
VACATION UP NORTH
A WeekeNd ON GeumGANGsAN

I stepped across the border into North Korea. It was in November 
of 2006, one month after the North claimed to have tested a 
nuclear weapon. Friends and family with no understanding of 

the situation here on the peninsula were nervous, skeptical, and in 
some cases baffled. However, I was not sneaking across as an under-
cover journalist, nor was I going on a state-run and monitored tour 
of Pyongyang. I was simply going on vacation.

The Geumgangsan Tourist Region was opened in 1998, and was ini-
tially only reachable by ship.  Later, tour buses were granted access, 
traveling across the eastern edge of the DMZ and driving a short 
distance north to the complex. The facilities and grounds, run by 
Hyundai Asan, saw approximately 250,000 tourists per year until 
suspension of operations in 2008. As one of those tourists, I was 
taking advantage of what I felt was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. 
The beautiful snow-capped mountains ended up being the site of 

some of the most breathtaking hikes I have ever experienced. Weeks 
after my trip, I began to think long and hard about the implications 
of my few days across the border; but while I was there, I was simply 
looking for a bit of adventure.

We boarded the bus out of Seoul late on a Friday night. We were 
told that we would travel through the night and cross the DMZ 
early the next morning. Along with hundreds of other tourists, as 
the sun rose, my friends and I were trying to get some sleep on the 
hard floors of South Korean immigration office.  We had left the 
bus and entered a vast hall, waiting to be processed.  After a sim-
ple passport check at the border, we were suddenly nowhere at all. 
We had not yet entered the North, but were certainly no longer in 
the South. The four-kilometer drive across the DMZ was strangely 
peaceful, with rocky hills on the left, and the sea shore on our right.
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As part of the process, all tourists entering the North were given 
identification cards that we had to keep with us at all times.  They 
had a photo and all our relevant information.  Although my friends 
and I had clearly given the name of our workplace to the tour opera-
tor, for some reason (either by mistake or design, I never found out) 
we were all listed as working at Hongik University. I could hardly 
believe that I was going to be asked to lie to a North Korean bor-
der guard, but there was no arguing with the printed card hanging 
around my neck.

We had given up our cellphones before heading on the trip. We 
were also warned of items that were not permissible: Cameras with 
telephoto lenses, magazines, books, and other material that could 
be culturally sensitive.  Given the amount of contact we ended up 
having with North Korean staff, the rule ended up seeming almost 
laughable.

As I got closer to my turn at border inspection, I began to feel nerv-
ous. I had nothing to worry about; I had no contraband with me, I 
wasn’t doing anything illegal. But the bizarre nature of the trip be-
gan to weigh heavily. The guard himself was a very tall man, dressed 
in what reminded me of a WWII Russian army uniform: heavy ol-
ive green trench-coat, rugged black boots, and a cap with severely 
straight edges. Despite his appearance, when I reached him, I re-
ceived a beaming and genuine smile. He asked me if I was an Eng-
lish teacher and I replied that I was, quickly adding that I worked 
at Hongik University. I felt foolish already, having lied without even 
being asked. However with no other questions, he glanced over my 
passport, stamped my identification card, checked over my camera, 
and had a quick look through my backpack before sending me on 
my way. I walked out of the immigration tent, and there I was. I was 
in the North.
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What I had expected to see first, I can’t recall. I knew there would 
be soldiers, and I thought perhaps other signs of military. But what 
I certainly did not expect was someone in a bear costume, dancing 
back and forth, waving at the crowds as they entered. Proud and 
stately music was blaring over the loudspeakers, and though I was 
fully ignorant of Korean at the time, the unknown lyrics were clear: 
This is our proud country, you are no longer home.

The trip to the hotel itself was just as surreal. Farmland surrounded 
us on both sides, though it was separated from us by an intimidating 
security fence. I watched local villagers in the distance riding their 
bikes, walking along the roads, seemingly going about their day-to-
day business. There was not a car in sight, which is not surprising. 
Western journalists have said that even the streets of Pyongyang are 
often barren. Although there were no cars, there were tanks. At the 
base of a hill, perhaps a few hundred meters away from the road, 
were crudely built bunkers housing a pair of dilapidated tanks. They 
sat resolutely at the ready, aimed both toward our road, and back 
toward the south from where we had come from. Our tour opera-
tor commented that they hadn’t been there last time he had come 
through. I thought of the recent nuclear test.

North Korea’s first nuclear test took place October 9, 2006, a month 
before my trip. The media at the time alternated between apathy 
and hyperbole, describing it as brinkmanship, showmanship, or 
some combination thereof. For those of us living in Seoul, it some-
how seemed like more of the same. We had been subject to the air 
raid drills that happen every few months. The streets close down 
and volunteers sporting yellow vests come out to ensure that they 
remain clear, presumably for passing military vehicles. I remember 
not feeling particularly nervous the first time I witnessed this, but 
it definitely made an impression on me. By the second and third 
times, the whole routine became more of an inconvenience. And by 
October 2006, I had been living in Seoul for more than a year, and 
it was nothing surprising or worrying. It certainly did not cross my 
mind as I made the decision to go on the trip.

Arriving at the hotel dispelled any expectations of adventure and 
thrill we might have had from departure. It was a resort, with all the 
amenities we could expect. There were restaurants, a sauna, a norae-
bang, and even a Family Mart. I bought two Snickers bars for hiking 
food (capitalism prevails?). I had brought with me about $100 US, 
as we were told it was the only accepted currency. This turned out 
to be untrue, as the won were equally traded. However, the reality 
of the resort project was becoming clear. Lure in the rich southern-
ers with their cash, drain their wallets, and send them on home 
without even a peek at reality. We were not short on comforts. The 
beer was sensational, apparently made from North Korean spring 
water and organic honey. I was skeptical of the ingredients, but not 
of the taste. We drank a few bottles while listening to a pair of Chi-
nese resort workers sing mediocre renditions of Billy Joel and Brit-
ney Spears. We could have been in Phuket, Bali, or Macau for all I 

(top left) Painting of Kim Jong Il and Kim Il Sung, (top right) 
Famous Guryeong Waterfall, (bottom right) Sunny and warm at 
the base, (bottom center) Hiking path winding up through the 
snow (bottom left) Tired hiker enjoys a bottle of Taedonggang 
beer
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knew. It was this attempted illusion of freedom 
and leisure that began to gnaw at me. While we 
sat in comfort and relative decadence, outside 
the panoramic window I could see at least a half 
dozen soldiers patrolling the hills.

Of course, the true purpose of the trip was hik-
ing. Geumgangsan is one of the tallest and most 
culturally and historically important mountains 
on the peninsula, and I was lucky enough to 
see why. Upon hiking, we were surrounded by 
crowds, the smell of pajeon and the sound of 
clinking soju glasses; in many respects a typical 
Korean hike. But as we ascended up into the 
fog, the damp ground turned to ice, and then to 
snow. The trees opened up onto stunning vistas 
of dramatic mountains clothed in clouds all the 
way to the coast. It was easy to see now why 
this was so important to the South Korean visi-
tors. I was just a hiker, but I was surrounded by 
pilgrims.

Hours later, we stood atop a peak in snow that 
rose to our knees if we took a wrong step. As was 
often the case, a North Korean handler was close 
by, watching us. He had no backpack with him, 
no water bottle, it seemed that he had hiked up 
here at the beginning of the day with nothing, 
and stood guard for hours without any comfort 
or distraction. I offered him a drink of water, 
but he politely declined. I took a sip and offered 
one more time, only to be once again refused. 
Quiet, calm, and serene; these three adjectives 
described both the landscape and the people.

Back down in the valley, the tour group was ex-
cited to have their photo taken in front of the 
massive idolization painting of Kim Jong Il and 
Kim Il Sung. Though we had been told not to 
take any photos of the painting, our tour guide 
relaxed for a moment and said it would be al-
right. We took out our cameras and started snap-
ping away. Within seconds a whistle blew, and 
then another one. Two soldiers came running 
down the road toward us, each with a red flag 
raised above their heads. The tour guide quickly 
intercepted the soldiers, and a hushed conversa-
tion ensued. Minutes later the doorman from 
the nearby hotel was called over. He then took 
the photos for us, gladly and with a tremendous 
smile on his face. In a country where the Dear 
Leader is regarded in many respects as a deity, 
cutting off part of his face, or body, in the pho-
tograph amounts to blasphemy. As the others on 
the tour grouped up to have their photos taken, 
smiling and waving, I backed off. Why were we 
enjoying ourselves so much?

The serenity of Geumgangsan resort was shat-

tered a few years later. In July 2008, a Korean woman in her fifties was shot and killed 
in the early morning. The circumstances of her death are still unclear. Had she climbed 
over a security fence, as was claimed by the North? Why was the young soldier unable 
to catch her as she ran away? How was it that a woman her age was such a threat that she 
was shot in the back? Regardless of the reasons, the resort was shut down and has yet to 
reopen. In some respects I consider myself lucky for having had the chance to visit this 
showpiece, this thinly veiled bit of theater. But part of me continues to be uncomfort-
able with having crossed that border. I didn’t spend much money there. But the money 
I did spend likely did not put food in the mouths that I would have chosen.

As the tour bus pulled away, the entire staff lined up beside the road; the guides, the 
waitresses, the shopkeepers, the performers, and even the chefs. They waved at us with 
brilliantly confident smiles on their faces, and all bowed in unison. The bus made its 
way across the DMZ, down to the South Korean border, through a sanitizing wash, and 
back to reality. Our reality.

“An Ode to Kim Il Sung” carved by a member of the Workers Party, October 1945
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