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Seoul welcomes us with warm hospitality
and sincerity! It was really an insightful visit,
understanding about funeral cultures, practices,
and developments in Korea. This is the country

that wowed the world with the phenomenon

K-pop, giving Apple a run of their money with

their Samsung smart phones, and yet beneath the
evolving and massive development that the country
has went through over the last 68 years, they
guarded and preserve their traditions and customs

dearly.

In the next 4 days, we will be visiting
cemeteries, memorial parks, college institution and
funeral homes in and around Seoul. Luckily, our
itinerary does includes some sightseeing, giving us
a chance to visit some of their famous landmarks
including the Gyengbokgung Palace, N Seoul
Tower, Insa-dong and Dongdaemon. The group
was also treated to a wide variety of tasty signature
Korea foods and meals: Ginseng chicken, BBQ,
Bibimbap, just to name a few, are definitely going to

be missed by many when we head back!
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Korea was under Japanese colonial rule from
1910 to 1945. During this period, many cultures
and traditions from Japan are being adapted. That
was evitable in some of the funeral practices.
Though their funeral culture started 68 years ago
after the Japanese surrendered in World War 11, they
have set up well-established standards. Industry
players actively seek to improve their practices and
facilities, which we will witness throughout our 4

days visit.
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Upon arrival in Seoul from Hong Kong, a
grand dinner banquet was held to welcome the
group. Representatives from various funeral
companies in Seoul, experts and professors in the
funeral studies, and hosts of the facilities we will be
visiting over the next few days attended. Speeches
and presentations were held to thank all the parties
who have made this post AFE mission trip possible.
It was a joyous and merry dinner.
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A beautiful day awaits us at the Daejeon
National Cemetery the next morning. This huge
cemetery was established to worship patriots,
patriotic matyrs and souls of all the fallen heroes
who had participated actively during the Japanese
invasion, Korea war and Vietnam War. There was a
majestic Memorial Tower in the cemetery grounds,
towering at a height of 43 meters and 110 meters
wide, built for adoring and respecting national
royalty and for distinguished services of the patriotic

martyrs who sacrificed their lives for the country

and people. Our group participated in a simple and
sacred ceremony to honour the fallen heroes, with
the representative of the group, Mr Wilson Tong
lighting an offering and rest of the group bowing in

silence.
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After the National Cemetery, we visited one of
their college institutions - Daejeon Health Sciences
College, which has a specialized department
in mortuary science. There, the students learn
about funeral customs and cultures, anatomy and

embalming, handling of bodies during a 2-year
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curriculum. The department celebrated their 10th
anniversary in Year 2012, and currently has a total

of 522 graduates.

There was an intriguing demonstration on a
Korean funeral process — traditional way of dressing
a body. 2 lecturers worked harmoniously together to
demonstrate the dressing. Firstly, they meticulously
used papers of different sizes to cover various parts
of the cleaned body. Each step is being carried out
with specific steps and the body is treated with care,
respect and dignity. After the whole body is covered
up, which includes even the face, a large piece of
paper is used to wrap up the whole body, much like
a Mummy. Lastly, a special technique is applied
while wrapping the front of the body, such that it

resembles petals sprouting from the body.

Good Plus Ceremony Company, one of the
funeral homes we visited, also demonstrated the
shrouding of body in a similar method, but uses
coloured paper at the last stage and when the
wrapping is completed, the body resembles a stalk
of flower. This probably signifies a new life being

generated after a life is gone.
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On the third day, we visited Utopia Memorial

Park, a fine Memorial Park surrounded by beautiful
landscape in a park-like environment. There were a
couple of theme rooms, which are a popular choice
amongst some of the famous stars in Korea. High
ceilings, spacious niches, cozy area are some of
the features of the theme rooms. Family members
are also able to display small personal items in the

glass-covered niches.

An interesting feature of the memorial park is
the family niches at the outdoors area in the park.
The niches are located at the base of a statue, the
design of which can be chosen by the families. The
statues are placed strategically around park, turning
into something beautiful for the family to visit and

remembrance.

The park is also actively promoting green
burial, and one of the methods is to bury cremation
ashes under a tree. In order to be as natural as
possible, families cannot erect any tombstone, and
instead, to only hang a wooden plague indicating
simple information like names, on the tree where

the ashes are buried.
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Samsung Funeral Hall is located within the
hospital premises; a huge blue statue resembling
a single water droplet marks its entrance. The
building looks modern, sleek and high-tech, result
of 8-months improvement works recently. A short
presentation was given, including an introduction of

their smart counseling system.
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The smart counseling system is a tool used
by the Funeral staffs, offers services and products
to families via a Tablet PC (Samsung of coz!).
Families are able to make choices from a wide
range of services and pricing in the privacy of a
cozy consultation room. Orders are then being
processed instantly, wirelessly and paperless. This
information system allows the information entered
to be disseminated to the different departments,
enabling a seamless coordination and increasing

their productivity and efficiency.
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Seoul Memorial Park is located right in the
city, and yet seems isolated and peaceful, as it is
being separated from the hustle and bustle from
the city via a tunnel, that literally transcends the
landscape. It is South Korea s first citizens’
cremation facilities in the inner city and was only
completed in January 2012. The architectural is
modern and breathtaking; offering clean lines,
generous usage of glass allowing lots of natural
lighting, calming water feature located at the heart
of the building. There are a total of 11 furnaces,
handling an average of 10 — 13 cremations daily,
each session lasting approximately 80 minutes. The
Memorial Park is open daily.
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It was truly an eye-opener and fascinating trip.
We were able to visit and learn another country’ s
funeral customs and traditions, their best practices,
thanks to the wonderful organization by the Vertical
Expo Services team (Hong Kong), supported by
the National Funeral Directors Association (USA),
mission sponsor Flying Home (Singapore) and most
importantly, the host from Korea, Mr Dongwon Kim
from Memorial News Korea. He was a man with
few words, probably coz he does not speak much
English, but we can feel his sincerity and warm
hospitality. A committed man he was, he was with
the group throughout the trip making sure everyone
is comfortable and happy. Valuable new friendships
were formed during the 4 days, old friendships
rekindled. A fun and educational trip was over in
the blink of the eye and I know I will definitely look

forward to another new opportunity to visit a new

country next year.
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