
SEOUL: The k i l l ing of the Nor th Korean
leader’s outcast half brother could be the lat-
est addition to a long list of high-profile
assassinations or attempts in which the coun-
try is suspected of targeting estranged rela-
tives of the Kim clan, turncoats and South
Korean public figures. Kim Jong Nam told
medical workers he had been attacked with
chemical spray at the Kuala Lumpur airport
before he died, Malaysian officials have said.

Leader Kim Jong Un has executed or purged
a slew of high-level government officials
since taking power in late 2011, and experts
believe he might have been trying to elimi-
nate a potential challenger to his leadership.
Others think he was enraged over recent
news reports that his brother tried to defect
to the South in 2012.  North Korea has denied
carrying out some of the killings and not
commented on others. Some of the most

notable assassinations or attempts it is sus-
pected of carrying out:

Traitor cousin
Lee Han-young, a nephew of one of the for-

mer wives of North Korea’s second leader, Kim
Jong Il, was found dead of gunshot wounds in
front of a Seoul apartment in 1997. Lee had
defected to South Korea through Switzerland
in 1982, but Seoul kept his arrival secret until
1996, when his mother also fled the North. Lee
had harshly criticized the country and his dic-
tator uncle. The investigation into his death
concluded that Lee was killed by North Korean
agents sent to deliver Pyongyang’s payback
and the assailants returned to North Korea
before they could be captured.

Blast in Yangon
North Korean agents set off a bomb meant

for South Korea’s leader while he was visiting
Burma in 1983. President Chun Doo-hwan nar-
rowly escaped the attack, but more than 20
people were killed, including four of his
Cabinet ministers, his ambassador to Yangon
and several top aides. One North Korean agent
was shot to death by police, a second was exe-
cuted and a third reportedly died in prison in
2008. Burma, now known as Myanmar, cut
diplomatic ties with North Korea following the
blast, but they restored relations in 2007.

South Korean President
A team of 31 North Korean commandos

slipped undetected into South Korea in 1968
and came within striking distance of the
Seoul presidential palace. South Korean secu-
rity forces managed to repel the assault at the
last minute. The only commando that was
captured said he had come to “slit the throat
of (then-President) Park Chung-hee.” A furious
Park established a secret commando team
tasked with demolishing the Pyongyang
palace of North Korea’s founder. Tensions later
eased, but the South Korean commando
team, incensed that the planned infiltration
was aborted, mutinied in 1971, killing the
team’s trainers and marching on Seoul before
being stopped.

High-profile defector
In 2010, two agents posing as defectors

were arrested in a plot to assassinate Hwang
Jang-yop, a former Workers’ Party secretary
who remains the highest-level North Korean
to seek asylum in the South. South Korean offi-
cials said both agents were majors in North
Korea’s main army intelligence agency and
were under orders to slit Hwang’s throat.
Hwang, who once tutored Kim Jong Il, bitterly
criticized the North Korean government after
his 1997 defection. North Korea called him a
traitor and “human scum.” He died six months
after the arrests at the age of 87. — AP 
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Notable N Korea assassinations or attempts
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BANGKOK: From the courtiers of Ancient Greece
to Soviet spies and maybe now North Korean
agents, poison has a long history as a weapon of
murder, favored by assassins for its stealthy deliv-
ery of the fatal blow. The killing of Kim Jong-Nam,
the half-brother of the North Korean leader, at a

Malaysian airport has revived fascination in the
poisoner’s methods.  

In a story that could be cribbed straight from a
spy novel, intelligence chiefs in South Korea say
female agents dispatched by their secretive north-
ern neighbor administered the lethal dose, with

reports suggesting a toxin was sprayed in his face.
An autopsy was being carried out Wednesday. A
would-be poisoner can choose from a catalogue of
deadly chemicals, some of which are relatively easy
to obtain. Ricin-naturally occurring in castor oil
plant seeds-and thallium (rat poison) are notorious
for their murderous properties.

Arsenic delivers a slow and miserable death,
while strychnine induces extreme body spasms as
the victim’s respiratory system collapses. But
“cyanide is the fastest killer and the easiest to
detect, its pathology appears all over the body,” said
Porntip Rojanasunan a forensic expert and adviser
to Thailand’s Justice Ministry. She said the victim’s
“bright red blood” in post-mortem is the telltale
sign of a potential cyanide poisoning. 

Other chemicals such as potassium can cause
“an extreme heart arrhythmia..  and can lead to a
heart attack very quickly.” Slow-acting poisons may
allow assailants to slink away from the crime scene
undetected. But chemical compounds are not easy
to store or handle and many carry a giveaway
residue, smell or color that makes them hard to
conceal, Porntip added.

Apples, umbrellas and wine
Tales of poisonings-real or imagined —  have

formed their own mythology. Poisoning has
become a byword for backroom scheming by
treacherous political rivals, revenge and cold-

blooded murder. Shakespeare took to the theme,
with a penchant for poison-tipped endings for his
characters, while Snow White’s demise after eat-
ing the poison apple became a cautionary tale on
jealousy.

In real-life, academics still debate whether it is
was arsenic or the asp that did for the Cleopatra,
toxic wine that killed Alexander the Great or poi-
sonous secretions in his wallpaper that accounted
for Napoleon.Anguished housewives of Victorian
Britain earned notoriety for dosing the food or
drink of brutish husbands with arsenic. More
recently poison featured prominently in Soviet-era
tradecraft.  In 1978 Bulgarian dissident Georgy
Markov died after receiving a fatal dose of ricin
delivered through the tip of an umbrella on a
London street.  His killer has never been caught. 

Moscow was accused of carrying out an assassi-
nation on British soil in 2006 when tea laced with
highly-radioactive Polonium-210 was served to ex-
Russian spy Alexander Litvinenko, condemning him
to a slow death.  In Asia, members of a shadowy
Japanese cult dropped plastic bags of liquid sarin, a
nerve agent, on packed Tokyo subway trains in
1995, killing more than a dozen people. Nine years
later Indonesian rights campaigner Munir Said
Thalib was killed after being poisoned on a flight
from Jakarta to Amsterdam. If Seoul’s spy chief is
right, North Korea now appears to have added a
new chapter to the chilling history of poison. —AFP 

What’s your poison? A history of killing with chemistry

This combination of file photos shows North Korean leader Kim Jong Un (left) and Kim Jong Nam,
exiled half brother of Kim Jong Un. — AP 

This image provided by Star TV yesterday shows a woman (center in white) at Kuala Lumpur
International Airport in Sepang, Malaysia, who police say was arrested yesterday in connection
with the death of Kim Jong Nam, the half brother of North Korean leader Kim Jong Un. — AP 

BEIJING: Eight people were killed in a
knife attack on a crowd in China’s restive
Xinjiang region, including three
assailants who were gunned down by
police, local officials said yesterday. Ten
other people were injured in the attack
Tuesday evening in Pishan county,
according to an announcement issued
by the government of the nearby city of
Hotan. Police sped to the scene within a
minute of the attack, which remains
under investigation, the announcement
said, calling the attackers “rioters”. The
far-western region is the homeland of
the Uighurs-a traditionally Muslim group,
many of whom complain of cultural and
religious repression and discrimination-
and is often hit by deadly unrest.

Beijing regularly accuses what it calls
exiled Uighur separatist groups such as
the East Turkestan Islamic Movement of
orchestrating attacks in the vast,
resource-rich region. But overseas
experts have expressed doubts about
the strength of the groups and their links
to global terrorism, with some saying
China exaggerates the threat to justify
tough security measures. Dilxat Raxit,
spokesman for the exiled World Uyghur
Congress, told AFP that police arrested
six people after the attack, including two

young Uighurs who shared information
about the incident over mobile phones. 

“Armed forces in the county are tar-
geting Uighurs for investigation and
demanding that Chinese people avoid
leaving their homes,” he said, citing his
sources in Xinjiang.  “I am worried the
case will provide China with a new politi-
cal excuse for repression and will cause
more people to face discriminatory
inspections or detentions.” Last month
police killed three “rioters” following a
manhunt for suspected members of a
“violent terror group” linked to a 2015
attack in Pishan county, according to the
regional government’s official website. 

Weeks earlier state media reported
that three attackers were shot dead after
detonating an explosive device at a local
party office in Moyu County, killing two
and injuring three.  In November 2015,
police killed 28 members of a “terrorist
group” over the course of a 56-day man-
hunt following an attack on a colliery in
Aksu two months earlier that left 16 peo-
ple dead. In March 2014, 31 people were
knifed to death at a train station in
Kunming, in southwestern China, with
four attackers killed, with Xinjiang sepa-
ratists blamed and state media dubbing
it “China’s 9/11”. —AFP 

8 killed in knife 
attack in China

PYONGYANG: Swimmers perform in a synchronized swimming gala event in
Pyongyang yesterday. The gala was part of a series of events being held to celebrate
the birth of late North Korean leader Kim Jong-Il, who oversaw the country’s first
nuclear tests. —AFP 

PYONGYANG: Less than two days after the
assassination of the half-brother of North
Korea’s leader, small girls in frilly pastel leo-
tards opened an ice skating gala in
Pyongyang to honor the late father of both
men. The Paektusan Prize International
Figure Skating Festival is held every year to
celebrate Kim Jong-Il, the leader who over-
saw the North’s first nuclear tests.

His children-by different women-includ-
ed both Kim Jong-Un, who inherited power
from him five years ago, and Kim Jong-
Nam, older by several years, who fell from
grace after a bizarre attempt in 2001 to
enter Japan on a false passport to try to vis-
it Disneyland. In exile Jong-Nam voiced
occasional criticism of the regime. He was
murdered at Kuala Lumpur’s international
airport on Monday, apparently by two poi-
son-wielding female agents. With no
announcement of the death by the North’s
official Korean Central News Agency
(KCNA), the vast majority of Wednesday’s
audience at the ice rink in Pyongyang
would have been oblivious of the killing.

But for anyone who was aware, some
elements of the program could have
appeared darkly ironic: one early number
was set to Pink Floyd’s Hey You, lyrics: “Hey
you, out there in the cold, getting lonely,
getting old.” In another, a skater performed
a pistol-shot gesture to James Bond-like
theme music. “Let us safeguard with our
lives the Central Committee of the Party
headed by the respected Supreme Leader
Comrade Kim Jong-Un,” read a white-on-

red banner dangling over the ice. “Let us
uphold great leader Kim Jong-Il as the eter-
nal sun,” proclaimed another. Others read:
‘Peace’, ‘Independence’ and ‘Friendship’.

‘Shining star’
Nor th Korea marks Kim Jong-I l ’s

February 16 birthday as the “Day of the
Shining Star”, although accounts differ as
to where and when he was born. Officially,
he came into the world on the slopes of
Mount Paektu, the spiritual birthplace of
the Korean nation,  in 1942 — which
would make Thursday the 75th anniver-
sary of the event. But according to inde-
pendent historians he was actually born a
year earlier and in the Soviet Union, where
his father Kim Il-Sung enjoyed the backing
of Moscow.

Kim Il-Sung would go on to found the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea the
North’s official name-and the Kim dynasty
in 1948. Events scheduled for the occasion
include a synchronized swimming show
and a firework display. Above the ice rink
hung portraits of Kim Jong-Il and his father,
smiling benevolently. Serried ranks of
around 3,000 government officials in dark
uniforms packed the arena, with other sec-
tions filled by women wearing colorful han-
bok, traditional Korean dresses. The per-
fomers included double Olympic gold
medallist and triple world champion Evgeni
Plushenko of Russia, and Brian Joubert of
France, who won the world championship
men’s singles gold in Tokyo in 2007. —AFP 

Festival on ice with Kim’s 
brother body barely cold

MAWLAMYINE: Thi Thi Nwe waited three days
until the girl was left unguarded in her hospital
bed to approach her, the first step in a months-
long process highlighting the challenges of
protecting child servants. The NGO worker first
saw the teenager, whose back and torso were
covered with livid burns, in December but there
was always someone by her bedside ensuring
no one could get close. “When I saw her, she
covered her chest with a cloth. Her back was
covered with a bandage,” Thi Thi Nwe told AFP
during a recent visit to the southern city of
Mawlamyine. “Some people... asked me not to
talk to her because her guardian didn’t like it.
Then I suspected something. It’s not right if
they don’t even want any questions asked.”

When she and her colleague finally man-
aged to approach Khin Khin Tun the 14-year-
old was too scared to talk, saying she had spilt
boiling water on herself by accident.  It was
only when they turned leave that the girl blurt-

ed out her employer had attacked her, the lat-
est incident in what she says were years of
abuse inflicted on her and her sister. Today her
former boss, Aye Aye Soe, is on trial for grievous
bodily harm after Thi Thi Nwe persuaded the
girls’ aunt to press charges.  The case is a rare
prosecution under Myanmar’s crumbling legal
system, which provides little protection for tens
of thousands of children thought to work as
domestic servants.

Tackling the issue is one of the key chal-
lenges facing the new democratically elected
government as it seeks to heal the country after
50 years of oppressive military rule. Experts say
many victims are too scared to complain, fear-
ing they will not be believed or their abusers
will lie to get them thrown in jail.  Authorities
regularly turn a blind eye to allegations against
wealthy and powerful families in return for
bribes, while police are often under-resourced
and ignorant of the law. When AFP visited a

recent training session, officers were given
comic book-style leaflets with pictures of chil-
dren being beaten and abused to help them
understand. 

Lawyers also face an uphill struggle as there
are no specific laws covering domestic helpers,
meaning cases must be brought under human-
trafficking legislation or treated as common
assault.Mawlamyine Justice Centre director
Thurayn Thee said the system was full of “weak-
ness” and blamed the government for not
doing enough to protect child workers.
Anyone who does stand up for victims can face
harassment and threats.  Thi Thi Nwe said the
accused’s mother has tried to intimidate the
girls, following them and berating them for
being “ungrateful” to their former employers.
“We are not afraid,” said her colleague Win Win
Maw, who is also working on the case. “We try
to keep in mind that we are all equal in the eyes
of the law.” — AFP 

Myanmar activists fight 
for child servant rights


