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Alternative History 

of British Embassy in Korea
By Lee Yoon-soo 
Contributing Writer

There is a popular yet unau- 
thenticated story that King 
Kojong and Queen Min of 
Choson Kingdom, seeing 

tennis being played within the Brit­
ish consulate 
compound next 
door to their 
palace, asked 
whether these 
curious for­
eigners did not 
have servants 
to undertake 
such strenuous 
exercise for 
them.

In a new 
book exploring 
the history of 
B r i t i s h  
embassies and 
their buildings 
in the East 
from 1859 to 
the present, Dr.
J.E. Hoare, a 
former British 
civil servant in 
the East, pre­
sents a study dotted with such color­
ful stories characterizing the British 
presence in Korea.

“Embassies in the East,” a Curzon 
book on an vertall view of embassies 
in East Asia from 1859 to the pre­
sent, ostensibly focuses on the histo­
ry of the consular buildings in Korea 
yet often allows a glimpse into a 
larger picture within the bare frame­
work.

At one point, a Bishop Cooper is 
said to have noted in 1946, at a time 
of great turmoil for Korea, that Der­
went Kermode, the then British con­
sul, who famously “liked to have a 
grievance to nurse,” arrived to find 
an embassy with its roof leaking, its 
radiator burst and the kitchen floor 
flooded. It was, the bishop wrote, a 
“good introduction to a Korea where 
most things [had] deteriorated after 
six years of neglect and misuse.”

The history of the embassy build­
ings and its inhabitants frequently 
provides a perspective into British- 
Korean history. From the signing of 
a first treaty with Korea in June 
1882 in view of trade prospects and 
concerns over Russian interests in 
the peninsula, to British participa­
tion in the Korean War and the lat­
ter-day recognition of Korea’s 
importance in terms of trade and 
business, the British have main­
tained a presence in one form or 
another within Korea.

There were, at first, some misgiv­
ings about maintaining a Korean 
outpost. Attempts to purchase and 
build a consular office in Seoul were 
initially questioned by the British 
Treasury which, Dr. Hoare notes, 
had grave doubts over building a 
costly establishment in “this 
wretched place.” Thereafter inade­
quate buildings, a lack of heating 
and sanitary problems caused by 
sewage and waste being poured dai­
ly over the walls of the nearby 
Palace, caused many a problem for 
the British legation.

Nevertheless, Korea seems to have 
held an exotic charm for some. One 
junior resident noted that “Seoul is a 
glittering prospect of mountains and 
palaces, with mushroom-roofed cot­
tages on which red pepper laid out to

dry on them presents a delightful 
Turkish-carpet effect seen from a 
hill-top, mingled with the blue 
smoke rising from thousands of 
kitchen fires pul l  stop. The whole 
picture- the  mol ten  sunshine and the 
f i l t e red  t r ansparency  of the air, the 
roya l  tombs ,  the  winding river, the 
White  Buddha ,  the  imposing city 

gates, and the 
remnant of the 
old city wall 
crawling over 
Namsan- is 
rich with 
charm.” 

Rounding 
off the Korean 
portrait, he 
writes with 
typical British­
ness, “We used 
to go for a 
walk of one or 
two hours
nearly every 
day, except in 
the summer 
when we 
played tennis.” 

Dr. Hoare’s 
book frequent­
ly provides an 
entertaining 

insight into the very British charac­
ter of the consulate and past legation 
members. An English-style garden 
was grown within the compound and 
Walter Hillier, a consul and a keen 
gardener, is quaintly noted as having 
had “some success with his fruit 
trees.”

A superior British-made front door 
pull and Chubb lock are noted as 
being features of the consulate build­
ings.

Furthermore, a medley of typically 
British eccentrics pass in and out of 
the history, such as Captain Vyvyan 
Holt who after catching the mumps 
is said to have devised a system 
whereby office papers were left in 
the middle of his lawn and collected 
only after the bearer had moved off a 
safe distance or Mrs. Kermode 
whose “consumption of gin and 
cigarettes, already assuring her of a 
very creditable batting average, sent 
her soaring into the Guinness Book 
of Records” (according to Con­
sulate-General De La Mare in 1939). 
One E.H.Parker, a consul during the 
late 19th Century, is described sim­
ply as being “somewhat odd.”

Along with the Salvation Army 
headquarters at the rear and an 
Anglican cathedral in the front, the 
area around the British consulate- 
general by the 1930s was seen as a 
small comer of Britain. Today, the 
much redeveloped British embassy 
compound, is the only piece of land 
owned by the British government in 
Korea.

In viewing the original buildings, 
Lady Evans, wife of the first ambas­
sador to Korea (appointed in 1957), 
is recorded by Dr. Hoare as saying 
that “our massive brick Victorian 
house might have been that of any 
prosperous merchant on the outskirts 
of London or Birmingham.” After 
looking at the compound newly 
rebuilt in the 1990s, Sir Geoffrey 
Howe, then the British secretary of 
state for foreign and Commonwealth 
affairs, now Lord Howe, said it 
reminded him of a Victorian mental 
hospital. The British, it seems, to 
this day, continue to lend their own 
particular color to the Korean land­
scape.

The Korea Times will feature wives of representatives Korea in interviews or in other forms about their activi- ties

of foreign governments and organizations posted in ties in the diplomatic arena and their lifestyle. — ED. 

‘Grandmas Have Closer Ties With Korean Kids’
By Hong Sun-hee 

Staff Reporter

The wife of the head of the 
Belgian diplomatic mission 
had hoped the activities of 
Belgian troops during the 

Korean War would be better appreci­
ated by local people.

“We, the Belgians, are aware of 
Korea because we have seen our vet­
erans with their uniforms from Korea 
during National Day. Belgium sent 
3,600 soldiers, quite a large contin­
gent for a country with a population 
of 8 million, and 800 of them died 
here.”

“It’s really a pity that Koreans don’t 
properly understand that their country 
earned their freedom at the sacrifice 
of many youths from other allied 
countries aside from the United 
States.

“It’s not their mistake but the fault 
of the schools and their parents,” 
lamented Maria Nijskens, 58, during 
an exclusive interview with The 
Korea Times.

She and her husband, Renier, came 
to Korea in October of last year from 
Kenya accompanied by a local chef, 
who is the son of the Kenyan who 
cooked for the family for years,

‘The seasons are more extreme in 
Korea than in Kenya - in particular in 
summer and winter. The spring is 
more beautiful with more kinds of 
trees and the autumn foliage is more 
bright in its tint,” she says in compari- 
sion.

The most contrasting factor is their 
residence. While in Nairobi, they 
lived in Petit Trianon, a scaled-down 
reproduction of France’s Versailles. 
In Seoul, they live in a residence in 
Itaewon, a minute’s walking distance 
from the shopping avenue.

“We love to loiter in the antique 
streets of Seoul but have decided not 
to buy things because our house is 
already full of our collection from 
previous posts,” she said.

Wherever they are posted, she joins 
a chorus to become more involved in 
the local community. She has sung for 
45 years and while in Seoul, she is a 
member of the Seoul International 
Women’s Association (SIWA) cho­
rus.

The Belgian says, “It’s great fun to 
join the Korean ladies. They enjoy the 
time among themselves while the 
Europeans are more family oriented. 
At the same time, Korean mothers are

brave and courageous and do every­
thing to please and serve their chil­
dren.”

As a mother of a daughter and a 
son, both fully grown, she envies the 
close ties between Korean children 
and their grandparents.

In a sidelight, however, she takes 
issue with the male supremacy which 
prevails in this country. “I wonder if 
Korean women feel offended by the 
way they are treated or not. Such a 
bias and inequality of women should 
be changed,” the former schoolteach­
er stressed.

Role sharing is somewhat different 
in her family. With the Nijskens, the

husband cooks for guests and the wife 
cooks only for the family.

“For guests, I dress the table, deco­
rate with flowers and wash vegetables 
while he decides the menu and pre­
pares the food. He is an excellent 
cook,” she boasts.

The ambassador reportedly decides 
on the menu for luncheons or dinners 
on the very morning of the occasion, 
much to the harassment of the kitchen 
staff.

This year, it’s his turn to host the 
Christmas party held among his own 
clan every year. “We are not worried 
about menu but rather about the short 
time for preparation."

Nijskens said, “We will add a little 
bit of a Korean touch to the menu. We 
will serve seaweed, mushrooms, quail 
eggs and pine needles.”

Another thing which occupied 
much of her time last week was a 
request from a local newspaper to 
make arrangements for 50 children 
aged six to 12 to don the national 
dress to be photographed for the new 
millenium edition. She is currently in 
charge of SIWA’s international com­
mittee. “As an ex-teacher, I really had 
a great afternoon with the children.” 

On the difficult side of her role as a 
diplomat’s wife, she says with a sigh, 
“Packing and moving once every 
three years is very unpleasant. I hate 
that period and I become extremely 
nervous during the week of saying 
goodbye and leaving friends.”

Her husband has been posted in a 
number of countries including 
Tunisia, Iraq, Kuwait and Canada and 
he has chosen Korea as his ninth post 
in order to discover the area.

The Korea Times will appreciate 
tips and recommendations. Phone 
724-2350 or write an e-mail at 
uhuru@koreatimes.co.kr.

Puppets for New Year’s Bash in Times Square
ST. HELENS, Oregon (AP) — In a 

cavernous warehouse, creatures from 
different times and cultures lurk under 
the rafters: floating Balinese hands in 
delicate dance poses, purple-patterned 
elephants from India and a Chinese 
dragon, whose red, silk body shimmers 
in a breeze.

Crowded in a place that once stored 
canned drinks, these immense beasts of 
cloth and metal appear otherworldly. 
Strapped to the backs of puppeteers —

some reaching two stories high — they 
will enchant and entertain millions.

They are among a herd of creations 
by Michael Curry, an Oregon artist who 
is making 160 oversized puppets for 
what promises to be the biggest New 
Year’s bash ever in Times Square. The 
puppets will join a cast of thousands to 
celebrate the world’s cultures, time 
zone by time zone, in an unprecedented, 
24-hour countdown to the millennium.

Curry’s art has graced theme parks, 
parades and stage productions, like 
“The Lion King,” around the world. But 
with a shoestring budget and a deadline 
that can’t be pushed back — this could 
be his most inspired work yet.

At his workshop, Curry and a crew of 
57 painters, engineers and craftspeople

draw from unlikely sources of inspira­
tion. The paper used in Federal Express 
envelopes makes great fish skin, or dan­
gling jungle vines. Silk, draped over a 
wire frame, perfectly mimics the move­
ments of a jellyfish. Red feather boas 
make exquisite legs for a geometric, 
killer ant.

The end result: puppets that are larger 
than life, but nonthreatening, easy to 
manipulate and representative of an 
international audience.

“I didn’t want this to be a National 
Geographic survey of each culture,” 
said Curry, 41. “I wanted to do justice 
to the richness of the world’s cultures, 
to show the vastness of these cultures 
with artistry.”

The show, which relies on the collec­
tive vision of top designers in theater, 
video, dance, music and theme park 
entertainment, starts at 6:15 a.m., Dec. 
31, before an expected audience of mil­
lions.

Every hour, the music, dance and 
puppetry will change to reflect a partic­
ular country or time zone. For example, 
at 10 p.m., to signal a segment called 
“rain forest adventure,” jungle sounds 
and samba rhythms will bounce off a 
surround-sound system in Times

Square. Hundreds of butterfly puppets 
will “fly” into the space, while cannons 
launch animal-shaped confetti into the 
crowd.

To prepare for a production of such 
magnitude, creative producer Geoff 
Puckett began recruiting designers 
years ago. He traveled to outdoor festi­
vals around the world to mine ideas. 
And he brought in two anthropologists, 
an ethnographer and a world music 
expert for feedback.

The biggest challenge he faced was 
finding a way to communicate without 
narration. He found that an elaborate 
soundtrack and live performers help. 
But he knew the eye-catching, mobile 
puppets would be critical.

“The advantage of using human- 
manipulated puppetry is that it allows 
the imagination to fill in the blanks,” 
said Puckett, founder of EffectDesign 
Inc., based in San Francisco. “Seeing 
the people who manipulate these figures 
gives the audience opportunity to imag­
ine themselves as being part of the 
entire procession.”

Because the show is staged in one of 
the world’s busiest thoroughfares, with 
little protection from the elements, Cur­
ry’s puppets must be able to function

under unique conditions. They have to 
be sturdy, but light enough to move 
with ease.

“Wind, weight and budget — it’s all I 
think about these days,” he joked.

The process of making an oversized 
puppet can take anywhere from a few 
days to a few months — depending on 
the creature’s size, shape and complexi­
ty.

Take, for example, the Chinese drag­
on. This 70-foot-long puppet was mod­
eled after a six-inch (15-centimeter) 
bronze sculpture dating back to the 8th 
century. (Curry has been itching to 
model a puppet after the sculpture for 
years.)

To begin, he sketched a color render­
ing of how he imagined the puppet 
would look high above the heads of rev­
elers in the square. Next, engineers used 
this visual blueprint to sculpt the pup­
pet’s basic structure — using wire, car­
bon-fiber, or some other lightweight 
material.

Craftspeople gave the puppet shape 
by adding material that won’t catch the 
wind or dissolve in the rain. Meshes, 
silks and Lycra help the puppets 
achieve an ethereal quality that has 
become Curry’s trademark.


