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HANOI: A handkerchief, illicit letters and
secret visits - the first three decades of love
between a Vietnamese man and his North
Korean sweetheart were counted out in
stolen moments and small tokens of devo-
tion.  But now this love story is being lauded
as an example of the two countries’ amity in
the lead-up to this month’s much antici-
pated second summit between US President
Donald Trump and North Korean leader
Kim Jong Un in Hanoi.

The communist state is thrilled to be
hosting the high-profile event in Hanoi, an
opportunity for Vietnam to boost its diplo-
matic gravitas on the world stage.  But for
the couple, their hopes for peace on the Ko-
rean peninsula also carry personal motiva-
tions. “I wish... we can go back for visits
more easily,” 69-year-old Vietnamese Pham
Van Canh told AFP.

He first met his future wife Ri Yong Hui in
1971 at a Pyongyang fertiliser factory,
where she was working. Canh was one of
hundreds of Vietnamese sent to fellow com-
munist nation North Korea to study how
their country could rebuild after the devas-
tating war with the US. “I asked others for
her name, trying to meet her,” he said. “At
that time, both Vietnamese and North Ko-
reans were not allowed to love each other.”

His first token of affection was a handker-
chief. Their courtship included secret visits
to her hometown, which were cut short in
1973 when he had to return to Vietnam. 

Canh gave Ri 20 envelopes with his
mother’s work address at the State Bank of
Vietnam already written out so she could
send letters, skirting North Korea’s monitor-
ing of correspondence. Still the couple sent
only two or three letters a year to avoid no-
tice. Mostly, they kept to safe subjects like
health and work, in case the envelopes were
opened by others. “We were in love and she
had even told me to die together, to commit
suicide. But I told her, ‘We are in love, why
die? Wait for me and I will come back.’” As
the years ticked by, he kept an eye on the
two countries’ relationship, as Vietnam out-
paced North Korea in economic growth. 

Meanwhile, he set up a friendship club
between the countries and organized
fundraising to donate rice to the Korean
peninsula as its leadership isolated itself
from the outside world. He also appealed to
Vietnam’s Foreign Ministry, who brought
the couple up in bilateral talks to their
North Korean counterparts as “a humani-
tarian matter”, he said. Then in 2002, Canh’s
efforts paid off.  He was allowed to return to
Pyongyang to hold a small wedding cere-

mony and then take Ri back to Hanoi on the
condition she remained a North Korean cit-
izen. Today, 70-year-old Ri says she has a
good life in Hanoi where she lives with Canh

in a modest apartment.  But the couple have
managed to visit Pyongyang only three
times because of its isolation. “I always have
my homeland on my mind,” she said.—AFP

Poster couple - Vietnam-North Korean 
sweethearts lauded in summit run-up

An opportunity for Vietnam to boost its diplomatic gravitas

HANOI: Vietnamese man Pham Ngoc Canh, and his North Korean wife Ri Yong Hui walk holding hands in an
alley outside their house in Hanoi.  —AFP

Crocodile mauls 
Indonesian to 
death in Malaysia
KUALA LUMPUR: An Indonesian man has been mauled to
death by a crocodile in Malaysia, with his horrified nephew
spotting the victim disappearing into a river during the attack,
police said yesterday. Muh Tahir Majid Syam, 40, went missing
while hunting for crabs with his nephew on Tuesday by a river
in Sarawak state on jungle-clad Borneo island. 

While looking for him, the younger man suddenly saw his
uncle’s head pop up above the water’s surface before sinking
again, deputy local police chief Mohamad Sabri Zainol told AFP.
“(The nephew) was looking around, and then he saw his uncle’s
head in the water before being pulled back into the river,” the
police officer said. Muh Tahir’s body was found Wednesday cov-
ered in bite marks, leading police to conclude he was likely killed
by a saltwater crocodile. The victim was a migrant worker on a
palm oil plantation, the official news agency Bernama reported.
Many Indonesians work in the agricultural sector in relatively
affluent Malaysia. Saltwater crocodiles are often sighted along
rivers and by beaches in Malaysia’s two states on Borneo, Sabah
and Sarawak. Borneo is shared between Malaysia, Indonesia and
Brunei. The reptiles, which can grow up to seven metres (22 feet)
long, have been blamed for a series of attacks in recent years in
the area. Authorities in Sarawak began granting licences to hunt
crocodiles in 2017 in a bid to reduce the number of attacks, ac-
cording to local media._ AFP 

Duterte critic 
freed on bail
MANILA: Philippine journalist Maria Ressa was freed on bail
yesterday following an arrest that sparked international cen-
sure and allegations she is being targeted over her news site’s
criticism of President Rodrigo Duterte. Ressa, 55, spent a
night in detention after authorities arrested the veteran re-
porter at her Manila office Wednesday in a sharp upping of
government pressure on her and her website Rappler. The site
and Ressa have been hit with tax evasion charges and now a
libel case after clashing repeatedly with Duterte over his
deadly crackdown on narcotics that has killed thousands.

“The message that the government is sending is very clear...
be silent or you’re next,” an emotional Ressa told reporters
outside a Manila court. She stumped up a bond of 100,000-
pesos ($1,900), the sixth time since December that she has
paid bail on a government case. “I am appealing to you not to
be silent, even if-and especially if-you’re next,” added Ressa,
who was named a Time Magazine “Person of the Year” in 2018
for her journalism. International condemnation from digni-
taries, press freedom and human rights groups has poured in
since plainclothes agents appeared at Rappler to serve an ar-
rest warrant.

Canadian Foreign Minister Chrystia Freeland tweeted she
was “deeply troubled” by Ressa’s arrest Wednesday. “A free
press is a bedrock of democracy. Canada reiterates its call for
due process to be respected and for journalists to be free from
harassment and intimidation,” Freeland added. Former US Sec-
retary of State Madeleine Albright, tweeted in support: “The ar-
rest of journalist @mariaressa by the Philippine government is
outrageous and must be condemned by all democratic nations.”

Duterte attacks on media
The libel case against Ressa and former Rappler reporter

Reynaldo Santos, Jr. stems from a 2012 report written about a
businessman’s alleged ties to a then-judge on the nation’s top
court. While investigators initially dismissed the businessman’s
2017 complaint about the article, the case was subsequently
forwarded to prosecutors for their consideration. The legal
foundation of the case is a controversial law aiming to crack
down on online offences ranging from harassment to child
pornography. 

Ressa’s team has argued the legislation did not take effect
until months after the story was published and is not retroactive,
however the government has countered that it is fair game be-
cause the story was updated in 2014. “In essence in the contem-
plation of the law it is a new article because of the modification,
republication,” Markk Perete, spokesman for Department of Jus-
tice prosecutors, told AFP. “That is deemed as a new article.”
Rappler concedes the story was updated, but notes it was to fix
a typo and no substantive changes were made.

Ressa’s lawyer JJ Disini said he will formally ask the court
within the week to dismiss the case as the publication and the
modification were made more than a year ago. He argues the
maximum period set by law for a legal action to be brought has
already lapsed. “That’s disincentive for people to speak out,”
Disini told reporters, “I think there would be grounds to raise
these issues in the Supreme Court.” The businessman who ac-
cused Rappler, Wilfredo Keng yesterday welcomed the
charges as he said the website “destroyed my reputation and
endangered my life”.

Duterte spokesman Salvador Panelo rejected allegations the
arrest had political motivations. “Maria Ressa’s claim that this
is an assault on freedom of expression or freedom of the press
has no basis,” Panelo told Manila’s DWFM radio in an inter-
view, adding it was not the president or his allies who brought
the libel case. —AFP


