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Tom Gjelten : A Nation of Nations: A Great American Immigration Story  before purchasing it in order to gage 
whether or not it would be worth my time, and all praised A Nation of Nations: A Great American Immigration Story: 

0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. A fantastic book. In this era of xenophobia led by ...By Reader 
47Much Needed Book Now, A fantastic book. In this era of xenophobia led by its chief "cheerleader" in the White 
House and after Charlottesville, this book could not have been more timely. A complete update on the changes that 
occurred since the enactment of the 1965 Hart-Cellar Amendment that helped push America toward the goals it 
professes. The individual stories of various immigrants in present day America fill a vital need and remove this 
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immigration debate from abstract statistics. This book shows how NOVA, Northern Va. has, fortunately, changed 
since the days of segregationist Congressman Howard Smith. It demonstrates the impact these immigrants had on 
putting Barack Obama into the White House and in flipping the Old Dominion "Blue." I noticed that many of these 
immigrant children went to JEB Stuart High School, now being properly renamed. The impact of these immigrants 
and their children contributed to this change. An absolute must rea.. .0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. 
Two StarsBy Angela A. Sanyalbook was just OK.1 of 1 people found the following review helpful. Five StarsBy Jin 
LiA great insightful look at this important issue, especially in this presidential election year.

An incisive look at immigration, assimilation, and national identity (Kirkus Reviews) and the landmark immigration 
law that transformed the face of the nation more than fifty years ago, as told through the stories of immigrant families 
in one suburban county in Virginia.In the years since the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, the foreign-born 
population of the United States has tripled. Americans today are vastly more diverse than ever. They look different, 
speak different languages, practice different religions, eat different foods, and enjoy different cultures. In 1950, Fairfax 
County, Virginia, was ninety percent white, ten percent African-American, with a little more than one hundred 
families who were other. Currently the Anglo white population is less than fifty percent, and there are families of 
Asian, African, Middle Eastern, and Latin American origin living all over the county. In A Nation of Nations, National 
Public Radio correspondent Tom Gjelten brings these changes to life (The Wall Street Journal), following a few 
immigrants to Fairfax County over recent decades as they gradually Americanize. Hailing from Korea, Bolivia, and 
Libya, the families included illustrate common immigrant themes: friction between minorities, economic competition 
and entrepreneurship, and racial and cultural stereotyping. Its been half a century since the Immigration and 
Nationality Act changed the landscape of America, and no book has assessed the impact or importance of this law as 
A Nation of Nations. With these powerful human storiesGjelten has produced a compelling and informative account of 
the impact of the 1965 reforms, one that is indispensable reading at a time when anti-immigrant demagoguery has 
again found its way onto the main stage of political discourse (The Washington Post).

"Powerful human stories. . . . Gjelten has produced a compelling and informative account of the impact of the 1965 
reforms, one that is indispensable reading at a time when anti-immigrant demagoguery has again found its way onto 
the main stage of political discourse." (Colin Woodard The Washington Post)A Nation of Nations is a necessary book 
on what America has become in the last half-century. It tells the stories of new immigrants to a great country and 
defines and celebrates an exciting new American Exceptionalism. (Richard Reeves, author of INFAMY: The Shocking 
Story of the Japanese-American Internment in World War II)"For anyone who believes passionately in the American 
ideal that we are a nation, while occasionally distracted or knocked off track, striving to live closer to its founding 
principle, that 'all are created equal'A Nation of Nations is a welcome addition to enlarging our understanding of each 
other and the possibilities of the United States." (June Shih Washington Monthly)Builds through the accumulation of 
detail to a book of impressive heft." (Helen Thorpe The New York Times Book )The 21st century will be defined by 
seismic global immigration, remapping human interaction to the core, and the United States will remain the model for 
other nations to emulate. Tom Gjelten understands why, not only because he is a byproduct of immigration, but 
because he has been in the trenchesthe inner cities, the rural landscapes, the contested borders--where America is 
reborn on a daily basis. In this probing exploration, he explains, lucidly and with compassion, the extent to which the 
motto e pluribus unum is the engine of progress." (Ilan Stavans, editor of Becoming Americans: Immigrants Tell Their 
Stories from Jamestown to Today)Tom Gjelten sings of a new America that bravely invites newcomers. A Nation of 
Nations would have pleased Whitman himself for its generosity, spirit and hope. This book is both smart and moving. 
(Min Jin Lee, author of Free Food for Millionaires)"An incisive look at immigration, assimilation, and national 
identity. . . . A timely, well-informed entry into a national debate." (Kirkus s)A stunningly researched, analyzed, and 
narrated presentation of US immigration history, centered on the pivotal 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act. . . . 
Gjelten presents the stories of immigrants from El Salvador, Bolivia, Libya, and Korea, gathered through in-depth 
interviews and research, to make the case for what immigration means today and will mean in the future. . . . An 
important resource for anyone seeking to better understand US society and the role of immigration in the country's 
past, present, and future. (Choice)About the AuthorTom Gjelten is a veteran journalist and author of Sarajevo Daily: A 
City and Its Newspaper Under Siege and Bacardi and the Long Fight for Cuba: The Biography of a Cause. Over a 
thirty-year career as a correspondent for NPR News, he has covered wars in Central America, the Middle East, and the 
former Yugoslavia, as well as major national stories in the United States. His NPR reporting has won him two 
Overseas Press Club Awards, a George Polk Award, and a Robert F. Kennedy Journalism Award. He is a regular 
panelist on the PBS program Washington Week, a member of the Council on Foreign Relations, and a member of the 
Editorial Board at World Affairs Journal.Excerpt. Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.A Nation of Nations 1 
TWO FAMILIES FROM KOREA The second time Jung Jae fled Seoul, she left her son Pong Suk behind. They had 
escaped together when North Korean forces captured the city six months earlier and then returned as soon as U.S. and 
South Korean forces took it back, but in January 1951 the North Koreans crossed the Han River again, and this time 



was far more frightening. Jung Jae was certain that Pong Suk would be grabbed, if not by the Communists then by the 
South Korean troops who were conscripting every able-bodied man they could get their hands on. Her husband had 
died in 1936, and Jung Jae depended on her twenty-two-year-old son too much to risk losing him. An elder in her 
church who had vowed to remain in Seoul despite the Communist advance said he would protect Pong Suk by hiding 
him in the basement of the pharmacy he owned, and Jung Jae felt she had no choice but to trust him. Dont move, she 
told Pong Suk on the day she left Seoul, accompanied only by her fourteen-year-old daughter, Nam Soo. An older 
daughter was with relatives in another province. Well be back, she said. Just wait here for us. It was the last time she 
saw Pong Suk. By then, the only way out of Seoul was on a single freight train headed to Busan, the port city about 
three hundred miles to the southeast, at the tip of the Korean Peninsula. There would be no more trains after this one, 
and desperate residents were fighting to get aboard. Jung Jae, fifty years old, and Nam Soo managed to climb on top of 
a boxcar and claim a small space open to the elements. They stayed there all the way to Busan, huddled with others in 
the January cold, buffeted by wind and rain and snow, with only a single blanket for the two of them. Some of the 
people crowded around them developed frostbite or hypothermia; some fell off the train; some froze to death. Jung Jae 
and Nam Soo, clinging tightly to each other for three days and two nights, somehow survived the trip, and in Busan, 
they found relatives willing to take them in. But the trip had taken its toll. Five months later, weakened by her ordeal 
on the train and sickened by guilt and anxiety over her decision to leave Pong Suk to his fate in Seoul, Jung Jae 
suffered a heart attack and died, not knowing what had become of her son. The pharmacist had hidden Pong Suk well. 
The North Koreans did not find him during their three-month reoccupation of Seoul, and he was not detected till the 
day U.S. forces showed up at the pharmacy looking for medicine. Not understanding English and unable to determine 
what the Americans wanted, the pharmacist reluctantly called Pong Suk out from his hiding place to help him 
communicate. Pong Suk had studied English in school and was somewhat able to interpret. Impressed by his language 
ability and much in need of Korean speakers to assist in the war effort, the Americans conscripted him on the spot and 
took him away with them to work as an interpreter at a U.S. base in Daegu, about seventy miles northwest of Busan. 
Several months later, on a weekend leave, Pong Suk went to Busan to locate his mother and sister. It fell to Nam Soo, 
now fifteen years old and alone, to tell her brother that their mother had died. Recalling the moment more than sixty 
years later, she could not stop crying. Heartsick, Pong Suk returned to Daegu to work with the U.S. military for the 
duration of the war, but he vowed to leave Korea the first chance he got. I hate this country, he told Nam Soo the next 
time he saw her. Everything I loved is gone. I never want to see Korea again. With his fluency in English and his 
experience working with the American military, Pong Suk qualified for a scholarship to study in the United States and 
received a student visa. He left Korea on a boat in 1954, with no intention of ever going back. His scholarship took 
him to Simpson College, a four-year institution in the small town of Indianola, Iowa. It was hardly a place where he 
could feel at home, but Pong Suk was thrilled by the opportunity. With his visa to enter the United States in the 1950s, 
he was in a select Korean group of senior government officials, students, war brides, and some Korean military 
personnel who had been associated with U.S. forces during the war or were pursuing additional military training in the 
United States. Outside those special categories, it was nearly impossible for Koreans to immigrate. Before leaving, 
Pong Suk told Nam Soo and his other sister, Soon Sung, that he wanted them to join him. As soon as I get to America 
and get settled down, I will find a way for you to come, he promised, but they knew it was unlikely. Pong Suk did 
eventually manage to line up a Simpson College scholarship for Nam Soo, but getting her a visa was likely to be a 
challenge and in any case there was no money for her to make the trip. After the war, Nam Soo returned to Seoul and 
reunited with Soon Sung, who was fifteen years older and had an eight-year-old daughter of her own. Soon Sungs 
husband had died before the war, and she and Nam Soo were both penniless, a condition they shared with many others 
in Seoul. Much of the housing had been destroyed, and after three years of war, a quarter of the population was 
homeless. The two sisters and Soon Sungs daughter found space in a shelter run by their church and lived there with 
other women. It could have been much worse. Of the 300,000 South Korean women who lost their husbands during 
the war, many were left with their children to wander the streets of Seoul or across the Korean countryside, scrounging 
for food. Such conditions lingered for years. By 1960, the annual per capita income in South Korea was still below 
$100, comparable to the poorest countries in Africa. Nam Soo was able to get a low-paying job as a clerk in a 
government office but her older sister, having to care for her daughter, was able only to do some work at the church 
where the women had taken shelter. When the three of them left the church, it was only to share a single room they 
had rented in someone elses house. Their brother, Pong Suk, meanwhile, was thriving. A student of economics, he was 
able to continue his education at Yale University, and he successfully petitioned the U.S. government to have his 
immigrant status adjusted to that of a permanent resident, qualifying him later for citizenship. He married a fellow 
student, also Korean, and in a rare letter to his sisters in Seoul Pong Suk enclosed a picture of himself and his young 
bride. They kept it and looked at it often to remind themselves that dreams sometimes come true. We have a brother in 
America, Nam Soo would tell her friends. That could be my life, too. Arranged marriages were common in rural 
Korea at the time, but the union of Lee Jeom Chul and Seong Nak ManI in 1957 was nevertheless notable for the way 
it was thrust upon the young couple without any consideration of their wishes. The father of the groom and the father 
of the bride, occasional drinking buddies in the village of Jimshil, were both practical men. Hey, you have a daughter, 



dont you? Nak Mans father asked his friend one day. The mans wife had health problems, and though their son was 
just seventeen, the wife had lately been complaining that she wanted their boy married, so she could get a daughter-in-
law to take over her household chores. The girl, Jeom Chul, was already twenty and suitable for the role. When Nak 
Mans father suggested that the two young people wed, Jeom Chuls father readily agreed, not bothering to consult 
either his daughter or his wife. The deal was done. Though they had been raised in the same village, Jeom Chul and 
Nak Man were essentially strangers, and the day of their marriage was one of the first times they had set eyes on each 
other. Overnight, Jeom Chuls life turned miserable. As was expected, she moved in with Nak Man, his parents, and his 
four younger siblings, the youngest of whom was just seven years old. Nak Mans mother informed Jeom Chul that 
from that day on she would be responsible for all the cooking in the house plus the family laundry, which had to be 
done in a nearby river. Thus began nearly twenty years of abuse under the roof of her-in-laws. Though it was not a life 
she had chosen, Jeom Chul accepted it, at least in the beginning, guided by her sense of duty to elders and family. In 
the winter, when she sat by the river pounding the family laundry against the stones in the icy water, Jeom Chuls 
hands would turn numb. In the fall, she had to help with the wheat and potato harvest, and during the spring planting 
season she spent hours bent over in the rice paddies, placing the rice seedlings one by one in the water bed. At the end 
of the day, she had to pick the leeches off her legs. The extended Seong family lived in a traditional Korean 
farmhouse, built around a central courtyard. There was no electricity or plumbing. The water was drawn from a well in 
the courtyard, and the cooking was done over wood fires. South Korea had yet to escape poverty, and life in rural 
villages like Jimshil was especially hard. In early 1960, shortly after the birth of her first son, Jeom Chul decided she 
could no longer tolerate her mother-in-laws treatment, and she got up one night and left the house, heading to her 
parents home in the same village. She arrived in tears, knowing that under Korean law and tradition, leaving her 
husband would mean giving up her child, but she was nevertheless hoping for some sympathy from her own mother 
and father. I cant do this anymore, she cried. They are so mean to me. Her father, the man responsible for her 
predicament, was unmoved by her plea and slapped her hard across the face. What are you doing here? he said. You 
dont belong here. You belong there. You are married now! and he shoved her out the door. From that night on, with 
her parents refusing to offer support at her most vulnerable moment, Jeom Chul knew she had nowhere else to turn. 
She went back to live with the Seong family, resigned to her fate. Over the next ten years, Jeom Chul and Nak Man 
had three more children, two more boys and then a girl. As the oldest son, Nak Man was obligated to support his 
younger siblings and his parents in addition to his own children. With no employment opportunities in the Jimshil 
area, he sought work elsewhere, and in the spring of 1970 he had a job in Busan, the city at the bottom of the Korean 
Peninsula, where he lived in a single rented room. Jeom Chul by then was pregnant with her fourth child, and as her 
delivery date drew near she joined him in Busan. She gave birth in that rented room without assistance, holding on to a 
doorknob for support and cutting the umbilical cord by herself. They named the girl Gyeong, meaning precious. In 
traditional Korean families, girls are often less valued than boys, because they do not carry on the family name, but 
Gyeong was an exception. With three older brothers able to maintain the Seong line, Gyeongs parents were overjoyed 
to have a girl at last, and they treated her like a princess. Indeed, Gyeongs early childhood was largely carefree. She 
knew little of the way her grandmother had treated her mother, because Jeom Chul would not complain, nor did Jeom 
Chul burden Gyeong with chores. She played in the dirt with friends and roamed the nearby hillsides with her brothers 
looking for chestnuts. When she was a bit older, she was responsible for grazing the family cow, but even that task 
was an easy one. She did lose track of the cow one day when she was playing in the pasture with friends and failed to 
notice it getting dark, but no harm was done. The cow, knowing it was time to be fed, had walked home on its own and 
was eating contentedly in its stall when Gyeong came rushing back in tears, ready to confess her negligence. As Nak 
Mans mother grew older and more infirm, she became all the more demanding of her son and daughter-in-law, and 
their life in Jimshil was increasingly intolerable. Jeom Chul no longer had to work in the fields, but she still had to care 
for Nak Mans parents, and his mothers criticism was ever sharper and meaner. Jeom Chul could not even give her 
children a weekly bath without being told she was wasting water. For Nak Man, the moment he had dreaded for nearly 
twenty years was finally arriving: He would have to choose between the interests of his wife and children and his duty 
as a son to support his parents. For a Korean man, it was an excruciating dilemma, but Nak Man knew what he had to 
do. I.Koreans use their surname first, followed by their given names. Lee and Seong are family names. In America, 
Korean immigrants generally adopt the English form and reverse the order, putting their surnames last. 


