Seoul Scenes
By Carmen Acevedo BUTCHER

The Joy of Rye Chewisties

Two Koreans face each other at a small table in a Dunkin’ Donuts near Sinchon Rotary. I’m guessing the young women are university students. On the table between them is a single gray plastic tray, and on its colorful paper mat are the following items: two folded white napkins emblazoned with the trademark pink-and-orange DUNKIN’ DONUTS and orange coffee cup (with two swirling orange lines of steam), one snowy-white raspberry jam doughnut, two hot drinks, and two doughnut holes. One of these was chocolate with shredded coconut and the other was a rye chewisty (sprinkled with grains of sugar). But as I sat there nursing my regular Dunkin’ original coffee, the doughnuts at the next table weren’t adding up right for me somehow. Then I noticed these young women began to eat them in a fashion similar to the way you eat a traditional Korean meal. By that I mean, one girl pinched off a bite-sized piece of the jam donut’s snow-white sweet bread and ate it. Later, and very leisurely, the other girl did the same. I wanted to keep watching when they reached the potentially messy red center, but I didn’t want to seem impertinent with my staring. Later I noticed the much-smaller donut holes got the same shared tear-apart treatment. Taking another pull from the white-lidded masterpiece of steaming milk, sugar, and coffee, I thought, You’d never see that done in America. I do eat bread rolls in fancy restaurants like that, but if I buy a doughnut in America and you ask, “I’ve never tried that raspberry jam doughnut, mind if I taste yours?” then I might shove the doughnut in the general direction of your mouth and give you a literal ‘bite’ that you would be expected to take with your razor-sharp teeth. But you and I would never (not in Rome, Georgia, anyway) put one doughnut (much less an almost non-existent doughnut hole) between us and take turns pulling off thoughtful pieces. In a traditional Korean meal, all the food is shared. (Well, you usually get your own bowl of sticky rice.)  With your chopsticks, you pluck up (or stab at, depending on your chopsticks-skill level) single bites out of the seemingly infinite, always complex-tasting communal dishes. It’s really quite chummy. But I’d never seen the American import, doughnuts, eaten that shared way here. Since then, I’ve seen it often. It sure beats the Western wolfed-down-in-three-chunks-all-by-myself method.
The Gift of Lime-Scented Toilet Paper

A sidebar to that whole (or hole) story is that I never go to Dunkin’ Donuts in America, but my family and I frequent this one below Sogang University (near Sinchon Rotary) many times weekly. From home, we only have to walk ten minutes to reach all that delectation, and my middle-aged husband and I (even more middle-aged) feel whatever we eat or drink there is walked off by the time we get back home (and sometimes we go on further, walking down to Grand Mart to buy groceries). Unlike dingy Dunkin’ Donuts I remember visiting in America when I was a pudgy college student, this one is clean (even the toilet), and everyone who works there knows us now. Sometimes I only go in for their coffee. I’ve been known to take the blue 170 bus three extra stops on the ride back to work after dropping off my children at school in Yeonhui-dong because it eventually drops me off a few yards from Dunkin’ Donuts. I get a steaming cup and happily walk the ten minutes across the rolling Sogang University campus, past the security guards and the impressive conical Obedire veritati fountain, past the so-called Grass where my children often play, past the goldfish pond and resident small mountain with its views of Seoul and the Han River, past Loyola Library and the soccer field below it, and on down the pine-studded hill to my office in Xavier Hall. For the moment, I am master of my universe because I am carrying a cup of pure clarity. Dunkin’ Donuts java approaches Zen for its three essential elements:  piping hotness, an every-cup snappy-creamy sweetness, and, if not graduate-student, at least non-Starbuck prices. So far, it’s the best coffee I’ve found in Seoul, although the half-filled Dixie cups of warm syrupy brew retrieved from the Sogang University vending machine not three seconds from my office door are addictive the way airplane glue must be, and at 20 cents (200 won) a shot are hard to beat for price and convenience. I also go to Dunkin’ Donuts because they know us there. One day we went in, and the next thing I know my son is clutching a four-pack roll of what turned out to be lime-scented toilet paper with puppy dogs on it. The manager had given it to him. I was busy getting his chocolate doughnut holes when out of the corner of my eye I had seen her disappear into the closet and emerge with toilet paper for the bathroom, or so I had supposed, but she had handed the package to John instead. It was on promotion at Baskin Robbins (next door), and I know from having been so often to Dunkin’ Donuts that the managers of both establishments are good friends. It’s good to be considered family (almost) by the manager of the Sinchon Rotary Dunkin’ Donuts.
The Risk of Boarding the Blue 170

But Seoul is not all doughnut-eating, by any means. Seoul can also be exciting. In ways I’d rather it not be. One crisp fall day around 9:57-and-32-seconds a.m. in Yeonhui-dong I was one second away (I am convinced) from meeting my Maker, the cosmic Buddha, Yahweh, or Whoever meets Fulbrighters who are boarding a blue 170 bus one minute and the next are motorcycle fodder (almost). Clutching the silver pole within the safe confines of the lurching, groaning bus two seconds later, I recounted the events of ten seconds earlier. Where had I gone wrong?  I decided I hadn’t. I had waited beside the varnished wooden bench at the bus stop. I had flagged down the bus as you are supposed to—right arm extended, palm down, wrist bending smoothly, hand wagging up and down. The bus had stopped, and I had entered the safety zone where pedestrians like myself cross over the two-foot gap of road between sidewalk and public transportation. I was in the act of leaving the sidewalk when a roar filled my consciousness, and in mid-step I saw a red streak an inch away and lots of shiny chrome and greasy rubber rocketing past. I did not have time to slow down, I did nothing to prevent a catastrophe, we just did not miraculously collide in the most minimal of spaces to accommodate not-colliding. Two blocks further down, however, I realized I was responsible for making a potentially fatal mistake. I am always careful to check for cars and motorcycles and bicycles when I step off the bus, but I had never done so when getting on the bus. I had assumed that was unnecessary. Wrong. For me, that motorcycle will always remain a haiku of second-chances.
The Assiduity of Kneeling Women in Uniforms

And how much are the ladies paid who wear uniforms and kneel for how many sticky hours to scrape old squashed gum off the subway floors with what look like shiny putty knives?  They certainly appear to have pride in their work, and they make the subway infinitely more pleasant to ride than it otherwise could be without their ministrations.
The Korean-English Future of the English Language(s)

What about Korean-English?  Why do people call it Konglish?  I don’t like that term, and I rather doubt that anyone who has studied the complex and fascinating (and exceedingly difficult) Korean language actually calls Korean-English ‘Konglish.’ I argue that Korean-English is and will be what Koreans want it to be, thank goodness. And it has wonderful dialectical forms like “villa,” “cider,” and “fighting.” I live on the first floor of a three-story apartment building, but because Koreans call this living arrangement a “villa,” I sometimes feel I’m going home to a manicured estate in Italy. And “cider” in Seoul is not made with apples. And why not? If in England saying “lemonade” in a café can produce a transparent glass of effervescent liquid and not that juicy American drink made from freshly squeezed lemons, sugar, fresh water, and lots of ice, why can’t cider (as in “Chilsung [seven-star] Cider”) wrap around a can of what I call “Sprite”? They’re all dialectal variants. Then there’s “fighting.” My daughter Kate and I climbed one cold December day onto the Pirate Ship ride at Seoul Land amusement park. It swings into an arc that will eventually stand you (and the huge ship) on your head. In front of us were two young Korean girls, maybe thirteen. As soon as we had all strapped irrevocably into this—I was certain it would be a—vomit-inducing and unamusing amusement ride, one of the two young girls turned around in that split second before the machine’s gears caught and we begin swinging to our deaths, and she shouted out, resolute, “Fighting!” That means, “We are brave!  Here we go!  We are great!  We will not die!” Or something like that. When my husband took an intensive Korean language course at Sogang University, his teacher often stamped “Fighting!” on his best papers. In less dangerous circumstances, then, you can see it also means “Excellent!” I answered her back immediately, “And praying!” We had bridged the language gap and all had a laugh. Gallows’ humor indeed.
The Beauty of Sidewalks with Fish Tanks

Charcoal-gray eels longer than my forearm squirm and float in the blue water of a large, rectangular glass tank on the sidewalk in front of the eel restaurant across the street from our apartment here. We passed them nearly daily this past summer and autumn on our way to the bus stop. And every -10-degree (Celsius) day of the multi-layered, hatted, gloved, scarfed, numb-toed winter we passed by that empty tank and remembered warmer days. Then one weekday in mid-March, the eels were back in their tank as we walked to our usual bus stop, and my children and I waltzed past, laughing together to see their return. And my daughter sang out that she was happy it was once again “eels weather”!
The Poetry of Simple Carts, Large Wheels, and Steep Hills

Rarely does a twenty-four-hour period go by that I don’t see an elderly person pulling (or pushing) a large wooden-and-metal cart on two outsized black tires, and in these carts are flattened cardboard boxes of all shapes and sizes, for recycling. I also see these carts looking lonesome standing tied to the sidewalk railing, empty. I think these grey-haired men and women with wrinkled brown skin do not have Medicare. They have their carts. And the hills of Seoul. And the dignity of cardboard boxes. And sinewy hearts.
The Second Stanza of Namdaemun A-Frames

Same goes with the men who hike Namdaemun Market’s crowded alleys with green-taped, wooden A-frames strapped on bent backs, and stacked on these ancient contraptions are unbelievable gravity-defying stacks of any sort of modern gizmo you can name, like Locust-brand toasters rising to eight and a half boxed feet. And those women who sit all day in narrow metal kiosks selling soft drinks, fruit drinks, candy bars, and newspapers, often sleeping. Or the wizened lady crouched on the sidewalk hawking dried fish and shrimp of all sizes and description in umpteen plastic bowls of all colors, not far from Hyundai Department Store. And the people who hug the earth all the hot August day, and weed in white cotton gloves, their black hair tied back with bright scarves, their brown woven baskets filling slowly up beside them. And shy students come to my office at Sogang University and weed through the tedious vagaries of English. They have all become my heroes without ever even knowing it.
The Infinite Arm-in-Arm Smiles

So many people walk arm-in-arm in Seoul. Men with men, women with women, mothers with daughters, mothers with sons, fathers with sons, fathers with daughters. People of all ages walk arm-in-arm. Koreans are meant to be shy and reserved, but with their friends they are very open in expressing their joy-in-friendship. It is beautiful to see. 
The Strength of Young Females on the Peninsula

Sometimes you will see university students walking arm-in-arm down the sidewalk towards Sinchon, where the action is. Once I saw five beautiful female students walking from Sogang University towards Sinchon. They were arm-in-arm, and all were wearing smiles. Dressed in warm winter caps and scarves and smart leather or wool coats, they spied my blond eight-year-old dressed in a flowery pink winter cape her British Nana had knitted her for Christmas, with matching cap, and I heard them exclaiming softly to each other, “Yee-peu-dah!” But I didn’t catch on at first. As our two “groups” drew even with each other on the sidewalk, the model-gorgeous students were still talking animatedly to each other, heads tilting this way and that, and as we passed, their heads all turned towards my daughter, and I heard “Yee-peu-dah!” clearly several times—”Beautiful!” I called out over my shoulder as the sidewalk grew between us, “Kam-sam-nida!” “Thank you!” They looked surprised and happy and started giggling. I thought, There goes five ways the future walks, arm-in-arm, smiling, intelligent, kind eyes open. 
The Surprise of What You Learn at Bedtime

“John,” I say by way of teaching him something. He’s barely three. We adopted our son when he was four-and-a-half months old, Korea is his heritage, and that is why we came here. “John,” I say as he lies in bed at night, his breath smelling of kimchi. It’s September, and he’s been in school for a full month now. He loves his new school. ECC (English Center for Children) in Yeonhui-dong is a kindergarten attended by Korean children who want to learn English (or whose parents want them to learn English). John loves Barbie Teacher and Johann Teacher and Debbie Teacher. I, too, think they are all wonderful human beings, and the best teachers. But I don’t want to discuss how he’s learning his numbers and letters, I want to discuss more important matters. Barbie and Debbie are Korean, and I am about to make a Significant Point with my son. “John,” I say. “Have you noticed Barbie Teacher is Korean, and Debbie Teacher is Korean, and all your new friends are Korean, like Peter and Mike and Kelly and Luke and Eddy and Wendy.” (Here I paused for effect.)  “And, John, you are Korean, too, like they are.” Quite a long pause followed this well-thought-out pedagogical moment. I was pleased, for I assumed he was absorbing its truth, when under the covers a small shape wiggled, and then I heard a sturdy little-boy voice amend, “And you are Korean, too, Mommy.” And then he fell silent before adding, “And Daddy is Korean. And Kate is Korean, too!” My son John. His mommy is a Cuban-American, his daddy is British, and his sister is a Cuban-American-American-Indian-British girl. But he’s right. We’re all family.
The Everlasting Memory of the Turning of the Shoes

My most lasting memory of Korea will however be of shoes. Mrs. Shim Jai Ok invited all the Korean Fulbrighters out to Christmas dinner at a wonderful traditional Korean restaurant, and the food was stellar. And unending. So was the wine, the soft drinks (for my children and others), and the beer. We all took our shoes off as we stepped up half a foot to gain entry into the sumptuous dining room. The walls were windows, and we had panoramic views of a garden area as we ate. Some sixty Fulbrighters from all over America as well as Korean-American Educational Commission (KAEC) staff were there. That is about one hundred and twenty individual shoes all left below the dining area, pointing towards us as we forgot all about them and any cares we had brought with us and sat on the floor on red embroidered cushions and enjoyed bulgogi and sticky rice and kimchi and soup and (the list is truly endless). Six ladies came and went and made sure we never ran out of fresh food or cold beer. And someone turned our shoes. When we got ready to leave, after speeches of appreciation and gifts, we came back to our shoes, and they were all pointed in the direction of home. All sixty odd pairs of them. And that’s what I’ll longest remember, that I am forever grateful—right down to my socks—for Koreans and their hospitality.
