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Honeymoon In Korea
A Former Inside Columbia Staffer Navigates Through
Newlywed Bliss Among Strangers In A Strange Land
By LINdSey howALd pATToN

Journeys

 I am sitting on a flat bench at the rear of 
a Buddhist pagoda and some weekend 
tourists from Seoul — a boy and a 
girl — have paused in their photo op 

to stare. I don’t care. I’ve got my elbows on 
my knees and my face in my hands and I 
am crying the way a child does, hitching in 
my breath and boo-hoo-hooing. I am the 
only white person around; this, for some 
reason, emboldens me. I never cried in 
public before I moved to Korea.

Eventually I look up to see if my 
husband has reappeared. This, by the 
way, is a lovely spot — one of the loveliest 
in Gangneung. The pagoda perches at 
the top of a steep little pine tree-covered 
hill, and from here one can see the East 
Sea. The beach, with its wide, gritty sand 
and crashing autumn waves, is less than 
a 10-minute stroll away. Directly beneath 
the hill stretches Gyeongpo Lake, with 
long-necked white cranes standing in 

its shallows and families riding four-
person bicycles around the encircling 
path. No sign of A. anywhere. We’d been 
in the middle of a picnic, something I’d 
packed to cheer us up from the previous 
evening — the majority of which we’d 
spent arguing — when we started 
fighting again. To collect his thoughts, he 
had walked back to Artpía, a high-rise 
apartment complex and the setting of our 
first year of marriage, and I was dread to 
follow.

I married A. in August 2009, just two 
months before what would eventually 
become known, jokingly, as the Great 
Pagoda Meltdown. We were engaged for 
six months before we wed, and during 
that time, whenever we told someone that 
we were planning to quit our jobs and 
move to South Korea three weeks after 
the wedding, we consistently received one 
of two reactions. The most common was 
envy — “You two are so lucky! It’ll be like 
a yearlong honeymoon!” — and the most 
unsettling was worry.

The motherly types, especially, met 
this news with concern in their furrowed 
brows. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
they’d ask kindly, “I mean, you’ll be so far 
away from any kind of support network. 
The first year of marriage is hard, you 
know,” and this last part they’d say as if 
we didn’t understand, which of course we 
did not.

KOrEAN CULtUrE
n  How you greet someone changes according to age and 

relationship. If meeting a stranger or someone older, 
say “An-yang-ha-sae-yo” and bow. To greet a younger 
person, a simple “An-yang” will do.

n  In Korea it is impolite to fill your own glass at the dinner 
table. You should fill your neighbor’s glass and wait for 
yours to be filled by a neighbor.

n  If accepting an item from an elder or one higher in status, 
use two hands, not one. It shows respect.

n  In Korean (and Chinese and Japanese) culture, a newborn 
is considered 1 year old. Then, when the Lunar New 
Year comes around in February (instead of on his or 
her birthday), a person advances one year in age. So 
a person’s “Korean age” is always older than how we 
calculate it in the West.

Korea’s national dish is kimchi, fermented cabbage with spicy red pepper paste, and every restaurant and home has its own variation.         <

Blossoming cherry 
trees line the street 
along Gyeongpo Lake.
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When A. and I were dating, we found 
the idea of marital discord extremely 
romantic. Call us idealists; we talked 
about how, if things got particularly bad, 
we would just get a bottle of wine, plant 
ourselves at the table and not get up again 
until both the wine and our problems had 
disappeared. It didn’t take long for us to 
see marriage was a little more complicated 
than that.

“Practice,” our parents told us when 
we asked how to be perfect. And practice 
it took. Korea was to become the place 
where we really got to know one another. 
I discovered how punctual A. can be when 
he kept calling my version of just-on-time 
“late.” He learned to deal with how messy 
I am when I made some grand attempt at 
American cooking and then left the dishes 
“soaking” for days. I saw how comforting 
he could be when I got a bright, heavy 
rash of poison oak our first week in Korea 
and started crying, so overwhelmed was 
I by trying to find medicine in this new, 
strange place. He just took my hand and, 
contagiousness be damned, held me — 
a little act of grace he would perform 
hundreds of times that year.

I am still sitting on the bench. I’m not 
crying anymore, and the tourists move 
on and point their cameras at a ridge of 
blue-gray mountains in the distance. I 
stand up, cover my ears with my gigantic 
headphones, and turn the music up loud. I 
weigh my options. If this were America, I 
know exactly what I would do: I would get 
in my car and drive straight to the home of 
one of my favorite six women who always 
help me make sense out of my life. But, 
this is Korea: no car, no friends yet. I check 
the time on my iPod — it’s nearly 3 o’clock 
in the afternoon, which means it’s about 
1 a.m. in the Midwest; all my friends and 
family are sleeping and wouldn’t respond 
to a Skype call. What else? Ice cream? I’ve 
been in Korea for only about a month at 
this point, and so far all I’ve seen in terms 
of comfort food are streetside vendors 
selling doughy little pastries shaped like 
fish, only half-sweetened and stuffed 
with paste made from beans. At home, 
a bad day would sometimes be rescued 
by meeting friendly strangers, but here, 
despite how many smiles — or stares, 
depending on the individual — I get on the 
street, communication is impossible.

I start walking. I shuffle down the hill 
and cross the street lined with cherry 
trees — they would explode in white-and-
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pink blossoms next spring, and delight 
me more than any incident of nature ever 
had, but right now their dead leaves are 
sticking to the wet pavement of the road 
— and start in the direction of some rice 
fields across the lake.

Before I left the United States, a 
colleague who had traveled to Japan 
warned me: “It’ll be like going blind.” 
When traveling to any new place, the first 
thing to look for are signs, the literal kind, 
that might help reveal where the bus is 
headed, what’s for dinner or what the 
alarming-looking yellow notice taped to 
your apartment door means. In Asia, this 
is impossible for a Westerner. Her warning 
didn’t cover the half of it. After we arrived 
in Korea, those first few weeks were more 
like going blind, deaf and mute.

All the expats I met there experienced 
it to some degree, this feeling of complete 
helplessness. It was at once thrilling, 
disconcerting and frustrating, and that 
depended on the day. We’d spent our 
lives learning to fend for ourselves and 
suddenly all of that was taken away, 
seemingly peeled away gradually during 
the long flight over the Pacific. One of my 
best American friends I met while there, 
Aireanne, used to describe her culture 
shock like this: “I wanted to buy five 
apples, and I didn’t even know how to 
count to five.”

We all accumulated stories like hers, 
stories in which it’s so obvious we had no 
idea what kind of world we were living in 
anymore. Once I wrote a student’s name 
on the board in red marker, planning 
to give him a little star to encourage his 
good behavior, and the entire classroom 
gasped. They pointed: “Teacher, Teacher! 
Red no! Red bad!” Only later did I 
find out that I had, in effect, listed my 
student among the dead — red ink was 
traditionally used to record the names 
of the deceased. One day A. and I 
accidentally jumped into a luxury cab — 
sleek, safe and horribly expensive — in 
the taxi line at the Suwon bus station, and 
wound up paying about triple the price. 
With a sinking feeling in my stomach I 
watched the numbers climb — it didn’t 
help that in Korean currency, one dollar 
starts out as about 1,200 won.

But A. was always around. Fumbling 
my chopsticks was easier when I could 
share the embarrassment. Eventually we 
became, like children, quite comfortable 
with and even clever in our helplessness. 
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We would walk into a place we needed 
a service from — say, the clinic for 
immunizations — and deliver perfected 
blank stares when secretaries directed 
indiscernible questions at us. We would 
look at each other, shrug, look back at her, 
smile charmingly and cross our fingers, 
and inevitably she would leave her post 
to guide us by the hand into the doctor’s 
office. As soon as we got comfortable with 
feeling as oblivious as toddlers again, life 
as foreigners was actually much simpler 
than our old American lives, thanks to 
an accommodating, generous culture like 
Korea’s. Our boss, for example, was the 
one who picked us up when our scooter got 
stolen, at 1:30 a.m., and she took care of all 
the police reports. Servers in restaurants, 
while leaving other tables of Koreans 
alone, would hover over our table. As we 
watched, they carefully cooked our meat 
to perfection on the grill in the center of 
the table, then encouraged us to eat the 
way our mothers had told us to eat our 
vegetables.

Being part of a married couple was 
occasionally challenging when interacting 
with locals; for this, I blame Confucius. 
The philosopher’s teachings are still at 
the backbone of much of Korean culture, 
particularly in more rural areas like 
Gangneung. Most obvious of these is a 
strict hierarchical structure based on age 
and sex.

I learned quickly that I would be both 
beneficiary and victim of this hierarchy 
— I’ve had small children bow sweetly 
to me in the street and address me as 
seongsaeng-nim, or Teacher, and I’ve also 
had waitresses push bottle openers, beers, 
grilling utensils and a pile of flatware into 
my hands with the expectation that as 
the youngest female, I would be cooking 
for and serving my companions. Most of 
these new roles I could handle with good 
humor, but I silently cursed Confucius 
when Koreans talked to us by way of A. 
— respectful by their culture’s standards 
and flying in the face of so many years of 
women’s liberation in ours. “Andy!” they’d 
call out to us, making eye contact with only 
him, “How are you?” or “Look at the gift 
Andy has brought,” brandishing proudly 
a loaf of banana bread I’d spent the 
afternoon baking.

I have meandered the limits of this 
small city slowly and now, more than three 
hours later, I am downtown. I am staring 
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spent in one’s own head, I’m finally ready 
to go home.

I still don’t know what I’ll say to make 
the argument — and now, the fact that 
I’ve been out without calling for about five 
hours — disappear, but I am determined 
to restore our newlywed bliss. As I walk by 
our neighborhood grocery store, the neon 
sign glows, seeming to wink at me, and in 
a burst of hopeful spontaneity I go inside 
where I know there is a tiny wooden rack 
of imported wines. A Cabernet Sauvignon 
called Gato Negro is the cheapest; I 
approach the young cashier with it in 
my hands and am delighted when she 
smiles and asks me, in shy English, where 
I’m from. The line of wives and mothers 
picking up ingredients for dinner builds 
behind me but I don’t care; I grin back, 
feeling a thrill of normalcy, and say, “I’m 
from miguk.” The word for “America” was 
one of the first Korean words I learned.

Our apartment is on the seventh 
floor and before going inside, I peer out 
the tall hallway windows. I can see the 
sea from here, too; it is a dark, smooth 
plane beneath dusk’s horizon, and it is 
surrounded by the glittering lights of raw 
seafood restaurants and karaoke joints. 

I think to myself, “I’m home.” I turn and 
open the door quietly and A. meets me in 
the narrow hallway before I’ve even taken 
off my shoes. He doesn’t say anything 
until after he hugs me — that’s A., the 
more capable at melting tension. He leads 
me into our bare living room where a new 
bottle — Gato Negro Cabernet Sauvignon, 
in fact — is already waiting for us on the 
table, two glasses ready. He takes mine 
from my hands, smiling, and puts it away 
to save for the next fight. We sit down, and 
we start talking. n

at McDonald’s, at the people swarming in 
and out of its doors carrying paper bags 
bearing the familiar trademark logo and 
spots of grease on the bottom. Next to 
McDonald’s is a Pizza Hut and a Dunkin’ 
Donuts, and a Baskin-Robbins is across 
the street.

In our neighborhood, “old” Korea is the 
dominating influence — think little tofu 
soup shacks, bent-backed elderly women 
crouching on the sidewalk selling garlic, 
muddy potatoes and home-fermented soy 
sauce, thousands of red peppers drying on 
tarps in backyards next to kimchi pots — 
but Korea is changing quickly. The kids 
at school have started calling A. — who 
wears glasses, but otherwise bears no 
resemblance to the fictional character — 
“Harry Potter.” American cereal, pancakes, 
hamburgers and pizza have been 
introduced into a diet that traditionally 
consisted of rice, kimchi and fish three 
times a day. My Korean co-worker, Nari, 
often informs me of the latest Hollywood 
gossip. Everywhere are the influences 
of my own culture, and I have mixed 
feelings about this. Our food offers more 
options — who wants spicy fermented 
cabbage for breakfast, really? — but I 
have already noticed how the children in 
my classes with Western diets are much 
heavier than those whose families serve 
traditional foods.

Similarly, the value America places 
on an independent lifestyle — a value 
evident in films and TV shows watched 
by the rest of the world — breaks up some 
abusive aspects of Confucius’ hierarchy. 
But it could also damage the lovely respect 
children always held for their elders. 
Because Korea modernized so quickly, 
specifically since the 1960s, the divisions 
between the old and new generations 
are clearer and sharper than I have ever 
seen. In a town like Gangneung, where an 
elderly woman might sell jars of ginseng 
roots across the street from where her 
grandchildren are shopping for new 
fleeces at North Face, one can practically 
watch the old ways passing away. This 
will be something I will wrestle with for 
the next 12 months, and I will not arrive 
at a clear answer other than the obvious 
one, which is that this is a time of global 
influence like the world has never seen.

I reach into my jacket pocket and fish 
out the phone A. and I share. I flip it open, 
closed, open. It’s past 5 now; the air is 
turning brisk. Feeling the calm of a day 
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