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VVVisiting one of the most heavily guard-
ed stretches of land in the world won’t 
be everyone’s idea of a fun holiday, but 
it’s sure to be an experience you’ll nev-
er forget: The Korean Demilitarised 
Zone, or DMZ, is a two-mile-wide strip 
dividing North and South Korea. Cre-
ated in 1953, it put an end to the brutal 
Korean War, which claimed over 3 mil-
lion lives. A buffer between the two 
antagonistic nations, in recent years 
the relations have begun to thaw. 

This April, North Korean leader 
Kim Jong-un and South Korea’s Presi-
dent Moon Jae-in had a historic meet-
ing in the DMZ, where they pledged to 
put an end to the war. Despite her ap-
prehension, when Delhi-based Finnish 
journalist and author Pia Heikkila vis-
ited, her experience was more surreal 
than frightening. “If anything, it felt 
theatrical, staged,” she says. “The bor-
der felt heavily choreographed for the 
tourists’ benefi t, in which the North 
Koreans wanted to show their might.”

Heikkila visited the DMZ from the 
North, formally known as the Demo-
cratic People’s Republic of Korea. She 

was on a tour for runners taking part 
in the annual Pyongyang Marathon. 
Travelling from Beijing to Pyongyang 
by train, she took a bus to the DMZ.

At DMZ, her group was given a les-
son on “how great the military of 
DPRK is” before they went to a view-
point overlooking the pale grey offi cial 
buildings, bright blue negotiation huts, 
and the grasslands of the demilitarised 
zone in the distance beyond. “There’s 
plenty of showing off and pomp,” she 
says, “with soldiers with huge guns.”

At the DMZ, as, indeed, anywhere in 
North Korea, foreigners are not allowed 
to talk to locals alone. “Everything is 
controlled. It’s the only place of travel 
I’ve ever been where you are literally 
imprisoned in your hotel,”she  says.

Travellers can only visit North Korea 
with set itineraries. However, it’s easier 
to visit the zone from South Korea, 
where plenty of agencies in Seoul offer 
day tours. “I remember a group of chil-
dren appeared with rollerblades, then 
there was a picnic in a park where locals 
joined in—all picture perfect but also 
completely staged,” she adds.  >

In 1993, then-US 
president Bill 
Clinton called 
DMZ the scariest 
place on earth, but 
today it’s started 
showing on tourist 
itineraries
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“IT’S THE ONLY PLACE OF 
TRAVEL WHERE YOU ARE 
LITERALLY IMPRISONED 
IN YOUR HOTEL”
—PIA HEIKKILA 
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