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Abstract  
Maija Rhee Devine, Immigrant Stories, IM-A-L-2013-071 

 

Biographical Information Overview of Interview: Maija Rhee and her twin brother were 

born in Manchuria, China in May, 1943 to Korean refugees. Due to the family’s precarious life, 

Maija was given to a family friend, who took her to Seoul, South Korea, and then gave the infant 

Maija to a childless couple, who adopted her. (Maija did not know she was adopted until she was 

an adult.) In 1949 Maija’s parents were distraught that they had no male heir. Friends and relatives 

finally convinced her father to take a mistress to serve as a second wife. He did so, bringing her 

into the home. She soon became pregnant. In December, 1950, the family fled from Seoul in front 

of the Communist Chinese. Maija spent the next three years in Masan, South Korea, near Pusan. 

She and her mother were separated from her father and his second wife. 

After the war, the family moved back to Seoul. Maija’s mother insisted that Maija get the best 

education possible, and she proved to be an excellent student. She graduated from Jung Shin Girls’ 

High School (a Presbyterian school) in Seoul in 1961, then received a scholarship and enrolled in 

Sogang College (a Jesuit college), also in Seoul.  In 1965 she came to the United States, doing 

graduate work at St. Louis University, majoring in English literature. She spent several months at 

the University of Minnesota before returning to Seoul to work at the Soodo Women’s College 

(now Sejong University) in 1968.  

In 1970 she met Michael Devine, a Peace Corps volunteer, then teaching at Sogang College. 

They were married later that year and soon returned to the United States. Over the next several 

decades, Maija raised five children as the family moved frequently, including Ohio, Maryland, 

Springfield, Illinois, Laramie, Wyoming, Seoul, China, and Kansas City, Missouri, where Michael 

works as the director of the Harry S. Truman Presidential Library. Maija taught English as a 

second language for many years.  

While in Springfield, she taught freshman English at Lincoln Land Community College. In 

2013 she published a novel, based on her own experiences, entitled The Voices of Heaven and a 

book of poems about China and Korea, Long Walks on Short Days. The novel centers on the 

trauma she and her family experienced because of the very strong, paternalistic traditions of 

Korean culture. She talks at length about the Korean War, Korean culture, religion and the impact 

of Korea’s patriarchal system.   

Subject Headings/Key Words: Korea’s patriarchal traditions; life as a child during the 

Korea War; mistresses in Korean culture; Confucianism; life in the U.S. as an immigrant; impact 

of Christianity in Korea; Michael Devine; Sogang College; Soodo Women’s College; life as 

foreign student at St. Louis University; The Voices of Heaven; Long Walks on Short Days 

Note to the Reader: Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that this is a transcript of 

the spoken word, and that the interviewer, interviewee and editor sought to preserve the informal, 

conversational style that is inherent in such historical sources. The Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library is 

not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for the views expressed therein. We leave these 
for the reader to judge. 
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