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Swedish ASSIST Student Max Frendéus Bids Farwell to STA
C O V I D - 1 9  I m p a C t s

Frendéus among European exchange students forced out of U.S. due to fears of border closure 

A few days after school 
closed early for break, I was 
sent back home to Sweden. 
ASSIST, the student exchange 
organization that provided me 
with the opportunity to study at 
St. Albans, did not want to risk 
any of us European scholars 
becoming stranded here due 
to potentially closed borders. 
It felt pretty surreal—just two 
weeks before, I had barely heard 
of this coronavirus, and now it 
had robbed me of a significant 

chunk of my exchange year at 
this great school. And it wasn’t 
just any chunk—all former 
exchange students with whom 
I had spoken had told me they 
had enjoyed the last months the 
most. For me personally, it was 
going to involve a golf trip to 
Myrtle Beach, acting in a play 
for the first time ever (there are 
no plays or musicals at Swedish 
schools)—and a field trip to 
IKEA with the Swedish Club. 
But there was nothing to do but 
to join everyone else in accepting 
the new situation COVID-19 had 
put us in. 

While it makes me sad to 
have left St. Albans—the com-
munity, the spirit, the chocolate 
milk on Thursdays—I realize 
that I’m lucky to even have been 
here at all, let alone for seven 
months. I know this sounds 
cliché and everyone says it, but 
the community at this school 
is quite special. I have met so 
many funny and inspiring people 
during my time here at STA, and 
I have done so many cool things 
here that I couldn’t do back 
in Sweden! A few examples: 
riding the iconic yellow school 
bus, attending American Foot-
ball and Baseball games (even 
though I never quite understood 
the rules), working on a school 
musical, and being involved in 
clubs. Moreover, I’m grateful 
for the opportunity to have taken 
classes in subjects like computer 
programming and Shakespeare, 
which are not offered at my high 
school in Sweden. 

Being back in my hometown 
Lund in Sweden feels weird. 
It’s feels smaller than when I 
left, and there are more blonds 
than I can remember. The lan-
guage spoken by the people 

By Max Frendéus
Staff Writer

seems a bit funny to me, all of 
a sudden, too; it has so many 
dots over the letters (å, ä, ö)! 
Today I made my friends laugh 
when I said something directly 
translated from English, which 
wasn’t grammatically correct in 
Swedish, and to revisit the sub-
ject of Corona, interestingly, the 
people here are significantly less 
worried about the virus. People 
sit close to each other in public 
places, are not hesitant to shake 
hands, and virtually no one is 
wearing a mask. Also, people are 
not hoarding food or any other 
items—with the exception of 

toilet paper. I don’t get it.
There is no doubt I will miss 

St. Albans and the U.S., but I’m 
also happy to be home with my 
friends and family in Sweden—
especially in these strange times. 
Whenever I can, I’ll join Swed-
ish Club via Skype—and Skype 
because it’s Swedish, of course. 
When the world is well, I will 
come back and visit! 

                                                         The staff of the Saint Albans 
News would like to thank Max 
for contributing, and wishes 
him all the best in his future 
endeavors. He was, is, and will 
always be an STA Bulldog. 

Max (4th) and other dormers on a skiing trip with dorm 
master DeVonne Armstrong
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Max represented his native Sweden at STA

BACK IN T I M E
E X p L O R I N G  N O R t H  K O R E a ,  s U m m E R  2 0 1 9

By Vlad Somov
Staff Writer

a  J O U R N E Y

As the wheels hit the land-
ing strip in Pyongyang, 
North Korea, I had no 

idea what type of experience 
awaited me as I traveled on my 
own to this reclusive country. 
Immediately, I noticed that the 
tiny airport had very few planes. 
I later found out that the only 
planes flying in and out of North 
Korea, used by official govern-
ment airline Air Koryo, are old 
Soviet planes, given to the coun-

try by past Russian presidents 
and leaders, along with a couple 
of Air China small planes. The 
airport’s only destinations are 
Beijing, China, and Vladivostok, 
Russia. 

Upon arrival, I observed that 
the only people in the airport 
were other passengers traveling 
with me from Vladivostok—
about 35 people, all Russian or 
North Korean—and the airport 
staff. Although the airport ap-
peared sleek and modern at first 
glance, this was not a typical, 
commercial airport. There were 

no kiosks for souvenirs, no 
stores selling clothing, no food 
courts. The only place to eat 
was a full-service restaurant on 
the top floor where only tourists 
were allowed. What surprised 
me the most was the tempered 
atmosphere. I never expected 
that a North Korean airport 
would be quieter than my house 
on most days. 

However, more importantly, 
I immediately eyed a phalanx of 
security guards, both men, and 
women, armed with assault rifles 
and other heavy weaponry. After 

the expected questions at pass-
port control, a guard escorted me 
to the security zone, where all of 
my bags passed through standard 
metal detectors. What surprised 
me, however, was that after I 
got my bag back, two guards 
took me aside and forced me to 
empty everything that was in my 
bags and pockets. Faced with the 
thought of the unpleasant conse-
quences, I complied, allowing 
the guards to search through just 
about every page of every book 
I had to make sure that I wasn’t 
bringing in anything illegal or 

any anti-North Korea, anti-Kim 
Jong Un propaganda. My phone 
was also checked to make sure I 
didn’t have any anti-North Korea 
photos or movies uploaded, like 
The Interview.

Shortly after, two “guides,” 
Mr. Hum and Ms. Kim, appeared 
and introduced themselves as the 
people that would be living with 
me and escorting me everywhere 
I went. They explained that 
during my stay in North Korea, 
I wouldn’t be able to do anything 
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Somov Details North Korea From Western Perspective 

alone and that they had come 
up with their own plan for me. 
Their agenda consisted of visit-
ing some important landmarks, 
the DMZ border between North 
and South Korea, the very well-
known Museums of Gifts and 
Victory, and finally a ride around 
the city of Pyongyang.

I was shocked that there was 
very little technology in the city 
and almost no connection with 
the outside world. Upon getting 
in a car with my two “guides,” 
I whipped out my cell phone, 
but realized that I would have 
no cellular data and no WiFi 
until I was back in Vladivostok. 
I asked my guides if there was 
any way in which I could access 
the online world, and they said 
that I could either go to a specific 
hotel and pay for WiFi, or I could 
buy a temporary sim card. That 
latter option was available only 
for foreign visitors. I did end up 
visiting that hotel, but the WiFi 
was very slow and most social 
media apps were blocked. For 
the first time, I felt isolated from 
the rest of the world. I had no 
method to communicate with my 
parents or any of my friends. I 
decided to make the most out of 
my trip without my cell phone, 
as if I had a choice. 

The next day I woke up early, 
and my two “guides” and a driv-
er took me to the heavily fortified 
DMZ, a demilitarized zone that 
divided the two countries. On the 
way to DMZ from Pyongyang, I 
saw small villages, towns, that 
all looked like they were from 
the early 19th century—mostly 
poor, dilapidated, with poor 

electricity. I saw North Koreans 
walking for hours along the road 
from one small village to anoth-
er. Some had bikes, which they 
used for very long distances, of-
ten carrying cargo as well. I saw 
young people hand-repairing the 
highway with hammers, young 
people working in the rice fields 
with no equipment or machinery, 
only using their hands while su-
pervised by military personnel.  

I was especially excited to 
be going to DMZ because I was 
there, on the North Korean side, 
exactly the day after President 
Trump met Kim Jong Un at the 
DMZ and stepped across a low 
concrete border marker into 
North Korea from the South 
Korean side. 

On my second day, I asked 
if I could visit a local school. 
It took some phone calls for 
the “guides” to get the visit 
approved since it was not on my 
original “agenda.” I was excited 

to visit a school in the center of 
Pyongyang. I would finally have 
a chance to talk to some students 
my age and learn more about 
their daily lives. I had no idea 
how different and life-changing 
this experience would turn out 
to be. Arriving on campus, I 
immediately noticed that the 
school had a strict dress code. All 
the boys wore white, long-sleeve 
shirts with black pants and black 
shoes. The girls also dressed in 
uniform, with the same white 
shirts and black skirts. They 
all wore red pins on their white 
shirts with a portrait of North 
Korea leaders Kim Il Sung and 
Kim Jong Il. The girls had the 
same haircuts—shoulder-length 
straight hair with short, straight 
bangs. 

Some students had prepared 
a concert specifically for me 
and a couple of Chinese tourists 
visiting their school. At first, a 
few girls came on stage, mak-
ing their way to their musical 
instruments of choice, includ-
ing drums, guitars, violins, and 
flutes. Others remained standing, 
ready to sing and dance. Korean 
pop music started, signaling the 
beginning of the show. The girls 
who weren’t playing any instru-
ments sang along with the music 
while dancing in rhythm with 
it on stage. After the first song 
ended, other students joined the 
performance. The whole time, 
not a single noticeable mistake 
was made. No one messed up the 
words, no one fell out of beat, no 
one played a wrong note on an 

instrument, and no one messed 
up the detailed choreography 
to each song. The concert made 
me realize the strictness of North 
Korea’s strict regime. Even in 
American schools, I had never 
seen teenagers pull off such an 
organized and well-prepared 
performance.

During my visit, I also spoke 
with about twenty students, 
asking about their school, North 
Korean culture, and other topics 
I had in mind. I found out that 
after required classes ended 
at 3:00 pm, at which students 
would break into small foreign 
language clubs to converse with 
each other in different languag-
es, usually Chinese, English, or 
Russian. Since Russian wasn’t 
offered at this school, I was 
taken to the classroom with 
the English-studying students. 
Immediately when I walked in, 
I noticed that there was a whole 
different attitude directed toward 
me and the teacher introducing 
me, compared to what is normal 
in the US. The students in that 
class were very similar to my 
own classmates. Before notic-
ing that the teacher and I were 
present, the students chatted with 
each other, wandered around the 
class, enjoyed snacks, and even 
threw some paper airplanes. Fi-
nally, I saw kids doing kid things. 

Conversing with the students 
helped me understand the types 
of activities they enjoyed. I 
did not expect to learn that 
sports were so important in 
North Korean culture. The most 

commonly played and watched 
sports, according to the class, 
were soccer, basketball, hockey, 
and swimming. Figure skating, 
also quite popular, had gained 
prominence, especially because 
of North Korea’s success in 
the PyeongChang 2018 Winter 
Olympic Games. Many of the 
kids also said that martial arts 
was very common, and that 
most boys begin practicing at a 
very early age. At the end of the 
conversation, I took a risk and 
asked the students what they 
thought about the US. Without a 
second of hesitation, every single 
student (even those who were 
silent in previous conversations) 
said out loud “US. The US is 
bad, bad., bad…!”

Despite the aforementioned 
cultural similarities between 
people in North Korea and those 
in the United States, there are 
many more differences. Just 
about everything Korean civil-
ians use, even electricity, has 
limits. For example, there are 
only three different television 
programs, all of which are heavi-
ly monitored by the government, 
and are shut off every weekday 
at 10 pm and every weekend at 
about 11:30 pm. These chan-
nels are, of course, filled with 
nationalistic propaganda about 
the North Korean army, Kim 
Jong Un, and the “greatness” 
of the country. Similar to the 
Soviet Union, civilians cannot 
buy their own apartments or 
houses. Once they are eligible, 
only after graduating from col-
lege, serving in the military, and 
getting married, civilians are put 
on a “waitlist.” This can take 
anywhere from a few months 
to a few years. Cars are also not 
accessible to the common person 
living in North Korea. In order 
to get one, you must be rewarded 
by the government with one, 
and if that happens, you are not 
allowed to sell it; it can only be 
passed on to your kin. A well-run 
government is, of course, the key 
to a well-run country, and North 
Korea meets the definition of a 
well-run government. However, 
there are always limits to how 
much a government should be 
involved in people’s daily lives, 
and North Korea continues to 
overstep these boundaries.

Somov and his “guide” pictured in front of North Korea’s international airport
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President Trump and Kim Jong Un at a conference


