
An Okpo Escapade 

By Geoff Walker 

Out of the blue, a telephone call, from a recruitment agency, inquiring if I would be interested in a one 

year’s assignment in Korea. Having long experience working and living in Asia, this stimulated my 

interest. I had been to Korea many times over the years so I more or less knew what to expect. 

The position offered was for a Marine Advisor/Technical Writer to be based at one of the world’s Major 

Shipyard, located at Okpo on Geoje Island. This was about a one hour drive from the large southern city 

of Busan. The project was related to the construction of a very large and sophisticated FPSO which was 

under construction for one of the globe’s leading Oil and Gas majors. I would be on an 8 weeks / 2 

weeks roster, which include flights to/from Melbourne and which I found to be very reasonable.  

Having agreed the terms and conditions, signed a contract and undergone the mandatory medical 

examination, I soon received a letter of appointment together with a business class e-ticket for my 

journey to Korea. 

I departed Melbourne on a Friday, booked on a Thai International flight to Bangkok, where I would 

layover for a few hours prior to connecting with another Thai flight, direct to Busan. As it transpired, the 

flight was not tedious and was in fact very comfortable. 

My arrival in Korea was at 7am on Saturday morning. It was still winter in Korea, so it was a chilly day in 

Busan. I was met at the airport and driven to my Geoje destination, which took a shade under one hour. 

It was an interesting drive, through mostly mountainous terrain. Having crossed the bridge to Geoje 

Island it did not take long to reach my charming little hotel, called Island View Hotel, located in down 

town Okpo. 

Okpo is a medium sized township, the centre of which are the two main shipyards of SHI (Samsung 

Heavy Industries) and DSME (Dae Woo Shipbuilding and Engineering), most expatriate residents being 

either directly or indirectly engaged by the shipyards or their associated service industries. 

Okpo itself was a clean, thriving, shipyard town. The town is quite modern to a degree, whilst still 

retaining its share of traditional Korean charm.  It boasted an abundance of hotels, coffee shops, 

restaurants, and drinking establishments as well as a large and well stocked Lotte Supermarket. Few 

towns I have visited of similar size, offered such a huge selection of restaurants in such concentration, as 

did Okpo. One was spoiled with the selection. 

Night life was plentiful with night clubs and darkened bars with wooden furnishings and chalkboard 

menus, situated on almost every corner.   Going by the number of Filipino hostesses that frequented all 

the pubs the town’s economy must have been fairly buoyant. Most of the pubs, restaurants and night 

clubs favored by the expatriates are located within a few central blocks. First impressions of Okpo is it 

feels like a foreigner’s enclave because most of the voices heard are Brits or Europeans.  



My accommodation was an excellent 3 bedroom apartment, fitted with all mod-cons, located on the 

17th Floor of Mijin Tower Palace, at the top end of a steep hill, with a panoramic view of the town. The 

residential complex was only about 10 minutes walk from the center of down town Okpo, 

 

My Apartment block at Minjin Tower Palace – on the steep road 

Most importantly, it was close to the best bakery in town – the “Paris Baguette”, and “Spoons” a quaint 

little restaurant that specialized in all day English and American breakfasts. There were a number of 

expatriate families living in the same tower block but they were seldom encountered except on the 

occasional Sunday morning at “Spoons” café, or when buying bread at “Paris Baguette”. 

 

My Sunday morning destination – “Spoons” 



Initially I used the “Chef on the Fish” as my main eating place for evening meals but it always seemed to 

be empty and soon closed for renovation. Perhaps the lack of clientele was due to the limited and pricy 

menu, so I changed my venue.  

Just across the street there was a friendly little eatery called “Amigos” where I regularly took my 

evening meal. The prices were reasonable and the food quite good; mostly European cuisine and lots of 

traditional English dishes. On Sundays they produced an excellent roast lunch which was always popular, 

attracting Brits from all over town. Amigo’s became my second home in Okpo because it was 

conveniently located so close to my apartment and the owner was a very helpful and hospitable lady, 

who would often go out of her way to cook special meals I may request. 

 

My second home – “Amigos” Foreigners Restaurant 

My most favored pub was the “The Three Monkeys” literally yards from my abode. Despite the name 

one could enjoy a peaceful beer without being hassled by ladies. The “Garage” was also a popular den 

which I visited only occasionally, once again only a few minutes’ walk from home if I exited via the rear 

car park.  Using this route I avoided all the steep roadways which could be grueling to walk in hot 

weather. 

One of the popular Korean Beers was “Hite”. I found the “Three Monkeys” offered the lowest price for 

a pint but more than anything it was the small cozy atmosphere and charming ambience of the pub 

which was the main attraction to the place. Despite its size it was not overcrowded by noisy and in many 

cases ill-mannered “would be if could be” expats on an after work “swill”. It was the sort of rendezvous 

that married couples could visit or one could go for a few glasses of wine, in peace and quiet. It was not 

the place to go if you were looking for a casual female acquaintance of the “Take Away” persuasion; 

there were enough of those joints elsewhere, mostly offering Filipino hostesses, all there on short term 



visitor visas. Definitely, the Three Monkeys was the wrong place if you were looking for that sort of 

thing. 

 

Below: “The Three Moneys” – my favorite Bar 

 

 

 

My work place was located at main office of DSME, an impresive administrative block of offices within 

the sprawling bounds of the shipyard. It must be the only shipyard where the office is set amidst the 

most beautiful and manicured, landscaped gardens. Working hours were 7am to 5pm Monday to Friday. 

Conveyance to and from the office could not have been easier. A company bus was provided. The bus 

stop was only a couple of minutes away from Minjin Tower Palace. A 15 minutes bus service was 

provided by DSME which meant I was always back in Okpo by 5.40pm daily. There was no work at the 

weekends so my time was free. The only complaint about working in the office was the pungent smell of 

Kimchi which lingered everywhere. The Korean staff was very conscious of the smell on their breath 

because they cleaned their teeth every couple of hours.  In particular, immediately following the lunch 

break when the washrooms were packed with people cleaning their gnashers. Otherwise it was an 

excellent working environment despite all office staff looking like “clones” each dressed identically in 

DSME uniform and attending compulsory morning and afternoon exercise sessions. It did, it must be 

said, look a little like a “Robot City”. 



 

The huge DSME Shipyard complex 

The weekends could be a lonely time, being of single status I found it hard to fill the time. I would always 

go to the “Three Monkeys” after work on Friday for a few beers then wander down to “Amigos” for my 

evening meal and sometimes perhaps followed by a night cap at the “Garage”. The “Garage” was very 

popular with shipyard employees and could become noisy and crowded so my visitations were relatively 

scarce. 

Occasionally on a Saturday evening I would go to a great German Restaurant named “Zum Spatz”. The 

establishment was very small, only having 6-8 tables, but they served genuine German cuisine and 

German beer. Service was slow because it was operated solely by the German proprietor but the 

genuine food menu and comfortable surroundings more than made up for its lack of space. “Zum Spatz” 

was a very welcoming establishment I must admit. 

 

An alternative for good food was a small French style restaurant called “La Cuisine Noel”, ideally 

situated only a few paces down the road from the Three Monkeys. Noel’s was pretty basic in layout, but 

with a menu that was exclusively French in style, with an upmarket tag when it came to price. 

Nevertheless, the food was very good and there was a wide ranging selection of good French wines, 

available upon request. Noel’s was one of the few places in Okpo where it was wise to make a booking, 



opening only in the evening at 6pm, it was very popular and frequently full of expatriate shipyard 

personnel with their wives or lady partners, particularly at the weekends. 

 

If I really fancied a different menu, I would go Italian and partake of a genuine Spaghetti or Lasagna at 

Vivace’s which like all other eating places was close to hand and reputed to serve the best Italian in 

town. 

 

Vivace Italian Restaurant - always an excellent Lasagna or Spaghetti with a glass or two of Chianti. 



My Sundays always started with a visit to “Spoons” for a slap-up breakfast and endless cups of coffee. 

Then back home to do my laundry and ironing before going to my usual haunt “Amigos” where I had a 

permanent reservation for the Sunday roast. Sunday afternoon varied, perhaps a visit to the Lotte 

Supermarket for groceries and the close “Admiral Hotel” coffee shop where they served an excellent 

selection of pastries and cakes, then home by early evening with some Asian take away (the edible kind) 

and to watch a movie on cable TV. 

Generally speaking, the working environment was intense, so at the completion of 8 weeks one was 

ready for 2 weeks RnR in Australia. 

During my stay in Okpo I was fortunate to meet a charming Korean lady who just so happened to be 

visiting “Amigos”, she was a friend of the owner. She was attractive, refined, well educated and above 

all else spoke immaculate English without a phony American accent so prevalent in Korea. We got along 

very well and thereafter we sometimes met up in Busan, where she lived or she would drive down to 

Okpo. We would go on shopping sprees, trolling the Malls together, enjoy good meals and visit 

interesting places. We became good friends and her companionship was highly valued, we laughed a lot 

when in each other’s company. 

My time I spent in Okpo sped by, and soon my contract had been completed and it was time to return to 

Melbourne. Even though Okpo was something of a foreign enclave in some ways it was nevertheless a 

pleasant place to live and work. The expatriate community, although quite substantial considering the 

size of the town, was not overpowering inasmuch as everyone knew everyone else’s movements or a 

source of gossip. This was not the case and it was possible to get about without bumping into someone 

you knew. 

I must confess I miss Okpo very much and would not hesitate to return if the opportunity ever arose. 

The Korean people are friendly and respectful towards foreigners, although I was told that a few clubs 

and bars did not permit foreigners to enter. This is hearsay because I never experienced this issue myself 

anywhere in Korea, especially not in Okpo. If this does take place then I suspect is due to a matter of 

language and communication and not blatant racism. 

 

 



 

All in all, I have visited Korea many times and have personally always found it to be a very welcoming 

destination with  educated and sophisticated people. My quick recap of Okpo only scratches the surface 

of the variety and diversity of this wonderful quaint Korean town. 
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