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PREFACE

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, more commonly known as
North Korea or the DPRK, is perhaps one of the least traveled places on the
globe. The geopolitical issues in the country have often denied historians
and travelers the opportunity to fulfill their aspirations. Perhaps the greater
loss is the opportunity to know the 23 million people who live in North
Korea as people with emotions, families, tradition, and most of all, a desire
for friendship and hospitality. Christmas in North Korea is an endeavor to
introduce readers to some of the aforementioned aspects through rarely seen
photographs and descriptions acquired during a personal journey.

Readers will learn about the skyscrapers in Pyongyang city visible from
Mansu Hill. The city was established in 30 BC and remained the capital of
Korea from 1392 to 1910 AD, with the Lee dynasty as the last rulers.
Readers will also learn about Kaesong City, the word Kaesong meaning
“open the wall.” The city was the capital of the Koryo dynasty, which ruled
from 918 to 1392 AD. The city is adjacent to the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ)
and it is the home of ginseng tea. Photographs from the Armistice Signing
Room, where, on July 27, 1953, an armistice was signed between the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea and the United Nations (UN) will
be presented in later sections. In the background, the armistice museum
highlights historical aspects, including the UN flag left behind on the table
and the lack of South Korean representation in the armistice process.
Photographs from the scenic background of the Pyongyang-Kaesong
highway will be discussed. The Goryeo or Koryo Museum built in 992
AD—which used to be a university that trained government officials and is
now a designated UNESCO World Heritage Site—will be discussed in later
sections. Culinary lovers will discover what an 11-course meal, reserved for
royalty, is like. This book will be one of the very few that takes readers into
the rarely seen world of what many only know as North Korea. I will discuss
many viewpoints, attempting to ensure that each of them is represented in a
fair and equitable manner.






1. THE JOURNEY TO NORTH KOREA

1.1. Introduction to the Korean Peninsula

My first introduction to Korea happened when I was an eighth-grade student
in Islamabad, Pakistan, almost four decades ago. As I waited for the school
bus on the street, I noticed another student who, based on appearance, was
from an East Asian country, also waiting for another bus 10 meters from
where I stood. To start a conversation, I approached him to ask where he
was from. He responded that he was from South Korea and was going to an
international school. In Islamabad, being the capital of the country and
housing numerous diplomats from across the world, such encounters were
hardly surprising. What was somewhat surprising, however, was the
emphasis on “South.” For the sake of curiosity, I asked him more about the
term ‘South’ and whether there was another country named North Korea.
His response was intriguing, and he refused to discuss the issue and had a
clear disdain for North Korea. For someone who was born and raised in the
time of the bitter history between East and West Pakistan, and having
relatives in both the East and West, the negative tone in referring to
geographic boundaries was not unfamiliar. However, students like myself
have to focus on studies rather than trying to understand geopolitical
situations. I did make a trip to the British Council close to our school to read
more information from Encyclopcedia Britannica, a fast source of
information at a time when web-based sources were not available. I did not
foresee that one day I would visit both Koreas. International travel for kids
from middle-class families in Pakistan was rarely thought of as a possibility.

Four decades later, I was fortunate to be able to visit both Koreas,
collectively known as the Korean Peninsula. The peninsula is located in the
Pacific Ocean, appearing as a southward extension of about 1,100 km from
the northeastern border of China (East Asia). A search on the web today
suggests that maps of Korea may have existed as early as 1145 AD, as
suggested in History of the Three Kingdoms by Kim Pu-shiks Samguk Sagi.
The Korean Peninsula was not clearly identified in the earlier map by
Muslim historian and geographer Al Masudi (871-957 AD) in his book The
Meadows of Gold and the Quarries of Jewels. Documents suggest that Yi
Hoe and Kwon Kun completed a detailed map in 1402 AD under the Yi
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dynasty. The map was designated as Honil Gangni Yeokdae Gukdo Ji Do
or ‘map of integrated lands and regions of historical countries and capitals.’
The map, created over 600 years ago, bears a remarkable resemblance to
current maps. The peninsula was named ‘Korea,” which was probably
derived from Goryeo or Koryo which is the name of the Korean dynasty
established in 918 by King Taejo. The Korean Peninsula covers an area of
220,847 km?, surrounded by the Sea of Japan to the east, the East China Sea
with the Korea Strait and small islands to the south, and the Yellow Sea to
the west. The Amnok River separates it from China, and the Duman River
represents its boundary with China and Russia.

(Honil Gangni Yeokdae Gukdo Ji Do or ‘map of integrated lands and regions of
historical countries and capitals)

“North Korea,” with the official name of the Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea (DPRK), is situated in the northern part of the Korean Peninsula,
between the latitudes 37°N and 43°N and longitudes 124°E and 131°E, and
spreads over an area of 120,540 km? with a population of 25 million people.
The country was founded on September 9, 1949, and this day is
immortalized as the National Day of the DPRK. The world was given a
unique insight into North Korea from the perspective of a tourist when Villy
Bergstrom, a former vice director of the Swedish National Bank, visited
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North Korea in 1971, and wrote a book, Bilder frdn Nord-Korea, about his
visit. [1] Since then, North Korea has captured the fascination of tourists
and journalists from a non-political perspective.
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(Present map of the Korean peninsula)

1.2. Tour to North Korea

Air China and Air Koryo are the two airlines that have regular flights
connecting Pyongyang city and Beijing thrice a week. Only a few thousand
tourists enter the DPRK each year. Visitors are only granted visas through
specific tour groups, whose itineraries are carefully planned by tour guides
with certain areas being strictly off-limits. Although I wanted to fly Air
Koryo, which is the state-owned national-flag-carrying airline of North
Korea based at Pyongyang International Airport, Air China was chosen by
the organizers for my trip in 2015. In the early 1950s, SOKAO (Soviet—
North Korean Airline) was established as a joint venture between North
Korea and the former Soviet Union. The airline got a boost by the
acquisition of a Tupolev Tu-154, a three-engine medium-range narrow-
body airliner, from the Soviet Union. SOKAO became one of the 17 non-
Russian airlines to possess this plane. The airline changed its name to Air
Koryo in March 1992. With the acquisition of Tupolev Tu-204-300 aircraft
from Russia, transcontinental flights were made possible. [2] However, Air
Koryo suffered a serious blow when the European Union banned it in 2006
due to safety and maintenance concerns. [2] While I was there, the flight
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from Beijing to Pyongyang city by Air China appeared to be staffed by
North Koreans, who walked through the aisle and proudly distributed copies
of The Pyongyang Times. Another budget airline, China Spring Airline, is
another project aiming to provide air travel between China and North Korea
and has been in the concept phase since 2015.

(Air Koryo Tupolev Tu-204-300 at Vladivostok Airport [Picture credit: Leukhin
Fedor, Source: VVO 1540, License: Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic, used
without modification])

The travel agency in China arranged the necessary documentation for my
travel to North Korea. My Chinese hosts, who had graciously arranged the
trip, told me to arrive at Beijing Capital International Airport in front of
international departures. Although two other colleagues were set to join me
on my journey from the US, both opted out at the last minute. One cited the
lack of a US consulate and his discomfort with requesting assistance
through the Swedish consulate while in North Korea. With immense
excitement, | arrived at the location expecting to see the travel agent holding
some form of identification for our meeting. Instead, I was unable to find
my travel liaison in the airport for almost half an hour, leading to frantic
phone calls to my Chinese hosts. In the end, a woman recognized me based
on my photograph and led me to meet a man who spoke little, if any,
English. He handed me my travel documents, including the ticket, tourist
card, and instructions in English regarding the do’s and do not’s in North
Korea. In advance of my trip, the language gap worried me considerably in
terms of what to expect in North Korea. I was to learn, upon my arrival in
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the country, that Swedish and British tourists were visiting North Korea
frequently and local guides are therefore quite familiar with English.
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6 1. The Journey to North Korea

The gate at Beijing Capital International Airport responsible for the flight
to Pyongyang city was crowded with travelers and almost all of them
appeared to be Korean. A large amount of cargo was accompanying these
travelers.

During the flight, the mountains comprising 80% of the Korean terrain
could be seen. I was able to get good pictures of the landscape of North
Korea on the flight. One couldn’t help but gaze in awe at the majestic
mountain ranges that cover North Korea. The distant marks of the river
flowing into the Korean Bay, which is the northern extension of the Yellow
Sea, were barely visible.

My travel occurred at a time when a few hundred American citizens were
visiting North Korea every year, as part of an estimated total of 4000—5000
foreign visitors each year. However, events were taking place that were to
transform the tourism industry. A US citizen with Korean ancestry, Kim
Dong Chul was imprisoned by the government of North Korea just a few
months previously in October 2015 and sentenced to 10 years of hard labor
for alleged crimes. My departure from Pyongyang city occurred just five
days prior to the interrupted departure of another US citizen, Otto
Warmbier, a 22-year-old student. On January 2, 2016, Warmbier was
detained at Pyongyang International Airport prior to his departure, with
allegations of attempting to steal a propaganda poster from his hotel. The
Korean Central News Agency (KCNA) announced that Warmbier had been
detained for a “hostile act against the state.”[3] In a press conference on
February 29, 2016, Warmbier stated that he had attempted to steal a
propaganda poster from the restricted, staff-only area of the second floor of
the Yanggakdo Hotel. Warmbier was subsequently sentenced to 15 years
imprisonment with hard labor in March 2016. However, he was repatriated
to the US and arrived in Cincinnati, Ohio, on June 13, 2017, in a comatose
state and died on June 19, 2017. Coincidentally, Warmbier and I stayed in
the same hotel just days apart. In 2019 in a report published by Reuters,
Joseph Yun, the former US special envoy for North Korea, said that he had
signed an agreement in 2017 with the North Koreans for the payment of
USS$ 2 million for the student’s hospital care as a prerequisite to securing
Warmbier’s release.

A detailed account of the sad story of Warmbier was chronicled by Doug
Clark. In his account, Warmbier and other visitors went aboard the USS
Pueblo, an American navy ship that was captured by the North Koreans in
1968. Warmbier was somewhat taken aback when he heard about the 82
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American sailors captured with the ship who endured beatings and
starvation for 11 months before being released. The article stated:

“On New Year’s Eve, the Young Pioneers went drinking at a fancy bar,
though according to Gratton [Warmbier’s roommate], no one got
belligerently drunk, as some reports would later suggest. After the bar,
Gratton says, they celebrated the final hours of New Year’s Eve with
thousands of North Koreans in Pyongyang’s main square. The group then
returned to their hotel, known as the Alcatraz of Fun’ because of its island
location....Some Young Pioneers headed to the bar. Gratton went bowling,
and lost track of Otto. It was only later that he would wonder about ‘the two-
hour window that none of us can account for [Otto].” North Korea would
later release grainy CCTV camera footage of an unidentifiable figure
removing a framed propaganda poster from a wall in a restricted area of the
hotel, with North Korean authorities claiming it was Otto. During the
televised confession, Otto would read from a handwritten script that he had
put on his ‘quietest boots, the best for sneaking’ and attempted the theft at
the prompting of a local Methodist church, a university secret society, and
the American administration, ‘to harm the work ethic and motivation of the
Korean people’ and bring home a ‘trophy.” Many of the confession’s details
didn’t square—for one, Otto was Jewish, not affiliated with a Methodist
church—making experts suspect the words weren’t originally Otto's.
Whatever happened during those lost hours, when Gratton returned to his
and Otto's room, around 4:30 A.M. on January 1, Otto was already
snoozing.” [4]

The North Korean English newspaper provided during the flight was
already presenting details about the ongoing trial of Hyeon Soo Lim, a
pastor at the Light Korean Presbyterian Church in Toronto, Canada. A
whole page of the newspaper was dedicated to the trial and it reported
interference of Canadian observers in the court. The newspaper stated that
prosecutors were seeking the death penalty for high crimes against the state
and its leadership. Lim had reportedly made more than 100 trips to North
Korea since 1997 and was involved in supporting a nursing home, a nursery,
and an orphanage unrelated to the charges brought against him. However,
the North Korean government suspected him of other anti-government
activities during his visits, the details of which were never made public.
Ultimately, he was sentenced to life imprisonment.

In July 2017, US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson authorized a “Geographical
Travel Restriction” on US citizens to forbid them from entering North
Korea. Spokeswoman Heather Nauert said: “Once in effect, US passports
will be invalid for travel to, through and in North Korea, and individuals
will be required to obtain a passport with a special validation in order to
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travel to or within North Korea,” [5] and that the policy will be in effect
after 30 days. US Representative Joe Wilson, a Republican from South
Carolina, introduced a bill with Democratic Representative Adam Schiff to
ban Americans from traveling to North Korea as tourists in 2017, following
the detention of at least 17 US citizens in the past decade. The H.R.2732
North Korea Travel Control Act, introduced on May 25, 2017, was
forwarded by the House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Asia and the
Pacific to a full committee in an amended manner on July 27, 2017. This
bill directs the Department of the Treasury to “issue regulations prohibiting
transactions related to travel to, from, or within North Korea by any person
subject to US jurisdiction unless authorized either by a general or specific
license issued by the Treasury. The Treasury may not issue such a license
for travel if the primary purpose of which is tourist activities.” [6]

Tourism also took an additional setback after the arrest of businessperson
Michael Spavor, a Canadian, who was arrested for violations of China’s
national security laws. He was the director of Paektu Cultural Exchange, an
organization that promotes investment and tourism in North Korea. He had
played a role in Dennis Rodman’s visit to North Korea. The arrest occurred
in Dandong on the Chinese side of the China—North Korea border in
December 2018. He was also involved in the Wonsan development project,
a coastal city on the Sea of Japan in North Korea, which was being
developed as a summer destination with resorts and entertainment under the
Wonsan Zone Development Corporation. [7]

1.3. Introduction to The Pyongyang Times

My first introduction to The Pyongyang Times occurred during the flight
from Beijing to Pyongyang city. The English newspaper was distributed
without cost to the passengers. The Pyongyang Times is a state-owned
English- and French-language newspaper published by the Foreign
Languages Publishing House every week. It is one among a dozen
newspapers in North Korea, with the most popular ones being Rodong
Sinmun by the Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK) and Joson Inmingun by the
Korean People’s Army. However, The Pyongyang Times is perhaps the
most popular among foreign visitors. As I would learn reading the paper
dated December 19, 2015, there is a structure to the eight-page newspaper.
The front cover is usually devoted to Kim Jong-un, particularly focusing on
his public activities and visits to various institutions in the country. One of
the first things I noticed was the date on the newspaper, which states “Juche
104.” In 1997, the country announced a new North Korean, or Juche,
calendar which starts from 1912, Kim Il-sung’s birth year. The December
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19 issue was focused on celebrations being held to honor the anniversary of
the demise of Kim Jong-il. The page concluded with “under the leadership
of supreme leader Kim Jong-un, true to the instructions of Kim Jong-il.”
The next page highlighted Kim Jong-un’s visit to a catfish farm and the
concert “The People’s Yearning” that took place in the East Pyongyang
Grand Theater. The next few pages detailed various ideological and
technological advances in the nation, including coverage of the third
national conference of finance and banking officials held at the People’s
Palace of Culture. The fluorescent celadon, a Koryo traditional ceramic, was
discussed. There were also propaganda pieces against the US and supportive
articles on Russia commending the nation for “giving rise to a new Russia-
led anti-terror alliance that brushes aside the US-led coalition.” Foreigners
could also use ‘Juche Chat” which is an English outlet for North Koreans
that often has articles and viewpoints supporting mainstream North Korea.
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- Saturday, December 19, Juche 104(2015)
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Saturday, December 19, Juche 1042015) ™ Pyongyang Times 3
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