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The Smallest Café in the World

There are plenty of cafés in Seoul and quite a lot of tea-houses in Insa-dong, but for me there is one that stands out
as much more than justa place to sitand drink something. Its name is “Kwich'8n”, and the name of this tiny Insa-
dong café means ‘Back to Heaven, the title of the most famous poem by the poet Ch'tn Sang-pying(1930~1993)
whose wife Mok Sun-ok still runs it. She herself is a very special person, a survivor of the Hiroshima bomb that
killed her father; she was only 9 when that tragedy happened, she was saved from being burned by the flash of the
explosion because she was sitting in the shadow of a tree in her school playground.

Visitors | take to Kwich'n are always impressed on hearing how she agreed to marry her brother’s friend, the poet,
in 1971 after he had recovered from a severe illness. Some of his friends had visited the North Korean embassy

in East Berlin in 1968, and on returning to Seoul were arrested as pro-North Korean agents; the poet was arrested,
tortured and imprisoned just for being such people’s friend. A few years later he disappeared, and was assumed
dead until he was found in a mental hospital, victim of a breakdown. Mok Sun-ok agreed to marry him since he could
not fend for himself alone. For 20 years they endured great poverty, living in rented rooms in the remote north-
eastern suburbs of Seoul. Finally, friends lent Mok Sun-ok money to rent a room in Insa-dong where she could earn
enough for them to live by running a café. Kwich'on first opened in 1985.

When | first started going there in the early 1990s, just after the poet’s death, it was located in a simple, square-
shaped room, just large enough for 20 customers to cram together, sharing the four tables. It was full of books,
magazines, paintings, some of them directly associated with the poet, gifts from his friends. Insa-dong in those
days was still a fun kind of place, with famous writers, artists, movie directors and assorted bohemians drifting
around and they often visited Kwich'n before moving on to get drunk somewhere else. It used to be a woderful
place to meetinteresting people. Alas, some years back the old Kwich’dn was demolished so the landowners could
build a large ugly commercial building and a new Kwich’'dn was allowed to open in a much reduced space. Ch'n
Sang-pydng once wrote in a poem that the original café was “the smallest café in the world”but itis much smaller
now.

Kwichdn is in the southern half of the main Insa-dong street, directly opposite a large sign indicating ‘Hae Jeong
Hospital.’ The teas are delicious, entirely home-made except for the instant coffee(available in emergencies!]. They
are mostly fruit teas, quince (mogwa) and citrus(yuja) being the most celebrated. They can be drunk hot or cold and
arequite unlike the teas with the same name served anywhere else, having matured for 2~3 years underground.
The green tea that is also available is from the Kwanhyang house in Chiri-san, a very special tea, dried by hand in
small quantities and not available elsewhere in Seoul.

| always take my students and foreign visitors there, because the teas are wonderful and Mok Sun-ok is a
remarkable person. The book she wrote telling the story of her life is a very special one (I translated it) and [ am
grateful to know such a remarkable person in such a beautiful place.

2 | x| SSH| A QEALI(2HMEH)

I o2 19801 St=ofl Rt HIMBSH A% MZCH Hojlu4,
MO NS HIREH §t=ol B2 2HAIE ML “The Korean Way of
Tea"(Seoul Selection)2| MXt0|Ct,

Brother Anthony of Taizé (An Sonjae)
Born in Britain, Brother Anthony came to Korea in 1980. He is a member of the
Community of Taizé. He is an emeritus professor of Sogang University. He has

translated many volumes of modern Korean poetry, including the poems of
Ch'dn Sang-pydng. He is the author of “The Korean Way of Tea”(Seoul Selection).
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