

Dialogue list

“moments”
In the middle of the garden were several plants which were soon to be planted. They looked like the buds of a Lotus flower, the gossamer leaves still tightly closed. 

One of the plants looked different though. It glistened crimson. As I moved my eyes down, I started, for where the roots should have been was the lower body of a human. Terrified, I ran away.

I called my mother and she turned and looked at me with a gentle smile. I could feel her endless love and warmth. “Giving” is a word which has determined her whole life, something which I will probably never be able to imagine. Despite her tiring work she sometimes went to the temple for the festival of “One Hundred Days of Prayer” to wish us five children a good and healthy life. She always brought rice cakes for us when she returned. These were made by the monks from the alms of the believers and then distributed among the people. The joy at seeing my mother again made them particularly tasty.

I recently went with my sister to the lantern in the temple which my mother hung for our family on Buddha’s birthday and prayed for a long time for my parents. It was very special for me after having been away from the family for a long time, although I don't necessarily consider myself to be very religious.

A few days ago I sat in the kitchen with a friend for lunch. Just as we were to start eating a dull thud make me look out the window. I saw a bird tumbling down. In this moment I was reminded of the girl in her grey school uniform, as she fell at my feet. She lay there breathless with her broken arms and legs. Her last breath blew through my hair and touched the tip of my nose. I could barely move in the seemingly endless silence … she had fallen from the 14th floor of an apartment block. After some time my trembling legs managed to head home and it was only amongst the crowd on the packed bus that I began to feel that I was still alive and I was grateful. In this way I was able to continue with my life but had to learn to say goodbye.

Time passed one day after the other in the search for my own happiness and in the attempt to build up an existence. I often experience a feeling of happiness when I am eating, in particular when I have a delicious meal in front of me. I know then that I am alive and I savour this moment. I sense the taste on my tongue and let it melt in my mouth.

In Korea friends still greet one another with the question “have you eaten yet?”. This expression dates back to the post-war years. I still find it nice to ask your friends if they are hungry, that is if they are unhappy.

Last year when I visited Korea shortly before the Football World Cup I couldn’t find the cookshops on the streets near my old university any more. We had spent many a night drinking and eating there. Back then there were many demonstrations against the military regime that had been responsible for the murder of the Gwang-Ju students on the 18th of May in 1980. Copious amounts of alcohol had replaced the after-taste of the tear gas.

I once read a short story at school called “A society which challenges you to drink” by Hyuen Jin-Gen from 1921. He wrote about an intelligent young man who despaired under the Japanese occupation of Korea and was therefore constantly drunk. His wife anxiously asked him who it was that made him so drunk. He answered that it was society that challenged him to be like this as he could not deal with this society in a sober state. I never thought that such times would return. Later I was able to experience for myself what “the challenge to drink in our society” really meant.

On the first of May I finally drove through the centre of Seoul again. I watched a union demonstration, which despite a considerable police presence, run its course peacefully. I could see then that our earlier demonstrations had not been in vain.

But on the ferry crossing from Je-Ju Island to Wan-Do I met a schoolboy who was returning after a school trip to Je-Ju. On seeing my European travelling companion he started conversation with us. He was very interested in politics and asked us whether we had heard of the genocide in Je-Ju. I didn't know what he was talking about and was ashamed of my ignorance. It is an unbelievable story which first came to light after fifty years.

Because of the Football World Cup many foreign journalists were reporting on Korea, in particular about cities and regions hosting the games. Je-Ju was one of those regions. It was only after Kim Dai-Jung came into power in 1997 that some of the island survivors dared to tell journalists their story. This had previously been strictly prohibited and put them in a life threatening situation.

As we had introduced ourselves as film-makers he quickly told us the story and asked whether we could make a documentary film about it. Back in Germany some days later I found a long article about the story in the newspaper. I began to read it in the tram and burst into tears.

I lived in Korea for 26 years and had no idea of these terrible events. Je-Ju now is an idyllic island in Korea where many newly-weds spend their honeymoon. 50 years ago though Korean troops murdered 30 000 people there under the supervision of the American military government. „Kill everyone, burn everything!“ was the order given. The few survivors were forced to lie low for 50 years and to keep their story secret as long as the American military government was in power.

I find it a terrible realisation that such crimes are repeated again and again and that we are always deceived and not told about them. And we have to live with the fact that there is nothing we can do about it ... but what does give us hope are the infinite numbers of loving people around us ... Cha, for example, who withdrew from society 25 years ago and built a studio and tea-house in the Ji-ri Mountains. It is his personal paradise which he shares with family and friends. He wrote to a friend „... remain in fond memory like a spring scent ...“. 

On my last trip I met a fisherman and the parents of a friend in Croatia. Although they owned very little they radiated an indescribable peace and contentedness. Their smiles alone were enough to drive off the sense of despair I was feeling in that particular moment. A Croatian friend told me about an old lady who had lived alone on a small island for over ten years. After her husband died the other inhabitants of the island left, but she stayed on.

No one could persuade her to leave the island. Perhaps it is impossible for us to imagine how someone can live alone in such isolation. But sometimes we are much lonelier existing alongside thousands upon thousands of others day in, day out.  Perhaps the sense of „Loneliness“ is simply a figment of our imagination. How nice it would be if I could, just for a moment, forget „me“ so that I could be rid of this „misunderstanding“ ... 

Many thanks to all the people, who appear in the video and who are involved in the story!
