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Eulogy for Dad

There is a proverb that essentially says in times of sadness and
death, what’s more important than answers is perspective...
certainly, when it comes to sadness and death, I don't have many
answers... but when my mother and sister asked me to represent
the family to share some thoughts on celebrating dad’s life, |
thought it might be helpful to share some perspective on a few of
the experiences that [ believe shaped the life of the husband my
mother loved, the father my sister and I had, and the man most of
you knew as a friend...

The truth is my father didn’t really talk about the life he had
before I knew him as dad. But I remember when I was in grammar school --- I think it
was the second or third grade --- I had to write a report on a man I really admired, and
so I decided to do it on my dad. And it was one of the only times, my dad ever
discussed his life before he actually became dad.

Yong Hyon “Joseph” Han was born on June 15th, 1926 in Hamnam, Korea... back
then, there was no South Korea or North Korea, but simply Korea... and for most all of
us, that simply means he was born in a country on the other side of the world a very
long time ago. But to add a little more context on what that meant for him back in the
1920’s and 30’s, he essentially grew up in a 3rd world country that was nothing like the
thriving and prosperous country we know Korea to be today. It was a relatively modest
country and one with no independence or freedom as back then Korea was governed
and ruled under Japanese occupancy... sadly, Korea was a country in which he got
whipped in school for speaking his native tongue of Korean and not speaking Japanese.
For me to understand that, having grown up in America, is totally foreign... and it only
makes me wonder, “what was that like for him and how did that shape the man he
became?”

He was the oldest of five children in a family who was living quite comfortably in
Hamnam, until civil unrest in Korea became imminent... and he needed to take care of
his family at a very young age. He chose to not want a life in communism and fled to
Seoul... and he took it upon himself to return back 3 times in order to bring his entire
family from Hamnam to Seoul and leave their comfortable life to start their lives all
over again. He essentially was robbed of much of his childhood and forced to grow up
well before when children at his age should have to and it makes me wonder, “what
was that like for him and how did that shape the man he became?”

And growing up poor under these conditions, he had to work to help take care of the
family, as well as attend to his studies... and was accepted to and attended Seoul
National University, widely known as the best university in Korea, for both his
undergraduate degree, which he received in 1944 and his medical degree, which he
received in 1948,

He lived in and fought in a civil war on the front lines of battlefield as a lieutenant
colonel in the Korean Army Medical Corps at the age of 26... I can only imagine what
it was like for a young man to see thousands of his countrymen and women die all
around him... and it makes me wonder, “what was that like for him and how did that
shape the man he became?”

He honorably completed his duty with the Army as a full-fledged Colonel... one of
the youngest in the Korean army... and left Korea at the ripe old age of 27 to move to
America in 1953. Today we see how many Koreans have proudly prospered here in
America --- just look around us here in Fort Lee --- but back then he was very much
alone. He was a true pioneer immigrating here to the US decades before Koreans
moving to America became more common... and it can only make me wonder, “what
was that like for him and how did that shape the man he became?”

He befriended a general in the US army in Korea and even though he graduated from
Seoul National University with his medical degree, he had to complete both an
internship and residency here in the US to establish his career as an anesthesiologist...
and as an immigrant and without knowing much English, he was accepted and
completed his residency in 1958 at the prestigious University of Pennsylvania, the
oldest medical school in America.

He met and married a talented and loving young pianist, Park Kyung-Hi, who was
only 22 at the time, in 1961. And shortly thereafter, they had a son, James, and a

daughter, Stella.

And many of you got to know him after all of that... a successful physician for over
30 years and a Professor of Clinical Anesthesiology at the NYU School of Medicine... a
devoted husband who was married to his wife for over 57 years... a proud father of two
and very proud grandfather of two... a charismatic and often charming man who had
the gift of gab, who could and would go up to anyone and speak with them... he would
sometimes go up to mothers he didn’t know and pickup and kiss their little babies,
much to the shock of some of them (lol)...

After he retired from medicine, he continued to live life with an unending thirst to
learn and grow... and even though he had no previous experience, he studied art history
and painting at the State University of New York and evolved into a talented painter
and photographer... and had many of his oil paintings shown at numerous exhibitions
throughout south Florida.

He clearly was a man who lived his life his way... he was a true foodie who contrary
to his education and experience as a doctor, loved to eat, often way too much, but he
thoroughly enjoyed his life and no one was gonna tell him how to lead his life that he
worked so hard to earn.

There are numerous words that come to mind to describe him --- successful; hard-
working; determined; intelligent; courageous; detail-oriented; well-educated...

And he instilled all... well most... of these values in my sister and me. And whatever
lifestyle, joy and small semblance of success that my sister and I have gained is directly
attributable to the values our father and our mother had and taught.

Other words that come to mind... charming; charismatic; playful... he had this child-
like wonderment, curiosity and exuberance about him, which kept him young. Truth be
told, his health regressed quite a bit over the last year, but all the way up to the age of
92, people couldn't believe how old he actually was... they all thought he was 10 - 15
years younger than he was... and I think his youthful persona, his child-like
wonderment & curiosity and his outlook on life had a lot to do with this. Also we were
all very lucky and impressed that his mind was so razor-sharp right to the very end...
knowing dad, he willed that to happen, and wouldn’t have had it any other way.

With that said, we all know there are two sides of the same coin and so without any
judgment, other words also come to mind to describe him... he was a fighter and a
warrior... he was demanding... he was passionate, tenacious and sometimes impatient
and short-tempered... he was opinionated... but all that came from his will to succeed
and for having extremely high standards of himself and for others around him...

I won't lie... it wasn't always easy being his son... but I know it all came from a place
of good intentions on wanting a better life for my sister and me and to not have us go
through some of the challenges he had to endure... and as I reflect on all that he went
through before he became dad and I ask “what was that like for him and how did that
shape the man he became?”... it is all so understandable... to be whipped for speaking
Korean in grammar school in his own native country... to flee his hometown, start over
poor and forced to become a man when he was essentially still a boy... to see thousands
of your countrymen and women die all around you... to be all alone and come to a
foreign land half way around the world without really knowing the language and start a
new life... experiences that 1 cannot fully comprehend. other than it undoubtedly all
shaped his life.

There’s a quote from Martin Luther King Jr. that always makes me think of dad...
“The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and
convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.”

Dad --- Stella and I are so incredibly grateful and appreciative for what you have
done for us, and while we will never fully understand all you went through to provide
the wonderful upbringing we had... for sure, we know you did so by persevering
through great challenge and controversy on your life’s journey... and as you rest
peacefully, I want you to know that even though I am well into middle-age now, I am
still and will always be your little boy looking for your approval and love...

There is a beautiful Hawaiian practice called Ho’oponopono that means to "make
things right" through repentance, forgiveness, gratitude and love... and its mantra
repeats the following over and over... “I'm sorry... please forgive me... thank you... |
love you.”... dad, I'm sorry, please forgive me, thank you, [ love you.

I hope you can now live unencumbered and freely without any of the sometimes
painful experiences that you endured on earth... and have found peace in knowing that
your journey not only shaped the man you became, but served so many others who you
touched, moved and inspired... rest in peace, dad.
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My Father's Diary

Seo, Yotin Seok(68)

In my father's diary

I found his life stories
stories of our family
stories about world affairs
‘World War II and Korean war stories

until I read his diary

I did not know about his life
when he was in his 70's

in his 80's and in his 90's,

1 did not know about his physical conditions
dizziness, blurred vision

palpitations, poor hearing

and his prostate problem,

most of all

I did not know about his loneliness,

I did not know
how hard his life was

how sad he was after losing children,
his close friends and neighbors

in his final writing at his age 90

he left only a line

an effort of writing showing just a line
up and down, gradually getting smaller

a final dotted line ended as a shaky curve
without any meaningful words,

I wonder what he tried to write.
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