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Enthusiastic Embrace of Modernization

B Steve Bernstein (Mr. Gunsook Song Bernstein)

I have been to Korea several times over the course of my
43 years marriage. Mostly for family visits and not really
touring the country. This time however was different. Just a
bus tour with the Golden Club of Seoul National University
with a couple of exceptions. Kunsook and I arrived a few
days prior to meeting the main group of travelers 30 of us
in all. My wife’s cousin took us from the Amanti Hotel
to the National Cemetery where we paid our respects to
her deceased parents, her father who was killed during the
Korean war and her mother who was interred beside him.
The cemetery was like an oasis in the middle of a large urban
sprawl. Meticulously maintained with memorial flowers on
row after row of graves. I mention this here because the
cemetery is now full. In previous visits it was not quite full.
We spent about an hour among the deceased war heroes and
performing a ceremony in memory of her father and mother.
The alumni group we were traveling with were all about the
same age as us and I realized that like my wife had little
memory of that tragic time of the Korean war. I of course
had no memory to share but still I was deeply affected by the
somberness of the occasion.

Next stop for us was a campus tour and luncheon at Seoul
National University (SNU). The campus, library, and media
center were state of the art. Buildings were nestled in on
the mountainous terrain blending seamlessly as if they were
always there formed by nature. Upon our return from Korea
the media center took on new importance. There is now on
“Netflix” a series called “The Extraordinary Attorney Woo”
about an autistic attorney who graduated (along with all the
major characters) from SNU Law School. It’s now quite clear
as to why Korean Pop Culture has spread throughout Asia.
Finally, there was a luncheon with the Secretary General,
Lee Sung Moo. The food was delicious although I had no
idea what I was eating. Dr. Kim Hanjong was honored as the
senior member of our group.

After then, we took a high speed KTX train south to our
destination the Sol Beach Jindo, a beautiful resort hotel with
rooms overlooking the picturesque South Sea. A breakfast
buffet that would put Las Vegas to shame was provided to
the hotel guests. The other hotels were equally impressive.
The following week was spent sight seeing and staying
in luxurious hotels with excellent food. One of the many
sashimi dishes was grilled eel made on a hot charcoal BBQ.
I think the biggest difference between this trip and my
previous trips was the enthusiastic embrace of modernization.

Everywhere, there were wide modern roads (always clogged
with traffic), towering glass and steel skyscrapers with
people in constant motion and always in a hurry. Everyplace
I looked there were construction cranes, coffee shops and
karaoke bars. A big change from previous visits.

What impressed me the most however was the sincerity,
warmth and generosity of the people we met and of course
the group we toured with. Kunsook and I are both looking
forward to another visit to the “Land of the Morning Calm”
in the not-too-distant future.
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