
 

 

Happiness in Poverty 

Korean narrative essay by: 김소운 

 

It must be human nature to forget your days of being poor when you’ve lived long enough without 

being poor.  Since poverty is never something to be welcomed, perhaps the faster those days are 

forgotten, the better.  But even in those times of hunger and hardship, there are beautiful recollections 

that glisten like morning dew.  The pair of stories here about two poor couples, despite taking place 

in the past, are true stories that touch me in new ways each and every time. 

 

They were a poor newlywed couple.  While in most cases the husband would’ve worked outside the 

home and the wife would’ve managed the household, this couple was the opposite.  The husband was 

at home due to unemployment while the wife worked at a company near their home.   

 

One morning, they had run out of rice, so the wife went to work on an empty stomach.    

 

“I’ll do whatever I can to come up with some kind of lunch, so try to hold out until then.” 

 

That is what the husband had said to his wife as she went off to work. When the wife returned home 

during lunchtime, the husband was nowhere to be seen and there was a meal under a sheet of 

newspaper waiting for her on the dining table.  The wife quietly lifted the newspaper.  It was a warm 

bowl of rice and a small dish of soy sauce…while her husband had somehow managed to get the rice, 

he must’ve not been able to scrape up any side dishes.  The wife was about to pick up the spoon 

when she suddenly saw a note on the table. 

 

“A queen’s bowl of rice, but a beggar’s side dish…trick your hunger with this at least.” 

 

It was her husband’s familiar handwriting.  In an instant, tears sprang to her eyes.  She felt happier 

than if she had become a queen.  A happiness that no vast sum of money could buy swelled up in her 

chest.    

 

Next is a story about a poet and his wife during their younger years.  They were also a poor couple.   

 

One morning, the poet had washed his face and was waiting for his breakfast.  At that moment, his 

wife came in carrying a tray with a couple of boiled sweet potatoes on top of it.  

 



 

 

“The neighbors below us kept raving about how delicious the first sweet potatoes of the year were so 

I bought some for us, too.  Have a taste.” 

 

The poet actually didn’t like sweet potatoes and felt a bit uneasy about eating them so close to his 

meal, but to oblige his wife, he picked the smallest of the bunch and ate it.  He then drank the tea that 

had also been on the tray. 

 

“They say one’s not enough to get the full taste.  Eat one more.”   

 

The wife offered again like this while smiling.  The poet reluctantly picked up another one.  Before 

he knew it, it was almost time for him to leave.   

 

“I have to go.  Please give me my breakfast,” he pressed. 

 

“You’re eating it now.  These sweet potatoes are our breakfast for today.” 

 

“What?” 

 

Finally realizing there was no rice in the house, the poet’s face burned from feeling embarrassed and 

sorry. 

 

“If there was no rice, why didn’t you say that sooner? How could you put a man to shame like that?” 

 

Feeling sullen, he had shot back with those words.  His wife then replied, “My uncle is a minister.  Is 

there anywhere we’d go that wouldn’t have a single bag of rice for us?  But in this long life, there 

have to be incidents like this so that we’ll have things to talk about when we’re old.”   

 

His wife said this with such a calm smile that the poet couldn’t do anything but remain silent in her 

presence.  And yet, an indescribable happiness washed into his heart like a tide.   

 

It’s good to not forget your past days of being poor. What’s more is that you should at least not forget 

the love that shone during those times.  In the end, it’s not just a cliché to say that happiness does not 

always coincide with wealth.    

  






