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FROM THE ARCHIVESFROM THE ARCHIVES

On 12 April 1992, I was on a plane to 
%HLMLQJ�ZKHUH�,�ZDV�WR�PHHW�DQ�RǌFLDO�
who would hand me a visa and put me on 
D�SODQH�WR�1RUWK�.RUHD��,�ZDV�QRW�WROG�KLV�
QDPH�RU�KRZ�WR�ǊQG�KLP��KH�ZRXOG�ǊQG�PH�
,�ZDV�DERXW�WR�PDNH�KLVWRU\�DV�WKH�ǊUVW�

American soloist to play in North Korea 
VLQFH�WKH�.RUHDQ�:DU��,�KDG�EHHQ�LQYLWHG�
to participate in the Spring Friendship Art 
Festival, which this year coincided with 
the 80th birthday of the Great Leader, 
Comrade Kim Il-Sung – in the eyes of 
the North Koreans, the greatest event 
RI�WKH�FHQWXU\��7KH�PRVW�UHSUHVVLYH�DQG�
anti-American 
regime surviving 
KDG�ǊQDOLVHG�P\�
plans at 11pm the 
previous night 
ZLWK�DQ�XQRǌFLDO��
unsigned letter 
– only naming 
the title of an 
DQRQ\PRXV�RǌFLDO�
(I found out later 
that there were 
GR]HQV�RI�RǌFLDOV�ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�WLWOH���
As far as I know, the organiser and I were 
the only Americans granted entry into the 
FRXQWU\�Ŝ�WKHUH�ZDV�QR�SUHFHGHQW��,�ZDV�
going at my own risk; I couldn’t even tell 
my hysterically anti-communist, German 
ZDU�UHIXJHH�PRWKHU�WKDW�,�ZDV�JRLQJ�
:H�ODQGHG�LQ�%HLMLQJ��7KHUH�ZDV�QRERG\�

WKHUH�WR�JUHHW�PH��/XFNLO\��,�VDZ�D�JURXS�RI�
people holding a sign that said, ‘Welcome 
WR�3\RQJ\DQJş��,�LQWURGXFHG�P\VHOI��
1RERG\�KDG�HYHU�KHDUG�RI�PH��,�UHPLQGHG�
them that I was an honoured guest of their 
JRYHUQPHQW��7KH\��LQ�WXUQ��UHPLQGHG�PH�
that they were there to aid upwards of 
80 delegations en route to Pyongyang, 
including despots from Cambodia, Zaire, 
&KLQD��6HQHJDO�DQG�.HQ\D��$IWHU�D�WKUHH�
hour wait, during which my connecting 
ǋLJKW�OHIW�ZLWKRXW�PH��D�PDQ�DSSURDFKHG�
and introduced himself as a representative 
from the Spring Arts Festival, said he 

LQǋXHQFH�LQ�WKH�UH�XQLǊFDWLRQ�VRQJ��,�ZDV�
informed that they would provide their 
RZQ�YHUVLRQ�IRU�WKH�HYHQLQJşV�FRQFHUW�

When I arrived for the performance, I 
was told they thought the Korean music 
was boring (later I discovered the reason 
ZK\�Ŝ�WKH\�FRXOGQşW�ǊQG�WKH�PXVLF���1RZ�
they liked my solo piece so much that they 
ZDQWHG�PH�WR�SOD\�WZR��7KH\�KDG�DOORWWHG�
me more time, so I insisted they let me 
SOD\�WKH�:HEHU�,�KDG�SUHSDUHG��$W�WKH�
VQDS�RI�WKH�ǊQJHUV��DQG�D�SLDQLVW�ZDONHG�
WKURXJK�WKH�GRRU��6KH�ZDV�LQWURGXFHG�DV�
DQ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FRPSHWLWLRQ�ZLQQHU��$IWHU�
hearing her play, it was easy to guess 
ZKLFK�FRXQWU\�WKH�FRQWHVW�ZDV�KHOG�LQ��

After the performance, a member of 
the Cultural Institute interviewed me with 
ŞKRSHV�RI�LQWURGXFLQJ�PH�WR�WKH�ZRUOGş��
+LV�ǊUVW�TXHVWLRQ�ZDV��Ş:KDW�GR�\RX�WKLQN�
RI�RXU�SLDQLVW"ş�:KHQ�,�VDLG�WKDW�VKH�ZDV�
great, but refused to admit that she was 
the best pianist I had ever heard, the 
LQWHUYLHZ�GUHZ�TXLFNO\�WR�D�FORVH��

When I got back to the hotel, the 
Cuban dance troupe was putting on an 
LPSURPSWX�SHUIRUPDQFH�LQ�WKH�OREE\��7KLV�
was typical of the communist performers, 
anxious to ‘do their thing’ for the sheer 
ORYH�RI�LW��

I was supposed to play on 15 April, 
ZKLFK�ZDV�.LP�,O�6XQJşV�DFWXDO�ELUWKGD\��,Q�
the morning, however, I was told the entire 
FRQFHUW�ZDV�FDQFHOOHG��,W�ZDV�UXPRXUHG�
that Kim Il-Sung himself was going attend 
WKH�*DPHV�WKDW�HYHQLQJ��7KH�RUJDQLVHU�
and I were told that we were invited to 
attend the Games the following day; but 
the organiser announced that he wanted 
to go on Kim’s birthday, and jumped on 
D�EXV�ERXQG�IRU�WKH�VWDGLXP��2XU�JXLGH�
then stopped the bus, and insisted that he 
JHW�Rǉ��+H�DVNHG�ZKDW�VKH�H[SHFWHG�KLP�
to do that evening, as he was forbidden 
from the Games and my concert had been 
FDQFHOOHG��6KH�VSRNH�ZLWK�VRPHRQH�IRU�
a minute, then announced boldly, ‘The 
concert is back on, and I hope you can 
come to enjoy Mr Simon’s performance 
WRQLJKW�ş�

When the organiser tried to make a 
long-distance phone call which didn’t get 
WKURXJK��WKH�KRWHO�FKDUJHG�KLP������86��
IRU�XVLQJ�WKHLU�RSHUDWRU��+H�UHIXVHG�WR�
SD\�WKH�ELOO��2XU�JXLGH�GLGQşW�XQGHUVWDQG�
his outrage, as it was only $50; she only 
PDGH������86��PRQWKO\��EXW��DV�DOO�KHU�
needs were provided by the state, she saw 
PRQH\�DV�ZRUWKOHVV�SDSHU��

These were not the only bizarre 
occurrences:

•  I sat among 100,000 North Koreans 
and Cubans chanting anti-American 
slogans while wearing a big badge 
SURFODLPLQJ�P\�QDWLRQDOLW\��

•  When I asked if there was any religion 
in North Korea, my guide responded, 
Ş&DWKROLFLVPş��

Ŧ��7KHUH�ZDV�D�ODUJH�ǊUH�LQ�WKH�KRWHO�
which was ignored/denied by the 
PDQDJHPHQW��

•  In order to send postcards, I had to 
ZDLW�WKUHH�GD\V�IRU�VWDPSV��7KH\�KDG�
pictures on them of four of the world’s 
greatest tennis players: Becker, Lendl, 
*UDI�DQG�D�ORFDO�1RUWK�.RUHDQ�JLUO��

•  When my friend got a headache, a 
doctor was called in who attempted 
WR�SUHVFULEH�D�VWUDQJH�ORRNLQJ�WDEOHW��
My friend said he had already taken an 
aspirin, whereupon the doctor asked if 
KH�FRXOG�JHW�VRPH�IRU�KLP��WRR�

•  Riding with me one day, the Minister 
of Culture (for that day, anyway) was 
ǊOOLQJ�XS�WKH�FDU�ZLWK�FLJDUHWWH�VPRNH��
After I asked him to stop, he whirled 
around and exclaimed, ‘Aah, you and 
your weak American lungs!’

•  On the Great Day, a local department 
VWRUH�RǉHUHG�D������GLVFRXQW�RQ�DOO�
merchandise; the hordes of over-
anxious shoppers were met by a no-
QRQVHQVH��NLFN�ER[LQJ�VHFXULW\�JXDUG�

•  During the Mass Games, a young girl 
IDLQWHG�IURP�H[KDXVWLRQ��7ZR�RI�KHU�
WHDFKHUV�UDQ�RXW�RQ�WKH�ǊHOG�DQG�
promptly stood her up again; she 
ǊQLVKHG�WKH�UHPDLQLQJ�WKUHH�KRXUV�RI�
WKH�VKRZ��

•  One girl could not recover so easily: a 
North Korean guide for an Australian 
JURXS�VXǉHUHG�D�QHUYRXV�EUHDNGRZQ�
when she witnessed the incompetence 
of several bureaucrats, something she 
KDG�EHHQ�WDXJKW�ZDV�DQ�LPSRVVLELOLW\�

On my last day in North Korea, I went 
through the Victorious Fatherland 
Liberation War Museum, nicknamed the 
ŞDQWL�$PHULFDQ�PXVHXPş��7KH�PXVHXP�
guide, my personal guide and I were the 
only people in the 52,000-square-metre 
building! Among the ‘historical’ exhibits 
were pictures of American imperialist 
aggressor priests 
torturing North 
.RUHDQ�FKLOGUHQ��
Other titbits 
included documents 
from American 
generals proving 
WKDW�WKH�86�VWDUWHG�
and lost the war, and 
several electronically 
activated battle 
scenes using 
PHFKDQLFDO�UHSOLFDV��7KH�LPPHQVLW\�RI�
this museum is impossible to describe; 
just one of the 80 or so rooms contained 
GR]HQV�RI�DHURSODQHV�IURP�WKH�.RUHDQ�:DU�

During the tour, I got into a lengthy 
GLVFXVVLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�JXLGH��,W�ZDV�KHUH�WKDW�
,�ǊUVW�UHDOLVHG�WKDW�EUDLQZDVKLQJ�FRXOG�
rob an entire race of one of humanity’s 
IXQGDPHQWDO�TXDOLWLHV��FXULRVLW\��,�DVNHG�
WKH�JXLGH�LI�.LP�-RQJ�,O��WKH�*UHDW�/HDGHUşV�
VRQ�DQG�VXFFHVVRU��KDG�DQ\�FKLOGUHQ��6KH�

didn’t know, and didn’t seem to care; if 
it hadn’t been dictated to her, it didn’t 
ZDUUDQW�KHU�LQWHUHVW��$JDLQ��ZKHQ�,�DVNHG�
DERXW�WKH�ǊUVW�PDQ�RQ�WKH�PRRQ��VKH�KDG�
heard about some experiments but didn’t 
NQRZ�RU�FDUH�DERXW�PXFK�PRUH��$V�VKH�
took pride in the equal distribution of 
wealth in North Korea, I asked her if she 
OHG�WKH�VDPH�OLIHVW\OH�DV�.LP�,O�6XQJ��6KH�
UHSOLHG��ŞSUREDEO\ş��

On the plane back to Beijing, I thought 
how amazing it was that 1,500 people 
IURP�YDVWO\�GLǉHUHQW�EDFNJURXQGV�VKDUHG�
exactly the same experiences and formed 
a common link which would stay with 
XV��HYHQ�LI�ZH�ZRXOG�QHYHU�PHHW�DJDLQ��,�
felt I had accomplished something; I had 
introduced the American style of clarinet 
playing on television to an estimated 20 
million viewers (not bad for a country of 

22 million); I had seen the other side of 
the Iron Curtain, and hopefully started a 
VHULHV�RI�FXOWXUDO�H[FKDQJHV�
7KH�SODQH�ODQGHG�LQ�%HLMLQJ��,�ZDV�

supposed to meet the same host I had 
had the previous week, but when he saw 
me in the airport, his jaw dropped and he 
said, ‘Mr Simon, but we weren’t expecting 
you…’ Q

ZDV�H[SHFWLQJ�PH��EXQGOHG�PH�Rǉ�WR�D�
primitive hotel, took my passport for visa 
reasons, said he had no contact number, 
DQG�OHIW��VD\LQJ�ŞWUXVW�PHş�

In contrast, on my arrival in North Korea,  
‘The People’s Paradise’, I was greeted 
E\�KXQGUHGV�RI�ǋDJ�ZDYLQJ�FLWL]HQV��
hurried across a red carpet to the VIP door, 
waived through immigration, put into a 

FKDXǉHXUHG�
Volvo, and 
before I knew it, 
was at my hotel 
being greeted 
by my guide, 
Mrs Kim (she 
wouldn’t divulge 
KHU�ǊUVW�QDPH��
who began a 
24-hours-a-day 
ZDWFK�RYHU�PH��

There were more than 1,500 artists from 
RYHU����FRXQWULHV�

Pyongyang is the show capital of North 
.RUHD��:LWK�DOO�WKH�0HUFHGHV�%HQ]HV�
around, it’s hard to believe that this is the 
same country that is promoting a ‘two 
PHDOV�D�GD\�LV�KHDOWKLHUş�FDPSDLJQ��7KH�
day before the President of China arrived, 
a large number of false storefronts were 
hastily erected; after he left, they were 
WDNHQ�GRZQ��3URSDJDQGD�VLJQV�DQG�PDUWLDO�
music were everywhere, and so were 
imported products from around the world 
�VXUSULVLQJO\�IURP�$PHULFD�DQG�-DSDQ��WRR���
They built a Triumphal Arch bigger than 
WKH�RQH�LQ�3DULV��7KHLU�VSRUWV�VWDGLXP�KDV�
WKH�ODUJHVW�VHDWLQJ�FDSDFLW\�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��
The people enjoy a crime-free existence, 
a long existence, and a peacefully happy 
H[LVWHQFH�Ŝ�DOO�\RX�KDYH�WR�GR�LV�ŞEHOLHYHş�
'LVFLSOLQH�LV�HYHU�SUHVHQW��7KH�0DVV�

Games in honour of Kim’s birthday are 

an amazing display of virtuosity; it was 
astonishing to see thousands of 14-year-
old boys demonstrating their skill at 
Taekwondo by breaking bricks in mid-air in 
perfect rhythm to nationalist music, while 
tens of thousands more in the stands 
used coloured cards to produce messages 
DQG�UHYROXWLRQDU\�WDEOHDX[��(YHQ�PRUH�
XQEHOLHYDEOH�ZDV�DQ�HYHQLQJ�VRLU«H��
which featured hundreds of thousands 
of local inhabitants dancing and singing 
to nationalistic music they had learned 
almost since birth, all to a background of 
H[WUDRUGLQDU\�ǊUHZRUNV��6R�SRZHUIXO�ZDV�
WKH�K\SQRWLF�HǉHFW�RI�WKH�PXVLF�WKDW�HYHQ�
the foreigners rushed from the stands to 
participate, chanting words they didn’t 
HYHQ�XQGHUVWDQG�

The magnitude of the celebrations 
didn’t stop there; the Arts Festival featured 
D�����VWURQJ�RUFKHVWUD�VXSSRUWLQJ�D�
500-strong chorus singing the praises of 
.LP�,O�6XQJ��$IWHU�WKH�FXUWDLQ�ZHQW�GRZQ��D�
woman wearing a traditional North Korean 
gown came out and announced my name, 
my country, and the piece I was going 
WR�SOD\��1R�PRUH�WKDQ����VHFRQGV�KDG�
elapsed when the curtain rose, revealing 
a stage empty except for a piano and a 
PXVLF�VWDQG�

As I was playing the last movement of 
Weber’s Clarinet Concerto No 1, I was 
struck by the thought that I almost didn’t 
JHW�WR�SOD\�DW�DOO��,�ZDV�WROG�WKH�HYHQLQJ�,�
arrived that because I didn’t participate in 
WKH�ǊUVW�ZHHN�RI�SHUIRUPDQFHV��,�FRXOGQşW�
SOD\�LQ�WKH�VHFRQG��$IWHU�WKURZLQJ�D�
tantrum, I was given a 150-second time 
slot (I had brought four hours of music 
ZLWK�PH���7KHLU�UHVWULFWLRQV�OLPLWHG�
my choice to a solo piece or a Korean 
UHXQLǊFDWLRQ�VRQJ��7KH\�GLGQşW�OLNH�WKH�
solo work, and detected a South Korean 

,�ZDV�DERXW�WR�PDNH�
KLVWRU\�DV�WKH�ƬUVW�
American soloist to 
play in North Korea 
since the Korean War
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.RUHDQV�DQG�&XEDQV�FKDQWLQJ�
DQWL�$PHULFDQ�VORJDQV�
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SURFODLPLQJ�P\�QDWLRQDOLW\
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From our winter 1994 issue, 
Andrew Michael Simon 
reports on an eventful, 
overwhelming and at times 
bizarre trip to North Korea 
to perform at the Spring 
Friendship Art Festival


