
NOT SO CORRECT
REBUILDING WITH THE FRAGMENTS OF MEMORIES

by

Yoonjae Oh
Bachelor of Housing and Interior Design

Kyung Hee University, 2017

Submitted to the Department of Architecture in Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements for the Degree of Master of Architecture

at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology

February 2023

© 2023 Yoonjae Oh. All rights reserved.

The author herby grants to MIT permission to reproduce and to distribute publicly 
paper and electronic copies of this thesis document in whole or in part in any 

medium now known or hereafter created.

Signature of Author:
Department of Architecture

January 6, 2023

Certified by:
Rosalyne Shieh

Assistant Professor of Architecture
Thesis Supervisor

Accepted by: 
Leslie K. Norford

Professor of Building Technology
Chair, Department Committee on Graduate Students



2



3

THESIS SUPERVISOR

Rosalyne Shieh MArch
Assistant Professor of Architecture

THESIS READERS

Terry Knight PhD
William and Emma Rogers Professor
Professor of Design and Computation
Associate Head for Strategy and Equity, Department of Architecture

Mohamad Nahleh SMArchS
Lecturer in Architecture and Urbanism



4



5

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to Rosalyne Shieh, for 
making this all possible. Your guidance and support has been invaluable 
to me as I worked on this thesis, which has been about so much more 
than just completing an academic requirement. Your influence has 
helped me to learn more about myself, my family, and the value of sharing 
histories with others. I am deeply thankful to you, my inspiring advisor.

Thank you to my committee members, Mohamad Nahleh and Terry 
Knight, for listening to my story all the time with your heartful care to the 
story. Whenever I doubted myself if my story is too personal, your endless 
support has made me believe in myself. Thank you for bringing your 
generosity to our discussions.

To MIT Librarians, Kai Alexis Smith, Jennie Murack, and Katharine 
Dunn, thank you for your assistance in locating the materials I needed. 
Your expertise has allowed me to delve into the past through both digital 
and physical MIT libraries, and I have greatly enjoyed the experiences. 
Thank you for bringing these sleeping histories to life.

Thank you to Cloe Wang for your invaluable assistance in finding vintage 
maps that revealed a wealth of information about the location I was 
researching. I would also like to thank Minyoung Kim for your expert 
help in constructing the house models. And to my MArch Thesis cohort, 
thank you for the lasting friendships, inspiration, and support you have 
provided me over the years. 

To the families separated by the Korean War, thank you for your 
stories that have been a source of motivation for me. Even though we 
are strangers, reading your letters on the Korean Ministry of Unification 
website has inspired me to understand the struggles you and my 
grandfather have endured. 

Thank you to Jin and my family for constantly being by my side and 
sharing stories about our family history. Your love and support means the 
world to me. Thank you.

Finally, to my dear grandfather, I send you my eternal love and respect. 
I wish I could speak with you and hear more of your stories, but the 
memories you have shared with me will always stay close to my heart. I 
hope you are finding peace by now in your beloved hometown, listening 
to the soothing sound of the river and gazing at the majestic mountains.



6



7

NOT SO CORRECT
Rebuilding with the Fragments of Memories

by Yoonjae Oh

Submitted to the Department of Architecture on February 15, 2023 
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 
Master of Architecture

ABSTRACT

This thesis was motivated by a question my grandfather (1928-2022) 
asked, "Can you rebuild my hometown?". How can I rebuild a place that 
remains in memory? Defining success of rebuilding is highly subjective 
as people value various elements in memory differently. Furthermore, 
verifying the result of rebuilding is difficult in the absence of the original 
author. Thus, the goal of this thesis is not to provide an universal criteria 
to evaluate rebuilding. Rather, it is to explore different approaches and 
elements that can be used to rebuild places in memory by recreating my 
grandfather’s hometown based on conversations I had with him. 

I partially recreated his hometown’s landscape based on a story of the 
day he left his hometown;  he left his house to avoid being drafted into 
the Korean War in 1952, but what was meant to be a 7-day hide-out 
ended up becoming a 75-year leave. I recreate his footprints, the spaces 
he stepped on and the landscape he saw, as if I were closely following 
him. I create key artifacts of that day by intertwining fragments of my 
grandfather’s memories, layering my interpretations of real data and 
anecdotal details from his recollection. The hypothetical world created 
through compilation of these artifacts, closely linked by a thread of 
imaginations and real memories, represents sentimental and physical 
qualities of the places that remain in his memory. 

Although somewhat enigmatic and obscure, the recreation of my 
grandfather’s cherished hometown was my way of bidding farewell to my 
grandfather. This project shows that nostalgia can be a powerful source 
of inspiration, even when memories are fragmented and fuzzy.

Thesis Advisor : Rosaylne Shieh
Title : Assistant Professor of Architecture
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The First Talk (2018)

I can't forget the day I chatted with my grandfather a few years ago. 
It was in summer, 2018. We spoke at his house on a sunny Sunday 
morning. I remember our family wanted to have lunch at his go-to 
restaurant, Woo Lae Ok. He said they have the best North Korean 
style cold noodles. We were sitting on a couch. He was having a coffee. 
My grandfather was a man of few words. He almost never initiated a 
conversation. I was delighted when the old man started talking to me. 
He asked me what I have been doing recently. I said I’m planning to 
apply for architecture school. He asked me what architecture school 
teaches. I replied, “Learning how to build things...?”. He asked, “what 
kind of things?”, and I said “anything”. I joked he shouldn't ask me more, 
as I didn't know what architecture school can teach. 

Shortly after, he seemed to think for a while and came back to me with 
the question: Can you rebuild my hometown?. I knew this would be a 
challenging task, because I knew this place was in North Korea. I didn't 
know what ways he wanted to see the town. I asked him if he wanted me 
to make a model for him or rebuild it real. He copied exactly what I said, 
“just anything.”

Our collaboration with the search began by opening a file he had. I 
was surprised to see he kept maps and documents about this place. 
We were first looking for the location. My mom and I were helping 
him to recall his memories when we were looking at the map together. 
My grandfather said the name of his hometown was Maengsan, 
and the village name was Songam-ni, which could be interpreted as 
Massachusetts Ave, Cambridge. We couldn't find the name on the map 
he had. He was so sure he kept murmuring why the map did not show 
the name. He kept saying, “this isn’t right.” 

My grandfather then grabbed a paper and pen to draw a map from his 
memories of the town. I compared his map to satellite images, but there 
was no match. The name of his hometown did not appear on any of 
the maps I could find. As we struggled to locate the town, my mother 
interrupted us and said it was time to leave. I closed my laptop, unsure 
of where to start in rebuilding my grandfather's hometown.

Figure 1. 
An interior view of my 
grandfather 's apart-
ment, highlighting the 
couch where we had 
our conversation.



16

2



17

Below is a transcript of an interview I recorded back in 2018. The 
conversation started right after he drew a map for me, explaining what 
he remembers in his memory. 

Y: Interviewer (me)
GF: Interviewee (my grandfather)

Y

GF

Y

GF

Y

GF

Y

GF

Y

GF

So tell me. What’s the name of the place?

The town was called Songam-ni. There was a river above the 
village. It was the upstream of the Dae-dong river. And there was 
a bridge when entering the village. You can't come in unless you 
cross the bridge. That was probably a concrete bridge. If you look 
around the village, it was all surrounded by mountains.

Then was the village in a mountain?

No, no. It was on a plain, surrounded by mountains, and the 
houses were all Giwa Houses1 in the village.

Weren’t Giwa houses where rich people lived in?

No, it kind of changed. Giwa houses were no longer houses for 
high social class people.

How many houses were there?

Around 30 houses. My grandfather was the principal of a Confu-
cian school. We called it Hyang-gyo2. So we had the biggest barn 
in the town.

What was in the village?

Across the bridge into the town, there was a cemetery.. a cem-
etery. We needed to pass that cemetery to get into the village. 
They were all Hanok houses built during the Japanese colonial 
period. Houses below the mountains. Giwa tile was like... The 
ones you can find now in Korea University now. It’s the same 
style. 

The time I left the town was a year and a half after the liberation 
day. Maybe I was 18. I left the town with my cousin3. I've been 

1
The use of giwa roof 
tiles gave hanok, the 
traditional house of 
Korea, a distinct shape.

2
A hyanggyo was 
a government-run 
provincial school and 
Confucian temple that 
existed throughout 
Korea during the 
Goryeo Dynasty (918-
1392) and Joseon 
Dynasty (1392-1910). 
Accessed January 3, 
2023. https://www.
theseoulguide.com/
yangcheon-hyanggyo/

3
Later, I learned my 
grandfather 's cousin 
and he left the town 
separately and reunited 
in South Korea after 
the ceasefire of the 
Korean War. Perhaps, 
what he meant in this 
conversation was that 
they were the only 
family members who 
left the town. 

Figure 2. 
A map drawn by my 
grandfather in 2018 
based on his memories 
of his hometown.
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Y

GF

through a lot since then. At that time, I was the only men in the 
family. My family told me to hide first for about a week. I en-
dured the whole week with only potatoes at an abandoned house 
in a mountain. Later, I ended up getting caught. 

I almost died. I was lucky. The gun was out of bullets. I still 
remember there was a moment of silence. I snapped out of it, 
pushed back the guy, and left the house right away. I just ran.

Then I arrived at Sinuiju. That's where I got caught by the US 
troop. 

That’s how you landed to Geoje Island?

Right.. because I was a captive.

(the end of the interview)

It has been four years since I made any progress, and my grandfather's 
health has recently taken a turn for the worse. My mom informed me 
that he had been hospitalized after falling and breaking his hip joint, 
and that he was not recovering well. The doctors even mentioned the 
possibility of an emergency operation. A few days later, I got another 
call. My mom told me that he was experiencing delirium4 and crying 
out for us to "let him go." I asked her what he meant, as if I were trying 
to deny the gravity of the situation. She told me that the doctors had 
given a terminal prognosis. I realized that it was time for us to prepare 
for his farewell. I felt guilty that he had not yet had the chance to return 
to his beloved hometown. I asked myself why I had stopped working 
towards rebuilding it.

The Call (Summer, 2022)

4
Delirium is a worsening 
or change in a person’s 
mental state that 
happens suddenly, over 
one to two days. The 
person may become 
confused, or be more 
confused than usual. 
Accessed Dec 29, 
2022. https://www.
alzheimers.org.uk/get-
support/daily-living/
delirium

Figure 3. 
Songam-ni, Maengsan, 
North Korea, Google 
Earth, 2020.
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It has been a few months since I resumed my rebuilding project, which 
I had originally started with the intention of sharing it with my grandfa-
ther and getting his perspective on whether it matched his memories of 
the place. However, he passed away. I started rebuilding for him, but he 
is no longer here. I took a break from the project for a week as I tried to 
figure out how to move forward.

His passing may have changed my motivation for the project, but I 
eventually realized that I could continue the project as a way to honor 
his memory through the work I was doing. By collecting stories, photos, 
and researching the history of the town, I was not only creating my own 
perspective of it, but also preserving the memories of my grandfather 
and others who have a connection to the place. It was a way to keep 
the history and memories of the town alive, even if he is no longer with 
me. It may be a challenging and emotional process, but it can also be a 
rewarding way to connect with my family's past and honor my grandfa-
ther's memory. 

His Passing (November, 2022)

Figure 4.
A photograph of my 
collection of research 
materials, including 
vintage maps and 
photos.
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Figure 5.
Gertrude Hermes, 
Through the 
Windscreen, 1929, 
drawing, The Trustees of 
the British Museum 
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Unlike building, which involves constructing something new, rebuilding 
involves constructing the past, which requires understanding someone's 
memories. However, it is impossible to perfectly recover memories 
because we cannot return to the exact moment when a memory 
occurred. Additionally, if we rebuild without the original creator of 
the memory, it becomes even more difficult to know if our rebuilding 
accurately reflects the person's memory. This is my current situation, as 
my grandfather passed away while I was rebuilding his hometown. It is 
therefore very difficult to understand what a person might have seen or 
felt in the past unless we are in the same environment at the same time 
and looking at objects that are in the same composition.

The success of rebuilding will be determined by how well the mediums 
or approaches used help the person relive the past experience in the 
space. This is a highly subjective criterion, as people place different 
value on different elements of memory. For example, some people may 
prioritize visual clues while others may prioritize other elements. The 
goal is not to establish a universal, absolute criteria for evaluating the 
success of rebuilding, but rather to explore different approaches and 
elements that can be used, with the focus on recreating the experience 
rather than just recreating the appearance.5 As Walter Benjamin points 
out, even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking one 
element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence in the 
place where it happens to be, which Benjamin refers to as the "aura."6 
Therefore, rebuilding may involve recreating the experience or aura by 
bringing back objects and scenes from memories.

I try to create experiences by stimulating our senses. For example, let's 
say there is a memory of an "earthen floor." The "earthen floor" starts 
with imagining "dirt" and includes other elements like "the color of 
ocher," "rough surface," "looking down," "gravel," and so on. When we 
actually create these properties, we have a multi-faceted understanding 
of the earthen floor through our senses and by recalling our memories 
of the earthen floor, just as we would touch, see, and hear the sound 
of stepping on it. I want to use our knowledge of experiences that 
our bodies already know to recreate the experiences that might have 
occurred in someone's memory in the past. "Through the Windscreen," 
a work by Gertrude Hermes, is a wood-engraving that shows a view at 
2am from the passenger seat of a car on a tree-lined road at night (see 
fig. 5). It brings to mind a scene in which the driver is carefully pressing 
the accelerator and relying only on the car's headlights on an empty 
road in the darkness. The tense atmosphere of the driving experience 

WHAT IS REBUILDING?

5
DeSilvey suggests 
that “we need to 
find meanings in 
transition, transience, 
and uncertainty.” The 
stories contained within 
objects from the past 
may not be visible, 
audible, tangible, or 
accessible to us in 
the present, but they 
can be shared and 
brought to life by future 
generations who are 
aware of the past. 
See Caitlin DeSilvey, 
“Postpreservation: 
Looking Past Loss,” 
Curated Decay: 
Heritage Beyond Saving 
(Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 
2017), 1-22.

6
See Tate Museum's 
description of the term, 
"aura". https://www.tate.
org.uk/art/art-terms/a/
aura
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becomes one of the stories I can imagine while looking at this work. 
If we had a device that could reproduce the same sense of darkness 
depicted in this view, it might be possible to get closer to the experience 
the driver may have felt in this scene. And I believe such device is an 
imaginative story.  

Rebuilding involves more than just recreating the objects that appear 
in memory. It also evokes the stories or events that the objects can 
suggest.7 In that sense, I find that writing a story centered around an 
object helps me to connect past experiences to the present. Instead of 
simply depicting an object that appears in a scene from memory, the 
object becomes the focus of the story and allows me to explore the 
memories and emotions associated with it. This can help to bring these 
past experiences to life and make them more meaningful in the present.  
This is a process of creating a new world from my own perspective by 
piecing together fragments of memory, even if the original creator of the 
memory is not present.8 This process involves making assumptions and, 
in a way, it is a process of mystifying rather than clarifying a memory, 
and creating another world or dimension within someone's memory. 
Although my grandfather is no longer with me, I find enjoyment in 
continuing to rebuild with the experiences I know.

Therefore, rebuilding is not about locating the physical place. It is not 
about making it look exactly as it did originally. Instead, it is about 
understanding where his nostalgic impulse comes from. It is about 
uncovering hidden artifacts or scenes that trigger nostalgia. In order to 
delve into the mysterious place that my grandfather shared with me, I 
will use a story he told me as a starting point. I will delve further into 
this in the next chapter.

7
Toni Morrison notes 
"What makes it fiction 
is the nature of the 
imaginative act: my 
reliance on the image 
- on the remains - in 
addition to recollection, 
to yield up  a kind of 
truth. ... I simply mean 
"picture" and the 
feelings that accompany 
the picture." See Toni 
Morrison, "The Site of 
Memory", in Inventing 
the Truth: The Art and 
Craft of Memoir, 2d 
ed., ed. William Zinsser 
(Boston; New York: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1995), 
p.93 p.92

8
Jorge Otero-Pailos 
also highlights, “In our 
own time, preservation 
is undergoing 
a fundamental 
transformation, 
emerging as a 
renewed discipline, 
with new purposes 
and means, through 
experimental practices 
that are broadening the 
established boundaries 
of knowledge.” See 
Jorge Otero-Pailos, 
“Atmosphere as a 
Cultural Object,” 
Climates: Architecture 
and the Planetary 
Imaginary, (Columbia 
Books on Architecture 
and the City, Lars 
Muller Publishers, 
2016), p.248

Figure 6.
A selection of 
architectural models 
of my grandfather 's 
hometown.
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Figure 7.
A collage of Maengsan 
black pine forest and a 
written account of the 
day my grandfather left 
his hometown.
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I was able to gather data through an interview with my grandfather 
and a map he drew for me. During the interview, he described his 
hometown while drawing a map that showed the locations of physical 
landmarks such as houses, a river, bridges, roads, and alleys. He also 
told me the name of the town, which was important for me to find 
visual materials like maps and photos. However, it was challenging 
to uncover specific memories that he had held onto for a long time, 
which can reveal more than just visual memories, like anecdotes. Thus, 
identifying what he cherished in his memory was not successful since 
the original author of the memory was absent. 

I tried to think what I wanted to know the most. One thing that 
particularly interested me about my grandfather was the story of the 
day he left his hometown. It was about the day, which was supposed 
to be a seven-day hideout, ended up turning into a 75-year leave. This 
story included important events that not only influenced his life, but 
also led to my own existence. The more I tried to understand what 
happened to him on that day, the more I got curious and eager to know 
his past thoughts, behaviors, and the spaces he had been in the past; his 
hometown. 

There were many physical landmarks mentioned in my grandfather's 
story. Using these landmarks as a guide for rebuilding, I looked for 
any information that connected to the information he shared with me, 
particularly information that gave a sense of what the past may have 
been like. This allowed me to envision stories that may have occurred 
at specific locations, using the map he drew for me as a reference. I 
began to consider what information to include in the representation I 
was creating. My imagination of this place felt as though I was walking 
alongside him on the day he left his hometown.

At that point, I started to see myself as an architectural detective, 
searching for spatial elements that were important to my grandfather's 
last journey in his town. I didn't feel the need to rebuild everything 
he remembered, but rather focused on what I am currently interested 
in learning. This includes going back to his hometown and searching 
for the places where the unexpected events had occurred, which had 
previously prevented him from reuniting with his family. This helped 
me to uncover the mysteries of this enigmatic place.

Yet, the information I use to rebuild my grandfather's hometown vary 
in terms of detail. The more specific the data is, the more I can say about 

9
"What makes it fiction 
is the nature of the 
imaginative act: my 
reliance on the image 
- on the remains - in 
addition to recollection, 
to yield up  a kind of 
truth. ... I simply mean 
"picture" and the 
feelings that accompany 
the picture." p.92

BUILDING A STORY
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the past, which makes it easier to recreate. On the other hand, more 
abstract data requires more guessing, leading to more speculation about 
the past. As a result, I recreate the past that I still doubt and do not fully 
understand, which I refer to as the "assumed past."9  The assumed past I 
design does not distinguish between truth and fiction10. The process of 
"assuming that this was in the past" is the design, and the combination 
of assumptions becomes my version of the past, a curated version.11

These are recorded in a "log book" that I keep for my own record, where 
I write down my questions, research findings, and assumptions.12 While 
I recognize that some of these may be true and some may be false, the 
log book provides a record of my assumption-building throughout 
the rebuilding process. In the context of rebuilding, if the original 
memory is the answer we are seeking, then rebuilding may be the 
process of finding that answer. In that sense, my rebuilding may be an 
ongoing process of seeking the answer, even though I may never fully 
know it. Nonetheless, the method of rebuilding will remain consistent: 
collecting fragments of memories, making assumptions, and designing 
the assumed past. This is because my goal is not to perfectly reconstruct 
the space, but rather to reconstruct the experience. Since these two are 
interconnected, I believe this project can ultimately contribute to spatial 
reconstruction.

Figure 8.
Map drawings 
illustrating my 
grandfather 's potential 
journey in the past.

10
Toni Morrison notes that 
"Fiction, by definition, 
is distict from fact. 
Presumably it's the 
product of imagination - 
invention - and it claims 
the freedom to dispense 
with "what really 
happened," or where 
it really happened, or 
when it really happen, 
and nothing in it needs 
to be publicy verifiable, 
although much in it can 
be verified. See Toni 
Morrison, "The Site of 
Memory", in Inventing 
the Truth: The Art and 
Craft of Memoir, 2d 
ed., ed. William Zinsser 
(Boston; New York: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1995), 
p.93

11
Toni Morrison notes 
that "But memories and 
recollections won't give 
me total access to the 
unwritten interior life of 
these people. Only the 
act of the imagination 
can help me." Ibid, p.92

12
Log books can be found 
on page 34-41.
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Rebuilding involves shared authorship. As I learn more about my 
grandfather's memories, they become part of my own memory. For 
instance, the map he drew for me13 is a highly personal document that 
reflects his way of representing things. As I examine and refine the map, 
it evolves into a new version that incorporates my interpretation of it, 
including my understanding of the symbols and the addition of terrain 
contour lines, etc. As a result, the map becomes less my grandfather's 
and more my own. 

The transition of authorship is a crucial moment when my imagination 
is sparked, and it is essential to document this process. Archiving 
involves leaving a record of the evidence that demonstrates the world 
created by my imagination. Therefore, as shared authorship becomes 
more prevalent, the importance of preserving all records of the transfer 
of authorship becomes apparent. 

The value of the archive lies in its ability to provide direct access to my 
thoughts and emotions as I reconstruct the story of the past. The objects 
contained in the archive provide context for the spatial relationship 
between my grandfather and his hometown, offering background 
information and history that helps me understand and become familiar 
with the past I am trying to uncover. In addition to their storage 
function, archives also serve as a guide, helping me to create linear 
stories while navigating the nonlinear process of organizing temporary 
or ephemeral data.

To that end, I have created three "houses" which serve as metaphorical 
archives. These houses contain my grandfather's memories, particularly 
those related to his final journey in his hometown, as well as my own 
memories from the rebuilding process and my assumptions about 
his past. I chose to focus on houses because they were the places my 
grandfather visited on his journey. I believe that his life underwent 
significant changes every time he moved from one place to another, and 
these houses could symbolize the different chapters of his life.

The houses contains visual clues that provide context for the story and 
the spaces. Whenever I come across new information about a past 
event, I revisit my visual clues and revise my assumptions. These houses 
serve as a repository of information that I use to gather evidence and 
inspiration as I reconstruct my grandfather's hometown. They include 
the house he used to live in, the abandoned cottage where he took 
refuge, and the apartment where he passed away. The exterior of the 

ARCHIVES

Figure 9.
The house he used to 
live(left), the abandoned 
cottage where he 
hid(middle), and his 
apartment where he 
closed his eyes(right). 
Model photo by 
©Andy Ryan

13
See figure 2
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Figure 10.
House One and visual 
assumption cards. 
Model photo by 
©Andy Ryan

houses represents the overarching story, while the interior is filled with 
details and artifacts that represent specific times and places. Together, 
the exterior and interior create a complete narrative, with the exterior 
serving as the foundation for the story14. 

14
The story inserted into 
each house can be 
found on page 46-51.
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My grandfather(1928-2022) was born and raised in a place called 
Songam-ni, which is now known to be located in North Korea. He 
was the second son of the richest family in the small town where 50-
60 people lived, and he seemed to have a pretty happy life before the 
Korean War. 

Actually, maybe I’m over-assuming he had a happy life. Maybe he didn’t. 
As the country was under Japanese rule, his older brother was drafted 
in WW2 and sent to South East Asia. My grandfather said he had been 
receiving letters from his brother, and his family always waited for the 
letters. Few months after his brother’s draft, the letters from his beloved 
brother didn’t reach the family anymore, which made the family assume 
his death. His mother, who is my great grandmother, couldn’t overcome 
the shock, and had passed away soon after. He became the head of the 
household after his mother died. His priority was to lead his family and 
grow their faith, but so many things were happening during that era.

Two years after the country declared independence, he felt obnoxious 
tension happening in the country - yes, the Korean War broke out. 
His town was not a great place for battles, as the place was a very 
mountainous area. Even the town’s name meant the Fierce Mountains. 
But soon, he got a news from his neighbors that young men were 
being called from the Korean People’s Army(North Korean military). 
He decided to hide himself in the near small mountain. I think he was 
worried of his sisters if he get drafted in the war. Or perhaps, he didn’t 
want to bring pain to his family anymore. He decided to hide for a 
while, and avoid the chance of being drafted. 

HOUSE ONE (1928-1952)
The house he used to live in
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He said he found an abandoned cottage in the mountains and decided 
to hide in there. Sustaining himself with the minimum food he can 
chew for 7 days, he thought he was almost succeeding in hiding eyes 
from his unwanted guests, the soldiers.

Yet, his fear became reality. Two soldiers opened the door of the cottage 
he had been hiding for days. He said there was a very unpleasant silence 
between him and the soldiers, elevating the tension. The uncertainty 
of him to survive from that situation forced him to run to the soldiers 
before they fired the gun towards him. 

One of the soldiers pulled a trigger. He told me that he thought this 
was it, the end of his life. He was just looking at the soldier’s eyes. He 
was not bleeding, but he said he thought he was fainting. But it was 
too strange to feel nothing, like literally nothing was hurting at all. As 
soon as acknowledging that this strange feeling was actually not coming 
from the aftermath of the gunfire, but from the fact that nothing had 
happened to him, he knew it was a false fire.

HOUSE TWO (1952-1953)
The abandoned cottage where he hid in the mountains
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This is the apartment where he told me the stories. Later, I found out 
that the story I’ve heard from him might be different from the true story. 
My mom says he was caught by the soldiers right away. She said he told 
her that he volunteered to be part of the North Korean army. What I 
heard from him was that he ran away as soon as he encountered the 
soldiers, and landed on a harbor where the UN troops were camping. 
That's where he got caught. To them, he was suspicious enough to be 
suspected as an enemy. He soon became a prisoner-of-war(POW) and 
later sent to an island in South Korea, the Geoje POW camp.

What's going on? I'm confused. My story, my mom's story, and his story 
are all mixed up. What is the true story? Well, does it actually matter?

After the ceasefire in 1953, my grandfather decided not to return to the 
north. I still don't know why. I suppose this means I can build another 
house, that represents  the POW campsite he refused to speak about . 
The only thing he told me about this place was that it was a living hell. 
When the lights were turned off at night, it was a place where death 
lurked. 

75 years have passed, and he still couldn’t get back to his hometown.
He closed his eyes in his apartment in November, 2022.

HOUSE THREE (1953-2022)
The house where he closed his eyes
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The story is based on my imagination of my grandfather's final journey 
in his hometown, as if I am following him on the day he left. It is 
important to note that this is purely fictional and may not be entirely 
accurate. The story takes place on a summer day in 1952. 

PROLOGUE
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Figure 11.
Landscape models 
produced for story-
telling. Model photo by 
©Andy Ryan
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BACKGROUND

He said he left in 1952 . He was 24, and alone. The Korean War had 
reached a stalemate at the 38th parallel. None of the UN, South 
Korean, Chinese, or North Korean troops could gain an advantage. My 
grandfather's hometown was distant  from the battlefield. Maengsan, 
meaning the Fierce Mountains, was a small village by the river . But it 
was a neighborhood that could be war-torn at any time. He said he left 
his hometown to hide as the war was escalating. 

Why did he want to hide? I needed to know. He said his plan was to 
hide in the woods for seven days . Why seven days? I had the feeling 
that he had prepared his hideout in advance. I learned that there was a 
military mobilization order going on. If he did not follow the order, it 
was clear he would be killed as an anti-communist. He had siblings to 
take care of in the absence of his parents. He decided urgently to hide 
somewhere. 

He said the mountains  were hard to climb. I searched the mountains. It 
is said Maengsan is known for the Black Pine Forest, which is currently 
one of North Korea's natural heritage sites. He probably thought the 
forest was the best place to hide, as it surrounded the village like a 
folding screen  on the mountain behind his birthplace.

When did he leave the house? He may have wanted to leave at night 
or early in the morning, to avoid being seen. He could have woken 
up earlier than usual. But, did he have an alarm? I guess no. How did 
people check time back then? I guess he heard the birds chirping or 
rooster crowing. 

I researched the birds. Birds wake up early, like 90 minutes before 
sunrise. If we look at the sun graph of this area, it seems birds could 
have woken up around 4 or 5 a.m. It must have been dark outside. 
Or maybe he didn't sleep at all and waited until the sun slightly raised 
its head.

What did he bring with him? Definitely, food. He said he carried 
potatoes . How many? I think 20 sounds good enough to survive for a 
week. Perhaps his bag was big enough to carry 20 potatoes. 
Did he know where he was going? Did he have a map? I searched for 
vintage maps that he might have owned at the time, but I couldn't find 
town maps. In fact, there is one, this US Navy map , but he didn’t own 
that for sure. Maybe he didn't carry a map.

Figure 12.
A film was produced for 
the reconstructed story. 
This figure shows a few 
scenes presented in the 
"background" part of 
the movie.
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SCENE ONE

It's the day. Birds are chirping. He packs his potatoes. While he was 
packing, he might have remembered a proverb his grandfather used 
to teach him: "Though taken by a tiger, if one gathers his wits, he can 
live." I remember my grandfather always emphasized to be strong at any 
circumstances quoting this proverb. I think the proverb is descending 
over generations. But why tigers? I’m sure he knew there were tigers 
living in the Maengsan mountains. 

My grandfather's cousin says Maengsan was rumored to be one of the 
most remote places in Korea, but his village was the only place where 
people could eat rice, which was rare in this area. His family owned 
most of the rice paddy fields in the town. My mom heard that the family 
owned the size of Boston Common. I bet he probably had to walk a long 
way to get out of his family's land. 

SCENE TWO

As he passes the field and straw-made fences, he looks back as if he is 
promising he would return soon.

Figure 13.
Selected scenes from 
the film, ranging from 
scene one to scene two.
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SCENE THREE

A grave-yard catches his eyes as he walks. He said there was a cemetery 
close to the village's outskirts. Walking across the cemetery on a spooky 
morning, he must have felt he wanted to get out as soon as possible. 
It seems like he’s quickly walking towards a river.

SCENE FOUR

There was a river  that was flowing along the village, where he recalls as 
his playground. It's called the Matan river. It looks dry when I look at 
the satellite images. He had to pass the river to leave the town, but I’m 
sure he had to decide  which bridge to cross. He told me there were two 
bridges, a concrete one and a log one. Which one? If I were him, I would 
head to the concrete bridge not to risk falling in the dark. I hope he did. 

Figure 14.
Selected scenes from 
the film, ranging from 
scene three to scene 
four.
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SCENE FIVE

As he crosses the bridge, Jangseungs are looking at him. Jangseung is 
a guardian totem believed to protect the village from evil spirits. Many 
have creepy faces. He didn't tell me he saw Jangseungs, but I know that 
Jangseungs were traditionally placed at the edges of villages. Some of 
them must have been watching him.

SCENE SIX

He is standing in front of the forest. Inside, it looks dark. Nevertheless, 
he cannot hesitate . The sun is rising. It's quiet. It is so silent that he 
is sensitive to every sound, like the sound of the trees rustling in the 
breeze. Or is it an animal? In this mountain, where tigers are said to live, 
he raises his ears and hurries his steps. Where to hide?

Figure 15.
Selected scenes from 
the film, ranging from 
scene five to scene six . 
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SCENE SEVEN

He finds a cottage. It was in the distance. Instead of going into the 
cottage, he decides to observe the house nearby for a few minutes. 
Maybe he is wondering if someone is in there.

SCENE EIGHT

The sun comes into the woods. Sunlight hits the ground over the 
branches. He grabs a dull branch and approaches the house as quiet as 
possible. It's tricky to see the interior of the house, but no one seems 
there. 

SCENE NINE

Fortunately, no one.  Not bad to stay for a week. He roughly sweeps the 
dust on the floor and sits on a corner. He decides to hang in there until 
the potatoes run out.

SCENE TEN

Two soldiers came in. One of them pulled a trigger, but the bullet falls 
on the  floor. He said it was the end of his life, but he was lucky. 

UNFINISHED SCENES

I don’t know where he went after. He just told me he became a prisoner-
of-war(POW) and was sent  to a POW camp on an island in South 
Korea. After the ceasefire in 1953, my grandfather decided not to return 
to the north. I still don't know  why. He didn’t really want to speak about 
the campsite. The only thing he told me about this place was that it was 
a living hell. When the lights were turned off at night, it was a place 
where death lurked. 

Figure 16.
Selected scenes from 
the film, ranging from 
scene seven to the end.
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This is where I am so far. I’m still rebuilding, and repairing my 
memories, and his memories. Recently, my mom told me my story 
doesn’t make sense. What she heard from her father doesn’t match with 
my story. 

According to her, my grandfather told her that the government had a 
strained relationship with his family after the country's liberation and 
implemented land reform, taking all of their farmland. Additionally, the 
fact that his brother was forced to join the Japanese army during Japan's 
occupation of the country caused the government to view their family 
unfavorably, even though his brother had no choice in the matter. These 
circumstances caused my grandfather's family to live with uncertainty 
and fear about their social status, which also put pressure on my 
grandfather to enlist in the army. My mom told me that my grandfather 
volunteered to join the North Korean military, which contradicted the 
story I had pieced together. It's possible that there could be different 
perspectives or details that could help explain the discrepancy between 
the two accounts. 

Still, the idea of rebuilding my grandfather's hometown has provided 
me with a deeper understanding of his life. Without his legacy and the 
pieces of his memories, I may never have learned so many stories about 
him. Even the fact that his entire family was purged by the country after 
the ceasefie. None of his family is left in his hometown. It is unclear if he 
knew about this. One thing for sure is that he was a survivor.  

Epilogue (2023)

Figure 17.
The ending scene of the 
film.
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All images and text by the author, unless otherwise stated. 
The work was produced for the Master of Architecture Thesis 

at the MIT School of Architecture and Planning.
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To view the video presented in the final review, 
please use the following link: 

https://youtu.be/0RLZ9dQAhbc
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hid(middle), and his apartment where he closed his eyes(right). 
Model photo by ©Andy Ryan
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