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A Foreign Country


Nigel Pantling’s pamphlets Belfast Finds Log (Shoestring Press, 2014) and Hip Hind Hook (Smith|Doorstop, 2018) relate the danger and human frailty he saw during Northern Ireland’s Troubles and the Cold War. His full collections Kingdom Power Glory and It’s Not Personal (Smith|Doorstop, 2016 and 2020) lift the lid on the secrets of Whitehall and the City, and on the eccentricities of work and the unpredictability of family, love and death.
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For my father


The past is a foreign country; they do
things differently there.


– L P Hartley
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North Korea 2011






At the Airport



We surrender our mobile phones


to be shrink-wrapped and secured.


Mrs Lee steps forward: she is our guide


and in her trimmed English she asks us


to confirm we have packed no drugs,


newspapers, books or religious tracts.


Mr O, beside her, grey suited, silent,


is always to be with us. We are warned


not to move away from our group of five


or to speak to local people unless invited


or to photograph without permission,


always to call Kim Il Sung “Great Leader”


and never to fold a newspaper across


his photograph or put it aside face down.


Mrs Lee explains that her people expect


these simple courtesies from their visitors.


She has a gift for us with compliments of


People’s Democratic Republic of Korea:


a selection of the Great Leader’s writings


about Juche, his philosophy of self-reliance,


which guides all people in what they do.


Later, there is karaoke: Mr O stays silent.


Mrs Lee sings “Juche iron is the strongest”


I sing “Let’s spend the night together”.





Pyongyang Metro



Rehabilitation’s escalators have up-lighters


like the ones on the old Northern Line;


and cheerful music – piped, not buskers –


and instead of adverts the platform walls


have massive multi-coloured tiled mosaics.


In this one we see the Great Leader,


back-lit by the fire of furnace and oven


and framed by pylons and chimneys,


giving on-the-spot-advice to attentive


miners, masons, munitions workers


and to young farmers, who stride past,


right, for a Morning of Innovation,


and return, left, later in the day


waving flowers and the national flag,


singing The Song of a Bumper Crop.


We are directed to the wooden-slatted seats


on the next train in, and arriving at Glory,


we find more mosaics, marble pillars,


stone arches and coloured chandeliers,


recalling the fireworks at the Great Victory.


Here too is music: now brisk and triumphal.


Mrs Lee says that no-one listens for long,


because the Great Leader has ensured


the on-timetable running of the trains,


for the greater convenience of the people.


At the surface, I find my camera’s faulty.


I ask if I can go back down the escalator


to take some of the photographs again.


Not possible, says Mrs Lee, looking at Mr O.


It is not permitted to change the schedule.





Panmunjon Demilitarised Zone



Weapons may not be carried here.


The arsenal of mutual choice is


propaganda and indoctrination.


The Parallel is a white line on tarmac,


running through the middle of the hut


and across the long table where they sat


each technically still in their own country


and agreed to move their machine guns
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