
US pays tribute 
to war fallen on 
Memorial Day
WASHINGTON: From President Donald
Trump visiting the main US military cemetery
to parades and solemn remembrances,
Americans honored their fallen war heroes
for the Memorial Day holiday on Monday.
Across the country, relatives, friends and
members of the general public placed
American flags and flowers on the tombs of
soldiers who gave their lives for the country.
During his second Memorial Day as com-
mander-in-chief, Trump placed a wreath at
the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier.

He was joined by US Defense Secretary
Jim Mattis and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff General Joseph Dunford for the ceremo-
ny at Arlington National Cemetery, whose
rolling hills of greenery just outside the US
capital are the final resting place for more
than 400,000 veterans. “Our fallen heroes
have not only written our history - they’ve
shaped our destiny,” Trump said. “They fought
and bled and died so that America would for-
ever remain safe and strong and free.”

Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti was
among the speakers during an observance at
his city’s National Cemetery. Besides

Washington, some of the largest parades took
place in Chicago and New York, with veter-
ans’ groups and bands among the partici-
pants. Chicago’s celebrations have taken place
since 1870. In contrast to Veterans Day, which
honors all who have served in the armed
forces, Memorial Day pays tribute to fallen
military staff.

On Sunday, tens of thousands of bikers in
bandanas, cowboy hats or gleaming helmets

descended on Washington to parade from the
Pentagon past the military cemetery and end-
ing at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in honor
of US soldiers missing in action in foreign wars,
a now 30-year-old tradition by motorcyclists
who dub themselves Rolling Thunder. Among
them are many Vietnam War veterans. Some of
the bikers stopped by the National Cathedral
for a “blessing of the bikes” service before they
set about their humming business. — AFP 
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SEOUL: US President Donald Trump con-
firmed yesterday that a senior North Korean
official is headed to New York for talks as
preparations for his historic summit with Kim
Jong Un gather pace. “Meetings are currently
taking place concerning Summit, and more.
Kim Young Chol, the Vice Chairman of North
Korea, heading now to New York. Solid
response to my letter, thank you!” Trump
wrote in a tweet, hailing the formation of a
“great team” for the talks.

General Kim Yong Chol landed at Beijing
airport yesterday and will journey on to
New York the following day after talks with
Chinese officials, according to South
Korea’s Yonhap news agency. The trip is
part of a flurry of diplomacy before the on-
again, off-again summit originally scheduled
for June 12 in Singapore. Trump cancelled
the talks last week, citing “open hostility”
from the North, but since then both sides
have dialled down the rhetoric and the
process appears to be back on track. 

US negotiators, headed by Washington’s
current ambassador to the Philippines Sung
Kim, met North Korean counterparts in the
truce village of Panmunjom that divides the
two Koreas on Sunday. The State
Department said a separate team of White
House officials has headed to Singapore to
sort out logistics. Chung Sung-yoon, an ana-
lyst at the Korea Institute for National
Unification, said Kim Yong Chol would be the
most senior North Korean official to step
onto US soil since Vice Marshal Jo Myong

Rok met President Bill Clinton in 2000. 
The general has long been a right-hand

man to North Korea’s leader, playing a front-
seat role during recent rounds of diplomacy
aimed at ending the nuclear stalemate on the
Korean peninsula. He sat next to Trump’s
daughter Ivanka, who is also a White House
aide, during February’s closing ceremony for
the Winter Olympics in the South Korean
resort of Pyeongchang which was a turning
point in the nuclear crisis. He also accompa-

nied Kim Jong Un on both of his recent trips
to China to meet President Xi Jinping, and
held talks with Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo when he travelled to Pyongyang.
“Kim’s official counterpart is Pompeo but he
may also push for meetings with (National
Security Advisor John) Bolton and even
Trump if possible,” Chung told AFP.

Controversial figure 
General Kim is a deeply controversial fig-

ure in South Korea, where he is blamed for
masterminding the 2010 sinking of the navy
corvette the Cheonan, which killed 46 sailors,
an attack for which North Korea denies
responsibility. From 2009 to 2016 he was
also director of North Korea’s General
Reconnaissance Bureau, the unit tasked with
cyber warfare and intelligence gathering.
During that period North Korea ramped up
its hacking programs, including a hugely
costly penetration of Sony Pictures.

His journey to the US caps a frenetic
few days of meetings between North
Korean and American officials. Japanese
broadcaster NHK reported that Kim
Chang Son, Kim Jong Un’s de facto chief of
staff, arrived in Singapore on Monday,
showing footage of him at the airport
escorted by three bodyguards. China’s
state Xinhua news agency also said one of
its photographers saw Kim Chang Son
leave a hotel in the city-state.

Also on Monday, a US government air-
craft carrying a delegation including Joe

Hagin, the White House deputy chief of staff
for operations, departed from Yokota air
base in Japan en route for Singapore, NHK
added. The Washington Post reported that
talks inside the Demilitarized Zone would
continue this week between US and North
Korean officials. South Korean media
broadcast footage of US embassy vehicles,
including one carrying Sung Kim, leaving a
Seoul hotel on Tuesday but there were no
details on whether the convoy was heading

back to the DMZ.
If the original date stands, officials have

only a fortnight to finalize thorny protocol
details such as where in Singapore the talks
will take place and how internationally sanc-
tioned North Korean officials will travel
there. The key task is to settle the agenda.
The main stumbling block is likely to be the
concept of “denuclearization” - both sides

say they want it, but there is a yawning gap
between their definitions. Washington wants
North Korea to quickly give up all its nuclear
weapons in a verifiable way in return for
sanctions and economic relief. But analysts
believe North Korea will be unwilling to cede
its nuclear deterrent unless it is given security
guarantees that the US will not try to topple
the regime. — AFP 
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Preparations for historic meeting gather pace

PYEONGCHANG: In this photo taken on Feb 25, 2018, Kim Yong Chol, vice chairman
of North Korea’s ruling Workers’ Party Central Committee, attends the closing cer-
emony of the Pyeongchang 2018 Winter Olympic Games. —AFP 

US search firm 
says to end 
MH370 hunt in 
‘coming days’
KUALA LUMPUR: A private search for
Flight MH370 will end in the coming days,
an exploration firm said yesterday, some
four years after the plane disappeared in
one of the world’s greatest aviation mys-
teries. The Malaysia Airlines jet vanished
in March 2014 with 239 people - mostly
from China - on board, en route from
Kuala Lumpur to Beijing. No sign of it
was found in a 120,000-sq-km. Indian
Ocean search zone and the Australian-led
hunt, the largest in aviation history, was
suspended in January last year.

After pressure from families, the
Malaysian government struck a deal with
US exploration firm Ocean Infinity to
restart the search in January on condi-
tion it would only be paid if the Boeing
777 or its black boxes were found. The
firm stood to make up to $70 million if
successful but found no sign of the air-
liner despite scouring the seabed with
some of the world’s most high-tech
search equipment. The hunt was official-
ly meant to end in late April but was
extended. However, the new Malaysian
government of Mahathir Mohamad,
which came to power after a shock elec-

tion win this month, announced last week
the search was set to end.

Texas-based Ocean Infinity said in a
statement yesterday that “its current
search for the wreckage of... Flight
MH370 is shortly coming to an end”. A
spokesman added the hunt would end in
the coming days, without giving a pre-
cise date.

‘Nothing hidden’ 
Ocean Infinity chief executive Oliver

Plunkett said the failure to find the
wreckage was “extremely disappointing”
but he hoped that his company would be
able to “again offer our services in the
search for MH370 in future”. Malaysia’s
new government has not indicated that it
wants to revive the search but has
pledged to be more open about the mys-
tery. Transport Minister Anthony Loke
said Monday that a full report into
MH370’s disappearance would be pub-
lished soon. “There will not be any edits,
nothing will be hidden,” he told reporters.

Ocean Infinity said it had scoured
over 112,000 sq km of seabed, including
25,000 sq km north of the original search
zone which scientists later identified as
the most likely crash site. The ship con-
ducting the hunt, Seabed Constructor,
was a Norwegian research vessel carry-
ing 65 crew, including two members of
the Malaysian navy as the government’s
representatives. It used eight
autonomous drones equipped with
sonars and cameras, able to operate at
depths up to 6,000 m. — AFP 

War hero 
doubtful of
Trump-Kim 
peace prospects
SEOUL: As a decorated war hero who once
took out three machine gun nests with nothing
but grenades, Choi Deuk-soo knows firsthand
what is at stake should US-North Korean
peace talks fail - and he is doubtful of an
imminent breakthrough. The wizened 91-year-
old is one of just five people still alive to have
been awarded South Korea’s top military
medal, the Taeguk, given for a suicidally brave
charge he made up an enemy-held hill in the
end stages of the 1950-53 Korean War. “I hate
any war,” he told AFP from his apartment in
Incheon, west of Seoul, apologizing for his
poor hearing, the result of firing a heavy
machine gun for hours during a battle to repel
Chinese troops that had come to the aid of
North Korea’s communist forces.

That war led to an armistice and the two
Koreas divided by the demilitarized zone. It is
a festering Cold War sore that lives on today,
and US President Donald Trump has vowed to
combat the threat posed by the authoritarian,
nuclear-armed regime in Pyongyang either by
talks with his North Korean opposite Kim
Jong Un or “fire and fury”. Choi - who was
speaking to AFP before Trump cancelled an
upcoming summit with Kim only to suggest it
might be back on - is not convinced by the
recent flurry of diplomatic detente.

“Another war might have to break out
sometime in the future, maybe hundreds of
years from now, for the two sides to be reuni-
fied,” he said. “I doubt whether any deal with

Kim Jong Un would hold long because all the
North is interested in is material rewards,” he
added, questioning whether Pyongyang was
really committed to giving up its nuclear
weapons or genuinely seeking peace.

‘No retreat’ 
The nonagenarian’s cynicism was forged in

the crucible of the Korean War and nurtured
by decades of failed peace attempts that have
seen North Korea’s regime remain steadfastly
in power and oversee its metamorphosis into a
nuclear armed state. Breathing repeatedly
through an inhaler to ease his asthma, Choi
recalled his own horrifying experience the last
time full-scale war broke out on the Korean
Peninsula.

The memory that sticks with him the most
was the night that won him the Taeguk. On 30
June 1953 his unit was ordered to take back
Hill 938 from a brigade of Chinese volunteers
who had seized the strategic position earlier
that month. Choi’s battalion was so depleted
its ranks had dropped from 500 to just 30
men. “The top commander gathered us
together and handed out cigarettes. He then
said: ‘You only move on. No retreat’. The com-
pany installed a machine gun, threatening to
shoot us if we tried to retreat,” he recalled.

To improve their agility, the soldiers were
told to ditch their helmets and take only
grenades - the commanders noted that if they
needed a rifle they could always grab one
from the hundreds of bodies littering the hill
side. Under cover of darkness and a smoke
screen Choi and his comrades inched towards
the enemy. “I crawled up to a machine gun
post and hurled the first grenade. I finished a
second one with another grenade and silenced
a third machine gun nest with the remaining
two grenades,” he said.

With the enemy machine guns silenced,
reinforcements successfully stormed uphill,
bringing an end to the hour-long battle.

Somehow Choi emerged unscathed. But only
five men from the original 30 survived the
night, he recalled. The war ended a month lat-
er with the armistice, though the two Koreas
remain technically still at war.

‘How long will it last?’ 
Choi said he welcomes the fact that Trump

was willing to talk to Kim. But he worries about
the more bellicose members of the US adminis-
tration, particularly National Security Advisor
John Bolton, a known North Korea hawk.
Earlier this month Bolton - and later Vice
President Mike Pence - raised the specter of
Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi, who gave up
atomic weapons only to die years later at the
hands of US-backed rebels. That comparison
drew angry responses from North Korea. “That
guy with the thick moustache almost blew it up
with reckless, unnecessary statements,” Choi
fumed, referring to Bolton. — AFP 

INCHEON: This picture taken on May 17, 2018
shows Choi Deuk-soo, a South Korean war hero,
during an interview in his apartment. —AFP

ARLINGTON, Virginia: US President Donald Trump marks Memorial Day by laying a wreath at
the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at Arlington National Cemetery on Monday. — AFP 

US students 
square off in 
spelling bee
WASHINGTON: At the annual
Scripps National Spelling Bee this
week, hundreds of youngsters will
compete in a uniquely American con-
test that has been likened to an intel-
lectual extreme sport, involving one of
the world’s most tricky languages. The
competitors, some as young as 8 years
old, face a three-day obstacle course
through the English language, a mash-
up of Germanic and French words
laced with borrowings from tongues
around the world. Any of 470,000
entries in the “Merriam-Webster
Unabridged Dictionary” is fair game. 

Their challenge is to outlast the
field by coming up with the correct
spelling of obscure words that often
feature any one of a number of letter
combinations that form identical
sounds in English. For the grade-
school students who have trained
year-round for the event, the pressure
is enormous. They will compete for a
$40,000 top prize, under the bright
lights of ESPN, the cable channel that
covers the competition as if it were
tennis or skate-boarding. 

“When I was competing it was an

absolute pressure cooker, but not to
the extent it is today,” said Nupur
Lala, 33, who became the star of the
documentary “Spellbound” when she
nailed “logorrhea” to win the 1999
Bee. “Now it has brinkmanship, and
things you wouldn’t see before - an 8-
year-old spelling a German or polysyl-
labic word that I’ve never heard of,”
said Lala, who will shortly start a med-
ical residency at Brown University.

Beginning yesterday, more than
500 contestants from the United
States and eight foreign countries
took part in the 91st Scripps National
Spelling Bee, to be held in Oxon Hill,
Maryland, outside Washington. The
championship finals are tomorrow
night. Winnowed from 11 million
hopefuls in schools around the world,
contestants range in age from 8 to 15
and include the Bee’s first-ever twins
- two sets of brothers from Utah and
Mississippi.

Geoffrey Nunberg, a linguist at
the University of California Berkeley,
said the Bee was more of an intellec-
tual exercise than a practical gauge
of language skill since almost no one
would ever use such recent Bee-win-
ning words as “marocain,” “nunatak”
and “guetapens”. “It bears the same
relationship to regular spelling as
riding a BMX bike does to riding a
bike in the street,” Nunberg said,
referring to another extreme sport
covered by ESPN.  — Reuters 


