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One of the most 
isolated countries  
on Earth, the 
totalitarian nation of 
North Korea usually 
subjects travellers to  
stifling restrictions. 
Jamie Fullerton 
cuts loose to become 
the first westerner to 
kayak the Taedong 
River. Photography  
by Giulia Marchi
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Explorations Kayaking in North Korea

Rocking the boat 
A lone kayaker  
on Pyongyang’s  
Taedong River
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motivated organisations that benefit economically and employ 
staff from the tourist industry” in North Korea. Of the Potemkin 
show v illage claim, he says that, while tours are hugely 
controlled, “The idea that the North Korean government could 
competently control a Truman Show -like performance for all 
visitors isn’t credible.”

“People go in with a western perspective and come out with 
more questions,” says Nicholas Bonner, founder of Koryo Tours. 
Cockerell adds: “The people we take are intelligent, analytical 
people who know there is more than what they see.”

Around 5,000 western tourists annually leap any such moral 
hurdles and book a North Korea trip. Once inside they usually have 
to remain in tour groups and are faced with a near total outside 
communication blackout. Free roaming is banned, travelling with 
local guides is mandatory and, like North Koreans, tourists are 
expected to treat the Kim leaders with unwavering respect.

In line with this, the Pyongyang sites foreigners can visit 
largely comprise a totalitarian anti-Disneyland dedicated to the 
leadership. Depictions of the late Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il 
are almost as ubiquitous at the tourist sites as they are on the 
locals’ clothes; by the age of 16 all North Korean citizens are 
compelled to wear lapel badges featuring their beaming faces.

Disrespecting these figures and the ruling Workers’ Party of 
Korea is unthinkably dangerous, and the fate of 22-year-old US 
tourist Otto Warmbier, who was arrested in Pyongyang in 

 Before the rowing, there’s the bowing. Before my kayak  
is pushed off into the black gloop that is North Korea’s 
Taedong River – making me the first western traveller 

to pass through the stretch running 16 miles west of the capital, 
Pyongyang – there are four days of near continuous grovelling  
to get through.

The country is a totalitarian state, the most isolated in the 
world, currently under its third generation of the dictatorial 
control of the Kim dynasty. Marshal Kim Jong-un presides over 
the regime the United Nations described in 2014 as responsible 
for “unspeakable atrocities” against its people. The UN listed 
methods of “widespread, systematic abuse” against dissenters 
that were more shocking than anything the most deranged 
horror film director could envisage.

It is not, you could argue, an obvious holiday destination. 
There’s a strong argument for it being unethical to travel here. 
Phil Robertson, deputy director of Human Rights Watch’s Asia 
division, says visiting is “basically like making a deposit in a North 
Korean government bank account” because the government 
controls the “Potemkin village tours”. He adds that, “The only 
reason to tour North Korea is to have the dubious achievement 
of being able to say, ‘I went to North Korea’ at a cocktail party.”

Simon Cockerell, general manager of British-owned Koryo 
Tours, the company I travel to Pyongyang with, says that the  
bank deposit claim is a simplification that “ignores the profit-
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January 2016, is a reminder of the potential 
consequences. His crime was removing a 
political sign from a wall in the Yanggakdo 
International Hotel. He’s currently serving a 
15-year hard labour sentence.

My Pyongyang tour – on which I make sure 
to leave political signs well alone – proves  
to be the most bizarre trip of my life: at once 
hilarious, intriguing, beautiful and tragic.  
At the city’s Mansu Hill Grand Monument, 
the ludicrousness of the cartoonish leader 
statues offsets the discomfort of having to 
bow to them and watch piles of flowers build 
up around their bronze feet, soundtracked 
by piped militaristic music.

Questions spring up like Whac-a-Moles. 
Street lights are keyring-torch-level weak, 
hinting at a chronic lack of electricity, yet 
there’s always power to blaze up the leaders’ 
statues. Besuited men and women and kids 
in blood-red ties walk the lick-the-floor clean 
streets, yet nowhere is busy. Pyongyang has 
an official population of more than two 
million, but the claim feels ridiculous.

The hyper-controlled city tours are much 
blogged about; but the main reason for my 
visit is to experience a flipside to this baffling  
bus trip. After two years of negotiation, Koryo 
Tours has gained permission to send tourists 
on kayaks 16 miles down the Taedong River, 
running through Pyongyang. When I push 
off from the shore near the granite-grim 
Chollima steelworks to the west of the capital, 
I become the first such western tourist.

It’s about five minutes before my party – me, 
a local guide and photographer Giulia Marchi 
– is noticed. We pass a huge rusted dredger 
boat, one of many that are hauling sand to be 
added to the enormous pyramids we see on the 
shore. A dredger worker, seemingly thrilled by 
seeing a westerner inside a giant plastic 

banana, leaps from his seat and makes manic rowing gestures. It’s 
a silly engagement, but rewarding. My previous interactions with 
North Koreans other than our guides had seldom drawn responses 
more meaningful than waves or raised eyebrows.

Pretty much everyone else we see during the first half of our 
journey is hard at work. The area is the birthplace of the 
Chollima Movement: a government initiative from the late-1950s 
named after a mythical, famously speedy flying horse, which was 
intended to stimulate industrial production through hard graft.

As such there is Chollima-speed bustle everywhere, with the 
steel, glass and tile works causing busy boat traffic as well as the 
constant bobbing of sauropod -sized cranes. The industrial 
clunking is atmospheric enough before the sound of massive 
explosions adds to it. It’s just coal mine detonations, I’m told.

Despite a soundtrack that sounds like artillery fire, floating  
on the Taedong is blissful, as was our earlier microlight flight 
over Pyongyang’s Lego block apartment buildings and 
landmarks, including the 558-feet-high Juche Tower – which the 
North Koreans claim is the tallest stone structure in the world. 
The flight is a loop-swoop of brief freedom that only makes the 
enigma of the city more intriguing as we cruise over deserted 
theme parks and stadiums. The physical bump back to land is 
matched by a jolt back into authoritarianism; before my helmet 
is removed the airfield boss starts rifling through my iPhone, 
deleting photos from the flight.   

|  | MARATHON RUN
The country’s biggest 
tourist event, each April the 
Pyongyang Marathon sees 
around 1,000 foreigners 
high-fiving locals on the  
city’s streets.

|  | HELICOPTER RIDE
Beyond microlight flights, 
visitors can take helicopter 
dashes above Pyongyang  
in a vehicle described by  
one traveller as “just  
slightly rickety”.

|  | FILM FESTIVAL
Don’t expect to see radical 
indie films here, but the 
Pyongyang International Film 
Festival takes place every 
other September and has 
previously wowed locals with 
the Mr Bean film, Bean: The 
Ultimate Disaster Movie.

Other unusual activities 
on offer in Pyongyang

STATE OF PLAY 

Allusions to grandeur
Clockwise from this picture: Two 
72-foot-high statues pay homage to the 
late Kim II-sung (left) and his son, Kim 
Jong-il (right) at the Monsu Hill Grand 
Monument, Pyongyang; the bar at 
Pyongyang’s Mirim Air Club emblem
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Kayaking, though, is a different level of 
serene. I salute sickle-wielding farmers 
between reeds opposite an industrial stretch. 
A heron flies overhead. Two fishermen wave 
and shout a friendly message, which our 
guide translates as: “Watch out: river police!”

We hadn’t noticed two officials in military-
style uniforms harpooning towards us in a 
speedboat. I prepare to bury my photo-filled iPhone at sea  
if things turn sour. Two grunts and a “get on your way” wave 
later, we paddle forward, the atmosphere feeling 10°C chillier 
than it was previously.

The encounter reminds me that, despite the valve-release 
freedom of kayaking, this is not a breezy beauty spot cruise. A fat 
marker pen underlining of this comes when, by the bank where 
cranes give way to more fields, things get unnerving. Enticed near 
the shore by waves from a friendly lad fishing, I try a polite wave 
to a nearby couple I assume are his parents. I float past them in 
slow motion, absorbing their death-stare response. Then I cringe 
at momentarily allowing a traveller cliché to run through my head 
– I could be the first foreigner they’ve ever seen. Later, before I’m 
able to self-flagellate for that thought, a guide says: “Well… you 
almost certainly were the first foreigner they’ve ever seen.”

We continue towards Pyongyang, tension levels rising and 
falling in the absence of tide changes in the pond-still water. 
Awkwardness from the stare-out dissolves when the clouds 
dissipate, casting sunbeams on rows of elderly gents whiling away 
the day fishing. One giggles as I plough into his line.

Untangling myself, I notice hundreds of soldiers, many naked, 
bathing in the river next to heavy road construction. The 
leadership might tell its public that it is constantly under threat 
from imperial western forces but, with a lack of actual fighting 
to occupy their time, many members of the Korean People’s 
Army end up labouring as part of their duties. Seeing them 
working so hard on the roads is striking but photographing the 
military is forbidden, as is taking photos of construction. 

We enter Pyongyang and cruise through 
the most showcase part of this showcase city. 
Next we pass the retro-futuristic Sci-Tech 
Complex, which was toured last year by Kim 
Jong-un and is supposedly at the forefront of 
technological advances, despite the country 
not widely allowing information sharing via 
the internet. Opposite, the brightly coloured 

skyscrapers of Mirae Scientists Street (opened along with the 
Sci-Tech Complex in late 2015) give a quirky toytown feel at odds 
with the gritty industrial grind that precedes them.

After five and a half hours on the river we pull up beside  
the Yanggakdo International Hotel: the imposing concrete  
Jenga tower that serves as our finish line. I brush river dirt from 
my feet and can finally concur with Koryo Tours boss Nicholas 
Bonner: after a week of bowing, rowing, waving, staring and 
being stared at, I have more questions about North Korea than 
I did before arriving. The most pressing question being: when 
is my next cocktail party? n

@jamiefullerton1
To book a Pyongyang tour, contact Koryo Tours on +86 10 6416 7544 
or info@koryogroup.com. Pyongyang tours cost from £670pp, including 
travel from Beijing. koryogroup.com

GO ON THEN…  
DESTINATION: NORTH KOREA

FIND IT AT BA.COM
British Airways flies to Beijing daily from London Heathrow. 
Flight time: ten hours. A connecting flight from Beijing to 
Pyongyang takes a further two hours.

COLLECT THOSE AVIOS
Join the Executive Club and collect at least 2,526* Avios  
for a return flight from London Heathrow to Beijing. Or  
redeem your Avios – 32,500** pays for a return journey.
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Designs on greatness
From left: The Monument  

to Party Founding; students 
look across to the Juche 
Tower, which Kim Jong-il 

claimed he designed


