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Understanding North Korea

Liu Yuan



he war that out broke on the Korean peninsula during the

early 1950s left a deep scar in the hearts of the Chinese
people. Thousands of people in our parents’ generation went
into this war singing the battle hymn “Valiant Spirits Across
the Yalu River” that embodied the slogan, “Resist America,
support Korea.” Many left their lives behind forever on this
piece of land. Now, half a century later, China has undergone
enormous changes, but how the North Koreans - our comrades
in the same trenches - have fared since then is virtually
unknown.

Before the Spring Festival this year, my wife and I traveled to
Dandong. Standing in front of the ruined Yalu River Bridge
that was blown in two by American bombs, my wife called
her uncle, who lived in Tianjin, and her uncle said excitedly,
“Dandong is exactly where our unit went across the river
back then. If we could go there, I would want to see if the
Pyongyang Theatre is still there...” The next morning, in
front of the Korean War Museum in Dandong, an elderly
man doing his morning exercises chatted with my wife, who
happened to mentioned that her uncle had been in the war.
“I was also one of the volunteers who fought in the war,”
replied the old man. “I nearly died several times, and barely
came away with my life.” While talking, he lifted up his
shirt, revealing a scar on his belly several inches long. My
wife said, “Oh, so it turns out that both you and my uncle are
among the‘most beloved of all people.”

On the morning of February 8th, 2008 (the second day of the
first lunar month), my wife and I boarded the International
Train to Pyongyang at Liaoning’s Dandong Train Station.

The staff at Dandong International Travel Service said that
under normal circumstances they do not dispatch groups of
less than sixteen people. This time, as only two of us had
applied, they would not send a team leader with us, but we
were permitted to go on our own. They also said that as soon
as we had arrived in Sinuiju there would be someone from the
North Korea International Travel Service to meet us.

Dandong and Sinuiju are separated only by a river. It took
the International Train just a few minutes to cross the Yalu
River Bridge, and enter into the North Korea’s largest city of
Sinuiju.

Prior to departure the travel agent conveyed to us some of
the basic rules and regulations, including a warning that we
were not to bring our cell phones, video cameras, binoculars
or computers with us. During the trip from Sinuiju to

Pyongyang, we were not allowed to take pictures or video. It
was forbidden at any point in the journey to take any pictures
of backwards or unfriendly scenes. We were not to visit with
relatives or friends, nor were we permitted to make improper
comments on North Korea’s political and economic situations,
President Kim Il Sung, or Chairman Kim Jong Il. And when
visiting the military demarcation line at Panmunjom, we were
not to say hello to South Korean soldiers.

After the train entered North Korea’s Sinuiju, we stopped
taking pictures. The few pictures of Sinuiju were all taken
from the other side of Yalu River in Dandong, Liaoning.
Most of the boundary between Dandong and Sinuiju is
formed by the river, but there are numerous areas connected
by land, their boundaries separated by wire netting. A few
places do not even have wire netting, so with one little step
you can enter another country. The locals call it a “one-step
crossing.” There was a marker there, with a Korean-captioned
photograph that had been taken at precisely this “one-step
crossing.”

When the train stopped at the Sinuiju Station, many people
came on the train to inspect us. They wore large caps and
uniforms emblazoned with badges sporting the portrait of
Kim Il Sung. The inspection was extremely detailed. No
more than one person could occupy the sleeper compartments
at a time, the others left waiting in the aisle. The person
being inspected was required to remove everything he
carried from his body, as well as from all suitcases and bags
to be inspected. One female inspector held a loop-shaped
detector and inspected each passenger’s entire body. If books
or CDs were found, they were taken to another place for
identification.

When a male inspector found my Canon 1Ds NMARK 11
with its 28-300mm lens, he raised his eyebrows in surprise
and quickly brought several of his comrade inspectors over
to see it. Fearing it would cause some misunderstanding, I
quickly opened the camera screen, showing them the pictures
I had taken in Dandong, and allowing them to shoot a few
pictures themselves. Upon confirming that this was just a
large-sized camera, smiles appeared on their faces.

Sitting across from us were a few young Korean girls, each
wearing a Kim Il Sung portrait badge on their breasts. I
heard they were contract workers who had just returned from
working at a North Korean cafeteria somewhere in Beijing.
They were inspected even more carefully. They opened up
every sealed package, large and small, and the contents from
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each package were spilled out onto the floor, one by one, as
they were examined.

The train stopped at Sinuiju Station for over three hours,
finally starting off for Pyongyang around 1:30 in the
afternoon. The person who was supposed to have met us in
Sinuiju, however, never turned up. My wife and I began to
worry; What if no one came to meet us in Pyongyang? What
would we do with no cell phone, knowing not a word of
Korean?

There happened to be sitting opposite us a young Chinese of
Korean descent named Jiang, who reassured us that if no one
turned up to meet us when we arrived in Pyongyang, he would
take us to our hotel himself. Once there, we would be able to
get in touch with our Chinese travel agency by telephone. We
were both greatly relieved at this, and expressed our thanks
for his kindness.

Sinuiju is only 220 km away from Pyongyang, but it took six
hours to get there, and it was already completely dark when
we arrived. Fortunately, we saw our greeters, Mr. Kim and
Miss Kim, at the Pyongyang Station. They said the arrival of
today’s train had been reasonably punctual. Due to lack of
electricity the trains often stopped along the way, delays were
very common, and sometimes they did not arrive until the
following day.

The lights of Pyongyang were scarce, and it was dark
everywhere. Inside the Yanggajdo International Hotel (North
Korea’s super hotel, equivalent to 4-stars), however, the lights
were bright. The fairy-like waitresses in the restaurant wore
traditional Korean dress, and the food was fairly abundant.
After dinner my wife and I went to the hotel basement to take
a look. There were ballrooms and casinos, but these were
only for foreigners; Korean nationals could not enter.

The next morning, bright and early, Mr. Kim, Miss Kim and
our driver were already waiting for us in the lobby. Miss Kim
joked that with three of them accompanying the two of us,
using a limousine, we were getting the highest VIP treatment
they had ever seen.

[ asked Mr. and Miss Kim if there were regulations in North
Korea about taking photographs. Miss Kim said there weren't
any in particular, and Mr. Kim added that it was fine taking
pictures in the urban area, but not outside of the city.

Once, in the summer of 1997, while attending a conference
in Jilin, I had joined a day trip organized by the conference
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committee to a small town called Huining, just north of the
North Korean border. At that time we were also received
by two people, a young lady guide, and a middle aged man.
This gentleman’s face had been very solemn from start to end,
and every time someone wanted to take a picture of a street or
a pedestrian, he had firmly prevented them. Throughout the
visit, the female guide had led the way while that gentleman
stayed in the back, constantly urging people to follow closely,
fearing any separation.

By comparison, Mr. Kim was much warmer. Sometimes I
took pictures from the car in the suburbs, and he made no
attempt to stop me. Ironically, it was my wife who feared we
would get into trouble, reminding me so often not to shoot
pictures that I wanted to shout at her in rage. When Mr. and
Miss Kim saw my face, puffed up with anger, they could not
help but laugh, and my wife laughed too. Only once, when I
tried to take a picture of a soldier who was preventing local
people from coming too close to the tourist attractions, Mr.
Kim reminded me in a whisper, “Don’t shoot pictures of
soldiers!” But his reminder had come a moment too late; I
had already pressed the shutter.

I felt much more relaxed during this trip to North Korea
than I had eleven years before. I also saw people selling
things on the street. But during the trip, the reception side
still did its best to prevent us from coming into contact with
the local people. At every tourist site we saw soldiers with
guns or armed personnel on duty, and local people were
stopped several hundred meters away, not allowed to come
near. When we ate at the Kaicheng Cold Noodle Restaurant,
as soon as we entered the compound we saw many people
there and Mr. Kim urged us to hurry into the room. It was not
until we had taken off our shoes and entered the room that he
breathed a sigh of relief, and went elsewhere to eat with Miss.
Kim. There was only one exception to this: at the former
residence of Kim Il Sung, there were no military or guard
personnel on duty. We were able to get close to several North
Korean Ladies. First, my wife took a picture of the group, and
then we posed for pictures with them. Even after they walked
away we continued waving to each other from a distance.
They were wearing traditional Korean clothing made with a
light, gauzy abundantly colorful material, and as they walked
they made me think of drifting clouds and flowing water.

There are few cars on the streets in Pyongyang, so there are
no traffic issues, and there are no traffic lights, either. Traffic
stands are made by painted white circles on the road, and
inside the circles were the traffic police - all beautiful young



girls. With their sky blue colored uniforms, these girls were
lovelier still, and they are some of the brightest and most
beautiful scenes in Pyongyang.

Pyongyang’s subway, built more than 100 meters
underground, is said to be the world’s deepest subway system.
The subway station is grand and spacious, surrounded by
giant murals. The Arch of Triumph in Pyongyang is a full ten
meters higher than the one in Paris.

The International Friendship Center located in Myohyang-
san is a museum to display the gifts exchanged by the world’s
leaders and friends. These gifts range from ordinary crafts
to dazzlingly rare treasures from around the world. The
tall display rooms, built in caves, occupy an area of 70,000
square meters, and twist and turn like a vast underground
maze. Directed by the tourist guide, it took almost two hours
for us to visit only one part of it, yet even that was an eyeful.
Unfortunately, we were not allowed to take pictures. I think
there is considerable merit in permitting ordinary people
to see and appreciate the gifts that are exchanged by their
national leaders.

Portraits of President Kim Il Sung (and sometimes Secretary
Kim Jong-il) are hung in many public places in North
Korea. In the cities, and in most villages, monument-style
white buildings can be seen in many places. These are to
commemorate President Kim Il Sung’s “Eternal Tower.”
Many people, especially soldiers and staff members, wear
badges showing portraits of Kim II-Sung on their chests.

North Korea has excellent social order. One does not need to
worry about thieves, nor being robbed. I did happen to get
one picture of several people fighting—one man’s faces was
covered with blood—but this kind of scene was rare.

North Korea still practices planned economy, free schooling,
free medical care, and free housing, but wages are very low.
I cannot be help but think of my own childhood. Reading at
the library in “North Korea Illustrated” about their free tuition
and medical care, I felt envious.

There are no beggars in North Korea, and the gap between
rich and poor is small. Everyone has a job, everyone has food
to eat, a place to stay, and they do not need to worry about
not being able to go to school, to see a doctor or be cared
for when they grow old. They are leading a low income,
low consumption and carefree life. But their after-hours
cultural life is monotonous. They are not allowed to use cell

phones. They cannot go abroad freely. Their production
efficiency is low, and the amount of grain they produce cannot
sustain them. They lack material goods, and their economic
development is slow. I feel its level is equivalent to that of
the 1970s in our own country.

I really want to learn about the situation in North Korea’s
countryside. Miss Kim told me that North Korea’s rural
areas practice the cooperative farm system - collective
labor, collective distribution. Rural housing is also unified,
distributed according to population.

I had a personal experience with rural collective labor
when I was young, having gone to the countryside to join
a production team. This time in North Korea, when I saw
groups of people working in the fields, and seeing their red
flags with slogans written on them, I felt as if | had returned
to those years.

From the many photographs I took of North Korean villages,
you can see that most of the villages are built very neatly.
Some of the housing is similar to the residential apartment
buildings found in more urban areas, and some even look like
villas.

On the return train from Pyongyang to Sinuiju, there were
only my wife and I in the sleeper compartment, so I closed
the door, took out my camera, and started taking pictures.
As we approached Sinuiju I took out the memory chip from
the camera, preparing myself for the possibility of seeing it
deleted should it be discovered.

When the train arrived in Sinuiju Station, as usual it took a
few hours for inspection. Fortunately, after the inspector had
carefully examined my wife’s Canon G9 camera and deleted a
few images, he shouted "good!" in Chinese, and left. Perhaps
he thought we had only brought one camera. Thus, the
contents of this trip home were to be saved. To be honest, the
contents of my shooting were simply a truthful record; I had
no intention of taking pictures of North Korea’s backwards
aspects. Even in our own country today, with its rapid
economic development, there are still many places that are
poorer than those remote villages in North Korea. However,
our country’s ideology today no longer views these pictures
of backwardness as a scourge that might damage the image of
the nation.

00: 25 AM May 18th, 2008, Canton

Note: This article originally appeared in the pictorial album Such - Korea in the eyes of Liu
Yuan (Published in August 2008 by China Times Publishing House)
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