Date:  Sat Aug 2, 2003  10:16 pm

Subject:  Almost ready to start the journal

Hi everyone ~
I'm almost ready to start sending journal messages - i have another dozen email addresses to subscribe.  Meanwhile, we got our household goods (the rest of our stuff) on Friday! YAYYYY! I didn't think i was that materialistic, but i really feel better now that we've got our stuff :)  
I've got some interesting stuff to share already; i'll probably start send an "official beginning" message on Tuesday.

Laura Joy >^,,^<
Date:  Mon Aug 11, 2003  6:38 am
Subject:  Sorry for my absence & new email address

Hi everyone ~
Our Korea Telecom line is still down and i've been a bit busy, so i haven't had an opportunity to get to the library in the last week. Sorry about that.  Also, my AOL account has gone awry and so i've switched over to hotmail. Here is my new address:

ljearthmom@hotmail.com

I'm unable to get into my mailbox; i'll try some more, but if you've recently written to me and i haven't responded, please resend it to my hotmail account.  Long week. Will fill you in soon. Sorry i'm so cryptic.

John will be down in Taegu for 3 weeks for an annual training exercise. That means i'll have the car and i'll be able to get to the library more easily (gotta look at the bright side of things, 
right!?)

Ok - more soon!
Love, Laura Joy >^,,^<
Date:  Mon Aug 11, 2003  9:29 pm

Subject:  Getting settled

Hi everyone ~
Some of you have no idea what this ljseouljournal is about, and perhaps didn't even know that we had moved to Korea. A very good friend, Melyssa Dominguez (from our homeschool group in Colorado Springs), ((Hi Melyssa!)) had the idea for me to start a journal while we are living here in Korea. She wanted to hear about all the interesting experiences we are having and keep up on what we're doing. I mentioned it to some other friends and family members, and the overwhelming reaction was, "What a great idea! Put me on the list!"

To get it up and running as fast as possible, i just went ahead and subscribed all the people i thought would be interested in it. If you have too much email as it is and need to get off the list, just let me know if you need any guidance on unsubscribing.

If you haven't ever used the Yahoogroups email service and you want to log onto their website to see our homepage or whatever, you'll need to register with a username and password. You get to make that part up. :) The website is: www.yahoogroups.com  Once we get our digital camera fixed (again), i want to put pictures up and such.

None of you wil be able to reply to the journal emails - i did that to cut down on bandwidth. If you want to email me with questions or comments, just go ahead and email me at ljearthmom@hotmail.com (notice that this is a different email address than the one i've had 
for the last 7 years). We are in the process of closing our AOL account. We've just had too many problems with AOL and are fed up.  So now we're going hotmail.

John wanted me to let you know his email address is: john.w.francis@us.army.mil
He is going to be "out in the field" for the next 3 weeks, but will have access to his email. John will be participating in a huge annual training exercise that takes place down in Taegu (tay-GOO) 
called the UFL. I don't know what it stands for - i'll ask him.

Anyway, we're settling in nicely. We have all our household goods and Bluebird (our blue Dodge Caravan), and have already made a lot of friends - children and adults alike :) I spent a good part of last week getting the house *really* organized, so we're pretty much settled in except for getting pictures on the wall and some minor organizing in the computer room.

My Korean is coming along well - i've had lots of opportunities to practice, and i practice even when i don't need to (like saying hello to the Korean gate guards), which drives John nuts (mischievous chuckle). "Hello/how are you?" is 'an-yeong-a-se-o' (ahn-young-ah-say-oh), but you say it fast, smooth and all smushed together - anyeongaseo - drawing the "oh" out a bit and bringing it up at the end in a slight questioning intonation. It actually means, "Are you at peace?" and people will answer with 'ne' (nay), which means yes, or they will repeat it back to you.

In general, the Korean people in Seoul are polite (usually), but not warm. This is, after all, a HUGE city - 10 million people in the actual city, and 47 million if you include the surrounding suburbs (i'm told). So it's kind of like a polite New York, if you can imagine that :)

Yongsan Army Base (YOHNG-san) is situated in the southern, central part of the city, just north of the river. It's entirely enclosed in a tall, grey, cinderblock fence, topped with a metal fence that leans outward (ending in pointy prongs)and coils of razor wire. Korean National Police (KNPs) walk their beats all around the perimeter. These are just young men (18 or 19 years old) who are serving their mandatory 1 or 2 years in the service (i'll find out the details about that later). They wear all black: baseball cap, Izod-style shirt, relaxed-fitting pants, and army-style boots. They all carry a black baton, and stand or pace about looking terribly bored.

I usually say anyeonghaseo when i pass them, and it's interesting to see their reactions. Most just give a blank stare; i'm not sure if they are taken by surprise or feel they shouldn't be talking to people while on duty or what. These guys have the Poker face down pat :) Occasionally they will return the hello or look very surprised. We asked for help with directions to a subway station once and they were very kind and helpful.

The KNPs are there as demonstration protection. There are demonstrations all the time outside the base - especially outside the main gate. Mostly these are peaceful gatherings, and all demonstrations are required to be registered with an official office, so they know how many people will be showing up. The government sends a certain number of KNPs to the demonstration - i'm not sure what the KNP:demonstrator ratio is. We haven't yet been aware of a demo, but lots have taken place. Apparently there was a huge one with more than 5,000 people at the main gate yesterday, but i'm not sure what they were there for; i did notice there was an extra 
busload of KNPs on the south post in the afternoon, though.

Even though there are a lot of demonstrations, we are very safe - especially Alyssa, Zach and me. When venturing out on the subway, whenever i looked confused while looking at my subway map, someone (a Korean who speaks some English) always stops and asks me if i need any help.

Well, i guess i'd better stop there. Need to go pick the kiddies up. I'll write again on Thursday :)

Hugs all around!
Laura Joy >^,,^<

Date:  Thu Aug 14, 2003  6:48 am

Subject:  More stuff :)
Hi everyone :)

OK, so here is what John sent me when i asked him to find out what UFL stands for:

<<CLASSIFICATION: UNCLASSIFIED
SECURITY CONTROL MARKING: FOR OFFICIAL USE ONLY
UFL = Ulchi Focus Lens
Don't know what Ulchi stands for in Korean. >>

I tried to look it up in the dictionary and the closest i got was "grade B or class B" (second grade). Yu-Jin? Do you know what Ulchi means when it is a military training exercise? Could you ask your Dad? [Yu-Jin is my very best Korean friend and lives in Ft. Leavenworth right now - she helped me learn so much about the Korean culture and language, and her mom, Hyan (is that the right spelling, Yu-Jin?) introduced me to many delicious Korean foods - she is a wonderful cook!]

Ok - i do have some bad news - the library is closing for renovations August 18 through September 13, so it's possible i won't be emailing until our phone line is fixed. I called again to check on our work order today and they gave me the number to the telephone technicians (Army signal company) since we have been waiting more than a week. I called a couple times - busy, of course. I'll keep trying tomorrow.

There's supposed to be a *huge* demonstration downtown tomorrow with about 100,000 people, but i don't know what it's supposed to be about. The kids and i will stay on base. It'll probably be in the Stars and Stripes (military newspaper) on Saturday - i'll let you know when i find out.

An interesting thing about being American here is that Korean modeling agencies swarm all over your kids. The day after we arrived (we got here late July 5th), we went to the PX (Postal Exchange - it's like a mini Walmart) and were immediately approached by a woman about modeling. The same thing happened the next day at the commissary (grocery store). So we 
have 2 agents and the kids have been doing modeling for very famous companies like FILA and Giordano and others that are less well-known. There are a lot of clothing companies that copy other very famous clothing companies like Gap and Nike and such - they make a whole line of clothes almost exactly like them, but put a different name on it like Gapp or something. Some of the company names have been: Ttowatto, Best Club, Harvard, etc.

Zach has kind of pooped out with it - he doesn't go for clothing that's itchy or tight, so it's hit and miss with him. We just decided to put him on a vacation from modeling until late fall - he'll do better with summer clothing. Right now they are shooting all the fall and winter clothing and 
it's in the 80's and 90's! He did a shoot last week in the Olympic World Arena and it was just miserably hot. That was kind of the final straw for him. Most shoots take place in a studio that is somewhat air conditioned. They have these air conditioners that are the size of a refrigerator built into a vented closet. They're great if you're standing right in front of them, but the cool air doesn't last well in the hot spotlights.

It's been very interesting and we've learned so much from going on modeling jobs. The agent picks us up or pays for a taxi to pick us up and bring us to the studio. The studios are usually located in the middle of a maze of small alleyways among tall buildings. You find the door near the studio sign (sometimes the agents have to use ESP to find the studio if there's no sign) and go up or down a marble or cement stairway - the bathrooms are almost always on a stairway landing, so the stairwell often smells a bit like a bathroom. The studios are interesting - usually very simple - a large room with a large white wall against one side. They have a makeup artist with her huge kit of cosmetics and hair ribbons, a cameraman (we've had one camerawoman and she's been the best of them all so far), someone representing the clothing company, the studio owner or representative, and various assistants to each of these people.

Most of them don't speak much or any English, so we've had an opportunity to learn a lot of Korean. Our agent translates for the camera person, but the kids are amazing at understanding how the camera person wants them to stand or move. They also provide lots of yummy drinks and foods - we've gotten to sample lots of things we may never have tried! There's lots of waiting, so the parents and kids talk a lot and goof around while waiting for them to set up a background or while a kid is doing a single pose. I've learned so much from the parents - good restaurants and stores, driving etiquette, sights to see, cultural insights, etc.

Anyway, Alyssa is still happy to do the modeling jobs. They pay well - about 100,000 won for 4 hours - that's about $85. She gets to keep 20% of what she makes for spending money and the rest is going into an account for her college expenses. Alyssa's favorite person to do modeling with is her best friend, Allie. Allie just happens to live right next door to us and she's 10 years old as well. Blonde hair, blue eyes, about the same height, same interests, and amazingly enough, she is also dyslexic! Some of you don't know about Alyssa's dyslexia - i will fill you in on all that a little later. So she has the perfect next door friend - they're inseparable!

Interestingly, Allie's younger sister, Katie, is 8 years old (same age as Zach) and she and Zach are like 2 peas in a pod! They both love bugs and animals and they would play together 24/7 if we let them! She is Zach's best friend.

We have lots of homeschoolers here, and interestingly, most of them live in our housing area (called Blackhawk). The homeschool group is great - really nice moms. Most are Catholic, but not pushy, so i'm cool with that :) We have bowling once a month, a big tour once a month, art classes will start weekly once school starts, and we are planning a spelling bee, geography 
bee, and art show/expo.

Ok - i have to go - i'll try to email again tomorrow and i'll try to get through to the signal company to see what's up with our work order!

Hope you all are well!
Hugs all around!
Love, Laura Joy >^,,^<

Date:  Mon Aug 18, 2003  1:20 am

Subject:  KT line is up and running! Yay!

Hi everyone ~
Well, i kept calling and finally they came out and fixed my KT (Korea Telecom) line - the one that we're hooked up to DSL with :) I still have to get ahold of the DSL guy so he can set up our good computer. The laptop is in bad shape - i get 20 minutes of work out of it before it dies. We need to wipe the hard drive, but right now it's my only link to DSL. But the internet scene is looking up!

Ha ha - a taxi driver had told me that the monsoon season was over, but i had overheard some women talking and they felt we had at least another 3 weeks of rain. Well, it stopped raining for a week and it started again yesterday morning! Most everyone complains about this rain, but i love it! Probably it has to do with having lived in Colorado where there are serious water shortages going on. When we verture out, we take our umbrellas and raincoats. I take my rainpants, too - i learned my lesson the hard way after having the lower half of my shorts soaked in a matter of minutes between the car and a building!

Here's some info from a Zachary perspective. The bugs here are very cool! At dusk, when you would expect fireflies to come out, *dragonflies* come out! Beautiful blue ones and orange ones. They're all over the place! Sometimes you see them out on a really hot day, too. Also, scads and scads of cicadas. You can look on any tree and find at least half a dozen cicada shells. We've even been honored to catch a few cicadas working their way out of their old skin. When we first arrived, Alyssa and Zach headed up a little cicada shell-collecting movement - we had little containers full of them all over the place. Zach finds them quite beautiful. They have beautiful colors, with greens and blues and striking black markings. But these little buggers are LOUD! One of them will start, and then it seems like all of them - all over the area - join in! You have to yell to talk over the sound!

One thing i dearly miss is seeing the stars. Here in the city, it's so polluted, that you can't see any stars at night. Sometimes you can't even see the moon, unless it has rained very recently. It can be difficult to tell if it's a cloudy day or if the smog is just really bad. I noticed the poor air quality very strongly the first 2 weeks we were here, but i don't notice it now. We have 2 large HEPA air filters going in the house, and they come and change the air conditioning filters every other week. I need to get some plants to help with the inside air quality.

Anyway, we are planning to take a trip out of town in the next 2 months so we can breathe some clean air and see the stars again. I have to call the USO and see what kinds of tours they're having this month. We want to go to Chejudo (chay-JOO-do), which is a gorgeous island of the south tip of Korea - it is likened to Hawaii.

Oh - i found out what the demonstrations were about. Saturday was Korean Independence Day - celebrating the day they became independent from Japan in 1945. So, there were people expressing their displeasure at the Americans still being here. There were also groups in support of the U.S. The kids and i hung out on base - better safe than sorry!

Ok - well, i expect the computer to lock up any minute, so i'll send this off.
Hugs all around!
Laura Joy >^,,^<

Date:  Tue Aug 19, 2003  8:54 am

Subject:  Yay! We're Dell-DSL ready!

Hi everyone!
I am *so* excited! I got ahold of the DSL guy and he helped me figure out how to configure our good computer up to get DSL access! So i have access to all of you and the rest of the world 24/7! (24 hours a day/seven days a week) Now i can get serious and do all my address changes for all my mail-order catalogs and such! Woo hoo!

It's still raining - cats and dogs - and people are starting to complain louder. I love the rain! I got into my "wet weather gear" (as the military call it) this afternoon, took a soapy scrubby sponge out and scrubbed my car down in the rain! Everyone was laughing at me (in a nice way, though with a touch of "is she nuts?"), so i just said i like to recycle! Who can beat a 3-day rainstorm for soaking all the dirt off your car?! Bluebird looks great now - i didn't even have to wipe the soap off - i just let nature do the work! Me, crazy? Ha! Crazy like a fox! (echoing maniacal laughter... :D)

Last week, the kids and i participated in the on-post Vacation Bible School (all right, all right - i know some of your jaws dropped - lol!) It was a lot of fun, actually! I volunteered 3 of the 5 days with the music group. They choreographed body movements and some signs to 6 songs, and each day we would teach them to the kids. Alyssa and Zach had a great time, though they told me they felt a lot of pressure to say they believed everything the teachers were saying, even if they weren't sure, particularly regarding the role of Jesus. So it was a good opportunity to encourage Alyssa and Zach to explore their spiritual beliefs and discuss the beliefs of a variety of religions.

It was amazing how many kids and moms we knew at Bible School - mostly homeschoolers and kids we had modeling jobs with. There are some really great people here - we are so blessed to have the opportunity to meet such wonderful friends!

Oh, say - if anyone knows of a good mail-order company from which i could order organic and health food items such as nutritional yeast, non-dairy items, protein powders, organic flours and grains and such - could you email me at ljearthmom@hotmail.com with their contact info? I need a Whole Foods or Wild Oats kind of company for my obscure eating habits :)

John's doing fine down in Taegu - he has been able to call briefly almost every night, just to say hi and see how we're doing - that's been great! He says they're keeping them plenty busy - as expected.

Ok - enough for now :)
Hugs all around!
Laura Joy >^,,^<

Date:  Thu Aug 21, 2003  5:28 am
Subject:  Thursday and thoughts

Hi y'all!
Well, the rain stopped this morning, but there's total cloud cover - the rain is supposed to start up again tonight. It was so hot and muggy today - it literally felt like a sauna. The windows are steamed up and the second i step out the door my glasses steam up and i start to sweat. I am very grateful for forced air/air conditioning!! Even the cicadas weren't as loud today - i think they're too hot and tired to cheep :)

We have an "ajuma" (AH-joo-mah) - a cleaning lady - that comes to clean the house once a week. It's a total luxury, but it is taking some getting used to. Our ajuma's name is Mrs. Yee. She is probably in her early 60's. She's quite an amazing woman - very strong and sharp as a whip (very, very intelligent). [I'm explaining idioms in plain English for those on the journal list who are not native English speakers] Mrs. Yee comes on Wednesdays.

Almost all the Americans hire an ajuma - especially those with kids :) The ajumas are very competitive as far as getting jobs. It is, after all, their livelihood! They kind of freak out at the beginning of the summer, when a huge batch of people PCS back to the States. (PCS is Permanent Change of Station - in other words, "get a new duty assignment and move.") They descend on the newcomers quickly. John had set up an interview with Mrs. Yee the day after the kids and i arrived. Then, within the next day, 2 more ajumas knocked on the door to see if we had hired an ajuma yet. I guess the word went out that the kids and i had arrived :)

All over the military post, you see older men (in their 60's and i swear one man is in his 70's) doing jobs: cutting grass, raking, fixing fences, etc. They work for the military. When i think about all the ajumas and fix-it men, i can't help feeling sad that these people shouldn't be working - they should be retired and have other people working for them. South Korea has come *so* far in the last 50 years, but there are still some things like this that reminder you how devastating the war was for this beautiful country. We are so lucky that we haven't had a war tear apart our country.

Anyway, back to Mrs. Yee. Her English is actually quite good. She's helping me learn Korean, though she has an accent that's not a Seoul accent - i'll have to ask her where she originally came from. She's teaching me to cook some Korean foods as well. Yesterday, she brought large sesame leaves called tulkkeip (TUL-gay-eep). They look a lot like stinging nettle leaves. She washed them very well and showed me 2 ways to eat them. One way was to spread a little miso paste (in Korea it's called DEN-jang) or sweet red pepper paste (KO-choo-jang) on it, add rice, and a little bit on other foods you have on the table, roll it up like a burrito or taco, and pop it in your mouth. It's delicious! There really isn't any American food that i can liken it to - it's a lightly fuzzy leaf.

The other way to eat the tulkkeip is by taking the leaves, one by one, and spreading on it a paste made of soy sauce, crushed garlic (MAHN-uhl), sesame oil, kochu (KOE-choo) (red pepper paste), salt, an sugar. Then you lay them one on top of the other and let them sit. To eat, you peel off a leaf layer with your chopsticks and lay it on your rice. Then you spread your chopsticks about 1 1/2" apart and push down on the leaf and squeeze the chopsticks together so that you trap some of the rice in the leaf. Then you just bring it to your mouth and eat it. It's a little spicy, but absolutely delicious! They were even more tasty today, after the flavor had had a chance to really soak in overnight.

Mrs. Yee talked me into buying a proper rice cooker - i call it my "sweetness" (term for something you think is excellent) - this is true luxury and makes the most delicious rice! Mrs. Yee showed me how to add just a little bit of sweet rice into the regular rice - it adds a nice 
texture and a little sweetness (ha ha) to the rice. I make a batch of rice almost every day now. Zach and his friends come in and get a small cup of rice all the time, and Zach has actually figured out how to use chopsticks to eat it! Not perfectly, but i'm impressed :)

And Alyssa actually tasted myolchi (MYAHL-chee) yesterday. Myolchi are these tiny dried sardines - they are maybe 3/4" long, 2-3mm wide, and twisty. Mrs. Yee fried them in sesame oil, kochu karu (red pepper flakes), maple syrup, soy sauce, and garlic. It makes a delicious, sweet, salty, crunchy condiment to add to rice. Anyway, Alyssa tasted just a little bit of one, and though she didn't like it, now she's going around singing "Fish heads" (the old Dr. Demento song) (it's a very silly song that everyone should hear at least once) and saying "I ate a fish head!" I asked her why she tasted the head; she said because she didn't want to eat it's butt (that was apparently worse) - LOL!!!

To finish up, this evening, Zach wanted me to share a "poem" he composed. He's an avid fisherman (mostly catch and release) and talks about fish all the time. We haven't found a fishing venue for him yet here, but we'll keep looking. Anyway, you can get a feel for Zach's flair for drama in this poem. :)


FISHING TRIP

I see a fin.
It's coming toward me.
It looks like a shark,
but it isn't - it's too fast!
A Bluegill that we caught today -
we threw it in where the fin was...
the thing ate it!
Then I cast my line in with Bass bait on it -
and it struck!
The hardest thing I ever felt was on my line!
My Dad helped me reel it in and
the fin went under.
We both started reeling very fast and hard,
and a crowd of people started coming over.
They watched us reeling in..."whatever it was."
And then a guy came over and said,
"Hey, you got a nice Bass there!"
So we gave the pole to him and he reeled it in.
It wasn't an ordinary bass -
it was a Largemouth -
a HUGE Largemouth -
as big as my washing machine!
The end.

Zach Francis
7/15/03


Until tomorrow...
Hugs all around!
Laura Joy >^,,^<

Date:  Fri Aug 22, 2003  10:36 pm
Subject:  Rain rain rain!

It sprinkled on and off yesterday, but this morning the sky opened up. It's been raining like cats and dogs (really hard) all morning, and there are severe storm warnings out for the next 2 days. I still love the rain! It doesn't deter the kids - they run about under huge, sturdy umbrellas and have a grand time "rescuing" worms on the sidewalks.

Yesterday, we had a miracle - at about 5pm, Zachary came running in. "Mom! You have to come see! There's a rainbow and the moms said that never happens!" So i ran out, and there was a beautiful, thick, vibrant half rainbow stretching over Seoul! There was also a second one above it that was very dim, but it disappeared soon. Most of the kids in our cul-de-sac were outside ooing and ahhing and pulling their moms out of the house (it was too early for dads to be home yet). One lady said she'd lived here for 14 months and had never seen a rainbow here despite all the rain that comes down in July, August, and September. What a wonderful gift!

Last night i was thinking about what i would write about next. I'm realizing that we've been here long enough that i'm not easily able to recognize what is unusual or different anymore. So i'm going to try looking about with new eyes and assume everything is new and different - at least for some of you. I forget that some of you have never lived on or visited a military base in the States, much less overseas, so i will attempt to describe life as a military family as well (not all right this minute, though!)

One thing i still haven't gotten quite used to yet, though, is how much of a minority we are here. There are *so many* Koreans compared to Americans. I know this is obvious, but when you've grown up with a few Asians here and there, it's really a bit of a shocker to be the "odd guy out" for once. I didn't notice this so much in Germany, because we look so much like Germans - we could blend in pretty easily, though our clothing (especially our shoes), car, and language gave us away. Here, it's so obvious we're different by our coloring. Whenever we go off base, there are constant stares - you feel like there's a spotlight on you, or some huge, flashing neon sign with an arrow pointing to you, saying: "Look over here! These people don't belong here!"

I guess i didn't realize how important it was to me to belong where i am. Alyssa pointed out to me that i am *over* nice and smiley when we're with Korean people we don't know. I guess i want to prove myself - prove what, i don't know - maybe that i'm not an "ugly American." I want to show good ambassadorship for America, but to be gut-level honest, i just want to be accepted.

There was a terrible airplane crash 2 weeks ago down just south of Osan (about 1 hour south of Seoul) and 2 Air Force pilots were killed. They were running on one engine (of a 2-engine plane - one of the engines was "on the fritz" [broken]) and their only engine went out. They steered it into an onion field to avoid hitting a nearby village, so they received postmortem medals. They didn't find much of the pilots. Mrs. Yee came in this week very upset. Apparently she worked for one of the pilots - on Mondays. She shared with me the story of how the pilot's wife (who is a captain in the Air Force, and a pilot as well) did not take the news well, and told me stories about how funny and nice the guy was. I am so grateful that John is not a pilot or an infantryman, though i suspect he would have a lot of fun doing those jobs. I don't think my heart could take it.

We aren't getting cable here, and if you don't have cable, you don't get any stations. We really don't miss it at all. We borrow videos and DVDs from the library or rent from the video store. There are only 2 English radio stations here - one is a British one (i think it is - i don't listen to it much) and the other is AFN - Armed Forces Network. They rotate various types of music. Right now they're playing popular music - Trapt, Red Hot Chili Peppers, Evanescence, etc. This is the kind of music John & I listen to. (Well, i listen to everything except twangy country: classical, a little heavy metal, middle eastern (for dancing), folk, Celtic, new age, Native American, jazz and blues, and especially musicals.) But i digress.

The DJs on AFN are military, but I have a really hard time imagining them in BDUs. (BDUs are Battle Dress Uniforms - the camouflage uniforms that is standard working clothes for Army soldiers. There are 2 weights of BDUs - lighter weight for summer and heavier for winter.) Anyway, instead of advertisements on the radio, they play these little public service announcements - safety advertisements. I'm not sure if they really think we need these, or if they just need fill-ins.

They just played one about being careful to avoid heat exhaustion by drinking enough water and such. I heard one yesterday that was a skit with a guy who tried to start his grill in the rain and got zapped by the starter. "Remember: don't use your grill in the rain - it could be your 
last cookout!" You heard a guy humming and clanking around and then a zapping sound, then the guy yelling "Ahhhhhh! Doggy! Doggy!" (with an electric-type sound as if he were being electrocuted and calling out "Doggy!" as in, "Holy Cow!") Something like that. Yeah - pretty insulting :) We all get a big laugh out of these silly advertisements.

Well, that's probably enough talking for one day. I'm going to work on organizing the house some more today. I want to get a set of curtains up, get our computer room organized better, and get the dishes all done. Usually when John goes off TDY (Temporary DutY - on a "business trip") I organize and *clean* until the sinks sparkle, but this time it seems i've been so busy with the kids' homeschooling (we're trying to get into our routine & we have a very heavy load this year) and have needed to zone out on videos during my down time, that i haven't gotten much organizing or cleaning done. Thank goodness for Mrs. Yee.

Hugs all around...
Laura Joy >^,,^<

Date:  Sun Aug 24, 2003  10:20 am

Subject:  Yet more rain :)

Wow - it really poured today - still is raining, though a little lighter now. Around 6-7pm it was a total downpour - the streets were flooded and everything. I noticed that the air is much cleaner right now - the raindrops are catching all the smog particles, probably. The kids and I went to the Dragonhill Lodge (a fancy hotel with restaurants on post) for dinner. Alyssa and I decided today was a dairy day, so we went to the Mexican restaurant: the Oasis. They had a fabulous peel-and-eat shrimp buffet (with lots of Mexican food and other cold salads, fruit and petit fours. There was a terrible roof leak in one part of the restaurant, and one of the waiters was mopping and dumping buckets - it was kind of cool. :)

The poor waitress didn't speak much English and got a little flustered when i asked for refried beans on the side for Alyssa, but another waitress stepped in and did a little interpreting. I hope my Korean will soon be good enough to just switch to Korean if need be. It's so weird to be on an American military post where almost all the civilians who work on it are Korean. Even the Popeyes (the fast-food chicken place like KFC) menu is in both English and Korean. It is a little frustrating when you're trying to call in a work order on the house or something, and you have a hard time getting the person at DEH (Department of Engineering and Housing, a.k.a. "Don't Expect Help" hee hee) to understand what's broken. It certainly helps you feel empathy for people who move to the U.S. with minimal English skills!

I was feeling particularly bummed out today with John gone and having been trapped in the house with the kids without a break since the two 3-hour breaks two weeks ago during Bible School. I definitely need to get a babysitter and ask a friend to go out on the town with me. There are plenty of people to choose from, it's just a matter of asking. I'll see about that 
tomorrow. Sometimes you don't notice these things until they get big enough to grow a leg and kick you in the behind. Anyway, so the kids and I stopped at this bakery in the Dragonhill and we each got a delicious treat. Zach got a donut with maple icing, Alyssa got a square of chocolate mousse, and I got a small fresh fruit tart - it even had a fresh blackberry and raspberry on it! We took them home and later put them on fine china and had them with a nice, hot, flavored tea (Celestial Seasonings' Almond Sunrise). Ahhhh. Then I did part of my yoga video, and now I feel much better. :)

Do you remember me speaking about Alyssa's good friend next door: Allie? She's the one that also has dyslexia. Anyway, her mom, Linda, finally decided to pull her out of the DoD (Department of Defense) school and homeschool. They're going to use the Calvert curriculum as well. (It's the one we're trying out this year for Zach, and so far he loves it!) Allie's younger sister, Katie, is still going to go to public school, so Allie asked Alyssa if she wanted to join them tomorrow morning, walking Katie to school at 7:30am (ack!). Alyssa said yes, and so we'll see if she can get up that early - we've been getting up between 8:15 and 8:30 the last couple of weeks. Zach said he wasn't sure he wanted to walk that far - lol! At least he's honest. Actually, if it's still raining like this in the morning, they'll need to drive anyway or poor Katie will be soaked all day.

Next time, I'll write about Alyssa's dyslexia, so you can all be caught up on it. She's doing about 2 1/2 hours of remedial language processing work 6 days a week. I've noticed improvement already, but she's still got a long way to go to catch up.

Ok - I'd better head to bed.
Hugs all around,
Laura Joy >^,,^<

Date:  Thu Aug 28, 2003  12:19 pm

Subject:  Busy week!
Hi everyone!
Sorry it's been a few days - we've had quite a week.

John gets home tomorrow (Friday) night - a day earlier than he thought, so that's a gift! I've booked a babysitter for Saturday night so he and i can go out and celebrate our 14th wedding anniversary that was on August 19th. We'll probably take in a movie (if there's a good one at the theater) and try out a new restaurant in Itaewon (EE-tay-wahn) - a main shopping/restaurant strip near the post. I got a recommendation for a restaurant called Nogulsip (NO-gool-chip) - they apparently have excellent kalbi (KAL-bee) (very thinly sliced spare ribs that are marinaded and grilled).

I drove off base for the first time this evening - it went just fine since it was a very simple route. The driving here is absolutely crazy, especially with the large number of taxis. However, there is definitely some form of order, because despite the cars weaving in and out, I haven't 
seen any accidents yet (though i hear they happen all the time) and when you're in a taxi in the middle of traffic, you feel like you're a cell in a huge bloodstream - there's order to the chaos.

I went off base to "teach" conversational English at a small 'American English' school (as opposed to British English). They just needed me to sit with one of the students for an hour and talk: ask questions, answer questions - basically just give them some practice using and listening to English. It doesn't pay a whole lot - 15,000 won (almost $13). After subtracting babysitting for 2 hours and considering the extra hour of getting there and back. I decided that tonight was the last night there, but I am sending out vibes to the universe to bring me a couple of people to teach in my home - that would be much less disruptive to our schedules, since I wouldn't have that extra travel time.

I met some pretty interesting people at the American English school, though! And it's a trip how they "found" me. The director, Charl Lee (yes, this is his rea, parent-givenl name, and yes, it's pronounced "Charlie" :) ) dialed a wrong number (his home phone number is 1 digit off from ours) and when I answered in English, he said (in English), "Oh sorry - I dialed the wrong number......Wait! Were you just speaking English?" I laughed and said yes. He said he was looking for English "teachers" to help his students practice conversational English and would I be interested. I said yes. So I went to try it out Monday and then this evening. Charl Lee kind
of reminds me of Jackie Chan - he's very charismatic and personable, but Charl Lee's English is much better!

On Monday, we arranged to meet in front of the Capital Hotel (near where we live), so I walked over. He had no problem spotting me :) and drove me over to the school. It is located 1 block over from the main Itaewon street in one of the windy little back roads that kind of remind me of some places in Germany. This kind of road is made of grey cement and boxed in by buildings 
or walls on both sides, which can give the illusion of going through a tunnel maze - one that goes up and down hills. There are cars and vans parked randomly on either side, so there is just the right amount of space for the width of a vehicle to pass through (this is a 2-way road). And, 
naturally, cars go zipping down these roads until...screech...suddenly there's someone coming toward them. My favorite jam (which I encountered twice tonight) is when you come to a 'Y' - a car from each of the 3 directions meeting at the intersection. Luckily, this is a situation where 
everyone gets very polite and works together to find a solution - it's actually kind of fun, like solving a life-sized puzzle.

So anyway, I got to talk with Charl Lee and he has published a book to teach American English to Koreans. He is also moving to Hollywood (yes, California) in November to attend a famous acting school for the next 3 years. His wife lives in Sacramento, CA (I forgot to ask whether she is Korean or American or what). He also had a picture up with him and another Korean man posing. He looked at me, pointed to the picture, and asked, "Who is that?" in a very expectant voice. I said, "You!" And he said, "No - the other man!" And I had no idea who he was and said so. It turns out that the other guy is the President of Korea - Mr. No. Ah yes, embarrassment 
galore for the old Laura Joyster! Apparently Charl Lee is buddy-buddy with Mr. No and was trying to impress me :) I've decided to start learning a little more about the well-known people in Korea. :)

Oh! And remember I wrote about that one night when it just *poured*? Well, it turns out that part of the north post flooded - including the library and the bowling alley. The bowling alley lanes are ruined and they have to replace the whole thing. And the library was in the process of a month-long renovation, so they had most of the books boxed up on the floor. :( $2 million worth of damage. I could cry! The library wasn't that great to begin with (though they had a decent selection of videos). Oh well - luckily, we could probably open our house as a small library. This will give us motivation to get around to reading all the books we've never gotten to. Plus, if worse comes to worse, there's always amazon.com!

Ach! I was going to talk about Alyssa's dyslexia stuff, wasn't I! 
Oh well. That'll have to wait until next time.

I'll write again on Sunday.
Laura Joy >^,,^<

Date:  Sun Aug 31, 2003  12:10 pm

Subject:  Alyssa's dyslexia I

Hi everyone!
Well, John made it back Friday night safe and sound, though incredibly deprived of sleep and good food, among other things. :) The first thing he asked, as he was throwing his huge, green dufflebags into the van, was, "Can we stop at the shoppette and get some ice cream?" So we did! I love that surge of joy and "rightness" of seeing a bunch of soldiers, all scruffy and worn out, in their rumpled BDUs, lugging their duffels along - returning home.

Ok - so about Alyssa! Well, we've always suspected something wasn't quite in place with Alyssa - her speech has always been a little mushy and she chooses odd words to describe things. When she talks, it always strikes me that it sounds like English isn't her native language. My Mom (who is a pediatric nurse practitioner) and Dad (who is a child psychologist) have mentioned to me over the years that something doesn't seem quite right with her as well. We kept getting her hearing tested, and she always came out within normal limits. She also has 20/20 eyesight.

Two years ago, when Alyssa was 8, I started asking other homeschooling friends what they thought about Alyssa's speech and reading situation, because although she knew the alphabet and the sounds they stood for, she had a heck of a time reading even 3-letter words. Three of the friends I talked to told me their own child hadn't read until about the age of 10-11, and then were reading well above grade-level books within a few months. So I waited a little longer, but began researching phonics programs to find something to give her a little kick start.

I eventually started a highly-recommended phonics program with her, but after a couple months it started moving too quickly for her, so I switched her to another one, which worked alright for awhile. When we got to Kansas, I stumbled upon another program, which brought her up to a mid-kindergarten level. Then I started her on a set of readers that work on phonics and comprehension simultaneously. This was January 2003. Suddenly, Zachary (Alyssa's brother), who is 2 years younger than Alyssa, blasted past Alyssa's reading level. That woke me up. I knew I had to get some answers. This coincided with a visit from my Dad, in which he took me aside and shared with me that he was extremely concerned about Alyssa's reading - that it shouldn't be this hard for such a bright kid to read.

My Mom helped me try to find out where, at the University of Iowa, we could go to get her tested. It was going to be a couple thousand dollars. This seemed astronomical to me, especially after finding out that in Kansas, a homeschooler's local school system is required to provide testing services, if requested. So, against my better judgement, I went to the school. They were very nice and open about homeschooling even though they had never met any homeschoolers before - I was heartened by that. But the testing was terrible for Alyssa. The people were nice enough, but she had never been in a testing situation before, and they were giving her some tests that went all the way to high school level to guage where she was at. Alyssa is a perfectionist, and it just *killed* her that she couldn't answer a lot of the questions. With each test, I could literally see her self-esteem drop - it showed in her physically - in her posture and general facial expression. It took 4 months to complete the testing - she was getting about 2 hours of testing once a week. She had testing by the speech pathologist, occupational therapst, school psychologist (IQ test) and a practicum psychology student from a nearby university (she was actually pretty skilled though). The only person who didn't do any testing on Alyssa was their Learning Disabilities (LD) teacher; this seems really weird to me now.

At the parent meeting, which John and I attended (without Alyssa!), the whole group of testers came and gave us their conclusion - and I quote, "Get this kid in school!" Alyssa was diagnosed as severely dyslexic, and they felt that I was not able to provide the kind of language stimulation needed to help her reach her potential. I then asked them what I had originally asked them to find out: "I know she's dyslexic, but can you tell me exactly what's going on with her? What, specifically is preventing her from reading easily?" They said that you couldn't test a child to find out exactly what keeps them from reading. And when I asked how they were going to be able to help her read if they didn't know exactly what was wrong, the answer was that they would "try a variety of things" and see what worked.

Trying a variety of things was what I had been doing, so you can imagine I was pretty angry about their answer! (Though my Mom pointed out that they would have more training and tools than I had to offer, which is true.) They offered us 2 hours of intensive reading instruction for Alyssa with the LD teacher for the last 2 weeks of school (the meeting took place in May), and gave highest recommendations to put Alyssa in school in the fall. They wanted us to put her in 5th grade (she had a kindergarten reading level!) with 1 or 2 hours of remedial reading instruction every day. John and I discussed their findings and recommendations and decided to accept the LD teacher's offer to work with her for the last 2 weeks of school, but decline 
putting her in school. Just imagine a kid who has a hard enough time learning with a 1:1 student-teacher ratio, trying to get by in a classroom with 25 other kids! At the time, we thought we would homeschool her, but have her do the remedial reading with the school's LD teacher in Korea.

Luckily, near the end of Alyssa's testing, a homeschooling friend told me about a man in a Kansas City (just an hour drive) who did testing for various language processing problems. I called him, asked some questions, and set up an appointment to have Alyssa tested with him. The earliest he could test her was the week before we were moving away - no stress :)

Ok - this is quite long enough. I'm going to continue in another email.
To be continued...

Date:  Mon Sep 15, 2003  12:39 pm

Subject:  The continuing saga of Alyssa's dyslexia :)

Hi all ~
I’m going to have to send this out in a couple different emails because it’s so long, but - ok – so where was I? Ah yes, the “good” evaluation. So we took Alyssa to be tested with a man named Ken Schmidt in Kansas City. He is the principal of a small, private, Christian school and he also runs a company called Restored Hope Remedial Services – they test and treat mostly children for various processing disorders. He’s been doing remedial work with students for 27 years, and almost full time in the last 7 years, and he came with the highest recommendations from people in the local homeschool community.

It was a long day – 9am to 5pm just for the testing (with a 1-hour lunch), but Ken was a breath of fresh air (wonderful to be around and different in a good way). He would test Alyssa for 30-40 minutes and then give her a 10-15 minute break while he scored the test. When Alyssa had done the testing with the school people, she would come back totally exhausted. With Ken, after about 5 minutes of her break, she stood up and walked over to his desk eagerly for the next test. By 2 or 3 pm, though, she was starting to drag, so he was being even more careful about how much down time she got.

There was something wonderfully supportive about how Ken interacted with Alyssa – you could really tell he liked her and could see her as the great kid that she is. :) When the testing was done, the kids and John and I went out to eat while Ken worked on compiling the test results and writing up his suggestions. When we returned, Ken, John and I went into a private office (while Alyssa and Zach watched a movie and played with toys in another room) and went over all his findings and recommendations. It took 2 hours, as he had said. Before the meeting, John was beside himself, saying, “what on Earth could he talk to us about that would take *two* hours?!!” (He was tired after a long day.)

Well, we were thrilled at how much we learned from Ken. He went through the tests step-by-step, explaining what each measured, how Alyssa scored on each, and what her scores meant in layman’s terms (simple, not complicated, explanations). He made sure we fully understood where Alyssa’s strengths and weaknesses were, and then made specific suggestions about how to address her weaknesses (what to do about her weaknesses). He suggested a combination of programs and treatments, some of which we had already read about as being very effective, some which were new to us; he was not pushy at all, and was very upfront about the realities of time and cost for each program.

So here is a very brief summary of the test results (in *my words* – not Ken’s - he was a touch more formal and technical :) ), the programs or treatment he recommended, and where Alyssa’s at with the programs now.

**From the school testing we learned that Alyssa’s performance IQ (Intelligence Quotient) is 131 (in the gifted range), but her verbal IQ is 97 (average), so basically she’s a really smart kid with severe learning disabilities. Ken put it this way: “This indicates that Alyssa may have 
moderate to severe language deficits that are being masked by high intelligence.”

**Although Alyssa has 20/15 eyesight (better than perfect), she has major problems with maintaining focus, using both of her eyes together, moving her eyes from one point to another (like when moving your focus from word to word while reading). Ken recommended that she be evaluated by an optometrist who is trained in Close-Point Vison Therapy.

We managed to squeeze Alyssa into an appointment before we left the States (thanks to a very kind optometrist!) and she was diagnosed with Ocular Motor Dysfunction, Accomodative Disorder, and Convergence Insufficiency. Luckily, they have developed computer software that can build up the muscles in the eye to overcome these problems (this has to be prescribed by the optometrist – you can’t just buy the software from a store).

Alyssa has been using the computer programs (there are 2) for about 2 months now – it takes about 45 minutes a day, 5 days a week. You aren’t supposed to see any significant results for 3-6 months, but she has really made a lot of progress in her abilities on the program in several areas. I haven’t checked her convergence lately – I’ll do that tomorrow. (I have her focus on my finger and slowly bring it toward her nose until her eyes are crossed.) When we were in the states, her left eye would turn out when my finger got about 3 inches away from her nose – she should be able to follow it all the way in. I don’t know how to test ocular motor and accommodative.

**Alyssa has severe Scotopic (skoh-TOP-ik) Sensitivity Syndrome (SSS) – also called Irlen (URR-len) Syndrome. This is a condition where a person has visual distortions (the things they see change and look different from what most people see). Her particular symptoms are: letters and numbers change shape and orientation; lines move, disappear, and reappear; print moves 
vertically up and down; print is blurry; the shading of print changes; she sees “white sand” (white speckles of light) scattered across the page; and light emanates from the ends of straight lines.

We had Alyssa evaluated by an Irlen diagnostician before we left the States as well (this was a small miracle, but I won’t go into that). Wow – what an eye opener! (sorry about the pun – LOL!) Cathryn (the diagnostician) was *extremely* thorough, and I learned *so much* about SSS! The most amazing thing about the whole exam was identifying that I definitely have it and so does my Mom. As we went down the list of symptoms, Alyssa had almost every single one (and so did I).

In the 1970s, a woman who worked with dyslexic students accidentally discovered that placing colored overlays (very thin, colored plastic sheets) over what the student was reading often helped reduce letter reversals and print movement. She began experimenting and, over the years of research, found that people with SSS have a problem with specific wavelengths of light that create distortions in their visual field. By cutting out only those light wavelengths, you can eliminate the distortions.

Cathryn had a large set of lenses, each about 3 inches in diameter. Each one had a colored coating that would block out a specific wavelength of light. Cathryn had Alyssa test each one, and then when she narrowed it down to a select few, began combining the lenses. Cathryn was able to cut out all of Alyssa’s visual distortions with a particular set of filtered lenses plus 2 teal overlays. The lenses filtered out everything except for the “white sand,” and the 2 overlays took care of that. Alyssa’s lenses are a very dark brown.

We had Alyssa’s filtered-lens glasses made and sent to us here in Seoul. There is a *significant* difference in her reading ability/ease when she wears them. She still doesn’t like wearing the glasses and I have to remind her every day to put them on when we start our schoolwork, but it’s definitely worth the effort of keeping those glasses on her! It’s such a terrible effort for her without the Irlen filters (we’re talking high frustration levels here!), but with them, she reads relatively smoothly. We haven’t been using the overlays much lately – it’s a pain to move them from page to page and Alyssa prefers to put up with the “white sand.”

Someday I would like to have an Irlen evaluation and get a set of filtered contact lenses. It’s expensive enough, however, that it’s just going to have to wait! But just knowing I have SSS helps. Now when John walks into a room where I’m reading and clicks on the light, and I yell in pain (and colorful words ordering him to turn the light off), I also remind him about the SSS. Before, he would shake his head and make a look like I was crazy to read in such dim light. Well, he still shakes his head and makes a face, but now he knows it’s not just one of my eccentric preferences – it’s due to an actual physical condition! LOL!

Whew! This is really getting long! I’m going to send this much out. I’ll try to finish the rest tomorrow night.
Love and Hugs,
Laura Joy >^,,^<

Date:  Fri Sep 26, 2003  1:30 am

Subject:  Zach's modeling - FILA catalog is out!

Hi everyone! Here's a quick email - the FILA catalog is out and Zach and his friends are plastered all over it! Check out the FILA website: www.fila.co.kr
Then look at the red bar across the top and click on "Product" and then "Kids"

Page 1:
The cute girl in pink and ponytails on the front page is Zoe; the boy is John. John is a cutey, but he's very difficult to work with, and can be quite annoying (Alyssa and Zach would be happy to regale you with (tell you) many anecdotes about how irritating John can get.) Zach is in the third picture - with a black parka, holding a red snowboard.

Page 2:
Zach is the kid with the black and green coat, playing with the "snow" (salt, actually - sorry to ruin that feeling of cold, but it was actually very hot in the studio). John is the boy with the red, white and black clothing on the snowboard.

Page 3:
John in red, white and black. The girl in red with Zachary, in the 4th picture down the side, is Rachel - her mom, Dawn is the art teacher that Zach and Alyssa are taking art lessons from on Wednesdays. Dawn is *fabulous*! She has one of those down-to-earth, yet bubbly personalities - you just love to be around her.

Page 4:
That's Zach in the green and black skiwear.

Page 5:
All are Rachel except for the girl in pink in the 2nd picture down on the side - that's Zoe. Zoe's dad is in the Canadian military and quite an interesting character - they've lived here for about 4 years and Zoe is a vetaran model - we've seen pictures of her in studios all over the city. 
She's a really sweet kid - a lot of fun to joke around with. Rachel is too!

Hope you enjoy the pictures!
Laura Joy >^,,^<
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