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Once the Shore, a collection of short stories by Paul Yoon ’98, is
like a bowl of fresh grapes. Pick one, enjoy its texture and zest,
turn it around in your mouth, chew, and slowly
swallow. Close your eyes for a moment, take a
deep breath, and pick another. The stories in
this collection are equally succulent and flavor-
ful, and should be relished unhurriedly. Start at
the beginning, or work your way backward.
You will be rewarded, whichever path you
take.
Eight elegant and eloquent short stories

take place on Solla, an imaginary island off
the coast of South Korea. Solitary characters
inhabit Solla: only children, widows and
widowers, orphans wrapped up in their pri-
vate worlds.Their relationships are few, but
deep and often complex.They grapple with
love, separation and death. There may be
constant loss, but there is also comfort.Yoon
explains, “Two wars—the Second World
War and the Korean War—hover
over these stories.All the characters
in these stories are connected to
someone who was taken away by
those wars, and I wanted that unity
within the island, that connection
among all the characters and their
stories.”Yoon says that initially he
imagined the island as a diptych
painting, with foreign military
occupation on one side and
tourism on the other. In the col-
lection, the island emerges as a
polyptych—the military and
tourism are joined by the regular
lives that are shaped, changed and damaged in this landscape.
Each of the eight stories contains a potent afterimage, a pic-

ture that continues to resonate long after the last word is read—
a moment that seems to cry out for cinematography. In the first
story, “Once the Shore,” an American widow has come to the
island seeking the initials her deceased husband carved into a
cave while on furlough from his Army post. She befriends a
young waiter (his own brother lost at sea after a collision with an
American submarine), and he agrees to bring her to the cave. She
sits at a table set up on the beach, blindfolded by the waiter.The
reader cannot help but suspect the worst. But then she is handed
a thermos of coffee, and her blindfold is removed so that she may
view a stunning mass of penguins emerging from the sea.
In “Among theWreckage,” a desperate mother, floating on a

large, door-sized piece of wood, searches the sea for her only son.
“Faces to the Fire” culminates with a deeply disappointing dis-

covery about an old friend. A girl explains to her ailing father,
“He traveled great distances. He started fires. And I thought it
beautiful. And loved him.” In “So That They Do Not Hear

Us,” an abused, one-armed boy submerged in
a bathtub speaks in bubbles to his friend, a 66-
year-old sea diver. In “The Woodcarver’s
Daughter,” loosely derived from a Korean folk
tale, a lame girl brings a young American sol-
dier to a cave filled with offerings, including a
group of her own walking sticks—one for each
year of her life.The story “Look for Me in the
Camphor Tree” focuses on a bereaved girl who
believes she sees a woman wearing her deceased
mother’s dress. In a frenzy of grief, she runs off
during a snowstorm, and her father finds her the
next morning tucked into the warm safety of her
beloved pony. In “And We Will Be Here,” an
exhausted nurse encounters a blind boy riding a
bicycle in the hospital garden. “The Hanging
Lanterns of Ido” begins with a Thai waitress
believing a man is actually a deceased friend, hav-

ing somehow returned to life. This shat-
tering case of mistaken identity revolves
around a single moment and the simplest
of lines:“It’s you.”
The island of Solla, with its dark caves,

misty mountains, small fishing villages and
deep woods, is mystical, yet strangely
familiar.This imagined place with roots in

reality may remind readers of the South American landscapes
created by Gabriel García Márquez.Yoon is enamored with
magic realism, and he paraphrases author Edward P. Jones:
“There’s really nothing odd about, say, the devil visiting some-
one at a supermarket or a woman walking on water.” This
could be entirely believable.A girl not quite sure how to cope

with the loss of her mother sees a ghostly figure in the woods.A
woman traumatized by loss and war conjures up someone to
keep her company.These things make sense toYoon, and to the
reader as well. Novelist John Berger also writes of the dead and
the disappeared living close beside the living.Yoon says, “Every
time I finish one of his books, I look up, truly believing and
expecting someone I have lost to be sitting in front of me.”
Yoon visited Korea three or four times as a young boy. He

explains,“The Korea then, in the 1980s,was much different than
it is now, so my memories of the country are probably inaccu-
rate.”Yoon’s stories are not intended to provide exact portraits of
Korea, and he did very little research beyond reading some books
to ground him in the place and certain time periods. He could-
n’t afford to travel, and he didn’t want facts to hinder his own
imagination and his own vision of the book.“Korea was a way in
for me, because my parents were born there,”Yoon says, but none
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of the stories are autobiographical; per-
haps they are more emotionally autobi-
ographical.
The stories inhabit various micro-

cosms and vague time periods. Like
shifting planes, they slightly overlap,
caves are revisited, and characters reap-
pear ever so subtly that the reader might
not even notice. Once the Shore bears
comparison with Olive Kitteridge, by
Elizabeth Strout. These stor ies are
bound by a single character who appears
throughout, sometimes as a main char-
acter, sometimes peripherally. Olive’s
myriad facets are slowly revealed over
the course of the book. In Once the
Shore, the island is the constant charac-
ter, and it too is mapped out from every
side.Upon reaching the end of the final
story, the reader knows Solla as a deeply
nuanced, beloved character.
Yoon is a gifted writer who writes

what he knows, and his vivid imagina-
tion shines in his works. His firsthand
experience with horses translates into
believable ponies traipsing through
many of the stories. He convincingly
writes of companionship and loneli-
ness, of love and loss, of kindness and
violence. The voices of older women,
older men, young girls, and men and
women in their 30s are equally authen-
tic. In each story, tragedy is intertwined
with simple acts of kindness. Misfor-
tune often sets the stage, but good-
ness—though it may not always
prevail—is present. There are no fairy
tale endings, but the reader is left with
the sensation of having witnessed
something universal. After finishing
each story, I needed to close my eyes, to
hold the afterimage of each narrative in
my mind as I slowly returned to the
present.Yoon recalls the first time he
read a Richard Ford story: “[It] ends
with a question directed at the reader,
and my heart stopped and I gasped.”
Lyrical and magical,Once the Shore has
a similar effect.

Dana Pilson ’85 is an art historian and writer.

She has contributed essays on American art to

various museum catalogues, and she is currently

working on a collection of short stories.

ALUMNI/AE

1941—Wayne Harding.
His Edge:ThreeWomen,
Three Mentors, One
Plane. (Outskirts Press,
2008)

1948—Peter A. Brooke
and Daniel Penrice.
AVision forVenture
Capital: Realizing the
Promise of GlobalVen-
ture Capital & Private
Equity. (NewVen-
tures, 2009)

1957—George Gilder.
The IsraelTest. (RichardVigilante
Books, 2009)

1961—John Irving. Last Night inTwisted
River:A Novel. (Random House, 2009)

1964—James E.G. Zetzel, translator.
Cicero:Ten Speeches. (Hackett Publishing
Co., 2009)

1965—Charles Warren,
editor.Human
Documents: Eight Pho-
tographers. (Peabody
Museum Press, 2009)

1968—Geoffrey Biddle,
photographer. Sydney
and Flora. (Turtle
Point Press, 2009)

1968—Julian W. Connolly.
A Reader’s Guide to Nabokov’s “Lolita.”
(Academic Studies Press, 2009)

1971—Kem Knapp Sawyer.Abigail Adams:
A photographic story of a life. (DK CHIL-

DREN, 2009)

1985—Langdon Cook. Fat of the
Land:Adventures of a 21st Cen-
tury Forager. (Skipstone Press,
2009)

FACULTY,
EMERITI/AE,
FORMER FACULTY

Donald B. Cole.Vindicating
Andrew Jackson:The 1828
Election and the Rise of theTwo-
Party System. (University Press
of Kansas, 2009)

Lawrence A. Smith and Margaret Foley.
“Partners in a Human
Enterprise: Harkness
Teaching in the Histo-
ry Classroom.” IN The
HistoryTeacher. (v. 42,
no. 4,August 2009)

Mark P.
Ott.A
Sea of
Change:
Ernest
Heming-
way and
the Gulf Stream,A
Contextual Biography. (Kent
State University Press,
2007)

BRIEFLY NOTED

1973—Benjamin Davis. [Introduction to]
“Commemorating the 200th Anniver-
sary of the Federal Prohibition of Slave
Importation.” IN The University ofToledo
Law Review. (v. 40, no. 3, spring 2009)

1981—Jon Kiger.“ImprovingYour Com-
munications Skills.” IN Greenside, the
official magazine of the Golf Course
Superintendents Association of Ireland.
(October 2009)

Alumni/ae are urged to advise the Exonians in Review editor of their own publications, recordings,
films, etc., in any field, and those of classmates.Whenever possible, authors and composers are
encouraged to send one copy of their books and original copies of articles to Edouard Desrochers
’45, ’62 (Hon.), the editor of Exonians in Review, Phillips Exeter Academy, 20 Main Street,
Exeter, NH 03833.

Calling all reviewers!
If you are a book, music or film
buff interested in the latest
works by fellow Exonians, then
consider becoming a reviewer
for the Bulletin.You can pick the
genre and medium to review.
Email edesrochers@exeter.edu
for more information.
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