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E
ven by the standards of Pyong-
yang, it’s an incongruous sight:
in the centre of North Korea’s
showpiece capital floats a

commissioned vessel of the United
States Navy.

The USS Pueblo, a naval intelligence
vessel captured by the North in 1968,
lies moored on the banks of the Dae-
dong River. According to the US Navy,
the 800-tonne vessel remains a com-
missioned ship, unlawfully taken in in-
ternational waters in breach of interna-
tional laws.

North Korea sees it differently. “It
was a severe punishment for the US ag-
gressors who violated the sovereignty
of our country,” a videotape on the
Pueblo incident states. That tape –
which one frequent Pyongyang visitor
said “leaves no propaganda cliché un-
used” – plays daily in the wardroom of
the vessel, which now functions as a
tourist attraction, a trophy and a sym-
bol of the anti-American struggle that
started in 1866.

In that year, a US merchant steamer,
the General Sherman, was destroyed
with all hands when it attempted to
force trade with the “Hermit King-
dom”. By no coincidence, the Pueblo is
moored on the very spot where the
Sherman foundered.

But while the only remains of the
Sherman are a cannon and a cable –
displayed in Pyongyang museums – the
Pueblo is fully intact.

On January 11, 1968, the Pueblo cast
off from Sasebo, Japan. Her cover story
was that she was undertaking an
oceanographic survey. In fact, the ves-
sel, with 83 men on board, was ordered
to gather electronic intelligence in the
wintry seas of the North Eastern Pacific.

However, as her mission was con-
sidered low risk – the Pueblo would be
operating in international waters,
albeit off North Korea – she was armed
with nothing heavier than .50 calibre

machine guns. Her top speed was only
12.7 knots and, critically, she was not
covered by the US air and naval might
available in the Sea of Japan.

She was sailing into troubled waters.
Pyongyang had already warned against
activities by “espionage” boats. On Jan-
uary 23, four North Korean torpedo
boats and two submarine chasers
moved towards the US ship, while
MiGs shot by overhead. 

When North Korean sailors
attempted to board, the Pueblo’s skip-
per, Commander Lloyd “Pete” Bucher,
took evasive action and radioed US
forces in Japan for assistance. None
would be forthcoming.

The North Koreans opened fire, hit-

ting the Pueblo’s bridge and arms lock-
er. The resultant damage is visible to-
day, circled by red ink. A US seaman,
Duane Hodges, was killed. Others were
wounded. Bucher, realising his help-
lessness against superior forces, struck
his flag, as his crew made frantic efforts
to destroy classified material. They
were unsuccessful. 

The ship was taken intact and no lis-
tening devices or cipher machines were
destroyed.

According to Ryu Ok-hui, a guide
from Pyongyang’s Victorious Father-
land Liberation War Museum, the
North Korean sailors who stormed the
bridge, none of whom spoke English,
asked about the number of crew

aboard by drawing a picture of a “Yan-
kee with a big nose” and adding a ques-
tion mark after it.

The Pueblo was taken to the North
Korean east coast port of Wonsan. Her
crew were marched off to captivity. For
11 months, they suffered beatings and
psychological torture. Their spirits re-
mained unbroken, however. Discover-
ing that North Koreans were unfamiliar
with the “one finger salute”, the sailors
flashed what they called the “Hawaiian
good luck sign” in photographs taken
of them in captivity.

Meanwhile, US attempts to intimi-
date Pyongyang with the dispatch of a
naval taskforce proved futile. “We were
trying to figure out a way to retaliate,”

Donald Gregg, then a CIA officer based
in Japan, said in a 2003 interview. “We
couldn’t figure out anything that would
not have gotten the crew’s throat cut
and probably started a second Korean
war. So we swallowed our pride.”

The Johnson administration, al-
ready bogged down in Vietnam – 1968
was the year of the landmark Tet Offen-
sive – signed a humiliating agreement
that admitted spying and got the crew
back, but left the ship. Or as the video
says: “The US government knelt down
before the Korean people.” A copy of
that agreement is now framed aboard
the Pueblo.

On December 23, the crew walked
across the “Bridge of No Return” into
South Korea. “They were ‘running
downhill!’” the video exclaims. “The
people of the world unanimously said
the myth of might of the US was shat-
tered.” Washington subsequently re-
tracted its admission.

Back in the US, Bucher received an
official reprimand for allowing his
command, loaded with classified
equipment, to fall into enemy hands.
His crew, who considered him a “giant”
for his courage in captivity, stood by
him. Bucher died in 2004, a bitter man
after what he considered the US Navy’s
failure to support the Pueblo in its hour
of need.

But the unlucky ship’s story didn’t
quite finish there.

As there’s no waterway crossing the
Korean peninsula from east to west, an-
alysts were astonished when, in 1999,
the Pueblo appeared in Pyongyang.
Under the noses of the US and South
Korean navies, North Korea had dis-
guised the Pueblo and sailed her
around the peninsula, up the Daedong
and into Pyongyang.

Among ex-crew members, the inci-
dent remains sensitive; contacted in
the US by e-mail, none was willing to
discuss the matter at length. The reply
of one, when told this reporter would
be visiting the vessel, was succinct:
“Smuggle in some plastic explosive and
blow the a******s up!” 

However, Pyongyang, which most
analysts believe seeks improved rela-
tions with Washington, has considered
returning the vessel.

Re-enter Mr Gregg, the ex-CIA man
who had since gone on to become a Na-
tional Security Council member and
US ambassador to South Korea from
1989-1993, and who now heads the
Korea Society in New York. Mr Gregg
had met Bucher and some crew mem-
bers, who told him they would dearly
love to see their ship returned. He later
received similar messages from the
town of Pueblo, after which the ship
was named.

In an April 2002 trip to Pyongyang,
the ex-ambassador suggested that
Pyongyang return the vessel as a move
towards more amicable relations, Mr
Gregg said. In a “cryptic note” he re-
ceived a tentatively positive reply from
Deputy Foreign Minister Kim Gye-
kwon. The administration of US Presi-
dent George W. Bush did not respond,
Mr Gregg said.

Even so, Mr Gregg travelled to
Pyongyang in a private capacity in No-
vember of that year to pursue the issue.
But by then, Washington had confront-
ed Pyongyang with what the adminis-
tration said was evidence of a secret nu-
clear arms programme.

“The atmosphere had soured, and
Kim Gye-kwon told me that the Pueblo
deal was off the table,” said Mr Gregg.
On a trip this year, he was told that a
visit to North Korea by a “cabinet-level”
official – of a rank appropriate to meet
Kim Jong-il – might resolve the issue.
Mr Gregg added that he felt the North
Koreans respected chief US nuclear ne-
gotiator Christopher Hill.

But with US-North Korea relations
glacial, no visit has yet transpired. In
Pyongyang, Ms Ryu is adamant no deal
will be signed. “Gregg came here and
asked when we would return the Pueb-
lo,” she said. “We said: ‘Never!’” And so
the Pueblo lies in this broad river, her
grey paint reflecting the autumnal Kor-
ean sunshine. Her propellers are still,
her listening equipment silent, and her
crew, groups of tourists who come to
gape at this rusting testament to Amer-
ican impotence.
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A US Navy spy ship
captured by North
Korea 37 years ago is
a symbol of ongoing
enmity between the
two nations, writes
Andrew Salmon

Hostile waters

It was the first Korean-American interaction – and
it hasn’t been forgotten in Pyongyang. 

In August 1866, a strange apparition appeared
off the coast of Korea, a mysterious nation then
known as the “Hermit Kingdom” for its self-
imposed isolation. Belching smoke and flying a
striped flag, the vessel put into the mouth of the
Daedong River and headed upstream.

She was the General Sherman, a US merchant
steamer, chartered by a Beijing-based British
company to trade for Korean paper, gold, ginseng
and tiger skins. Due to heavy rain, she passed the
rapids that usually barred access to Pyongyang,
dropped anchor, and demanded trade terms.

The demands were rejected. Frustrated, the
crew kidnapped a local official. Meanwhile, the
Daedong’s rapids had receded, trapping the
Sherman. Fighting broke out. At first, the ship’s
cannon gave her the advantage, but when the
Koreans launched fireboats on September 2, the
crew was defenceless. Forced to abandon their

burning ship, the American, British and Malay
sailors were cut down in the shallows. Parts of
their bodies were reportedly “pickled” for
medicinal use. There were no survivors.

The present Pyongyang regime has its own
spin on history. “The pirate ship intruded and
committed great brutalities,” said Ryu Ok-hui, an
English-speaking guide from the Victorious
Fatherland Liberation War Museum, as she stood
next to a modern tablet that memorialises the
incident, in front of the USS Pueblo, moored on
the very spot the Sherman foundered. “But the
great, great grandfather of Great Leader Comrade
Kim Il-sung, Kim Ung-u, led the Pyongyang
people and sank the ship.”

Unlike the Pueblo incident, the General
Sherman incident did not go unpunished.

In 1868, the warship the USS Shenandoah
reconnoitered the Korean coast. In 1871, the US
Asiatic squadron attacked Korean fortifications on
Kanghwa Island, off today’s port of Inchon.

Although the forts were reduced to rubble and
their occupants slaughtered – 350 Korean men
were killed, to the Americans’ three – the action
had no conclusion. The flags the marines had
raised on the ruined battlements were taken
down, and the squadron sailed off. Korea and
America would eventually open diplomatic
relations in 1882.

It would not be the last time Inchon heard the
thunder of US guns. In 1950, General Douglas
MacArthur launched an amphibious assault on
the port, reversing the tide of the Korean war. 

That action also would prove inconclusive.
Although the North Korean People’s Army was
shattered by the Inchon operation, MacArthur’s
subsequent drive to the Chinese border resulted
in the massive commitment of Chinese forces.
The Korean war would end in stalemate in 1953.
And with no peace treaty having been signed, that
war remains unfinished.
Andrew Salmon

FAILED TRADE MISSION LAUNCHED 100 YEARS OF ICY RELATIONS

The night brings ghastly spectres,
lawns aglow with hanging skele-
tons, giant spiders and leering gob-
lins. But the darkened house of
Harry and Lesli Zamora, on a dead-
end lane in Houston, Texas, is de-
void of the seasonal kitsch envelop-
ing American suburbia at this time
of year. Halloween holds no new
terrors for them, they say. Things
are scary enough as they are.

“It’s real to us, it’s not make-be-
lieve,” said Harry Zamora, 45, a
lieutenant and veteran motorcycle
officer with the Houston police.
Since they bought the modest,
beige brick house in 2003, a year
after the former owner died there,
the Zamoras say they have been
tormented by mysterious pres-
ences; ghostly visions, including a
fluffy, white dog; disembodied
touches; moving orbs of light; a
door that locks itself; and appli-
ances that turn themselves on.

“He’s searched the house so
many times with his weapon
drawn,” said Lesli Zamora, 30, a

web designer. But the Zamoras are
not just your average family in a
haunted house. When spirits
knock, they call a ghostbusters
squad of Houston police officers
who have rallied around Mr Zam-
ora as the Phenomena Police. 

Mike Bedner, a patrol officer of
22 years and member of the Phe-
nomena Police, said he and other
officers had experienced weird
things in the Zamora house. Videos
and photographs of their explora-
tions there and elsewhere posted
on their web site, www.phenome-
napolice.com, show unexplained
moving lights and what appears to
be a skeletal apparition.

Photographs taken around the
neat home show a multiplicity of
orbs, a phenomenon that skeptics
and even the Fujifilm website say is
readily explainable as normally in-
visible dust particles illuminated by
camera flashes. 

But the Zamoras say one orb
with a distinctive chip in its perim-
eter keeps appearing in the photos.

One of the strangest episodes,
they say, occurred early this year
when Mrs Zamora was on the tele-
phone with Leslie Henderson, a
police bicycle-patrol instructor and
member of the Phenomena Police.
Suddenly, both recounted, Mrs
Zamora shouted that she saw a
small, white dog with a pink collar
streak through the home.

“But Lesli,” Ms Henderson said,
“you don’t have a dog.”

“I know!” Mrs Zamora wailed.

The dead owner, she said later,
seemed to have had a dog – the
house was full of white dog hair
when they moved in.

The Zamoras now have a dog of
their own, but it avoids certain
areas of the house and a section of
the backyard where police dogs
have detected human remains,
perhaps from an old cemetery that
may go back to the property’s plan-
tation origins.

The police team have now

turned their off-duty exploits inves-
tigating the unnatural world into a
pilot for a television series. With
one episode shot, they are waiting
for a buyer. 

They acknowledge that their
venture is not likely to enhance
their credibility, but they shrug it
off. “We’re not trying to convince
anybody,” said Mr Bedner.

David J. Schneider, a professor
of psychology and director of the
cognitive-science programme at
Rice University in Houston, ac-
companied a reporter and photog-
rapher to the Zamoras’ house re-
cently. He said he could not readily
explain some of the photo images
he viewed and stories he heard.
“It’s a mystery to me,” he said.
“Clearly there’s something going
on, but I don’t know what it is.”

He said he regarded the couple
as “honest people and very sincere”
and not out to perpetrate a hoax.

But Joe Nickell, a ghost debunk-
er, said he had “been in more
haunted houses than Casper” and
did not need to hear the details to
know nothing supernatural was go-
ing on at the Zamora home.

The Zamoras said the house,
which they bought for US$121,000,
spooked them from the beginning.
They came back from dinner one

night and found all the lights on, Mr
Zamora said. A light over the show-
er in an upstairs bathroom repeat-
edly switched on while they were in
bed. They got sudden chills and
heard footsteps.

Mrs Zamora said she had felt
hands brushing her. She said she
once glanced into the bathroom to
see her husband stepping out of the
shower – and a grim-faced, black-
clad figure behind him. She fainted.

Their children were too terror-
ised to sleep alone, Mr Zamora
said. Some told of seeing a woman
in a white Victorian dress. Once,
Mrs Zamora said, “the kids came
down screaming they saw a lady
with yellow eyes and huge breasts”.

The children, they said, now
walk around the house carrying
Bibles and blare Christian music on
the CD player. The couple put up a
large cross in the backyard. 

The Zamoras also called in a
ghost hunter, Cathi Bunn, who vid-
eotaped the house with an infrared
camera, confirming what she
called “an interactive haunting” by
spirits that could respond to com-
mands. They consulted a minister
who consecrated the house with
holy oil, and a fung shui specialist
who gave them a Buddhist figurine
for a living room corner. But each

took issue with the other’s minis-
trations and nothing changed.

A spiritualist, Bonnie Vent, from
San Diego, spent a night in the chil-
dren’s room. She described the
house as “a boiling pot of water
with the lid on” and said she detect-
ed “quite a few spirits standing
around me”, including one she
called Miguel. She said he had died
in a knife fight with his girlfriend
and might have been the figure Mrs
Zamora saw in the bathroom.

A New York Times reporter who
spent several hours in the house
experienced nothing amiss, except
perhaps for a brief chill and photos
by the Zamoras that showed orbs
all around him.

A photograph of the Zamoras at
home published by the Houston
Chronicle in May (on a Friday the
13th) appeared to show the blurred
image of a scowling face in the
bathroom wall. An examination of
the wall recently showed nothing
there. 

So, why don’t they just sell the
house and leave? Mrs Zamora said
she would like to, but Mr Zamora
said: “I’m prayed up; I’m a Chris-
tian.” He said he was no longer
afraid. And then, there is the pend-
ing television pilot. 
The New York Times

Ghostly goings-on in the house of the pink-collared pooch
Terrifying apparitions and buried bodies
mean Halloween’s no joke in one family
home, writes Ralph Blumenthal 

Harry and Lesli Zamora report odd happenings in the house they bought
after the former owner had died there. Photo: The New York Times 

The USS Pueblo (top) is a big attraction
in the North Korean capital, where tour
guide Ryu Ok-hui (above) gives visitors
a lively account of the American ship’s
capture in 1968. Photos: Andrew Salmon


