Korea – Day 6 

Saturday we went on a tour of the DMZ and other related sites.  This is definitely worth a write up all by itself.  The tour was one of three options we could sign up for in conjunction with the conference Jeff is attending and was the most popular choice of the three.  In fact, one tour was cancelled for lack of participation and the other tour, a Korean cultural tour, also looked very appealing.  But, we chose this one as did many others.  In all, we were three buses of 35-40 people each making the trip.  Each one held delegates from various nations.  Our bus happened to have mostly delegates from the US and Canada.
The DMZ – demilitarized zone – was created after the Korean war as a buffer zone.  In the 70’s and afterwards, the South Koreans discovered tunnels that the North Koreans were digging underground and assumed – correctly – this was a prelude to another invasion.  The first invasion started the Korean war in 1950.  After discovering the first tunnel, efforts led to the discovery of three more tunnels over a period of years.  Even today, with joint projects occurring between North Korea and South Korean businessmen, there still remains a divided country and certainly much distrust between the two Koreas -  and for good reasons.  

Our first stop on this tour was Imjingak, where we saw and walked on the Freedom Bridge.  Made of wood, as it was meant to be a temporary structure, this is site where prisoners of war were exchanged after the war.  Koreans who come to see the bridge write their hopes for a unified Korea on colorful ribbons and post them all around the bridge.  Because the division of Korea separated families, there are also pictures of family members around the bridge as well as the ribbons.  

After the Freedom Bridge, our tour took us to the 3rd tunnel and DMZ exhibition.  We walked to the tunnel – instead of riding the little tram down the 300 or so meters – and then walked around the tunnel where it’s very tight and low.  Hard hats for this tour are mandatory because the tunnel is wet and in some places less that 6 feet high, so there is a real risk of hitting your head on the roof.

The walk down is very steep - hard on the knees and back.  The tunnel itself is sloped slightly downward to the north, so that if the tunnel took on water, the water would run to the north rather than going south.  This was done to prevent the South Koreans soldiers from seeing the water and keeping the tunnel a secret.  It remained undiscovered for a long time and when discovered, South Korea saw how close it was to Seoul. Close enough for an invasion and certainly too close for comfort.  The North Koreans plastered the wall with some coal, which you can see, and claimed they were mining for coal.  But the tunnel is granite and coal isn’t found in granite tunnels.  The walk around the tunnel is okay.  There’s nothing remarkable to see.  The fact that it was discovered before North Korea could invade the South again is the more remarkable fact of the discovery of all the tunnels.  And, they were only discovered because a North Korean defector led the South to the first tunnel.
Getting to the DMZ tunnel site requires that all citizens carry and show their passports.  Korean soldiers boarded the bus and checked each passport.  There are also a long list of dress restrictions – no sandals, revealing clothes, etc. – which our guide told us were there so the North couldn’t use them as propaganda.  Kind of silly since we don’t go into North Korea, but, no one had trouble obeying the guidelines. 

After we left the 3rd tunnel and DMZ exhibit we travelled to Dora Observatory where you can look through high powered binoculars and see North Korea.  You can walk around the property, but take pictures only where it’s allowed.  If you take pictures outside those parameters, the soldiers make you delete the “unauthorized” pictures.  Happened to one of our group. There was also a Buddhist temple on the property and a bell on top of the temple. 
Last stop before we were taken to a restaurant for lunch, was the Dorasan Train Station.  This was built as a way of allowing citizens to travel between North and South Korean and was also meant to be the starting point of the Trans Siberia railroad.  When the station was built, both the South Korean premier and President George W. Bush signed railroad ties to commemorate the opening of the railroad (built in large measure with private donations), and the first train ran between North and South.  Then, the North Koreans prohibited train traffic from crossing the border, so it sits as a station which connects Seoul to Dorasan, but doesn’t go where it was meant to.  This is a huge, very modern, very clean and certainly underutilized railroad station. 

In all, this was a very interesting tour where we learned about the Korean war.  As the events were recounted and names of Korean cities repeated, I couldn’t help but think about the TV series MASH, which told of the doctors during this war.  In fact, we passed several fields that were lined with barbed wire and had red triangle warnings in Korean and English which said “mines.”  The land surrounding the DMZ is loaded with unexploded land mines and we were told not to venture outside the complex.  As if any of us wanted to explore further!

The tour was provided by the South Korean government and everyone appreciated the opportunity to see these sights first hand and learn more about what divides this nation.
In the evening, we got to see first hand how the police handle protests.  There were hundreds of police with shields arriving via large busses and demonstrators marching towards City Hall. Traffic was halted or diverted for a while and we opted to eat in a Pho restaurant at the department store next door.  Not very good, so we won’t do that again. 
