Muriel may have been born in 

Washington, as her maternal grandmother lived here.48 

 

Jaisohn’s connections to Washington persisted in the 

twentieth century through his leadership in the Korean 

Independence Movement. For that reason, in 2008, a statue 

of him was installed in front of the Korean Consulate at 

2320 Massachusetts Avenue NW.  

 

As immigrants and non-white, non-native English speakers, 

Pyon, Soh, and Jaisohn lived with some obvious 

disadvantages. Further, in exile, they lost the material and 

political advantages of the upper-class status into which 

they had been born. Still, their foreignness and “noble” 

backgrounds, as well as association with politicians and 

philanthropists, afforded them many privileges—to 

 
46 History of the Korean Americans in the Washington Metropolitan Area, 1883-2005, 31, names Pak Yong Gyu as 

the legislative staffer who helped Jaisohn. 
47 Dr. Juman Kim, Director of the Program in Law and American Civilization at Towson College, provided an 

image of the passport application. 
48 The 1940 census for Delaware indicates that his daughter Muriel was born in Pennsylvania—but all of the dates of 

births of the family members are incorrect by over a decade, which calls into question the accuracy of the 

information. Dr. Sun-pyo Hong, an expert on the life of Philip Jaisohn, surmises that Muriel was born in D.C., 

personal communication in Korean with Grace Dahye Kwon and Sojin Kim, January 11, 2022. 

Memorial statue of Philip Jaisohn. 

Photo by Sojin Kim. 
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circulate in cosmopolitan, intellectual circles; to live and work in white spaces, and to own 

property. They were privileged by not being racialized as Chinese or Black, second-class citizens 

at the time. Some historians have suggested that the anglicization of Jaisohn’s name may have 

obscured or de-emphasized his race and ethnicity.49 Both Soh and Jaisohn were enrolled in 

institutions of higher learning that would not admit Black students until the 1950s.  Several 

Western states had enacted legislation excluding Asians from marrying outside their race, and a 

similar law was considered in D.C. during the 1910s, but never enacted, so Jaisohn’s marriage to 

Muriel Armstrong was legal.50 On the other hand, numerous private residential covenants 

excluding non-white residential tenants or buyers were executed in Washington during this era, 

but these appear not to have impeded at least these three exiles. 

 

To some degree, their access—their ability to attend school, take white-collar jobs, naturalize, own 

property, marry whom they chose—underlines how, during this period, the anti-Asian sentiment 

behind the 1875 Page Act and the 1882 Exclusion Act specifically targeted Chinese women and 

laborers. It also reflects how immigration laws were variably enforced in regional courts. These 

men’s class origins and educations, their small numbers, their professions, and their connections 

to mainline Christian denominations spared them from accusations of unfair competition to native 

industrial or agricultural labor. Although immigration and citizenship restrictions were expanded 

to exclude all Asians, this would not take place until after 1910. In the late-nineteenth century, 

Koreans were still so small in numbers that there was not even a census category for them.  

 

The experiences of Pyon Su, Soh Kwang Pom, and Philip Jaisohn were forged from extraordinary 

circumstances. But their exceptional opportunities in D.C. were shaped by specific intellectual and 

political currents tied to the institutions—national and international, governmental and quasi-

governmental—based in the nation’s capital. The presence of these three men coincided with and 

contributed to an emergent scientific interest in Korea which related to contemporaneous U.S. 

military, diplomatic, and evangelical interventions in the region. The convergence of these 

attentions produced opportunities for ethnologists from the Smithsonian Institution, who began 

systematically to collect and catalog natural and ethnographic material related to Korea. The first 

such items were collected by military officers and missionaries in the mid-1880s. With enough in 

hand by 1889, the Smithsonian produced a display of its Korean collections more than three years 

prior to a Korea exhibition at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair.51 Walter Hough was the primary 

cataloger of the Smithsonian’s Korea materials. His 1891 report on the collections acknowledged 

the work of Pyon, Soh, and Jaisohn in providing translation assistance and descriptions.52 Soh’s 

connection to Hough, and by extension to the Smithsonian, was reportedly the deepest and most 

 
49 Shawn McHale, “From Asia to America: Uncovering GW’s First Asian Students,” GW Magazine (Fall 2007), 

www2.gwu.edu/~magazine/archive/2007_fall/docs/feature_asia.html. This article reports that Jaisohn was described 

as white in the 1920 U.S. Census. The June 21, 1894 Evening Star announcement of the wedding of Jaisohn and 

Armstrong does not mention his background other than his profession. 
50 Deenesh Sohoni, “Unsuitable Suitors: Anti-Miscegenation Laws, Naturalization Laws, and the Construction of 

Asian Identities,” Law & Society Review 41, No. 3 (September 2007), 587-618; Jeff Jenkins, “When Democrats in 

Congress Tried to Ban Interracial Marriage,” BroadStreet (blog), broadstreet.blog/2021/01/04/ban-interracial-

marriage/. 
51 Smithsonian ethnologists participated in the cultural and anthropological displays. 
52 Walter Hough, “The Bernadou, Allen, and Jouy Korean Collections in the U.S. National Museum,” Annual 

Report of the Board of Regents of the Smithsonian Institution, Showing the Operation, Condition, and Expenditures 

of the Institution for the Year Ending June 30, 1891. Report of the U.S. National Museum (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1892), 429-488. 
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enduring. When he was forced to leave his government position in Korea and return to the U.S. in 

1896, he transported items collected by missionary-diplomat Horace Allen back to D.C., delivering 

them to the doorstep of Otis Mason, curator of ethnology at the Smithsonian.53  

 

Pyon, Soh, and Jaisohn all leveraged their experiences as multilingual and well-travelled Koreans 

to contribute to the production of knowledge about Asia for Americans, through their own writing 

and through the access they provided to others. At the invitation of the U.S. Commissioner of 

Education W.T. Harris, Soh penned an article “Education in Korea” that was included in an 1891 

report to Congress. In the mid-1890s, he helped Forster H. Jenings with an article about the 

Smithsonian’s Korean headdresses and wrote a preface for Jenings’s compilation of Confucian 

maxims.54 Soh also created several short stories for The Path, the magazine of the Blavatsky 

Theosophical Society in D.C. In July 1896, he may have played a role in coordinating the wax-

cylinder recording of Korean songs performed by at least two Korean students enrolled at Howard 

University. Recorded by anthropologist Alice C. Fletcher at her Capitol Hill home, the session was 

likely organized at the request of her friend Anna Tolman Smith, Soh’s colleague at the U.S. 

Bureau of Education. Smith later published an article on Korean nursery rhymes, including the 

songs recorded by Fletcher, in the Journal of American Folklore in 1897.55 These wax cylinders 

are the oldest known recordings of Korean music and are archived at the Library of Congress.56  

 

 

 

  

 
53 Oppenheim, 57.  
54 Forster H. Jennings, attaché of the Korean Legation compiled The Proverbial Philosophy of Confucius: 

Quotations from the Chinese Classics for each Day in the Year, a volume published in 1896. On this volume, his 

name is indicated as Forster H. Jenings; on the publication about Korean head-dresses, his name is spelled Foster H. 

Jenings. 
55 Anna Tolman Smith, “Some Nursery Rhymes of Korea,” Journal of American Folklore 10, No. 38 (July-

September 1897): 181-186. 
56 Dr. Robert Provine, University of Maryland emeritus professor of music has done extensive research on the 

recordings and generously shared his notes and resources, which include his compilation of primary and secondary 

sources related to Soh Kwang Bom and the Howard University students. In 2009, Provine presented this research in 

“Revolutionaries, Nursery Rhymes, and Edison Wax Cylinders: The Remarkable Tale of the Earliest Korean Sound 

Recordings” for a program at the Library of Congress, produced by the American Folklife Center, Washington, D.C. 

It is viewable here: loc.gov/item/2021688047/. This research is now published as “The Earliest Recordings of 

Korean Music (1896),” in Jidong Yang, ed., Beyond the Book: Unique and Rare Primary Sources for East Asian 

Studies Collected in North America (New York: Columbia University Press/Association for Asian Studies, 2022). 

Six wax cylinders at the Library of 

Congress feature the earliest 

known recording of Korean music. 

Dr. Robert Provine surmises that 

Soh Kwang Bom was acquainted 

with the singers, two of whom were 

students enrolled at Howard. They 

were recorded by Alice 

Cunningham Fletcher at her home 

on Capitol Hill in July 1896. Photo 

courtesy of Library of Congress. 
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Educational Opportunities 

 

Students comprise the final category of Koreans in D.C. in the late nineteenth century. A handful 

traveled to the United States before 1900 in pursuit of higher education.57 Some ended up in the 

D.C. area, their opportunities aided by diplomats, by Christian benefactors or educators, and by 

the Korean government, which supported these endeavors in service of nation building. In 1896, 

at least seven Korean students were enrolled at Howard University through the intervention of Soh 

Kwang Pom during his short tenure as legation minister.58 They had been studying in Japan but 

decided to make their way to the United States. When stranded without funds in Canada, they 

appealed to the legation for assistance. As late as 1908, publications of the university claimed 

Koreans among its international student body.59 In 1904, the school conferred an honorary 

doctorate of divinity upon the Seoul-based missionary Rev. James D. Gale, editor of the only 

Christian newspaper in Korea, author of a Korean grammar, and translator of the Bible into the 

language.60 

 

 
 

Korean students at Howard University, circa 1898.  

Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Howard University. 

 
57 Both Pyon and Jaisohn received American degrees. Soh reportedly studied at Rutgers, but never earned a degree 

there. Although they were all students at one point, their primary objective for coming to the U.S. was for refuge, 

not for education. 
58 Soh reportedly provided for their expenses initially, see “Seven Koreans at Howard,” The Washington Post, May 

8, 1896: 2.  
59 Dr. Robert Provine’s notes of his survey of Howard University catalogs 1896 through 1904 reflect enrollment to 

at least 1900; “Howard’s Influence Universal,” The Washington Bee, June 13, 1908. 
60 “Degrees Awarded in Arts and Sciences,” The Washington Times, June 3, 1904. 
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Lutheran-founded Roanoke College in Salem, Virginia, was a hub for Korean students as well. 

Located in central Virginia, it is not part of the Washington metropolitan region, yet it is close 

enough that connections to D.C. Koreans were inevitable. In 1892, the school’s president, Dr. 

Julius Daniel Drescher, called on the Korean Legation and met Secretary Ye Cha Yun. Ye had 

already learned from the Japanese minister of the opportunity for foreign students to study at 

Roanoke. Later that year, he and his wife visited the school, and that was “the beginning of an 

interesting acquaintance with the Korean officials of our country, with eminent Korean visitors, 

and also with a number of young men who became students at Roanoke College.” In 1897, Soh 

Kwang Pom received there a master of arts degree honoris causa. By the early 1900s, around seven 

Koreans had been enrolled, including Cong Ke Ye (or Chong Ki Ye, 이종기), son of the Korean 

minister and an attaché to the legation, and Yi Kang (이강, or Prince Uihwa or Eui Wha), the 

second son of King Gojong.61  

 

 

                   
         
Above left: Prince Yi Kang, from Rev. James S. Gale, Korean Sketches (1898). 

Above right: Ye Chong Ki, son of minister Ye Chin Pom. The Indianapolis News, November 18, 1898. 

 
61 Julius Daniel Drescher, “Koreans in America,” Roanoke Collegian, March 26, 1904.; Another student was Hi 

Beung Pak, who had previously been enrolled at Howard University in Spring 1896. Dr. Stella Y. Xu, professor of 

history at Roanoke College, has researched the early Roanoke Asian students and compiled the archival records 

related to their enrollment. Her scans of these records were shared with our research team by the staff at the Old 

Korea Legation. See also Dwayne Yancey, “Roanoke College’s hidden history: How it defied the times to attract 

Korean students in the late 1800s and early 1900s,” Cardinal News, May 11, 1923, cardinalnews.org/2023/05/ 

11/roanoke-colleges-hidden-history-how-it-defied-the-times-to-attract-korean-students-in-the-early-1900s/  
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The first Korean student to enroll at and to graduate from Roanoke College was Kiu Beung Surh 

(So Pyonggyu, 서병규, 1872-1952).62 Accounts of his early life vary, with some reporting his 

arrival in the U.S. in 1890 and at least one source suggesting he may have attended elementary 

school in San Francisco and middle school in D.C.63 What is known for certain is that he served 

as an interpreter at the 1893 Columbian Exposition and that, while attending Roanoke, he traveled 

to D.C. frequently enough that he held a membership to the National Geographic Society (founded 

in 1888). Surh assisted Smithsonian Institution curators labeling Korean collections in the late 

1890s. He wrote several articles about Korean history and culture for the Roanoke Collegian, and 

the Smithsonian’s Walter Hough acknowledged him as the key informant for his article “Korean 

Clan Organization,” published in American Anthropologist in 1899.64 Surh also seemed to have a 

working arrangement with the legation during summers he was not enrolled at school.65 

 

Surh’s connection to Roanoke endured, with at least two subsequent generations of his family 

enrolling there. After graduate studies at Princeton University, he returned to Korea, where he held 

local and national political offices and worked to reform the country’s commerce and industry. 

Among the posts he held was as director of general affairs at the Office of Emigration Service (Yu 

Min Won, 유민원), which helped to coordinate the first group of Korean labor recruits sent to 

Hawai`i plantations in 1903.66  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
62 Many sources, including those generated by Roanoke College, erroneously identify him as the first Korean 

graduate of an American university. But he may have been the first to earn a bachelor of arts degree in the U.S. 
63 There are many sources for information on Surh’s life, in English and Korean, including a biography, Destined, 

written by one of Surh’s daughters, Anna Chesnutt. This article, “Roanoke’s First Oriental Student,” from The 

Roanoke Collegian 10, No. 1 (1950), indicates that Surh came to Roanoke after having met the college president in 

Asia. A newspaper article about Surh’s granddaughter, Patsy Surh O’Connell, reports that Surh worked as an 

agricultural laborer in California to pay for his room and board at an American high school. His grandmother in 

Korea suggested to diplomats heading to the U.S. for the 1893 World's Columbian Exposition that they hire her son. 

It was at the World’s Fair that he connected with Dr. Julius Dreher of Roanoke College, who awarded him a full 

scholarship (John C. Hughes, “Preserving Asia Pacific Culture,” South Sound Magazine, September 14, 2017, 

southsoundmag.com/arts-entertainment/preserving-asia-pacific-culture/article_a8603132-9302-5542-9236-

05d4db69e34c.html. Robert Oppenheim, in An Asian Frontier: American Anthropology and Korea summarizes 

known sources for Surh’s biography in his footnotes for pages 59-60. He also indicates that other sources indicate 

that either Ye Cha Yun of the legation or Soh Kwang Pom was the party that connected Surh to Roanoke. At the 

time of this writing, Dr. Juman Kim (Towson University) is in the process of researching Surh, and has come across 

a Korean government document from 1906 that indicates Surh transferred to Central Middle School in DC after 

attending school in in 1893 being enrolled at a school in San Francisco. 
64 Walter Hough, “Korean Clan Organization,” American Anthropologist 1 (1899): 150-154. Hough opens the piece, 

“The following information concerning the Korean family or survival of the clan was elicited during several 

conversations with an intelligent Korean, Mr. Kiu Beung Surh, who is receiving his education in the United States.” 
65 The Roanoke Collegian reported in June 1894 (Vol. 20, No. 8, 65) that Surh had declined a position at the legation 

specifically because he wished to return to Roanoke for the fall semester. In the previously cited article about Surh’s 

granddaughter, the writer reports that he “worked summers at the Korean Embassy in Washington, D.C.” 
66 See “Roanoke’s First Oriental Student” in The Roanoke Collegian 10 (1950). Thanks, too, to Dr. Juman Kim of 

University of Maryland, Towson, for sharing some of his research findings on Surh, which he has also blogged 

about in Korean: brunch.co.kr/@jumankim/57.  
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TIMELINE OF EVENTS 

 

 District of Columbia United States Korea 

1871   U.S. Expedition to Korea 

1876   Korea-Japan Treaty of Amity 

1882  Chinese Exclusion Act 

 

Chinese Consolidated 

Benevolent Association is 

formed in San Francisco. 

U.S.-Korea Treaty of Commerce 

and Amity 

1883 First diplomatic mission from 

Korea arrives. 

  

1884   Gapsin coup d’etat  

 

The first U.S. missionary arrives 

in Korea. 

1885-

1887 

Forced into exile, Soh Kwang 

Pom, Pyon Su, Philip Jaisohn 

settle in D.C. 

  

1888 Korean Legation opens at 1513 

O Street NW. 

Scott Act expands the 

Exclusion Act of 1882. 

 

1889 Korean Legation moves to new 

building at Iowa (Logan) 

Circle. 

 

Korean display installed at 

Smithsonian. 

  

1890 Philip Jaisohn becomes a U.S. 

citizen. 

 

Washon Ye born. 

  

1891 King Gojong purchases 

Korean Legation building at 

Logan Circle.  

 

Pyon Su graduates from 

Maryland Agricultural College 

months before he is killed in 

accident. 

 

Soh Kwang Pom becomes a 

U.S. citizen. 

  

1892 Philip Jaisohn earns a medical 

degree from Columbian 

College. 

Geary Act extends the 

Exclusion Act of 1882. 
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1893  Chicago World’s Columbian 

Exposition includes a Korean 

display. 

 

U.S. overthrows the Kingdom 

of Hawai`i. 

 

1894   Donghak Peasant Uprising leads to 

governmental and societal reforms 

and the Sino-Japanese War. 

1895   China loses the Sino-Japanese War 

and recognizes Korean 

independence. 

 

Gapsin coup participants 

pardoned, and Soh Kwang Pom 

and Philip Jaisohn temporarily 

return to Korea. 

 

Queen Min is assassinated. 

1896 Soh Kwang Pom returns to 

D.C. and briefly serves as 

minister of Korean Legation. 

 

Seven Korean students enroll 

at Howard University. 

 King Gojong takes refuge in 

Russian Legation in Seoul. 

 

Philip Jaisohn founds 

Independence Club. 

1897 Soh Kwang Pom dies, and 

rights to his property are 

settled. 

 King Gojong returns to palace and 

proclaims Korea an empire. 

1898 Philip Jaisohn is forced to 

return to the U.S. 

Supreme Court upholds 

birthright citizenship in U.S. 

vs. Wong Kim Ark. 

 

After the Spanish-American 

War, the U.S. acquires the 

Philippines, Samoa, Guam, 

and Puerto Rico as territories. 

 

U.S. annexes Hawai`i. 

Philip Jaisohn is forced to return to 

the U.S. 
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PART 2 

1903 to 1945—FIGHTING FOR SOVEREIGNTY: EXILES AND MIGRANTS 

 

Early Community: Colonization, Exclusion and Exceptions 

 

Korean American history from 1903 through 1945 is defined by three interrelated forces: the 

beginning of group migration, the broadening of U.S. Asian exclusion, and Korea’s loss of national 

sovereignty. This is a period of population growth followed by a tightening of U.S. restrictions on 

Asian immigration, and it is marked by the mobilization of a coordinated Korean independence 

movement across the diaspora. 

 

Hawai`i saw the first organized group migration of Koreans in early 1903. The Chinese Exclusion 

Act had already blocked the entry of laborers from China, and the Organic Act of 1900 had ended 

the contract labor system when it transferred the sovereignty of Hawai`i to the United States. 

Japanese workers recruited to replace the Chinese on the islands were staging strikes or simply 

abandoning plantations for better opportunities. Rather than meet laborers’ demands, plantation 

owners sought a new source of cheap and stable labor. Horace Allen, the medical missionary who 

had helped establish the Korean Legation in D.C., set in motion the recruitment of Korean workers. 

 

Between 1903 and 1905, 7,000 to 7,500 Koreans came to Hawai`i. They left behind the uncertainty 

of life under Japanese rule, as well as political and economic instability and the fallout from recent 

epidemics and plagues. Many were motivated by the encouragement of Christian educators and 

ministers. By the turn of the century, American missionaries exerted a strong social and cultural 

influence in Korea, and Christianity became associated with resistance to Japanese colonialism 

and a pathway to a better life. Almost half of the first emigrants were recruited from a single 

Christian congregation near the embarkation port of Inchon.67 

 

The treaty concluding the 1904-1905 Russo-Japanese War was brokered by the United States, and 

it acknowledged Japanese control of Korea and part of Manchuria. In 1905, Japan forced upon the 

Koreans a treaty that made the nation a “protectorate.” Five years later, Japan announced the 

formal annexation of the peninsula. All Korean diplomatic operations shut down, including the 

Korean Legation in Washington. Under Japanese occupation, Koreans were subject to repression, 

including land expropriation, labor and military conscription, and a process of Japanization 

whereby the Korean language was removed from the public sphere, and people were forced to 

adopt Japanese names.  

 

Japan’s control extended to Koreans living overseas, including those in the U.S., who were now 

considered Japanese subjects. After 1905, Japan ceased issuing passports for laborers en route to 

Hawai`i, and Korean passports were no longer recognized by the U.S. State Department. In 1907, 

the United States and Japanese governments concluded the “Gentlemen’s Agreement,” in which 

the Japanese consented to restrict emigration of laborers, while the U.S. agreed not to force 

Japanese and Korean students into segregated schools in America. The U.S. assented to the 

immigration of family members of laborers already in the country. Consequently, between 1907 

and 1924, about 1,000 Korean women migrated to the U.S., mainly as wives to Hawai`i plantation 

 
67 Houchins and Houchins, “The Korean Experience in America, 1903-1924,” 553. 
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workers.68 In addition, 900 “students, intellectuals, and political refugees who had been involved 

in the anti-Japanese movement” were able to reach the U.S. before the 1924 Immigration Act 

effectively ended settlement from Asia.69 By that time, the total population of Koreans in the U.S. 

may have topped 10,000.70 

 

The increasing visibility of Asian migrants in Hawai`i and the West Coast provoked a series of 

laws that expanded the reach of exclusionary legislation beyond Chinese laborers. The 

Immigration Act of 1907 aimed to end the migration of Japanese laborers to Hawai`i, and from 

Hawai`i to the continental U.S. It was followed a decade later by the so-called “Barred Zone Act” 

which prohibited entrance of all Asians except those of certain privileged occupations and classes. 

The 1922 Supreme Court ruling in Ozawa v. United States affirmed that the 1790 Nationality Act 

excluded all East Asians from naturalization based on their race. Finally, the passage of the 1924 

Immigration Act established a national origins quota, all but prohibiting further arrivals. Koreans, 

along with Japanese, would be the last Asians to gain the legal right to immigrate and naturalize 

in 1952.71 Without citizenship, Korean immigrants lacked both electoral and legal leverage. 

 

Undeterred, this first generation of immigrants established institutions such as churches, language 

schools, mutual aid societies, and commercial enterprises. Political organizations were of foremost 

concern and came “to dominate the structure of the Korean community in America.”72 Founded in 

1909, the Korean National Association (대한인국민회 or “KNA”) was the first such organization 

with national reach.73 With headquarters in San Francisco and Honolulu and chapters in other 

regions, it provided services to immigrants, but it also functioned in a quasi-diplomatic fashion on 

behalf of all Koreans living in the U.S., much as the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association 

did for Chinese. For example, in 1913, KNA chairperson Rev. David Lee (Dae-wii, 이대위) 
appealed to Secretary of State William Jennings Bryant for the issuance of special permits to 

enable Korean exiles in China to enter the U.S. without passports. Through this channel, some 300 

political refugees circumvented Japanese consular control.74 In 1918, concerned about students 

abroad fomenting anti-Japanese sentiment, the Japanese consulate in San Francisco began 

arresting students who tried to enter without passports and prevailed upon U.S. immigration 

authorities to do the same.75 

 

 
68 Many of these came as “picture brides,” joining husbands they knew only from outdated photographs that had 

been sent to them. According to Houchins and Houchins, the age disparity between older husbands and younger 

wives probably accounts for the high rate of diverse in Hawai`i Korean families between 1914 and 1926 (560). 
69 Jean H. Park, “Exiled Envoys: Korean Students in New York City, 1907-1937,” 56. 
70 Richard Kim, “Imagining the American Century: The 1919 Philadelphia Congress, Korean Diasporic Nationalism 

and American Protestant Missionaries,” Journal of Ethnic History 26, No. 1 (Fall 2006), 51. 
71 Shelley Sang-Hee Lee, A New History of Asian America (New York and London: Routledge, 2014), 238. 
72 Houchins and Houchins, 565. 
73 This mobilization was organized to generate broad support for the legal defense of a Korean immigrant in San 

Francisco who had assassinated Durham Steven, an American politician working with the Japanese foreign ministry 

who had made disparaging comments about Koreans’ ability to govern themselves.  
74 Richard Kim, The Quest for Statehood: Korean Immigrant Nationalism and U.S. Sovereignty, 1905-1945 (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 45; Jean H. Park, “Exiled Envoys: Korean Students in New York City, 1907-

1937.” 
75 Jean H. Park, Exiled Envoys: Korean Students in New York City, 1907-1937,” 73. 
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Independence leader Ahn Chang Ho (front row, second from left) founded the Pachappa Camp, an 

agricultural community in Riverside, California, in 1905. Ahn was also founder of the Korean National 

Association. In his efforts to liberate Korea, he emphasized education and the cultivation of young 

leaders. University of Southern California Korean Heritage and Digital Libraries, Korean American 

Digital Archive Collection. 

 
 
 
Koreans in Washington, D.C. 

 

Compared to the numbers in Hawai`i and in the U.S. as a whole, the number of Koreans in 

Washington remained very small. Although they were first classified as a separate ethnic/national 

category in the U.S. Census in 1910, no Koreans were enumerated in D.C. at that time.76 In 1920, 

there were approximately 105 individuals in the city. A decade later, their numbers were said to 

decline to about 30.77 One of the earliest residents who was neither a diplomat nor a student was 

James C. Kim, who arrived in the U.S. at age 27 in 1897 and, three years later, was employed as a 

laborer by the Soldiers’ Home.78 And by the time the United States entered World War I, the 24-

year-old David Namkoong Yun was a clerk for the Security Storage Company.79 

 

The Great War’s demand for troops created a path to citizenship for some immigrants. Enormous 

numbers of the foreign-born enlisted in the military, with many offered naturalization for their 

service. Although the pool of Koreans was small, several joined up. Private Manner Oak Jung 

 
76 Campbell Gibson and Kay Jung, Historical Census Statistics on Population Totals by Race, 1790 to 1990, and by 

Hispanic Origin, 1970 to 1990, for the United States, Regions, Divisions, and States, Population Division Working 

Paper No. 56, U.S. Census Bureau, 2002. 
77 These figures are calculated from the IPUMS data (usa.ipums.org/usa/intro.shtml) by Natasha Chhabra and Julie 

Park of University of Maryland, whose estimates are larger than the numbers recorded in Gibson and Jung 2002. 
78 United States Census, Population Schedules for the District of Columbia, 1900. 
79 World War I Draft Registration Cards, 1917-1918, National Archives and Records Administration, Ancestry.com. 
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arrived in the United States in 1905 and enlisted in June 1918, a private assigned to the Army 

Medical Department at Walter Reed General Hospital. He was still serving there the following 

year, when he received his citizenship papers.80 One of the hospital’s patients in 1920 was Private 

Lion Jung, who had immigrated in 1910 and naturalized in 1918.81 And Private Sorel Kim, who 

had also come to these shores in 1910, enlisted in September 1917 and was granted his papers by 

the D.C. Supreme Court in 1919, while stationed at the base hospital at Camp Meade, Maryland.82 

 

As the nation’s capital, Washington continued to attract a few Koreans to the federal workforce. 

David Mankau, almost certainly another veteran, immigrated in 1913, soon naturalized, and was a 

government clerk by 1920.83 Nora K.S. Ahn, born to Korean parents on Maui in 1908, came to 

Washington by the end of 1927 to train as a nurse at Walter Reed. She married Yun Kwan Cheigh 

in 1931.84 

 

Unlike the communities in Hawai`i and California, Washington’s Koreans were otherwise almost 

exclusively political exiles, activists, and students. The District served as an important hub for 

activist networks in the independence movement. It became a base for organizing, because it 

provided access to policymakers and to major channels of communications and propaganda. It was 

a place from which the movement could leverage this country’s growing global influence. 

Although representing an international effort, these activities were largely supported by the Korean 

diaspora in the U.S. 

  

While the West Coast and Hawai`i represent larger collective participation in the independence 

movement, two iconic figures had strong associations with Washington: Philip Jaisohn, who 

naturalized and settled permanently in the U.S., and future Republic of Korea president Syngman 

Rhee, who established Washington as a base for the Korean Provisional Government in exile in 

the 1920s and again in the 1940s. In fact, the influential and divisive Rhee touched much of the 

history and the significant sites relating to Koreans in Washington during this period.  

 

 

The Korean Legation Building 

 

Closed in 1905 and sold by the Japanese government in 1910, the former Korean Legation on 

Logan Circle remained a rallying point for the independence movement. Kim Hon-sik had been 

its first secretary and the consul general under Soh Kwang Pom. According to Henry Cu Kim, 

“When the Korean legation was abolished in 1905, he [Kim] did not return to Korea, but became 

a permanent resident. He considered himself to be a national envoy without pay, without portfolio, 

even as he earned his living working at such menial jobs as kitchen helper, waiter, janitor, and 

actor; and every time a Korea-related question came up, he directly or indirectly offered his 

 
80 Washington, D.C. Naturalization Petitions, 1918-1924, National Archives and Records Administration, 

Ancestry.com. 
81 United States Census, Population Schedules for the District of Columbia, 1920. 
82 Washington, D.C. Naturalization Petitions, 1918-1924, National Archives and Records Administration, 

Ancestry.com. 
83 United States Census, Population Schedules for the District of Columbia, 1920. 
84 United States Census, Population Schedules for the District of Columbia, 1930; Cheigh family tree, 

Ancestry.com; R.L. Polk & Co., Boyd’s Directory of the District of Columbia, 1928, (Washington, D.C.: R.L. Polk 

& Co., 1928); District of Columbia Marriage Records, 1810-1955, District of Columbia Archives, Ancestry.com. 

 



    

32 

 

 

testimony to both houses of the U.S. Congress.”85 There were at least two short-lived efforts to 

establish a new legation after annexation, first in 1919 and then in 1921, and both on Massachusetts 

Avenue NW. An image of the old building, flying the Korean flag, circulated as a postcard. Activist 

Henry Chung DeYoung photographed the building in the early 1920s, presumably for similar 

publicity purposes. 

 

 

   
 

Above left: A circa 1910 postcard, carrying a new year’s greeting between two members of the 

Korean National Association—Young-Jun Ma to Seung-Won Hur (or Heo). Both men 

originally came to the U.S. via Hawai`i, moved to the mainland, worked as agricultural laborers, 

and were involved in the independence movement. The address to which the card was sent, 2928 

Sacramento Street, San Francisco, is the first location of the Korean National Association from 

1908 to 1909. Notable is the addition of the hand-drawn Korean flag atop the building, not 

present on earlier postcards. Private collection of Ann Hyeongju courtesy of the Old Korean Legation 

Museum.  

Above right: A photograph of the former Korean Legation from the collection of Henry Chung 

DeYoung, who studied and worked in D.C. in the early 1920s. It demonstrates how the property 

remained in the consciousness of independence movement activists years after it had been sold. 

University of Southern California Korean Heritage and Digital Libraries, Korean American 

Digital Archive Collection. 

 
85 Henry Cu Kim and Dae-Sook Suh, eds., The Writings of Henry Cu Kim: Autobiography with Commentaries on 

Syngman Rhee, Pak Yong-man, and Chong Sun-man (Honolulu: Center for Korean Studies, University of Hawaii, 

1987), 123-124. The book’s editor Dae-Sook Suh cautions in his introduction, “Since Rhee was his adversary, 

Henry’s account is extremely biased, and since Henry wrote entirely from memory without the help of reference 

works, his information on historical events is at times incorrect. However, the account of his personal dealings with 

Rhee is most revealing and valuable, both for the study of Rhee and of the Korean community in the United States” 

(xiv). 



    

33 

 

 

Syngman Rhee and the Korean Commission 

 

Different dispositions and strategies for regaining Korean independence fractured the movement. 

And ongoing factional realignments of the 1920s and 1930s played out in Washington. The three 

most prominent factions in the U.S. were associated with Ahn Chang Ho, Pak Yong-man, and 

Syngman Rhee.  

 

Ahn Chang Ho (안창호, 1878-1938) is primarily identified with California sites and 

communities.86 He and his wife arrived in the U.S. in 1903. He helped establish an agricultural 

community in Riverside, California in 1905, and he founded a mutual assistance organization that 

later merged into what became the Korean National Association (대한인국민회).  

 

In 1914, Ahn moved his family to Los Angeles and established Heungsadan (or Hung Sa Dahn, 

흥사단, Young Korean Academy). Through his work, he emphasized the importance of education, 

self-improvement, and cultivating leadership among overseas Koreans so that they could lead the 

country when the government was restored. He spent much of the 1920s and 1930s abroad 

drumming up support for Korea’s cause. He died a political prisoner after working in Korea in the 

late 1930s. A number of properties related to Ahn and his family have been designated or are under 

consideration for designation as historical-cultural monuments by the City of Los Angeles Cultural 

Heritage Commission.87 

 

Park Yong-man (박용만, 1881-1928) was a proponent of direct military action. He came to the 

U.S. in 1905, around the time of the establishment of Japan’s protectorate over Korea. He attended 

Hastings College in Nebraska, worked as a journalist, and was associated with the Korean National 

Association. He organized military academies in Nebraska and Hawai`i. He returned to Asia in 

1919, joining military campaigns in Siberia and Manchuria. He was working to recruit and train 

soldiers when he was assassinated in China in the late 1920s.  

 

  
 

Park Yong-man trained freedom fighters in Nebraska and Hawai`i. University of Southern California 

Korean Heritage and Digital Libraries, Korean American Digital Archive Collection. 

 
86 Although he also spent much of his time outside the United States, in Korea and China. 
87 See Los Angeles Conservancy, laconservancy.org/learn/historic-places/hung-sa-dahn/.  
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While Anh Chang Ho and Pak Yong-Man were influential figures, the history of Koreans in 

Washington between the early 1900s and 1945 largely revolves around Syngman Rhee (이승만, 

1875-1965), who moved frequently in and out of the city, operating from both D.C. and Hawai`i. 

Rhee mobilized students, recent graduates, and other itinerant people to join him in advancing his 

vision for independence. For Rhee, D.C.’s proximity to the corridors of power was critical. He 

believed that the most effective path to regaining Korean sovereignty was through diplomatic 

channels, cultivating influential allies, influencing public opinion through the distribution of 

propaganda, and participation at international conferences. Persistent and divisive, he was one of 

the movement’s most prominent leaders.  

 

A product of American Methodist missionary education, Rhee was in his late twenties when he 

left for the U.S. in 1904, following a five-year prison sentence for agitation for government reform. 

He headed directly to Washington to plead Korea’s case to President Theodore Roosevelt who was 

preparing to negotiate the Portsmouth Treaty to end the Russo-Japanese War. Rhee visited the 

Korean Legation before seeking an audience with congressmen, cabinet members, and President 

Roosevelt himself.88 His presentation garnered little support from American officials, as would be 

the case over the next three decades.89  

 

 

 

   
 

Left: The Red Cross circulated an English translation of the “Korean Declaration of Independence from 

Japan,” proclaimed during the March 1, 1919 uprising in Korea.  
Right: Despite his divisiveness, Syngman Rhee became one of the most prominent independence leaders, 

basing his operations in the District of Columbia and Hawai`i. University of Southern California Korean 

Heritage and Digital Libraries, Korean American Digital Archive Collection. 

 
88 Young Ick Lew, The Making of the First Korean President: Syngman Rhee’s Quest for Independence, 1875-1948 

(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2014), 20. 
89 With the Taft-Katsura Memorandum of this time, President Roosevelt conceded to Japan’s dominance of Korea in 

return for Japan’s assurance that it would not interfere with U.S. control of the Philippines. 
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Supported by a ministerial scholarship, Rhee earned his undergraduate degree from the George 

Washington University in 1907, followed by a doctorate in international law and diplomacy from 

Princeton in 1910. Like Jaisohn and the legation staff in the decades prior, he attended the Church 

of the Covenant at Connecticut Avenue and N Street NW, where he was baptized.90 Rhee 

frequently gave speeches about Korea at churches and YMCAs, forming influential friendships 

that connected him to a socially engaged and affluent Christian network. 

 

In 1913, Rhee moved to Hawai`i, where he worked as an educator, founded and edited a magazine, 

and established a base of operations that would support his work over the next twenty-five years.91 

 

 
 

The First Korean Congress was organized by Philip Jaisohn with Syngman Rhee (both standing left of 

center roughly between the women with flags) and held in Philadelphia in April 1919. Around 200 

Koreans participated, travelling from around the U.S. and beyond. University of Southern California 

Korean Heritage and Digital Libraries, Korean American Digital Archive Collection. 

 

 

The first half of 1919 represented a watershed moment and compelled Rhee’s return to D.C. In 

January, Korean independence leaders from around the world gathered in Shanghai to plan the 

creation of a government in exile. European and American leaders were meanwhile convening for 

the Paris Peace Conference to address the terms for the end of World War I.92 Rhee requested a 

 
90 In the late nineteenth century, Rhee had been involved in Jaisohn’s International Club in Korea.  
91 So involved was Rhee in a number of significant Hawai`i-based organizations—and the conflicts in which they 

became embroiled—that some sources simply describe his time from 1913 to 1939 as having been based in Hawai`i. 
92 The Korean Peace Delegates submitted their first petition to the Peace Conference at Paris on May 12, 1919. They 

also sent a copy to President Woodrow Wilson with a letter signed J[ohn] Kiusic S[oho] Kimm. See Korean 

American Digital Archives, University of Southern California Libraries, Legacy Identifier: kna-correspondence-

88/kna-correspondence-88-01.tiff thru 6; Unique identifier: UC11953835.  
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passport to travel to Paris, but the State Department withheld authorization. On March 1, Koreans 

staged protests across the peninsula declaring their independence, but the suppression of this 

uprising by Japanese forces led to thousands of deaths, injuries, and arrests. In April, the Korean 

Provisional Government was established in Shanghai with Rhee appointed president in absentia.93 

From April 14 to 16, Philip Jaisohn convened the First Korean Congress in Philadelphia to bring 

attention to this new government.94 Rhee served as committee chair. All presentations were made 

in English, with the rhetoric linking Korea’s fight for independence to America’s own 

revolutionary history in Philadelphia. Two hundred delegates from around North America 

attended, mostly Koreans, but also “half a dozen American intellectuals.”95 

 

The First Korean Congress spurred a flurry of activities. Philip Jaisohn established the Korean 

Information Bureau in Philadelphia to circulate English-language articles through the Korea 

Review and other publications. He also helped establish the League of the Friends of Korea, a 

group of Philadelphia academics and religious leaders that organized more than a dozen regional 

chapters around the U.S., including in D.C.96 

 

In June 1919, Jaisohn and Rhee set up what seems to have been a short-lived legation headquarters 

at 1804 Massachusetts Avenue NW. This operation appears to have transformed into the Korean 

Commission to America and Europe for the Republic of Korea (대한민국임시정부 구미위원부) 

formally established by Rhee by the end of that summer. Also referred to as the Korean 

Commission (구미주차한국위원회), it was conceived of by Rhee as a diplomatic agency, an arm 

of the provisional government, but entirely under his control.97 Through it, he raised funds from 

the Koreans in America to support office operations, including support for the government in exile 

in Shanghai.  

 

The status and operations of the Korean Commission caused considerable acrimony between Rhee 

and other leaders based in the U.S., as well as between Rhee and the Korean Provisional 

Government, which relied on the diaspora for funding. The Commission’s activities were run by 

an ever-changing staff of Korean men and women educated in American universities, plus a 

handful of Americans.98  

 

The Korean Commission offices were located in Rooms 905 and 907 in the Continental Trust 

Building, at 14th and H streets NW downtown from 1919 to at least 1926.99 The League of the 

Friends of Korea is also associated with this building as evidenced by letterhead over 

 
93 Both Ahn Chang Ho and Pak Yong-man held positions in the founding cabinet. 
94 After leaving Washington around the turn of the twentieth century, Jaisohn resettled his family in Pennsylvania, 

where he practiced medicine. In 1904, he opened a stationery shop, which he co-owned with a partner. He used the 

profits from the business to support the independence movement. 
95 Lew, The Making of the First Korean President: Syngman Rhee’s Quest for Independence, 1875-1948, 92. See 

also Richard Kim, “Imagining the American Century: The 1919 Philadelphia Congress, Korean Diasporic 

Nationalism and American Protestant Missionaries.” 
96 The D.C. office was located at 733 15th Street NW, the Woodward Building, according to 미국속 한국을  만나다 

[Finding Korea in the U.S.] (Heritage of Korea, 2021), 53.  
97 Lew, The Making of the First Korean President, 100, 102, 110. 
98 Various sources provide names and information about some of the Korean students who worked with Rhee in 

D.C., including Lew, The Making of the First Korean President; History of Korean-Americans in the Washington 

Metropolitan Area, 1883-1993 (1995); and Kim and Suh, The Writings of Henry Cu Kim: Autobiography with 

Commentaries on Syngman Rhee, Pak Yong-man, and Chong Sun-man. 
99 Overseas Korean Cultural Heritage Foundation, [Finding Korea in the U.S.], 58. 
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correspondence from secretary-vice president Pyeng Koo Yoon (or Pyeng Ku, 윤병구).100 Another 

address, the Woodward Building at 733 15th Street NW, is also associated with the League from 

1919 to 1923.101 

 

Between October 1919 and June 1920, Rhee traveled extensively, delivering lectures on Korean 

independence at college campuses, churches, YMCAs, Rotary clubs, and chambers of commerce. 

Meanwhile, Kuisic Kimm (김규식, also Kim Kyu-sic and John Kuisic Kim, 1881-1950), served as 

Korean Commission chairman. Kimm had grown up in the care of an American missionary after 

being orphaned. He completed high school in the U.S. and graduated from Roanoke College in 

1903.102 Just prior to his appointment to the Korean Commission in D.C., he had been living in 

exile in China, where he was appointed to the cabinet of the Korean Provisional Government and 

from where he had been sent to the Paris peace conference. In late 1920, Kimm resigned from the 

Commission, citing irreconcilable differences with Rhee over the latter’s handling of fundraising, 

specifically the sales of government bonds to the diaspora community and the use of the 

proceeds.103 

 

From October 1920 to April 1921, Rev. Soon Hyun (or Hyun Sun, 현순) was placed in the role of 

Korean Commission chairman. Hyun had arrived in the U.S. in 1903 to interpret for and minister 

to the first group of Korean labor migrants in Hawai`i. He later returned to Korea before going 

into exile in Shanghai, where he helped set up the provisional government. Rhee invited him to 

join the Korean Commission in D.C. in 1920. The 1921 city directory identified Hyun as treasurer 

of the Commission, living at 1016 14th Street NW. An October 1920 statement of income and 

expenses provides an interesting glimpse into the Commission’s expenditures. Office rental was 

$95; funds were designated to support staff travel as well as Jaisohn’s operations in Philadelphia; 

and the D.C. office payroll included commissioners, a counsellor, a clerk, and a stenographer.104  
 

Hyun’s tenure at the Commission was relatively short, and he clashed with Rhee about the 

reorganization of operations. Among his initiatives while Rhee was abroad were the establishment 

of a legation in a rented building at 1325 Massachusetts Avenue NW and his assumption of the 

title of Minister Plenipotentiary to the United States. Items in the University of Southern California 

Libraries corroborate that, despite the men’s differences, Rhee confirmed Hyun’s appointment and 

 
100 Korean American Digital Archives. Pyeng Koo Yoon (1880-1849) was an early Christian convert who 

immigrated to Hawai`i with his family in 1905. With Rhee, he traveled to Washington to petition Roosevelt in 

advance of the Russo-Japanese Portsmouth Treaty. He attended Harvard University before dropping out to focus on 

the independence movement. He moved frequently between the West and East coasts, and he served as one of the 

officiants for Rhee’s second marriage, to Francesca Donner, in New York in 1934. 
101 [Finding Korea in the U.S.] identifies this Massachusetts Avenue address with the League of the Friends of 

Korea office in D.C. (57). This letter is in the USC Korean Heritage and Digital Libraries, Korean American Digital 

Archive Collection. 
102 In March 2022, an historical roadside marker was installed in Salem, Virginia by the Virginia Department of 

Historic Resources to honor “Kyusik Kim,” an alumnus of Roanoke College. Kim was nominated by students of 

Cumberland Middle School in a contest, sponsored by the Virginia Department of Education and the Virginia Office 

of the Governor, to nominate Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders as the subjects of historic markers. 
103 Although Kimm resigned from the Korean Commission in 1920, he is listed in the 1921 Boyd’s Directory as 

“Hon chairman”. He also appears to be pictured in photos that Henry Chung DeYoung took in Washington in 1921 

and 1922. After he left D.C., Kimm would spend most of the time in China, working as a teacher and with the Sino-

Korean Peoples League. He returned to Korea after liberation, when the south was occupied by the U.S. Army 

Military Government. He vehemently opposed the partitioning of the country and was killed in North Korea in 1950. 
104 “Financial Statement for October 1920” is digitized and accessible in the USC Korean Heritage and Digital 

Libraries, Korean American Digital Archive Collection: Legacy Identifier: KADA-HenryDeYoung-297_09 Unique 

identifier: UC1191143. 
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the establishment of the legation.105 After Hyun was dismissed in spring 1921, Philip Jaisohn 

assumed the commission chairmanship, reportedly commuting by train from Philadelphia once a 

month. Jaisohn managed with the assistance of Henry Chung DeYoung and undersecretary 

Youngchick Lee and ample support from attorney Fred Dolph.106  

 

Rhee’s handling of fundraising and communications led not just to staff turnover at the Korean 

Commission but also within the cabinet of the Korean Provisional Government. In early 1921, 

Kimm Kuisic, who had earlier left his Korean Commission position, also resigned from the 

provisional government, along with Ahn Chang Ho and several others. 

 

 

 

 
 

Henry Chung DeYoung (right) with Philip Jaisohn at Union Station, April 1922.  University of Southern 

California Korean Heritage and Digital Libraries, Korean American Digital Archive Collection. 

 
105 See, for example, see correspondence in USC Korean American Digital Archives, April 4, 1921 (KADA-

shyun04-007.jpg).  
106 After his dismissal from the Korean Commission, Hyun moved to Hawai`i and served as minister to a Methodist 

congregation in Honolulu before later resettling in Los Angeles with his family. See Robert Hyung-Chan Kim, 

”Soon Hyun (Hyon Sun) and His Place in the History of the Korean Independence Movement: With Emphasis on 

the Korean Commission,” Acta Koreana 12, No. 2 (December 2009): 127-183. See Lew, The Making of a Korean 

President, for details on the organization and reorganization of the Korean Commission. See Kim and Suh, The 

Writings of Henry Cu Kim, for a glowing profile of Fred Dolph. Originally from Chicago, he specialized in drafting 

government and personal legal documents, and he had served as legal advisor to the Polish Independence Party. Kim 

wrote that he “volunteered to help the Korean movement” and that he lived alone in a Washington hotel (162-163). 

According to the Boyd directory, Youngchick Lee resided at 1016 14th Street NW, the former address of Jaisohn’s 

predecessor, Rev. Hyun Soon. 
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Left: The Continental Trust Building, 14th 

and H streets NW, circa 1921.  

 

Below left: A Rock Creek Park picnic of 

Korean Commission staff, (left to right) 

Kimm Kuisic, Henry Chung DeYoung, and 

Youngchick Lee.  

 

Below right: (left to right) Youngchick Lee, 

Pyong-Su Min, and Henry Chung DeYoung 

in the offices of the Korean Commission, 

September 1921.  

 

Henry Chung DeYoung Collection, 

University of Southern California Korean 

Heritage and Digital Libraries, Korean 

American Digital Archive Collection. 
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Korean Commission Activities in the 1920s and 1930s 

 

The Washington Disarmament Conference—also referred to as the Washington Conference, the 

Washington Naval Conference, the Pacific Conference, and the Conference for Limitation of 

Armaments and Far Eastern Problem—brought together the world’s largest naval powers, 

including Japan and the United Kingdom, America’s principal rivals. The conference took place 

at Memorial Continental Hall between November 12, 1921 and February 2, 1922.107 

 

Plans for the gathering made international headlines. Peace activists convened groups from around 

the country to rally public support for ratification of arms limitation agreements. Having heard that 

the situation in East Asia would be a topic of discussion, Syngman Rhee sought to exploit the 

opportunity to highlight Korea’s unjust situation in the context of international law. The Korean 

Commission invested “extensive human and financial capital” at the “expense of all other 

activities” to prepare.108 In October 1921, it submitted a ten-page petition requesting an invitation 

to participate. 

 

The Commission temporarily renamed itself the Korean Mission to the Naval Conference and 

established a base of operations in a rented house at 1327 16th Street NW. The members went to 

great lengths to present themselves as “professional” in their diplomatic outreach, lobbying, and 

public relations. They entertained former Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan and 

journalists H.G. Wells and Louis Seibold.109 Beside Rhee and Jaisohn, other notable figures were 

the typist Ms. Melbourne, lawyer Fred Dolph, and Youngchik Lee, as documented in photographs 

from the collection of Henry Chung DeYoung, who was deeply involved in preparations.  

 

Henry Chung DeYoung, also known as Henry Chung, Henry Deyoung and Chong Han-gyong 

(정한경이, 1890-1985) was a scholar and diplomat whose connections across the independence 

movement were broad and deep. He worked directly with all the factional leaders in the United 

States, including Pak Yong-man, Ahn Chang Ho of the Korean National Association, and 

Syngman Rhee and the Korean Commission. Chung immigrated to the U.S. in 1905, when he was 

fourteen years old. He completed secondary school in Nebraska, where he was cared for by an 

American family.110 He earned his bachelor’s and master’s degrees from Nebraska State 

University, then a doctorate in international jurisprudence at American University. Under the name 

Henry Chung, he authored The Case of Korea (1919) and The Oriental Policy of the United States 

(1918). He also compiled Korean Treaties (1919), which was widely distributed as part of a KNA 

education campaign. By the end of 1920, he was the Korean Commission’s secretary, living at the 

Lincoln Hotel, 10th and H streets NW.  

 

The efforts of Chung DeYoung and the others bore little fruit in terms of recognition for Korea’s 

cause. While the conference produced one of the most successful arms limitations agreements and 

had the Japanese recognize Chinese authority over Shandong province, it confirmed Japan’s naval 

parity with Britain and the U.S. in the Pacific and its special interests in Manchuria and Mongolia. 

 

 
107 Lew, The Making of a Korean President, 144. 
108 Lew, The Making of a Korean President, 144-147. 
109 David P. Fields, Foreign Friends: Syngman Rhee, American Exceptionalism, and the Division of Korea 

(Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2019), 85-107. 
110 The 1920 U.S. census lists Frank Roby Sr. as his father. 
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Top: Henry Chung DeYoung sat next to the First Lady in the front row at his American University 

commencement in which President Warren G. Harding was among the speakers. 

Bottom: Henry Chung DeYoung is indicated by an X in this commencement procession photo. He earned 

his doctorate in jurisprudence from the university in 1921.  

Inset: Henry Chung DeYoung, circa 1904, not long after his arrival to Los Angeles at the age of fourteen.  

University of Southern California Korean Heritage and Digital Libraries, Korean American Digital 

Archive Collection. 
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Top left: The Korean Mission to the Disarmament Conference of 1921-1922 was based at 1327 16th 

Street NW. The mission’s letterhead indicates that they may still have been using the Continental Trust 

Building office, too.   

Top center: Henry Chung DeYoung poses in front of the Korean Mission after a snowstorm, possibly the 

Knickerbocker storm of January 1922.  

Top right: Valentine's Day party in the mission parlor, 1922. 

Bottom left: The team working on the disarmament conference included stenographer Ms. Melbourne 

and legal advisor Fred A. Dolph, center front. The team’s size contracted and expanded at different 

times as the inscription reads, “When our family was the largest.”  

Bottom right: An elaborate display installed for the Disarmament Conference in Washington, D.C., 

1921-1922. 

University of Southern California Korean Heritage and Digital Libraries, Korean American Digital 

Archive Collection. 
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Korea was overlooked.111 The Korean Commission’s momentum dissipated in the conference’s 

aftermath. The efforts of Chung DeYoung and the others bore little fruit. Three key staff resigned, 

including Philip Jaisohn, who returned to Philadelphia. Although a new chairman was appointed, 

Rhee now ran the Commission virtually alone.112  

 

In 1925, the Korean Provisional Government, concerned with Rhee’s activities, impeached him as 

its president and ordered him to shut down the Korean Commission in D.C. He resisted and kept 

operating with sparse funds and a skeleton staff, including Yun Chi’i-yong (1898-1996) and Chang 

Ki-yong (1907-1981) under the supervision of Commissioner Ho Chong (허정, 1896-1988). Rhee 

moved to Hawai`i to organize support from institutions he had established there.113  

 

Henry Cu Kim (Kim Hyon-gu, 김현구, 1889-1998) served as Commission chairman from 

September 1926 through 1928, when Rhee was mostly absent.114 Kim had immigrated to the U.S. 

in 1909 from an exile in China. After military training in Nebraska with Pak Yong-man, he earned 

his bachelor’s degree at Columbus College in Ohio and completed coursework for a Ph.D. at the 

University of California at Berkeley. In his memoir, he described a “Korean Mission” run entirely 

on donations.115 By this time, it had moved from the Continental Trust Building to a much smaller 

rental space at 1310 Park Road.116 Meanwhile, Kim lived in a hotel with his family, including two 

children born in D.C. As a means for generating revenue, Kim proposed the mission purchase 

headquarters with rooms to rent to Korean students, who could supply both revenue and labor. 

Although some funds were raised, the project never materialized. The Kim family resettled in 

Hawai`i in 1929, and the funds pledged for the D.C. building were redirected to cover operational 

expenses of one of Rhee’s Hawai`i-based organizations. 

 

By the 1930s, the Korean movement for independence was decentralized and fraying, with efforts 

and priorities taken up by different factions both in the U.S. and in Asia, sometimes coordinating 

and consulting one another, other times not. It is not clear whether a Korean Commission continued 

to have a physical footprint in Washington, but there are some reports of a skeletal office continued 

in absentia by Rhee. 

 

 

 
111 Richard Kim, in The Quest for Statehood, describes how, between World War I and World War II, Koreans were 

among immigrants from several stateless territories that petitioned the U.S. government for recognition or some 
intervention. All had taken note Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points speech and referred to the right of national self-

determination for colonized people. The “Korea question” was occasionally debated in Congress during the latter 

half of 1919. On March 17, 1920, the Senate formally took up the issue of recognizing Korean and Irish sovereignty. 

A resolution supporting Ireland’s independence passed, but the one for Korea did not. Kim points out that Koreans 

in the U.S. had no electoral power; as Asians, they were denied the right of naturalization, and their largest 

population center was Hawai`i, which remained a territory until 1959. 
112 The 1923 Boyd’s directory included an organizational listing for the Korean Commission with Syngman Rhee as 

“director.” 
113 Lew, in The Making of the First Korean President, indicates that Rhee continued to maintain the office in D.C. 

from his base in Honolulu through a series of trusted supporters serving as commissioners. See also Kim and Suh, 

The Writings of Henry Cu Kim, for reference to Ho Chong (pp. 158-159, 205). 
114 Kim and Suh, The Writings of Henry Cu Kim. 
115 According to Henry Cu Kim, the Korean Mission existed for “more than six years,” and during this time, among 

the services it was able to provide was a certificate that enabled Koreans who had lost passports to gain reentry to 

the U.S. (164). Some of Kim’s accounts and chronologies may be inaccurate. He also uses “Mission” to refer to the 

Korean Commission, perhaps because the name assumed in preparation for the Naval Conference persisted. 
116 Overseas Korean Cultural Heritage Foundation, [Finding Korea in the U.S.] indicates that the Korean 

Commission was operating at this location on Park Road from 1927 to 1931 (58-59). 
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Reconstitution of the Korean Commission 

 

In 1939, Rhee returned to Washington to leverage U.S. concerns about Japan’s escalating 

encroachments in the Pacific and to cultivate a political climate more inclined to intervene in Asia 

in Korea’s favor. He established local residence with his second wife, Francesca Donner (1900-

1992), and there were several properties associated with him during this period. These include a 

house at 1766 Hobart Street NW, which he bought in early 1940 and where he supposedly wrote 

his book Japan Inside Out: The Challenge of Today.117 In his own memoir, writer and Rhee advisor 

Robert T. Oliver recalled meetings at a house on Connecticut Avenue.118 But Rhee’s longest 

association with a property began with his purchase of 4700 16th Street NW in spring 1944, a 

home he sold a dozen years later. He lived there until his return to Korea in October 1945, but he 

returned to Washington to lobby from December 1946 to April 1947. This was also the space used 

for the reconstituted Korean Commission and, in the late 1940s and early 1950s, as an office from 

which the nascent Korean embassy was planned and operated under Rhee’s direction.119 

 

In 1941, the Korean Commission was re-established in Washington with Rhee at the helm.120 Its 

purpose was to lobby for official recognition of the Korean Provisional Government, now 

relocated to Chongqing to escape the Japanese control of the Chinese coast. In 1942, Rhee and his 

wife formed the Korean-American Council, which included, among others, lawyer and 

businessman John W. Staggers, former ambassador James H.R. Cromwell, and Frederick Harris, 

chaplain of the U.S. Senate.121 After this group failed to raise a productive response from the State 

Department, Rhee organized another pressure group, the Christian Friends of Korea, composed of 

such movers and shakers as Dr. Paul F. Douglass, president of American University; Dr. Oliver R. 

Avison, a medical missionary; Rev. Dr. Peter Marshall, pastor of the New York Avenue 

Presbyterian Church; along with Staggers and Harris from the Korean-American Council.122 

 

 
117 Several sources suggest that this was the property at which he penned Japan Inside Out (New York, Fleming H. 

Revell, 1941), including Lew, The Making of the First Korean President, 205, and Overseas Korean Cultural 

Heritage Foundation, [Finding Korea in the U.S.], 62. “Korean Conference on Liberty Hopes to Help Crush Japan,” 

in The Evening Star of February 26, 1942, reported on the Korean Liberty Conference, explaining that Rhee had 

been back in Washington since November 1939 as the chairman of the Korean Commission. 
118 Oliver also penned Rhee’s 1955 memoir, The Man Behind the Myth: Syngman Rhee. 
119 [Finding Korea in the U.S.], 63. Also, see History of Korean-Americans in the Washington Metropolitan Area, 

1883-1993 (1995), which indicates that after Rhee left for Korea, the house was cared for by Byung Jik Lim (48). 

See also communications with between Rhee and John W. Staggers about arrangement for the sale of the house in 

the 1950s. These are accessible through the Wilson Center Digital Archives, for example B-016-012, B-016-013, B-

016-027, Official Correspondences, President Rhee’s Correspondences, Syngman Rhee Institute, Yonsei University 
120 Overseas Korean Cultural Heritage Foundation, [Finding Korea in the U.S.], locates the Commission at Rhee’s 

16th Street house (63), but a document from Rhee’s FBI file gives the address for the Commission as 416 5th Street 

NW, the law office of John W. Staggers. 
121 It also included Robert T. Oliver, Rhee’s trusted advisor, ghost writer, and biographer. [Finding Korea in the 

U.S.] locates the office for this organization in the Brawner Building at 888 17th Street NW. There are other 

addresses that come up as well: 1700 Eye Street NW, Wagners and Bronners Real Estate Company, and 1341 G 

Street NW, the Colorado Building. 
122 Jay Jerome Williams, an International News Service reporter, was also a member of both groups. 
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Syngman Rhee’s house from 1944 to 1956, 4700 16th Street NW, with an addition built by the 

Washington Seventh-day Adventist Church. Photo by Sojin Kim. 

 

 

 

The United Korean Committee and the Liberty Conference 

 

These renewed activities coordinated efforts across the diaspora, cooperation that had not occurred 

since the early 1920s and which proved short-lived. They still involved veteran nationalists such 

as Rhee and Jaisohn, but also an emerging generation of activists who had come of age in the U.S. 

The United Korean Committee in America (UKC) was a new federation that came together in 

1941 to play a coordinating role among multiple autonomous organizations. With headquarters in 

Los Angeles and Honolulu, it was formed to support the work of the Korean Commission. A few 

months after the United States entered World War II, UKC organized the Korean Liberty 

Conference at Washington from February 27 through March 1, 1942. Events were held at 

American University and the Lafayette Hotel, with a night service at Foundry Methodist Church.123 

The gathering received media attention and support in D.C. circles, and it was a last high point of 

efforts on behalf of Korea. By 1943, UKC had acrimoniously split from the Korean Commission, 

denounced Rhee, and set up its own lobbying office at 1717 K Street NW.124 

 

Among the historical figures associated with UKC’s activities in Washington were Jacob Kyung 

Dunn (전경무, 1903-1947), Kilsoo Haan (한길수,1900-1976) and Kim Yong-jeong (1898-1975). 

Dunn and Haan were both children of Hawai`i plantation workers. With support from an American 

 
123 “Korean Conference on Liberty Hopes to Crush Japan,” The Washington Evening Star, February 26, 1942. 
124 This is the address on letterhead of correspondence digitized for the Korean American Digital Archives, 

University of Southern California Libraries. See KADA-knadocs10-001~44.tiff (filename), kada-c126-7619. For 

more about Jacob Dunn and his activities at UKC, see Richard Kim 2011. 
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family in the continental U.S., Dunn earned a degree in political science from Michigan State 

University before returning to Hawai`i to start a successful business. He was involved in the 

establishment of the UKC, instrumental in establishing the D.C. office as secretary to the chairman, 

and he was a vocal and articulate opponent of Syngman Rhee. Dunn was killed in a plane crash 

shortly after World War II.125 

 

Kilsoo Haan (also Kilsu Han, Han Kil-su, and Kilsoo Kenneth Haan) joined the nationalist 

movement in the 1930s, focused largely on the support of military operations against the Japanese. 

A charismatic speaker and anti-Japanese agitator, he spoke provocatively of fifth-column threats 

to U.S. national security based on intelligence he claimed to have gleaned from prior work at the 

Japanese consulate in Hawai`i. In 1939, he came to Washington at the invitation of Senator Guy 

Gillette (D-Iowa) to speak before the House Committee on Foreign Affairs. Haan set up shop in 

the Senate Hotel at 101 D Street NE, near Union Station and the Capitol. There, he continued his 

anti-Japanese agitation through letter writing and meetings with intelligence agencies. He was 

appointed UKC representative to the American National Defense Program, through which he 

worked with government agencies to involve Koreans in the U.S. war effort.126 Haan was forced 

to resign from the UKC in February 1942 because of his vocal opposition to Rhee. He stayed in 

D.C. promoting Korean independence on behalf of the Korean National Front Federation and the 

Sino-Korean Peoples League, which he believed could fight the Japanese and provide intelligence. 

Haan was once considered a viable alternative to Rhee’s leadership, in part because he had warned 

of an imminent Japanese attack on the U.S. in October 1941, but by 1944 he went largely 

unheeded.127 He would eventually settle in California.  

 

Yong-jeong Kim (김용중, also Kim Yongjung, Kim Yong-jeung,1898-1975) arrived in United 

States in 1916 at the age of 22. Although an adult, he completed grammar school in San Francisco 

before pursuing degrees in political science at Harvard, the University of Southern California, 

Columbia, and finally the George Washington University. He worked with the Korean National 

Association before becoming involved with the UKC in 1941. He married the American-born 

daughter of Charles Ho Kim, a KNA proponent and successful Central California farmer who 

generously supported independence movement activities.128 In 1943, Kim founded the Korean 

Affairs Institute in Washington to provide another source of information about the peninsula 

beyond what was promoted through Syngman Rhee’s operations. He published articles in The 

Voice of Korea, one of the platforms of the Korean Affairs Institute. He also made radio broadcasts 

to Korea for the U.S. Office of War Information. The addresses associated with his organization 

include 1029 Vermont Avenue, his office location from 1943 to 1961, and 4615 Reno Road, which 

appears to have been Kim’s residence.129 He raised his family in Washington, becoming one of 

the old-timers of the Korean community that took shape after 1950. He continued to bring attention 

 
125 “Jacob Kyung Dunn,” Korean National Association Memorial Foundation website, knamf.org/jacob-kyung-dunn. 
126 Richard Kim, The Quest for Statehood, 137. 
127 For more on Kilsoo Haan, see Lew, The Making of the First Korean President and Brian Masaru Hayashi, 

“Kilsoo Haan, American Intelligence, and the Anticipated Japanese Invasion of California, 1931-1943,” Pacific 

Historical Review 83, No. 2 (May 1, 2014): 277–293.  
128 Kim also worked as a spokesperson and liaison for his in-laws’ enterprise, the Kim Brothers, produce growers 

and shippers. “During the off-season, Yong-jeung lived in Washington, D. C. to keep abreast of current international 

politics and to foster media relations for the company.  With funding from the company, he also published Voice of 

Korea, a bi-weekly magazine that channeled political views of the Korean National Association,” “Charles H. Kim: 

An Introduction to His Life” (website), charleshkim.wordpress.com/kim-brothers/. 
129 He is associated with this address through most of the 1950s until he moves to another address in Northwest 

Washington. 
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to events in Korea. In 1973, he retired to Reedley, California, where his in-laws’ business was 

based. 

 

 

 
 

A Korean Liberty Conference session at the Lafayette Hotel, February 1942. 
Courtesy of the Philip Jaisohn Memorial Foundation. 

 

 

 

 

Blossoms and Victory 

 

With their country occupied long before World War II, Koreans in exile contributed to the war 

effort in many ways. A number of Korean Americans, predominantly those from Hawai`i and 

California, served in the U.S. military, and several in Washington were subject to the draft. 

Koreans took positions with the Army Map Service and some, including Pyeng Kan Lee, worked 

in the War Department’s translation division.130  

 

In April 1943, Syngman Rhee orchestrated a gesture of arboreal patriotism on behalf of Korea. 

The famous, decades-old Japanese cherry trees ringing Washington’s Tidal Basin evoked other 

associations during a war with the empire. Rhee arranged for the planting of four Korean cherry 

trees on the campus of the American University to commemorate the anniversary of the 

establishment of the Korean Provisional Government. The college paper described the presentation 

by the Korean Women’s Relief Society of Honolulu and the planting of the first tree by Rhee. 

University president Paul Douglass, a member of the Christian Friends of Korea, and diplomat 

 
130 World War II Draft Cards, Young Men, 1940-1947, National Archives and Records Administration, 

Ancestry.com. 
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James Cromwell, who had served on Rhee’s Korean-American Council, both spoke.131 In 1986, a 

memorial plaque was installed at the site.132 Three of the cherry trees still standing near what is 

now the School of International Studies near Nebraska Avenue. 

 

  
 

Above left: “First Secretary of the Korean Embassy points out the beauty of the Korean cherry 

blossoms on campus to his wife, Ambassador John M Chang, and Chun Lee, a student assistant in the 

Chemistry Department.” Aucola yearbook of American University, 1949. 

Above right: Three of the original four Korean cherry trees still bloom on the American University 

campus, March 2022. Photo by Mia Owens. 

 

 

 

On August 15, 1945, the emperor of Japan announced his country’s surrender, liberating the 

Korean peninsula. According to Rhee associate Pyo Wook Han, “All Koreans residing in the 

Washington area came over to Dr. Rhee’s residence. Dr. Rhee, Byung Jik Lim, Ki Yong Chang, 

my wife and I, and other close Koreans watched the people who jumped out to the streets 

celebrating the defeat of Japan. We went to a Chinese restaurant called the Chinese Lantern near 

Union Station and had lunch there. Dr. Rhee was happy, but he showed some concern on Russia’s 

 
131 “Cherry Trees Korean, Not Jap; Impressive Rights Confirm Facts,” Eagle 13 (April 1943). Also see Jimmy 

Hoover, “Diplomacy Blossoms: The Secret History of D.C.’s Favorite Tree,” AWOL (April 30, 2014), awolau.org/ 

864/uncategorized/diplomacy-blossoms-the-secret-history-of-dcs-favorite-tree. Scientific research since conducted 

on the Tidal Basin trees have supposedly traced the genetic origin of these trees to Korea’s Jeju Island. Dr. Louis 

Goodman, former dean of the university’s School of International Studies, has been involved in the research about 

these trees and the ongoing development of the Korean landscape on this site, which has been augmented by new 

landscaping in recent years. 
132 Maria DePaul, “Korean Stone WWII Memorial Unveiled,” Eagle 18 (April 1986). 
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next move.”133 Sam J. Chan’s Chinese Lantern, which had relocated to 14 F Street NW that year, 

was said to have been a gathering place for Korean expats coming and going through nearby Union 

Station. 

 

In mid-October 1945, Rhee was back in Korea which, although freed of Japanese rule, had 

effectively been partitioned between a Russian-occupied north and a U.S.-occupied south. As the 

leader of three organizations promoting Korea’s self-determination and unification, he continued 

to travel to international gatherings to expedite transition to its self-governance. In 1948, he was 

elected president of the Republic of Korea. Rhee brought some of his old associates from the U.S. 

into the new government. Many of those who had supported the movement remained in America, 

a number of them becoming enduring figures in the Korean community that emerged in the 

Washington area in the 1950s. 

 

 

 
 

This second location of the Chinese Lantern restaurant may have been a popular meeting place for 

Koreans residing in D.C. for study and independence-movement work. Located near Union Station, it 

was convenient for those coming into or leaving town. Collection of Grace Dahye Kwon. 

 

  

 
133 In History of Korean-Americans in the Washington, D.C. Area, 1883-1993 (1995), this anecdote is attributed to 

Pyo Wook Han, 43. 
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