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Preface:  



The Tiger's Leap to the Top of the World 








   In a land with thousands of ancient and magnificently restored temples, in a city with five1 royal palaces, speaking to Koreans the author was mostly astonished by one special statement: „We are still a relatively young country!“ After World War II and the end of the Nazi regime, also in the author's homeland Germany  there was occasional talk of "Zero Hour". Apparently, this applied to an even greater extent to Korea.


     



   The nightmare of the Japanese colonial régime since 1910 had come to an end. The nuclear bombings on Hiroshima and Nagasaki had sealed the defeat of the big neighbour in the East. The Korean royal family had not played a role in the resistance against the imperialists from the Empire of the Rising Sun. Quite the contrary, the last emperor Sunjong, whom the Japanese had downgraded to a king without power, had gambled away, after over 500 years reign of the Joseon dynasty, all confidence of his people by accepting to act as a mere marionette of the colonial rulers. 
 



[image: MeinSeoul Bulguksa12] 





In the main hall of Bulguksa Temple near Gyeongju, Sakyamuni Buddha is worshipped, who was "enlightened" 2500 years ago. Originally built in the 8th century, the temple was burned down during the Japanese invasion in 1593 and rebuilt in 1765.










   So the  winners of World War II created a new political landscape. The United States of America installed a capitalist, parliamentary system in the South, the Soviet Union a communist régime in the North. Plans and negotiations for joint elections failed. And so Korea went the German way of division – with the difference that it has continued to this day on the Korean peninsula and that there is no silver lining of unification on the horizon.








   Formative figures in South Korean postwar history were Rhee Syng-man, the first president from 1948 to 1960, Rhee Syng-man2, who had acted increasingly dictatorially and finally had to give way to a popular uprising, and, after barely two years with brief interim reigns, former General Park Chung-hee. Park ruled the country with a harsh dictatorial hand from 1962 for 17 years until his assassination in October 1979, but is considered the father of Korea's economic miracle. His consistent reform course with strict five-year plans for the modernization and industrialization of the country meant privations for the population, but bore fruit in the medium term. While in the 1960s and 1970s many Koreans escaped poverty in their homeland and emigrated to Germany or other industrialized countries as miners or nurses, today's Korea is itself a country of immigration for workers from Southeast Asia.

As early as the beginning of the 1980s, South Korea was regarded as one of the "tiger economies. The initial four "Asian Tigers" had all taken a giant leap forward in their economic development. In addition to South Korea, these were Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore. Jaebeol's3, family-owned conglomerates such as Samsung and Hyundai, drove development. South Korea documented its push for modernity by hosting the 1988 Olympics in Seoul, and fourteen years later by co-hosting the World Cup with Japan. In 2010, South Korea proudly invited the leaders of the world's most important nations to its capital for the G-20 summit. A year later, South Korea's annual foreign trade volume surpassed the one-trillion-dollar mark for the first time4. To the people of Seoul, this was worth erecting a monument. Since May 2012, the Trillion Tower has stood on the forecourt of COEX, a complex comprising a mall, trade fair center and conference center.







[image: Mein Seoul Trillion 20]





In 2011, South Korea's foreign trade reached an annual volume of more than one trillion dollars. The Trillion Tower commemorates this mark of success.








    The head of the Korea Foreign Trade Association (KITA), Sa Kong-il, summed up where the tiger has leapt: "By joining the '$1 trillion club,' 5 Korea's trade has advanced from the periphery to the center of the world market." This applies to the quantity as well as to the quality of the products. Whereas South Korea exported mainly cheap textiles in the 1970s and 1980s, today it exports high-quality products. The highest export value is achieved by automobiles, followed by semiconductors and ships as well as cell phones. Even the entertainment industry, with K-pop and the boy band BTS as its flagship, is big business. However, negative aspects also cloud the success story. The widening gap between rich and poor, the low birth rate and the disadvantage of women lead us to expect social tensions.


 


    "My Seoul" couldn't leave out the Trillion Tower. However, the first thing that catches the eye of tourists in Seoul when they stroll between the skyscrapers on Sejong Daero in the city center is the Royal Palace at the end of the boulevard. There are many palaces in Seoul. More than describe them, the author wants to tell their story. In the process, the reader encounters such outstanding figures of Korean history as the tragic figure of Queen Myeongseong or her husband Gojong, who wanted to stand up to the neighboring empires of Japan and China by elevating himself from king to emperor, but who ultimately only brought about the end of the Joseon dynasty, which had ruled Korea for over 500 years, all the more quickly with this pomposity that was not supported by anything.





    After so much history, readers are taken to several parks in the city for rest and relaxation. But exciting encounters occur here as well, with a peaceful monk, a heroic hand grenade thrower and a trio of painters from Paris. Great artists were also at work in Seoul's testaments to modern architecture, most notably British-Iraqi building grand master Zara Hadid, who died in 2016. Her Dongdaemun Design Plaza is a quite extraordinary building, certainly already one of the new landmarks of this city, but nevertheless not without controversy.






    The historical buildings presented subsequently again provide insights into the political and economic history of the city. The walks through centuries-old, but also newer markets convey Korean everyday culture and the attitude towards life of the Koreans like little else. The same applies to some special neighborhoods, which are a must for every visitor to Seoul: From chic Gangnam with its boutiques to traditional Bukchon with its wooden hanok houses to the eternally young Insadong with its wide range of local handicrafts, to the youthful music scene in Hongdae to the noisy party mile in Itaewon, which became the scene of a huge tragic disaster in October 2022.    
   



    A large part of Korean youth is religiously indifferent. In fact, more than half of Koreans do not profess any religion. But the Buddhist cultural heritage is unmistakable in so many temples and monasteries, and not least in the devout believers praying there. Among Korean Christians, Catholics have suffered the most severe persecution. The Jeoldusan memorial bears witness to this. Seoul's political monuments and memorials are dedicated to the resistance against Japanese ambitions for supremacy, the war with the communist North, but also the struggle against dictatorship in its own young Republic of Korea.






   "My Seoul" sets as bright counterpoints to these somber but highly interesting chapters of Korea's history the city's magnificent museums, concert halls and sports venues. In addition, the author presents his restaurant favorites and favorite mountains around and in Seoul.


 


   Finally, the author suggests day trips, at first to the islands of Muuido and Jangbongdo, which satisfy the longing for the sea. But some may find the river island of Namiseom even more beautiful. With the mountain fortress of Namhansanseong and the DMZ, the demilitarized zone on the border with North Korea, we come full circle. Tragedies caused by politics determined and still determine the lives of many Koreans in this country divided in two.






    "My Seoul" in no way claims to define the undoubtedly 77 most important places of the Korean capital. Rather, the author lets his personal preferences guide his choice of topics. Occasionally, he also provides glimpses of his own experiences. He hopes that readers will nevertheless, or perhaps precisely for that reason, enjoy following him to the "77 interesting places in Korea's vibrant capital."






Carlo Reltas


November 11, 2022 












1 Four of the five palaces are featured in this book. The fifth, Gyeonghui-gung in the west of the city center, was largely destroyed during the Japanese occupation. During restoration in the 1990s, only a third of the buildings were restored.






2 In western media, Korean names are often listed - as is customary in English - with the family names at the end, thus using the example of the first South Korean president: Syng-man Rhee. In this book, the South Korean order is maintained with the family name at the beginning, thus using the example of the current president: Yoon Suk-yeol.






3 The top five Jaebeols (as of 2020) were Samsung, Hyundai Motor, SK, LG, and Lotte.






4 In 2021, according to The Economist, South Korea exported goods worth US$667.5 billion and imported goods for US$597.5 billion. The total volume of foreign trade thus amounted to just under 1.3 trillion US dollars.






5South Korea became the ninth member of the One Trillion Dollar Club at the end of 2011. The other eight members are the USA, Germany, China, Japan, France, the UK, the Netherlands and Italy. 


























I.






  ROYALS: 



Glory of a distant past



[image: 00I GyeongbukThronsaal]
Throne Room at Gyeongbokgung Palace, the main palace in the heart of Seoul
























01    Gyeongbokgung – Main Palace in the City





   The newcomer to Seoul who strolls north along the large King Sejong Boulevard in the city center automatically runs toward the capital's largest and most important palace. Against the backdrop of Bugaksan Mountain, the Gwanghwamun Gate at the end of the avenue separates the modern capital's gears from Seoul's royal past. Gyeongbokgung, the "Palace of Radiant Bliss," dates from the end of the 14th century. It was completed in 1395, three years after the beginning of the reign of the last Korean dynasty. Twenty-seven monarchs from the Joseon dynasty ruled Korea until the Japanese occupiers forced the last emperor, Sunjong, to abdicate in 1910.


   Not surprisingly, the Japanese colonizers thoroughly altered this symbol of Korean statehood. They left the main hall Geunjeongjeon as well as the picturesque Gyeonghoeru Pavilion built in a pond untouched. Conversely, during the reconstruction of the extensive original complex starting in 1990, the Koreans removed the palace of the Japanese governor general, from which the lords from Nippon had ruled their "province" of Korea.



    As soon as the visitor has passed through the Gwanghwamun Gate, he is immersed in another world, in another time. Nothing here seems museum-like, the buildings do not seem very old, nor are they, since their reconstruction or renovation was only a few decades ago. Court life seems more alive than ever. Everywhere courtiers walk around in pretty traditional dresses, the festive Hanbok costume. On their journey back in time to the 19th century, however, they have taken their smartphones with them, with which they take pictures of each other. Visitors who have rented Hanbok costumes in the vicinity of the palace enjoy free admission. Gyeongbokgung is especially magical in the summer when traditional musicians play in the Gyeonghoeru Pavilion under the evening lights. Then, for moments, time travel seems real.   


      Address 161 Sajik-ro | Public transport subway line 3, buses 109, 171, 272, 601, 606, 401, 406 | Opening hours Nov-Feb 9-17 h, Mar-May 9-18 , Jun-Aug 9-18.30 h, Sep-Oct 9-18 h | Nearby National Folk Museum of Korea (no. 42) 


[image: 01a Geunjeongjeon10]   
Main hall Geunjeongjeon


[image: 01b Gyeonghoeru] 
Gyeonghoeru Pavilion

























02    Changdeokgung – Official Residence with Secret Garden





    The last emperor of Korea, Sunjong (1874-1926), was granted only three years of regency. Then he was forced to abdicate by the Japanese occupiers in 1910. The center of his waning power was the throne room in Changdeok Palace (the name suffix "...gung" means palace). A throne that had to be ascended via eight steps, a magnificent mural behind the broad throne chair with motifs of the Korean mountain landscape, golden flowing net curtains - the splendor deceived the true balance of power.






   Paradoxically, Sunjong's father Gojong had upgraded his kingdom to an empire and given himself the title of emperor as late as 1897, when Japan's influence was already growing stronger. Sunjong was thus the second and last emperor of Korea. He died 16 years after being deposed where he was born: in Changdeok - virtually under house arrest by the Japanese occupiers in an extensive palace complex and an even more extensive palace garden, the so-called Secret Garden, where only the monarchs and their guests were allowed to enter.






    Completed in 1412, Changdeok was the second palace of the Joseon Dynasty after Gyeongbokgung, located only a little further west, but it was nevertheless the preferred residence of the kings. Unlike the Gyeongbok Palace, which was built according to strict rules (accurate north-south alignment), the arrangement of the Changdeok's buildings is harmoniously adapted to the hilly landscape. Its architecture is characterized by an "asymmetrical beauty unparalleled in Korea," according to the official description of the palace. It has been a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 1997.






   The main attractions for tourists are the central "Hall of Benevolent Rule" (Injeongjeon) with the throne room and, of course, the once forbidden beautiful "Secret Garden" - formerly reserved for Korea's rulers, now finally open to everyone (nowadays access from neighbouring Changgyeong Palace).






    Address 99, Yulgok-ro | Public transport subway station Anguk (line 3), buses 109, 162, 710 | Opening hours  daily 9-18 h (Feb-May, Sep-Oct), daily 9-18.30 h (Jun-Aug), daily 9-16.30 (Nov-Jan) | Close Changgyeonggung-Palast (no. 03)








[image: 02 Thronsaal18]





In this hall, Korea's last emperor Sunjong received his state guests.


































03    Changgyeonggung – The most romantic of all





   The inventor of the Korean alphabet, King Sejong the Great, built a palace on the site of Changgyeong Palace as early as 1418 for his father King Taejong after his abdication. At this scenic spot, the aim was probably always to create comfort and coziness. Demonstrating state splendor was never in the foreground here, but rather creating a pleasant ambience. In 1483, King Seongjong had a large palace complex built here for three royal widows. 






   The neighboring Changdeok Palace did not offer enough space for the entire court. Changgyeong, with its cluster of separate houses, became the residence for royal widows, concubines, princesses and other court ladies. Changdeok and Changgyeong together virtually formed a small royal city. Together they were also called Donggwol (East Palace) as a counterpart to the Gyeongbok State Palace further west, which was built according to strict architectural rules. Together, the residents of Changdeok and Changgyeong also used the back garden, the Secret Garden.


 


  On a beautiful May Day, the official holiday in honor of children, the author experienced why Changgyeonggung is considered the most romantic of the five Seoul palaces. The palace is said to have had its heyday in the 1830s. There are drawings from that time that show a vivid picture of court life with luxuriously robed ladies and gentlemen, with elegant residential pavilions and government offices and gardens everywhere. Yet 190 years later, it seemed to the author that the harmonious palace complex of 1830 was present. Everywhere on Children's Day, Korean fairies in white and colorful hoop skirts buzzed about, gentlemen strode in pompously shining ceremonial coats. Many Koreans get a kick out of slipping into the role of courtiers for once and dress up in the surrounding costume shops.







    Address 185, Changgyeonggung-ro | Public transport buses 100, 102, 104, 106, 107, 143, 150, 151, 160, 162, 171, 172, 272, 301, 601, 710 | Opening hours Tue-Sun 9-21 h, admission timet -20 h | Close Yongmyo-Shrine (no. 06) 








[image: 03a Haminjeong10]




Haminjeong Pavilion









[image: 03b - Feen25]
Courtyard full of Korean fairies



































04    Deoksugung – Tradition & modernity together





    In the heart of Seoul City at Seoul Plaza, across from the historic City Hall and the new building behind it, is an oasis of calm. Hidden behind thick walls and many treetops, lies the Deoksugung, the Deoksu Palace or actually the Deoksu Palaces. For not only do tradition and modernity collide here, because the palace complex is encircled by high-rise buildings of the 20th and 21st centuries. In the rear part of the palace grounds, there are also two large buildings in neoclassical and neo-Renaissance styles. They were built only after 1900 and were intended to demonstrate Korea's connection to Western modernity. But the dynasty that wanted to shed its skin here had long since fallen under Japanese influence and was in decline. In 1910, the Japanese finally seized power and forced Korea's last emperor to abdicate.






   In the front traditional part of Deoksugung, Korea is still very much with itself. In the center is the large Junghwajeon Hall with the Throne Hall, which was used for festive occasions such as receiving foreign envoys. Although the Japanese occupiers reduced the original area to a third, and the number of buildings even to a tenth, some of the traditional living quarters of the royal family still remain.






   Korea's last King Gojong once lived in this residential area. In 1895, he had to watch his wife, Queen Myeongseong, who was decidedly hostile to Japan, being murdered by Japanese assassins in the Gyeongbok Palace. He and his son, later Emperor Sunjong, were detained and temporarily became puppets of the Japanese. After Gojong's abdication in favor of his son in 1907, he was virtually under house arrest in Deoksugung until his death in 1919.






   During an autumn walk under the colorful foliage of the trees of Deoksu Park, nothing reminds of these horrors nowadays. The park is a wonderful oasis of peace in the middle of the city.


 


    Address 99, Sejong-daero | Public transport subway station City Hall (lines 1 and 2), buses 401, 402, 406, 1711, 7016, 7022, 7090, 7099, N16 | Opening hours Tue-Sun 9-20 Uhr | Close City Hall (no. 14)








[image: 04a Deoksu10]





Encircled by skyscrapers: Junghwajeon Hall of Deoksugung Palace
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05    Unhyeongung – Wedding place of the hero queen






    Not a royal palace, but a royal family residence of outstanding importance - that is the Unhyeongung residence not far from the Insadong-gil (no. 30) promenade and right next to the Duksung High School for Women. An extraordinary woman entered Korea's history in Unhyeongung. In March 1866, the underage King Gojong was married here to a 14-year-old girl of the Korean aristocracy. His child wife, later Queen Myeongseong, turned out to be strong-willed and politically skilled at the side of her husband, who was a year younger, after he came of age and assumed the throne. She rose to become the country's secret ruler.


 


   The 1866 wedding was the last marriage of a royal couple of the Joseon Dynasty. The ceremony is reenacted by actors every spring and fall at the Unhyeongung Residence. A life-size doll in the residence's exhibition hall wears Myeongseong's wedding robe and amazes with its abundant splendor today as it did then (see the following picture). Much to the displeasure of her father-in-law Heungson Daewongun, who had ruled the Joseon Empire as prince regent until his son came of age, the queen gained more and more influence over her husband's policies. She also filled high government posts with members of her family.


   


   Myeongseong was a vigorous opponent of Japan's growing influence on Korea. She made advances to both China and Russia. This proved to be her undoing. At the behest of Japan's Korea Minister Miura Goro, agents entered Gyeongbok Palace in 1895, assassinated the queen, and burned her body. Against the backdrop of Japan's later colonial rule over Korea, Myeongseong is revered as a tragic heroine by her countrymen to this day. Her circumstances as a very young wife can be seen in Unhyeongung, the residence of her father-in-law.







    Address 464, Samil-daero | Public transport subway station Anguk (line 3), green local buses 01 and 02 | Opening hours Tue-Sun 9–18 h  Nearby Insadong quarter with galleries souvenir shops, restaurants, etc. (no. 30)

















[image: 05 Myeongseong10]





Tragic figure of Korean history: Queen Myeongseong


























06    Yongmyo Shrine – Ancestor Cult for Monarchs






   Like the Hades River of the Dead, the wide Yolguk Road separates the two palaces of Changdeok and Changgyeong from the Yongmyo Shrine to the south, the place of ancestor worship for the kings of the Joseon Dynasty. Once, rulers' houses and the realm of the dead were connected in a huge park until the Japanese occupiers built the separating road. Meanwhile, there are plans to restore the large park as a continuous unit.






   The core pieces of the shrine are the main hall Jeongjeon and the side hall Yeonhyeongjeon, the Hall of Eternal Peace. At about one hundred meters in length, the main hall is the longest one-piece traditional wooden structure in Korea. Under a canopy are the locked entrances to 19 chambers with memorial tablets for 19 kings and 30 queens. The Hall of Perpetual Peace is slightly less long at 70 meters and features 16 chambers. Since the chambers and their entrances are lined up side by side, one should actually speak of width instead of length.






   Originally, Confucian rites of ancestor worship were performed five times a year. Today this happens only once a year on the first Sunday in May. The chambers are opened, the memorial tablets are brought out. A procession passes through the park, ritual chants, instrumental music and dances are performed. The ceremony also includes greeting the spirits, a ritual meal and offering three consecrated wine goblets, asking for the spirits' blessings and bidding them farewell. The shrine and the rites have been included in the UNESCO World Heritage List.


 


   The quiet park is also worth a walk on other days. However, one should be careful not to step on the stones of the path for the spirits. A sign warns against this. However, it is allowed to enter an outbuilding where a doll with the ceremonial robe of the last Joseon king is exhibited. In 1897, Gojong elevated himself to emperor. Twelve hat tassels identify him as such. Kings wore only nine.


        




    Address 157, Jong-ro | Public Transport subway station Jongno 3 (lines 1 and 3, buses 101, 103, 140, 143, 150, 160, 201, 260 and more | Opening hours Mon, Wed-Sun 9-18 h Neearby  Nightlife area Jongno 3-ga (no. 31)











[image: 06 König20]





Emperor Gojong in his ceremonial robe (mannequin at Yongmyo Shrine)
























II.


PARKS: 



Oases of calm in the hustle and bustle of the big city







[image: Mein Seoul 02-20]









Nothing to feel from the noise of the metropolis: slope in Hyochang Park.
















07    Hangang Parks – A quasi-infinite riverbank







    Like a big W, the Han River winds its way to the Yellow Sea right through the middle of Seoul, the capital of Han Land or Hanguk, as Korea is called in Korean. The Hangang, the Han River - although it gives the country its name - is only the second longest river in South Korea and the fourth longest in Korea overall, behind the third longest Nakdonggang, which flows into the East Sea (Korean for Sea of Japan) at South Korea's second largest city Busan, and the two longest rivers on the Korean peninsula, the Amnok and the slightly shorter Tumen, which form North Korea's northern border with China.






   Just a few kilometers east of the capital, the two headwaters, the Bukhangang (North Han River) and the Namhangang (South Han River) converge. The total length of the Han including the South Han is 497 kilometers. Thanks to a dam at their confluence, hikers can enjoy a magnificent view of the large lake formed by the two headwaters when they make the somewhat arduous climb up Geomdan Mountain from the Geomdansan terminus of Seoul Subway Line 5. But the panoramas offered there, and even more so from neighboring Yongmasan, are well worth the effort.






   Throughout Seoul, well-maintained pedestrian and bicycle paths run along both banks of the river, a seemingly endless playground for walkers, joggers and cyclists. The latter are sometimes on the move in frenzied crowds. But mostly they warn with a friendly annyeong-haseyo call ... and they've scurried past. Since inland waterway transport of goods on the Han River has stopped because of the border through its mouth, the wide calm stream exudes a relaxing atmosphere. In some parts of the city, large riverside parks have been created with sunbathing lawns and sports facilities. There are even sandy beaches. Sometimes, however, the tranquility is over, namely when wild water scooter riders in Banpo create a spectacle with daring maneuvers, but also noise.    


 




   Address Central crosswalk is Banpo Bridge, access via Noksapyeong-daero from the north and Banpo-daero from the south | Public transport Buses stop on (740) and south of the bridge (143, 401, 406) | Opening hours accessible all day | Close to the whole city   










[image: 07-Hangang12]





Winterly, icy beach on Hangang - view from Dongho bridge























08    Seoul Forest – Urban forest in the middle of residential area





    The Seoul "jungle" begins after a 180-degree turn at the expressway along the Han River. Mind you, not on the expressway, but on its side. After leaving the Han riverbank walkway in a backward curve leading uphill, the walker makes a U-turn at the top of the hill to the elevated pedestrian bridge, crosses the avalanches of cars on at least eight lanes, and marches on the wooden planks of this bridge (see following picture) into a green wilderness.


    


    This wilderness is the Nature Experiencing Study Field or Eco Forest in the southwestern tip of Seoul Forest between Han River and its tributary Jungnang River. In total, Seoul Sup, as it is called in Korean, consists of three other parks in addition to the "jungle." It covers a total area of 595,000 square meters. The large magistrale, which has already led visitors diagonally through the green wilderness, leads over to the culture and art park. Extensive lawns invite visitors to relax and picnic, and numerous sculptures invite them to marvel, wonder and admire. The residential towers at the edge of the park are vertical villages with truly enough inhabitants to populate the park. In fact, this green lung is used extensively by Seoul residents, especially in this cultural section facing the city with its music stands, stages and also a fragrant rose garden.






    A butterfly garden (see picture below) and an insect garden, as well as climbing hills and, last but not least, a splashing fountain, are a particular delight for young visitors. The huge arboretum and botanical garden in the southeast sector of Seoul Forest facing the river are paradises for lovers of long and peaceful walks. 400,000 trees and over 100 species of animals are at home in Seoul's urban forest. What Hyde Park is to London and Central Park to New York, Seoul Sup is to Korea's capital.   






     Address 678-1 Seongsu-dong 1(il)-ga / 273, Ttukseom-ro  | Public transport subway station Seoul Forest (Bundang line), buses 121, 141, 145, 148, 463 | Opening hours Mon-Sun 0–24 Uhr | Nearby Ttukseom Hangang Park
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Almost like a jungle and yet close to the people – the Seoul Forest
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09    Seoul Grand Park – With gondola over lake and zoo
 


   He could have had it so easy. Just buy a ticket for the gondola and then swing in it over the big lake and continue uphill like a drone hovering over the cages of the Siberian tiger and other exotic animals of the Seoul Zoo. But no, the author preferred to take a two-hour hike, first walking along the lake and then looping uphill, downhill around the zoo and back to the lake, feeling the sunny Korean autumn up close. He should not regret it.






   The zoo is located in the middle of Seoul Grand Park. But the surrounding area is a wonderful mountain landscape, which certainly offers its charms in all seasons, but is especially enchanting in autumn with the blaze of colors of the deciduous trees. The open gondolas are sparsely occupied. Not even one in four carries a couple up the mountain. Meanwhile, strollers have stopped on the benches of the rest area on the southern shore of the lake, unpacking their provisions or simply gazing pensively out over the lake and breathing deeply of the good air. The rest area is covered with a thick carpet of colorful foliage. Nature revels in opulence.






   At a brisk pace, the author walks along paths by the lake and then up the slope of Cheonggyesan Mountain on an almost untraveled asphalt road along the outer zoo fence. Magnificent trees with crowns of red, yellow and brown line the path. At the top of the bend in the circular path around the zoo, a romantic pond lies off to the side, surrounded by reeds. Still above it behind a dike is a large forest water reservoir. From here, hiking trails lead further up the mountain to more extended tours. The now downhill circular trail, on the other hand, offers glimpses of the zoo from above. Suddenly, people are hovering above the hiker. A few meters further on, the gondolas reach their top station. By gondola over the lake and the zoo? Perhaps another time.






    Address 102, Daegongwongwangjang-ro, Gwaecheon-si | Public transport subway station Seoul Grand Park (line 4) | Opening hours Mon-Sun 9-18 h | Nearby Amusement park Seoul Land, National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art Gwacheon
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Autumn leaves carpet at the big lake of Seoul Grand Park
























10    Olympic Park – a Place for Joy and Peace








   With the 1988 Olympic Games in Seoul, dictator Chun Doo-Hwan wanted to demonstrate to the world how modern the tiger state South Korea had developed. In some quarters, street vendors have been banned from the streets. On the other hand, permanent sports facilities were created not least for the benefit of the local population. And the lasting benefits certainly include the Olympic Park in the Songpa-gu district on the south bank of the Han River.






   French artist César Baldaccini created a humorous sign of support for the peaceful Olympic movement at the east entrance to the park. The giant thumb is a popular photo motif, as it is more than twice the size of the park visitors posing in front of it. Between the Olympic handball hall and the KSPO Dome, visitors reach the first large lawn. Games, picnics and sunbathing - especially on Sundays, Seoulites enjoy this large circle surrounded by trees in their hundreds. Behind rise the Olympic hills. From above you have a view of the Velodrome, the Olympic cycling stadium, over meadow slopes and trees. The Olympians must have felt the same way: the further you advance into the park, the more the athletic tension disappears. The park is a wonderful, spacious place of relaxation, the colors of nature are a joy and a treat for the soul.






   The Koreans are absolutely enraptured by the interplay of colors in the park's grass garden. The favorite is the Pink Muhly Grass. In October, when the grass is in full colour, it is almost impossible to get through the narrow paths through this part of the park. Everybody wants to capture themselves and their friends together with the natural spectacle in the picture. You can leave the park to the west past an artificial lake with floating platforms. So to speak, for the finale, the visitors pass through the World Peace Gate, which is expressing a good message!


   



     Address 424, Olympic-ro | Public transport Entrance to sports venues: subway station Olympic Park (line 5), access to World Peace Gate: subway station Mongchontoseong (line 8), access to Olympic Museum of Art: subway station Hanseong Baekje (line 9) | Opening hours 5-24 h | Close Lotte Tower and Lotte World (no. 15) 
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World Peace Gate
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View on Velodrome from Olympic Hill
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Garden of Grasses

























11 Hyochang Park - Small, fine, packed with heroes










   When the author arrived in Korea in the midst of the pandemic, he had to spend the first 14 days in quarantine in a small high-rise room above the large Gongdeok intersection in the Mapo district. Just as convicts are allowed to go to the prison yard once a day, his wife and he allowed themselves "yard time" in the nearby Hyochang Park each afternoon. They learned to appreciate and love the small park on an inner-city slope. Not only did they enjoy the hilly circular path amidst lush greenery during the breaks in the summer rainy season. In addition, the pretty park offers an introduction to Korean building and burial culture as well as to Korea's recent history.






   Across from the park entrance and next to the adjacent stadium there stretches a figure that from a distance could be mistaken for a baseball pitcher. The statue depicts independence activist Yi Pong-ch'ang (other spelling: Lee Bong-chang) hurling a hand grenade at Japan's Emperor Hirohito in 1932. The Japanese God Emperor survived the attack outside his palace in Tokyo. Yi was arrested on the spot, tried, sentenced to death and executed the same year at the age of 32.






   Kim Koo, the head of the Korean government-in-exile in Shanghai, had Yi's body buried in Hyochang Park after Korea's independence and return home, along with two other activists who had given their lives fighting the Japanese occupiers. The "Graves of the Three Martyrs" are dedicated to them. The entrance to the park is a traditional wooden gate building with a wide curved roof. Behind it is a shrine built in 1990, also in the traditional style. Inside are portraits and memorial plaques of the independence fighters buried in Hyochang Park, including Kim Koo himself, in addition to the assassin Yi. The outstanding monument of the so peaceful park, however, is the statue for the Buddhist monk Wonhyo, an apostle of peace. 


  


     Address 177-18, Hyochangwon-ro | Public transport Hyochang Park subway station (line 6), buses 400, 2016, Mapo17 | Opening hours Mon-Sun 6-21 h | Nearby 2 x Seoul Station, modern and historic main station
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The place by the Blue Stele in the pomd is one of the havens of tranquility in Hyochang Park.





























12    Montmartre-Park – Auguste Rodin makes them dance





     Montmartre Park - or as the Koreans say: Mong-mareutteu Park - is of course located in Seoul's most French district, in Seocho-gu on the Han South Bank. Just nine hundred meters away is the Lycée Français de Seoul, where the children of French expats study for their Baccalauréat. No wonder, then, that the park on the heights at the southern edge of Seocho offers, in addition to flowers and trees, French high culture, such as the poetry of Paul Verlaine. The autumnal visitor is overcome with melancholy when he reads the poet's verses on a plaque. In his "Autumn Song," Verlaine laments: "The long sobs of autumn's violins sap my heart with monotonous powerlessness. ... And I go away in the evil wind that carries me sometimes there, sometimes there, like a dead leaf."






   But the visitor does not run the risk of falling prey to Verlaine's autumnal pain. If he takes the steps up to the park from the National Library on Banpo-daero and turns to the right at the height, he is soon presented with a serene scene, a real eye-catcher. In the middle of a rondell-like small square in the greenery, a French couple dances lively and devotedly. The lifelike sculpture is a replica of Auguste Rodin's famous 1883 painting "Danse à Bougival" (Dance at Bougival). The Parisian suburb of Bougival and its cafés on the Seine were a popular destination in its day. In the painting, Rodin portrays two friends completely devoted to music and their affection while dancing in a garden café, a very French scene in a very French park.






   In addition to Rodin, other greats of French cultural life can be found in the park, which covers a good 20,000 square meters. The relief busts of three "painters of Montmartre" sit together on a bench: Vincent van Gogh, Paul Gauguin and Pablo Picasso. But above all the art, the beautiful park itself should not be forgotten! As the poet Charles Baudelaire wrote, "Nature is a temple."  






     Address Access from the main Banpo-daero street, south of the National Library | Public transport buses 405, 704, 5413 | Open 24 hours | Nearby National Library of Korea and the larger Seoripul Park.
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Replica of Auguste Rodin's "Danse à Bougival" in Montmartre Park
























III.



MODERN ARCHITECTURE:




the new Korea
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Superlative of a special kind:


The world's tallest gold-plated skyscraper, the 63 SQUARE









13    Dongdaemun Design Plaza – a Spacecraft





   Seoul's people see the Dongdaemun Design Plaza (ddp) art center as proof of South Korea's progressiveness and pioneering role in design. There is no mistaking their pride in the building, which was constructed according to the plans of the world-famous Iraqi-British architect Zara Hadid (1950-2016) and inaugurated in 2014. Appearing futuristic this structure also looks like an oversized spaceship that has landed near the Great East Gate (Dongdaemun). It is not tall in an environment full of skyscrapers, but wide. Like a silvery creature, the structure nestles snakelike into the open space where the Japanese occupiers built Korea's first modern stadium in 1925 to celebrate a prince's wedding.






   After the stadium was demolished, the city announced a competition with requirements to create a design plaza, underground spaces, and a history and culture park. Hadid won the competition with her design of a Metonymic Landscape. Metonymy refers to the creation of something new using previous elements. Her intention was to incorporate historical, urban, social and economic aspects of Seoul. The result was not the emperor's new clothes, but Hadid's. The undulating surface is meant to resemble the flow of liquid and allow flexibility of space. The work is highly self-referential. The undulating outer shell is a characteristic of many of Hadid's other works. There is little to no evidence of the promised transparency. On the contrary, the building is an impressive sculpture, but hermetically sealed within itself.






    The ddp houses an exhibition hall, a conference center, and spaces for fashion shows, concerts, and other performances, as well as a design lab and a design museum. Great exhibitions have been shown here. But the author cannot share the enthusiasm for the house itself. He would have expected maximum openness and transparency from a place of art and creativity, and not this outer skin of hermetic bulges and gullets. 






     Address 281, Eulji-ro | Public transport subway station Dongdaemun Park (lines 2, 4, 5) | Opening hours 10-21 h | Nearby Dongdaemun Gate (no. 22)    
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     Bulges, gorges, opacity - the Dongdaemun Design Plaza    
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14     City Hall – E.T. sends his regards









   Seoul has two city halls at once. Past and present are close together here. The new building arches like a wave over the old building, which now serves as a library for the Seoul Metropolitan Region. Both official and representative buildings stand in the heart of the city on the large King Sejong Boulevard. In front of them is a large green open space, Seoul Plaza, a parade ground during major festivals.






   The "old" city hall is not a hundred years old. It was built in 1925 by the Japanese occupiers in the so-called Imperial Crown style. Until 2008, it housed the administration of the Seoul Metropolitan Region. Today it houses over 200,000 books.






   The competition for the new building was won by Korean Yoo Kerl, head of the internationally award-winning Seoul architectural firm iArc. Yoo described his concept to the jury in 2008 thus: "The most important keywords in the design of the new building are traditions, citizens and the future." He analyzed as characteristic elements of Korea's traditional architecture a relatively low height of buildings, curvature and color nuances of leaves. He said he wanted to pick up on that in the new building to evoke "pleasant memories of things past" in users. Construction took four years and five months. On August 27, 2012, citizens were allowed to take a look at their new townhouse. On September 1, the city government moved in. In addition to rooms for city politics, the building also contains multi-purpose (festival) halls and other cultural facilities.






   Yoo also took ecological considerations into account. Double glazing reduces the energy consumption of the building, which uses photovoltaics and geothermal energy. With a planted wall from the first floor to the 6th floor of 1,516 square meters, it has even entered the Guinness Book of Records as the largest vertical garden in the world. To the joking author, the city hall is unique because of something else: in side view, it reminds him of E.T., the alien.







   Address 110, Sejong-daero | Public transport subway station City Hall (line 2), buses 401, 402, 406, 1711, 7016, 7022 | Opening hours Mon-Fri 9-18 h, lunch break 12-13 h | Nearby Deoksugung palace (no. 04)
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The new city hall arches over the old one.
 





[image: 15bCityHall 15]





From the side it resembles E.T.













15    Lotte Tower – Korea's top, 555 meters high









     The glass pane is only 45 millimeters thick at its outer tips, through which visitors look past their toes from the outer platform of the Lotte World Tower almost 500 meters into the depths. If that's not enough of a thrill for you, you can also take a walk on the "Sky Bridge" on Korea's tallest building, which, with its 555 meters in total height, is also Asia's and the world's fifth tallest structure. The Sky Bridge connects the forked ends that terminate the tower, which tapers toward the top. Wearing special suits and securing harnesses, the daredevils sniff the high-altitude air. For the author, the breeze on the terrace was enough. After all, he was standing on the world's highest glass-bottom viewing platform - according to the Guinness Book of Records - on the 120th floor at a height of 486 meters.


 


    Friends of records may be intoxicated by these superlatives, but the sheer experience of height is joy and pleasure enough. The shimmering course of the Han River, the mountain ranges on the southern edge of the city, the city's Namsan Mountain, which looks small from here in the distance, the seemingly endless sea of houses, the tens of thousands of seemingly pinhead-sized listeners at an open-air concert in the nearby Olympic Park, the batteries of high-rise buildings, the apartment blocks resembling vertical villages - from this bird's eye view, the overall impression is overwhelming. It reinforces the respect for this land, this city, the architectural achievement of the New York firm Kohn Pedersen Fox, and especially for the entrepreneurial grit of the developer.






    The founder of the Lotte conglomerate, which makes its money primarily in the food and petrochemical industries, but also in other sectors such as hotels, lived to see the inauguration of the Lotte World Tower in 2017. In his home of 123 floors, the group chief opened Korea's first domestically run six-star hotel. Shin Kyuk-ho died in January 2020 at the age of 99.






    At the base of his tallest project is a statue of his idol: Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Goethe fan Shin once named his company after the character "Lotte von Weimar" from the bestselling novel "Werther".






    Address 300, Olympic-ro | Public transport subway station Jamsil (linies 2 and 8) | Opening hours Mon-Sun 10-22 h | Close Amusement park Lotte World 
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Goethe and the tower named after his Lotte

















16    Gukhoe – Parliament versus President





     Koreans like to draw comparisons between Germany and their own country, since both have the history of a nation divided in two. The author often heard from his Korean friends and acquaintances that they envied the Germans for their regained unity. In one respect, however, the Koreans have already matched the Germans, if only architecturally. Like the Reichstag building in Berlin, their parliament, completed in 1975, is adorned with a dome.


    The large session hall is fan-shaped with the seat of the parliamentary speaker on the narrow side. Elected to a four-year term, South Korea's legislative assembly has 300 members. However, the Gukhoe, as the National Assembly of the Republic of Korea is called in the national language, has room for 400 deputies. Thus, at least in terms of space, provisions have been made for the day of reunification. The social-liberal Democratic Party emerged as the clear winner from the election in April 2020. With 171 seats at last count (i.e., after by-elections in March 2022), it still has an absolute majority in the Gukhoe, which, unlike most European parliaments, consists of only this one chamber. There is no provincial representation. The provincial administrations are under the central government.



   The second largest party in Parliament is the conservative Gungminui-him ("People Power Party-PPP"). It has undergone various name changes and reformations with other conservative parties. It ultimately traces its roots to the Saenuri Party of President Park Geun-hye, who was deposed in 2017 over a corruption scandal. Although even after the by-elections  in some constituencies held in parallel with the election of the state presidentit, the PPP is still in the minority, now with 113 seats, it is not quite accurate to call it an opposition party. The citizens elected their candidate Yoon Suk-yeol as the new president in a direct election in March 2022 - an interesting power constellation between parliament and head of state.   


     Address Gukhoe-daero | Public transport subway station Gukhoe Uisadang (line 5), buses 153, 461, 463 | Nearby Financial district Yeouido (no. 18)
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From the back you yet get closest to the parliament.
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At the front, it is widely cordoned off for normal citizens.











17    Cheonggyecheon – a revived River






   Cheonggyecheon or the rebirth of a river - that is the story of this watercourse in the middle of Seoul in a nutshell. The river, which is only about ten kilometers long and rises on Inwang Mountain on the western edge of the city, crosses the city center to the east and flows into the Han tributary Jungnang. When thousands and thousands of internally displaced persons settled in Seoul after the Korean War, many immigrants built poor makeshift housing along the Cheonggye (the suffix Cheon stands for a small river). The banks deteriorated into garbage, sand and garbage and became an eyesore in the eyes of the city's leaders. In 1958, the river was covered with concrete, and in 1976 an elevated road, now demolished, was built over it.






   In 2003, Seoul's then-mayor Lee Myung-bak launched a city beautification program. East of the central Sejong Boulevard, he had the river course uncovered again. The riverbanks were planted with vegetation, a new riverbed was created and walkways were built along the sides. The further the river flows toward Jungnang, the more natural the ambience of the Cheonggye, which initially flowed in a kind of stone basin. At the beginning at the Cheonggye Plaza its water "springs" over a small waterfall. Above it on the plaza rises a cone-shaped sculpture, its spiraling red-blue ribbon opening at the bottom like a cornucopia. "Spring" is what Dutch-Swedish artist couple Coosje van Bruggen and Claes Oldenburg call their work.






   At first, the Cheonggye project was showered with criticism. But since its opening in 2005, the new green lung has enjoyed increasing popularity, among Seoul residents themselves as well as tourists. Thanks to the "reborn" body of water and its greenery, the average temperature in the river environment is reportedly 3.6 degrees cooler than the Seoul average. However, anyone who has walked along the Cheonggye once does not need to be convinced by statistics. He/she simply enjoys the coolness and the sight of herons, trouts, dragonflies and mulberry trees in the middle of the city.






    Address Cheonggye Plaza at the corner Sejong-daero/Cheonggyecheon-ro | Public transport buses 101, 103 150, 160, and some mehr | Open accessible at anytime | Nearby Admiral Yi-Statue (no. 52)
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In spring and summer, Cheonggyecheon is a playground and rest area.
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During the Festival of Lights in December, illuminated figures adorn the river.





















18    Yeouido – Financial district full of skyscrapers






   Geumjung means finance and Gukje signifies international. So when the main street of the big island in the Han River called Yeouido is called Gukjegeumjung-ro, it indicates what music is playing here. Yeouido (pronounced Yoweedo) is Seoul's financial district. And the IFC, the International Finance Center, stretches its 284-meter tower into the sky on Gukjegeumjung-ro, on the International Finance Road, incidentally the second tallest building in Seoul. Money and politics are close together in Korea. At the western end of the lenticular island, which is separated from the south bank of the Han River only by a narrow channel, the dome-crowned building of the Korean parliament, the National Assembly, has been enthroned since 1975. The major political parties also have their headquarters there in the western part of the island.


  


   Historically, the river island was a "no-go" for a long time. The name roughly means "can have", meaning "useless". The flat island was regularly flooded by the waters of the Han River during the rainy season. Otherwise, the grassland served as a pasture for sheep. At the beginning of the modern era, when the capital needed an airport in 1925, the wasteland was used for Seoul's City Airport. But even that was not usable year-round because of regular flooding, so a new (domestic) airport was built further downstream in the neighboring city of Gimpo. The large Incheon International Airport is located even further out on an island in the Yellow Sea. On the site of the former Yeouido Airport, politics is made today, in the widely cordoned-off parliament building.






   What a difference to the glittering world of the financial district today! It is not only home to the stock exchange and all the major financial institutions, but also to the world's tallest skyscraper with thin gold panels on the outside, the 63 Square Building (see Section III), and the IFC Mall and the Hyundai Department Store, two unparalleled luxury temples of consumption. And last but not least, the Yeouido section of Han Embankment Park is one of the most spacious and beautiful.   






    Address IFC with IFC Mall: 10, Gukjegeumjung-ro | Public transport subway station Yeouido (lines 5 and 9) | IFC opening hours Mon-Sun 10-22 h | Nearby Yeouido Hangang Park with many sculptures
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In the financial district of Yeouido, skyscraper follows skyscraper. On Gukjegeumyung Street, the Geumyung Tower of Busan Bank (BNK) and the skyscraper of IFC Mall stand side by side.


















19    Bridges – Banpo fancy, World Cup elegant






  The Han River, which describes a W on its curving path through Seoul, is now spanned by 31 bridges to cope with the capital's traffic. Dramas have played out on them, even tragedies. But the bridges also bear witness to the genius of the architects and the art of engineering.






   The worst tragedy occurred at 7:40 a.m. on Oct. 21, 1994, when a 48-meter-wide section of the Seongsu Bridge collapsed due to a faulty welding process. It swept away a bus, a van and two passenger cars. 32 people died and 17 were injured. Plans to repair the bridge were soon scrapped. The bridge was made more stable at the same location and completely rebuilt with eight lanes instead of the previous four. It went into operation barely two years later. The Seongsu tragedy was not the only bridge collapse. Since 1970, it has happened eight times in Korea, three times in the Seoul region alone. The Korean balli-balli principle (Quick, quick!) apparently sometimes came at the expense of safety.






   Quite different "dramas" played out on Seoul's newest bridge. Even before its official opening on September 1, 2021, scenes from a heartbreak telenovela and other Korean TV series were filmed on the World Cup Bridge. K-pop superstars BTS made a high-impact appearance here, which was featured on U.S. TV network NBC's Jim Fallon Show. The preened, handsome guys fit the bill. That's because the World Cup Bridge, which connects to the World Cup Stadium, is not only the newest bridge over the Han River, but also the most elegant with its cable-stayed span.






   The most pedestrian-friendly bridge is certainly the Banpo Bridge. While heavy traffic rolls along the top, pedestrians, joggers and cyclists have priority over slowed-down local traffic below. Since the lower level is regularly flooded during the rainy season, it also bears the poetic name Jamsu Gyo, "Sunken Bridge." In the evening, colorful jets of water spray the spectacle of the Rainbow Fountain there.       


    


    Address Banpo Urban Neighborhood Park, 115-5 Banpo-dong | Public transport buses 405, 740 | Open at any time | Right there Rainbow Fountain
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Two bridges on top of each other: 






Banpo-Daegyo and the Jamsu Bridge "sunk" in monsoon (below).
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Two bridges one almost hidden behind the other:




Red Seongsan-Daegyo (front) and cable-stayed World Cup Bridge.











IV.


HISTORICAL BUILDINGS
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The Palgajeong Pavilion in the small Tapgol Park on the edge of the inner-city district of Jongno is also significant for Korea's political history. Built under Emperor Gojong in 1902, outraged Korean citizens gathered here under the octagonal pavilion on 1 March 1919 - a few weeks after the alleged assassination of the emperor by the Japanese occupiers - and declared independence, practically the beginning of a permanent uprising. However, they were to gain their independent state only after Japan's defeat at the end of World War II.


 


A ten-tiered, twelve-metre-high stone pagoda from the 15th century can be seen in the background. Made of marble, it is encased in glass to protect it from environmental damage.
















20     City Wall - Bulwark around Korea's Capital






   Seoul's city wall, which stretches over several mountains around Korea's capital, is actually not Seoul's city wall at all, but that of its predecessor city and capital of the Joseon Dynasty, Hanyang. The remains of Hanyang's city fortifications are called Hanyangdoseong. The stone walls were intended to mark the boundaries of the capital and, of course, to provide protection from attackers. Hanyang lay entirely to the north of the Han River. The walls connected the four mountains Bugaksan in the north, Naksan in the east, Namsan in the south and Inwangsan in the west. Hanyang's citizens passed in and out through eight city gates, four large and four smaller, all originally built between 1396 and 1398. For 514 years - longer than any other city wall in the world - the Hanyangdoseong remained intact, even though it was renewed many times. From 1910, the Japanese occupiers demolished much of it.


 


   The construction periods can be seen in the type of stones used. While natural stones of various sizes were used in the initial construction and smeared with clay mud, more and more later hewn, uniform stones and mortar were used. The complete fortification had a total length of 19 kilometres. Nowadays, eager mountain and valley hikers can walk along this highlight, which is only a tourist attraction and no longer a military one. At stamp stations, they can have their city wall passport stamped and thus provide proof that they have - on however many stages - circumnavigated the old capital of Hanyang along its wall.






   For those who are content to see the wall in selected, beautiful and well-preserved sections, the climb from Changuimun Gate in the north to Bugaksan or Inwangsan, from the gate eastwards or westwards, is recommended. But Seoul's inner-city destination par excellence, Namsan Mountain with the N Seoul Tower on top, also has impressive remains of the Hanyangdoseong, with walls up to eight metres high.






   Address Changuimun Gate, 118, Changuimun-ro | Public transport buses 1020, 7022, 7212 | Open accessible anytime | Close Inwangsan mountain (no. 69)
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Wall on all mountains (above on Namsan, below on Inwangsan)
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21    Blue House - Long the Centre of Power







   Like in an agent thriller, but one hundred percent real to the horror of the South Korean security forces, a North Korean special squad advanced to the Blue House on 21 January 1968. The agents had the mission to kill the then ruler Park Geum Chung there in the official residence of the South Korean president. At a checkpoint only a hundred metres from the presidential palace, the commando, disguised in South Korean uniforms, was stopped. In the ensuing shootout and a chase in the mountains that lasted several days, 28 North Koreans were killed, one committed suicide, one was arrested and became a South Korean citizen, and only one managed to escape to North Korea. But the blood toll was also high on the side of the defenders, 30 dead, including four Americans, and 66 wounded.






   The Cheongwadae (Blue Tile Pavilion), as the house is called in Korean because of its green-blue roof, stands at the foot of Bugak Mountain. Here in the back garden of the royal Gyeongbok Palace, the Japanese occupiers built the official residence of their governor-general in 1939. After Korea's independence, the first president Rhee Syng-man chose one of the houses, built in the traditional style, as his official seat and residence. Over the years, office buildings were added to the building complex. In addition to the actual presidential palace Bon-gwan, the reception building Yeongbin-gwan and the Chunchu-gwan (Spring-Autumn House) with press room as well as other official buildings stand hidden in a widely cordoned-off park.






   Cheongwadae or Blue House had become naturalised words for presidential power like the White House in Washington. But in the view of Yoon Suk-yeol, the new president elected in March 2022, it is too remote from the citizens and a symbol of Japanese occupation. He has moved his official residence to the Yongsan district on the grounds of the Ministry of Defence, opposite the Korea War Memorial. The Blue House and its park were to become accessible to all citizens at any time - as a museum of itself, so to speak.  


      



    Adresse Cheongwadae-ro | Public Transport --- | Opening hours Only for groups by arrangement | Nearby Gyeongbok Palace (no. 01)






[image: 21 BlauesHaus 10] 



Jeongji, stop ... was written on the sign in front of the Blue House as long as the president had his official residence there.


























22    City Gates – Dongdaemum and Namdaemun 








   If we walk the city wall clockwise to get from gate to gate, we would have to start at the "12 noon" position, i.e. in the north. Sukjeongmun, which translates as the "Gate of Solemn Rulership", is popularly known by the simpler name Bukdaemun (Great North Gate). It is located in the mountains behind the area of the royal palace Gyeongbok and was used only rarely, precisely on ceremonial occasions. After the North Korean attack on the Cheongwhadae presidential palace, security measures were tightened, access is by appointment only, photos facing south to the palace and of the soldiers on guard are prohibited.


 


   So let's concentrate on the Great East Gate Heunginjimun and the Great South Gate Sungnyemun, because the West Gate Donuimun is not preserved. These two Great Gates stand today, as they did then, in the middle of the city's hustle and bustle. Mostly, the rural population and their goods entered the capital through the East Gate. Goods from the Han River and foreign visitors - especially from China - entered historic Hanyang via the South Gate.


  


   The full name of the Dongdaemun (Great East Gate) means "Gate of Rising Goodness". Today, traffic rages around it. Next door, the Dongdaemun Market is the main trading centre of the Korean textile and fashion industry, the largest shopping centre in South Korea. If you climb the hill with the city wall on the north side, you will recognise the unusual porch, the Ongseong, which was supposed to additionally protect the gate from attackers (see the following picture). In the background, the billowing, silvery building of the Dongdaemun Design Plaza (ddp) can be seen, a new landmark of Seoul.






   Like all the other gates, the South Gate (whose full name is "Gate of Venerable Custom") was built at the end of the 14th century. But it looks new. It is. It was badly damaged by an arsonist in 2008. Since 2013, it has shone like the colourful guards in new splendour. 









   Address Dongdaemun: 288, Jong-ro, | Public transport subway station Dongdaemun (linie 4) | Nearby Shoppingcenter, Design Plaza ddp (no. 13) | 
   Address Namdaemun: 40, Sejong-daero | Public transport subway station Hoehyeon (linie 4) | Nearby Namdaemun market (no. 25) 


[image: 22a Stadttore 25]
Dongdaemun with porch facing outwards (view from the city wall)
[image: 22b Stadttore 25]




Dongdaemun (view from the inner city)
[image: 22c Stadttore25]
 Namdaemun (view from outside)





























23    Gwangtonggwan - Oldest continuously active bank








    Among all the modern glass and concrete skyscrapers, an old building from the beginning of the 20th century in Western style stands out on Namdaemun-ro from the Great South Gate to the Cheonggye River. The magnificent façade of red bricks is adorned with pillars, cornices, door and window frames of light granite. The building houses one of the oldest banking houses in Korea and is the country's oldest continuously operating financial institution. It was completed and opened in 1909, possibly the last bank to be founded in the Korean Empire. This is because the Japanese occupation began one year later. As it is one of the few remaining examples of Western architecture from the beginning of the last century, it is a listed building.






   Originally, the building served the Daehan Cheon-il Bank, founded in 1899. Over the decades, the building has changed hands several times. Since 2002, it has housed the city branch of the popular Woori Bank. Many owners - but the bank counters were always open to the customers of the Jongno City District. And the people of Seoul have always referred to the building as Gwangtonggwan, because it is close to the historically significant Gwangtong Bridge over the city's little river Cheonggye (Gwan stands for building or house).






   The ground floor of the two-storey building was used for customer business. Conference rooms and offices were located on the top floor. The main entrance is flanked by two Tuscan columns, as are the two side entrances that are no longer in use. Even if you don't have any banking business in mind, it's worth entering the vestibule. Under an elegant ceiling light in the modern style of the early 20th century, there is not only a modern ATM installed in a wood-panelled niche. What is illuminated here above all are photographs of street scenes from Seoul in the 1910s. Where buses stop today, the electric tram ran back then. Just a few steps through the door and the journey through time begins.









   Address  118, Namdaemun-ro | Public transport buses 103, 143, 151, 162, 172, 173, 201, 262, 401, 406, 701,704, 7021, 7022 | Opening hours (of the Woori Bank) Mon-Fri 9:30-15:30 h | Nearby Jogyesa-Temple (no. 36)










[image: 23Bank08]
Always active since it opened in 1909, the bank in Gwangtong House.























V.


MARKETS:


Living traditions


[image: 24 A Gwanjang10]
People not only shop at the markets, they also like to eat there.[image: 24 B Gwanjang10]



















24    Gwangjang Shijang – Market at the Cheonggyecheon





    Shijang is the Korean word for market, or more precisely for covered market halls. The Gwangjang Shijang is something of a prime example of what can be found in most Korean cities, but also in several Seoul districts. This traditional market, located between the revitalised Cheonggye River and the major west-east artery of the downtown Jongno district, Jongno Street, is certainly one of the busiest, as well as one of the oldest and largest. Its central location makes it popular with Seoul residents and tourists alike.


   Around 65,000 people are said to move through the maze of alleys every day. On 42,000 square metres, 5,000 shops offer their goods. It all started at the beginning of the 20th century after the occupation by the Japanese. They had taken control of the large Namdaemun Market at the South Gate. A group of Korean investors, including rich merchants, founded their own market on the site of a morning market and named it Dongdaemun Market after the nearby East Gate. They turned the start-up into the first market open every day of the week. In 1960, the market was given its current name. It started as a pure food market with agricultural products and seafood.


   Nowadays, it also sells textiles, handicrafts, kitchenware, souvenirs and traditional Korean medicines. And on the second floor, women and men can try on Hanbok fashion, the traditional Korean festive garments.


   For quick consumption, even immediate consumption, what seems to be the main attraction for most tourists are the snacks and menus of the countless food stalls and restaurants in Gwangjang. It steams, bubbles and sizzles on every corner. Classics are mayak gimbap (Korea's thicker sushi) and crispy bindaetteok (mung bean pancakes). Mh, yummy!  


   Address 88 Changgyeonggung-ro (North entrance), 195 Cheonggye-cheon-ro (South entrance) | Public transport buses 101, 103, 106, 140, 143, 150 et al. (north side), 173 (south side) | Opening hours daily 9-18 h | Close Cheonggye River (no.17)



[image: 24a Gwanjang 10]
South entrance to Gwangjang Shijang from the Cheonggyecheon shore

[image: 24b Gwanjang10]
Fancy some Korean pancakes in between shopping?




















25    Namdaemun – Trading place for centuries





  The market at the Great South Gate, the Namdaemun Shijang, was the trading centre par excellence in the history of Seoul and its predecessor city Hanyang. In some respects it still is, even if today the gleaming department stores' palaces in the neighbouring district of Myeongdong outstrip it in terms of luxury goods. For ordinary Koreans, Namdaemun Market is still the first place to buy cheap clothes, jewellery and many other products. Retailers stock up here at wholesale market prices, especially for clothing, in order to bring the goods to the end consumers in their shops in other cities. And for tourists, this bustling and very special market is a main attraction per se.






   Namdaemun Market is neither a square nor a market hall, but a square of streets consisting of Namdaemun Street in the north, Seoul Street in the west, Togye-ro in the south and Sogong-ro in the east. Many alleys run through the square, which can be entered via eight entrances marked by high numbered posts. Open shops and snack stands line the alleys, as well as closed jewellery shops and restaurants, department stores and entire malls.






   Historically, the square behind the Great South Gate was the natural place for a market. For it was precisely through this gate that goods from the provinces, from China and from overseas entered the capital, which had been completely walled since 1398. In 1414, under the reign of King Taejon, the royal government created a marketplace here under their supervision. In 1608, King Seonjo even established his own market office, the Seonhyecheong, which regulated the levies on rice, clothing and monetary transactions. At that time, grain, fish, fruit and various other goods were traded. Nowadays, the range of products has expanded considerably. There is a camera arcade and also a watch avenue. Culinary favourites include hotteok, sweet pancakes - so sweet!









    Address entrance no. Nr. 1, Namdaemunshijang-gil (South gate market alley) east of the Great South Gate Namdaemun | best transport connection: entrance no. 5, Togye-ro | Public transport subway station Hoehyeon, exit 5  (line 4) | Opening hours open permanently | Close Namdaemun Gate (no. 22) and City Hall (no. 14)


[image: 25a Namdaemun10]
Namdaemun Market is so named because it starts at Namdaemun Gate.

[image: 25b Namdaemun10]
The ancient trading centre is an El Dorado for bargain hunters.
































26    Flea Market - a Collector's Paradise


                                       



   If you want to go on a treasure hunt for old "nuggets" or cheap new clothes of all kinds, from technical spare parts to valuable antiques, the Dongmyo Flea Market and the neighbouring Seoul Folk Flea Market are the place to be. If you get out of the Dongmyo underground station at exit 3, you'll be in the middle of the hustle and bustle after just a few steps. On one side is the wall of a shrine to an old Chinese general, on the other side shop after shop, stall after stall. Bargain hunters are out and about here, especially at weekends. If you are not interested in the authenticity of the brand, you will find something here for little money, even for items that are almost as good as new. Cheap articles can be bought here for as little as 1000 won (about 7 euros).






   If you want to escape the piles of "clothes" and other cheap stuff, we recommend turning left at the end of the shrine wall.  Passing old drills, spectacle frames, CDs and other junk, modern loudspeakers and old gramophones as well as food stalls, shops with cheap jewellery, a hall with carpets of all kinds, the treasure hunter on his stalk for real antiques finally arrives at a wide crossroad. On the other side of Nangye-ro, an archway with the inscription "Seoul Folk Flea Market" stands above the entrance to the alley. After a good 200 metres, you have reached the collector's paradise.






   True "treasures" are hidden behind the milky glass doors of the closed house: Golden elephants, golden deities, golden tea sets, life-size comic figures next to Buddha statues, railway station clocks next to fidgety alarm clocks, acoustic guitars next to their loud electric sisters, richly decorated wooden rocking horses next to fine porcelain. There is junk here too, but many a valuable trouvaille is waiting for a buyer - a real flea market!  









    Address Dongmyo flea market: Jongno 58-gil | Public transport subway station Dongmyo (lines 1 & 6, exit 3) | Folk Flea Market: 21 Cheonho-daero 4-gil Public transport subway station Sinseol-dong (lines 1 & 2, exit 9) | Opening hours Mon-Sun 10-19 Uhr | Nearby Donggwanwangmyo shrine 













[image: 26Flohmarkt10]
Antique smorgasbord at the Folk Flea Market


























27    Tongin – Strolling from snack to snack






   A market with its own currency! Thanks to this special feature, the Tongin Market has taken on a new lease of life since 2011 and has also become a tourist attraction. Founded in 1941 under Japanese foreign rule, the tube-like market hall actually only supplied the immediate neighbourhood in the Hyoya district on the west side of the Royal Palace, but after the Korean War it benefited from the population growth in the Sogong district and grew. In 2005, the hall was declared an officially recognised traditional market. As part of a major renovation in 2011, the market hall's creators had the brilliant idea of reactivating a historic Korean copper coin for their market.






   The circular 17th-century Yeopjeon coin has a square recess in the middle so that several can be bundled together with a ribbon. You can buy replicas of this distinctive means of payment as tokens at the café on the first floor of the market. One coin costs 500 won. With 20 pieces, i.e. 10,000 won (about 7.50 euros), the customer has enough in his pocket to prepare a varied meal at the market's various snack stands. Together with the coins, he receives an open lunch box (Korean: Dosirak) into which he can put something at the various stalls. Afterwards, they can eat their own individual meal in the Dosirak café on the upper floor. The fun clearly doesn't just start with eating, but visibly already with the selection. 


    


For the choice is simply too delicate. For example, chicken skewers, sometimes topped with yellow wine cheese, sometimes with green sesame leaves, a skewer for six coins, tempt from the displays. Crispy pumpkin fries invite nibbling. Spicy coleslaw is a popular side dish. And there's no shortage of sweets for dessert, either. 75 stores and snack stands await customers in Tongin. Among them are a wine and whiskey merchant, a fruit and vegetable stand and a shoe store. But the most important thing are the snack bars - snacks and more snacks. Enjoy it!    






    Address 16, Jahamun-ro 15-gil | Public transport 1020, 1711, 7016 | Opening hours Mon-Sat 7-21 h | Nearby Gyeongbok Palace (no. 01)


[image: 27aTongin12]
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First stroll, then six chicken skewers for six coins?




































VI.  



SPECIAL QUARTERS





[image: 28 VI. Gangnam 15]

At Gangnam Square, skyscrapers pile up and crowd passersby.









































28    Gangnam – Shopping paradise, modern, stylish






   Gangnam Style - this global hit was on everyone's lips in 2012. In it, the entertainer Psy mocked the affected behavior of the Gangnam chiceria, which means nothing other than South Bank. He performed dance movements as if he were sitting on a horse holding reins. What he wanted to caricature with these riding movements remains his secret. The corresponding YouTube video went viral internationally and acted as a door opener for K-pop into the music world market, where vocal groups like BTS play a prominent role today. So Psy deserves to be practically memorialized at Gangnam's most important crossroads with the Gangnam Style stage (see following picture).






   Around the Gangnam-daero/Teheran-ro intersection, big-city life is raging. The moving images of huge commercials flash on the facades of the skyscrapers. Queues of cars roll through the two intersecting high-rise canyons. Passersby crowd the sidewalks on their way to the next boutique or restaurant. On the south bank of the Han River, something like a second center has actually formed next to the historic city on the north side. Gangnam is the world of the nouveau riche and those who want to emulate them in appearance and fashion. Of Seoul's 25 districts, Gangnam is the one with the highest average income of its more than 540,00 inhabitants. The 39.5-square-kilometer district is also the number one wealthiest residential area in South Korea.






   Running parallel to the busy Gangnam-daero shopping street is the narrow Tehran side street 1, where one restaurant follows another. This nightlife district is home to clubs and karaoke venues. The big Tehran Street itself strives as a magistral to the east. This street canyon is considered Korea's Silicon Valley. Many corporate headquarters, not least of the K-Pop companies, are located here. It also leads to the COEX mall, which is another shopping paradise for Gangnam's chic crowd, in addition to the Apujeong district.  


 


   Address Gangnam Style stage: crossroads Gangnam-daero / Teheran-ro  | Public transport subway station Gangnam (line 2), buses 145, 146, 341, et al.  | Open permanently | Nearby Seolleung/Jongneung royal tombs







[image: 28aGangnam12]
Gangnam Style was a world hit, also available in posh boutiques.
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29    Hongdae – This is where the music scene pulsates






   Things really come alive in the Hongdae music scene district when the electric guitar wails in the evening in one of the live music clubs and the audience dances wildly to the driving rhythm of drums and bass. But even during the day, you can catch live music or dance performances while strolling through the neighborhood - for example, from the steps of the KB Rock Star Youth Lounge. The converted former KB Bank branch building is open on three sides on the first two floors, except for the supporting columns. Yellow-painted rows of steps rise as if in an auditorium. Below, at the foot of the rows, young artists can produce themselves between the columns and try out in front of an audience.


 


   A long-haired teenager elicits rapid riffs from his electric guitar as if he wanted to become Korea's Jimi Hendrix. A pretty girlish young woman and her guitarist of the same age sing sweet melodies in duet. A five-member girl troupe doesn't have enough space between the columns, but dances the whole sidewalk at once with their elaborate choreography to K-pop music. They do it so gracefully and professionally that the author would hire them on the spot if he were a talent scout for the K-pop industry.







   The neighborhood in the triangle between Hongik Uni, Hapyeong and Sangsu subway stations owes its name to nearby Hongik University (Hongik-Daehakgyo). It is a form of the name shortened to the first syllables. For students, their university is just the "Hongdae". From the student scene, an alternative art and music culture developed since the 1960s. But besides the shrill nightlife with karaoke bars as well as dance clubs for techno, hiphop and live rock music, the district is also characterized by many independent fashion and jewelry boutiques as well as original cafés. For example, on the terrace of Café Been, the author likes to enjoy a reddish Omija beer with the taste of magnolia berry - Korea not only to see, but also to taste!   



             



   Adresses KB Youth Lounge (KB Cheongchun Maru), 18, Hongik-ro / Livemusic Club FF, 12, Wausan-ro 17-gil | Public transport subway stations Sangsu (line 6), Hongik-Uni (line 2), Hapyeon (lines 2 & 6), buses 273, 7011, district buses Mapo-08, -09 | Opening hours KB Lounge Mon-Sat 12-21 h, Sun 12-18 h | Nearby Wau Mountain with Wau Park


[image: 29Hongdae10]
"Let's dance" is written at Sangsu station, for example at club FF.
[image: 29b Hongdae10]





























































30    Insadong – Still "in" after decades







   Insadong is a district of artists and the arts, but also of handicrafts. Before their holidays back home, the author and his wife found what they were looking for year after year when it came to souvenirs for their loved ones at home. Whether tea sets, statues with mother-of-pearl inlays, richly decorated chopsticks or Buddha figurines, fans with traditional motifs or handmade paper - there is plenty of everything to choose from when strolling along the pedestrian street Insadong-gil. But even the hurried souvenir hunter can't miss the teahouses and restaurants that invite you to linger here. Art lovers also have many options, from the Insa Art Center to dozens of galleries with traditional and modern Korean art to the Live Museum, where visitors can integrate themselves into visual worlds. Insadong has been "in" for decades!






   From the diagonally running pedestrian zone, which has been largely modernised in the meantime, lanes branch off where traditional Korean cuisine is served in old low houses. Even though gentrification has spread here in recent decades, the charm of old Seoul has been preserved, especially on the east side of Insadong-gil in the alleys across to Samil-daero. The Kyung-in Museum of Fine Art is an example of this. It also houses the oldest tea house in the city. The district is both modern and traditional. It is precisely this combination that makes it so appealing.






   The KOTE cultural centre at the southern end of Insadong-gil is modern and international, a venue for exhibitions and events of all kinds with a multinational flair. No wonder Seoul's French celebrate their national holiday there on 14 July. How charming when a young Korean woman intones French chansons. One of the youngest arts, cinematography, in which South Korea only won an Oscar in 2020 with the satire "Parasite", celebrates itself at the end of Insadong-gil - with a somewhat pathetic group of statues (see picture). 









   Address Insadong-gil between crossroads Ujeongguk-ro/Yulgok-ro and Samil-daero | Public transport subway station Anguk (line 3), buses 151, 162, 172, 401, 406, 606, 704 |  Opening hours various, e.g. Insa Art Center Mon-Sun, 10-19 h | Nearby Jogyesa Temple (no. 36)






[image: 30aInsadong25] [image: 30b Insadong15]
Sky is the Limit - Homage to Korean Film at the Insadong-gil









































































31    Jongno 3-ga – "World class" says Time Out







   In October 2021, the British lifestyle magazine Time Out ranked Seoul's Jongno 3-ga downtown district third (behind Norrebro in Copenhagen and Andersonville in Chicago) in a ranking of the world's "coolest" city districts. The author first rubbed his eyes, as he had already passed by there several times - not as a night owl, but in broad daylight - without feeling the special flair. Then he asked his Korean friends and encountered the same astonishment. So he decided to take another thorough look around there, to go in search of traces of that special "coolness," so to speak.






   The district basically consists only of the main street Jongno-ro and its upper and lower back alleys. The east-west traffic artery Jongno-ro is a busy commercial and main street like others. Things get interesting in the back alleys. The upper one, i.e. the northern one, is quite modern. Fancy jewelry stores and restaurants alternate here. At the west end of the district in Tapgol Park (see Section IV.) you can watch pensioners playing Go boards. Things get really quaint in the southern back alley. What look like dives at first glance are cheap eateries where workers and employees have their lunch for little money.


 


   As a criterion for the coolness of Jongno 3, Time Out said that it was home to Seoul's LGBQT scene. It is "vibrant and bustling." Where it is hiding, the author did not discover during his exploration of the street and the two alleys of Jongno 3. Apparently he was out at the wrong time of day. Time Out's statement that history and ultra-modern architecture meet here is correct. This is true of many other Seoul neighborhoods as well. But such a collection of dives, where time seems to have stood still for 40 or 50 years, as in the southern back alley of the large Jongno-ro, is indeed unique for Seoul.









   Address Jongno-ro between Tapgol Park and Jongmyo Park as well as back alleys | Public NV U-Bahnstation Jongno 3, Busse 101, 103,140, 143, et al. | Opening hours anytime | Nearby Jongmyo Shrine (no. 06)
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Popular restaurant in back alley of Jongno-ro
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Chestnut street sale in Jongno

















































































32    Ihwa – Village idyll with murals







   Ihwa Mural Village on the western slope of Naksan Mountain is an instructive example of the moral of the "curse of the good deed." This small neighborhood on the mountainside was somewhat sleepy despite its proximity to the busy Daehangno Road at the foot of the mountain and the Dongdaemun Gate tourist attraction. But the residents - to a large extent old and poor people - loved this tranquility, the quiet vacation-like atmosphere with the beautiful view of the opposite ridge of the Bukhansan massif.






   On the other hand, the neighborhood was threatened by decay. Some houses were about to be demolished. As part of an "Art in the City" program, 70 artists came to the "village" on the hillside. The six-month art project of 2006 brought new young residents to the neighborhood and sparked a kind of community spirit. But the success, with an onslaught of onlookers and tourists, outgrew the old-timers for their sensibilities and to their annoyance. Just a year after the project began, they demanded the removal of numerous paintings. About half were removed. 






   In 2010, the television show "Two Days and One Night" showed the mural with two large white wings on a blue background. In 2012, the same motif formed the background for a rendezvous in a TV love drama. The onslaught of tourists became so fierce that the homeowner got rid of the wings. But new "wing murals" sprang up in several other places. Ihwa's popularity with local onlookers and travelers from many countries reached a new high in 2015. Residents were bugged by the attraction of the more than 100 murals - too colorful to remain. They grayed out two particularly eye-catching works, the Flower Staircase and the Fish Staircase.


 


   With the pandemic, the onslaught subsided. There is still one wall with white wings. The seamstress in the underpass will remain, as she tells of working at home in Ihwa for Korea's textile industry.









    Addresse theme street at 76, Yulgok-ro 19-gil  | Public transport buses 100, 102, 106, 107 downhill on Daehang-no, district bus Jongno 03 uphill on Naksan Mountain  | Opening hours anytime | Nearby Naksan Park with City Wall and Dongdaemun Gate (no. 20 and 22)
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There is sewing and fencing in the underpass to the village.
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Inevitable wings
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Ihwa is located on the slope of the Naksan.




























































































33    Bukchon – Neighborhood with Hanok tradition 






   There are quite a few museum villages in Korea with houses built in the traditional hanok style with lots of wood, curved roofs, courtyards and only one or two stories, including in Seoul on the north side of Namsan Mountain. But they are lifeless, museum-like. The Hanok village of Bukchon on a hill between the Gyeongbok and Changdeok palaces is quite different. The houses are inhabited, some of them built in a harmonious mix of old and new, for example with a stone lower floor and a wooden upper floor (see the following picture). At the western foot of the hill in the narrow side alleys of Samcheong-ro, numerous restaurants have taken up residence. Of course, they also have refrigerators. Nevertheless, in their courtyards, visitors come across the large jars in which Koreans traditionally stored their food supplies.






   A survey of tourists found that the 600-year-old Bukchon came in fourth among the top ten must-see attractions. Likewise in Ihwa (see no. 32), café and restaurant owners are happy about this, but not local residents. With around 10,000 visitors a day, some residents felt so inconvenienced that they moved away. In the 2010s, their numbers therefore dropped from 9,000 to 7530. In 2018, access to residential-only areas was restricted to 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. for non-residents. On Sundays, tourists have to stay away from there altogether.






   But visitors are left with many options in Bukchon, which translates as North Village, as it is north of the city center. In addition to restaurants and teahouses, several museums have been established in old hanok houses, most notably the Bukchon Cultural Center, as well as the Old Fragrance Museum, the Hansangsu Embroidery Workshop, and even the Owl Museum, among others. If you want to become a resident of Bukchon for a night or more, there are several guesthouses available. Traditionally, high-ranking state officials and nobles lived in this area between two palaces.






   Adress Bukchon Museum Old Fragrance, 90 Bukchon-ro 5na-gil | Public NV district bus Jongno 11 on Samcheong-ro | Opening hours Mon-Sat 9-17 h | Nearby Shopping street Samcheong-ro
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In Bukchon, tradition is not museum-like, but alive.
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34    Itaewon – World Food Street, Girls, Boys & Clubs 






   During the Corona pandemic, the name Itaewon appeared in news stories around the world about the new disease. At a time when a few hundred cases were still causing a stir, international attention was drawn to the fact that the Seoul health authorities had identified gay bars in Itaewon as the disease hotspots where so-called clusters of cases had occurred in 2020. A long "dry spell" began for the many nightclubs in the Itaewon nightlife district, not only for gay bars but for dance clubs in general. For months, business came to an almost complete standstill. A banner was strung across the narrow alley Itaewon-ro 27ga-gil, better known as World Food Street, saying "Don't forget Itaewon!"


 


   Things slowly picked up again during 2021. But of course, this was not the old Itaewon with late nights when restaurants had to close as early as 10pm and then as early as 9pm. Itaewon had gained its reputation as a libertarian neighbourhood not least under the influence of soldiers from the nearby Yongsan garrison of the US forces in Korea. For the GIs, Itaewon became the nightlife district. Prostitution flourished. After 9/11, there was a strict ban on going out and many bars had to close. However, the Itaewon district had already become the preferred residential area for expats, for foreigners working and living in Korea. Coffee shops and restaurants with cuisine from various countries replaced the pubs for the GIs.  Itaewon became trendy and also a centre of attraction for modern, western-oriented Korean youth, and the district became Seoul's western town.


   


   Since the spring of 2022, when the Corona regulations were largely relaxed, Itaewon seems to have overcome its "career slump". The author, who lives on the quieter crest of Itaewon hill, experiences the rising noise level on his way home. At the corner by "Fat Albert's", the music resounds from four directions, spilling over into cacophonies. And when a young woman in a micro skirt, suspenders and fishnet stockings steps out of a doorway, he knows Itaewon is back to what it used to be.   






   Address World Food Street = Itaewon-ro 27ga-gil | Public transport subway station Itaewon (line 6) | Nearby Namsan Mountain with N Seoul Tower (no. 68)








Note November 2022:


This chapter and the following picture line were written in spring 2022. The national tragedy of Halloween night 2022 with at least 158 dead changed everything (see second image below). It was the night when fun turned into disaster. The name Itaewon will be associated with this disaster for a very long time, if not forever - but people tend to repress and forget.
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In Itaewon, it's all hype at the weekend and on Halloween even more so.






The photo above was taken in the afternoon of Halloween 2021. In the evening it was much more crowded there. But nobody imagined what would happen one year later when the mass of partygoers was bigger than ever , because it was the first Halloween without mandatory mask wearing, and all ended in disaster.







[image: 34ItaeTod30] 



"Death alley" two days after the disaster. A monk walks up the alley and chimes his bell in honour of the dead. In this narrow sloping alleyway leading from the partymile proper down to the Itaewon metro station, hundreds, if not thousands, of young people crowded and jammed around 10 pm on Saturday night, October 29, 2022. At least 158 died in the melee - crushed to death and suffocated.












































































































35    Myeongdong – Most beautiful temples of consume 








  Despite the glitz in the chic Gangnam district and the ultra-modern malls in the financial district of Yeouido, Seoul's No. 1 shopping center is still to be found in the downtown district of Myeongdong. There, on Namdaemun-ro, stand the consumer palaces of Shinsegae, Lotte Young Plaza and the Lotte Department Store. To the astonishment of German visitors, a larger-than-life figure of "Lotte von Weimar" greets them from its side facade. Shin Kyuk-ho, the founder of the Lotte Group, was a fan of German poet Goethe, his most famois novel Werther, and the female protagonist Lotte. The super department stores of Myeongdong need not fear comparison with the department stores of New York. And at Christmas time, in the author's opinion, they even surpass their models in Manhattan in terms of glittering lights.






   But the "shop-aholics" do not have to be content with the department store palaces on Namdaemun-ro. At the entrance to the Lotte store, where the arriving buses of various lines constantly spit out new consumers, one only has to cross the street and enter the pedestrian zone of Myeongdong-gil, the main artery of the shopping district with numerous side streets. Here boutique after boutique line up. All world, European and Asian fashion brands are represented here. For the Koreans themselves, but also for tourists from Japan, China and overseas, there are Korean skin care and other cosmetic articles in all variations, including snail slime in refined form. Of course, the consumer electronics industry also offers its entire product range here, first and foremost the top dog Samsung.






   Last but not least, we must praise the terrific range of street food on offer. In the evenings in particular, consumers can fortify themselves at numerous food stalls. Korean egg toast, roasted lobster with cheese, grilled abalone, etc. pp. This list of finger licking delcacies could be continued for a very long time. 










   Address Shopping pedestrian zone Myeongdong-gil starts west at Namdaemun-ro and leads to Myeongdong Cathedral | Public transport buses in front of Lotte Department Store: 100, 143, 151 et al. | Opening hours Mon-Sat 11-22 h | Nearby Myeongdong Cathedral (see no. 38)








[image: 35a Myeongdong 12]






At Christmas time, Myeongdong's consumer temples are resplendent with lights. 









[image: 35b Myeongdong 12]
The second-by-second changing spectacle of Christmas decorations, as well as the amazement and passionate photo-taking of passers-by, has something of the biblical dance around the golden calf.


















































































VII.



TEMPLES and CHURCHES
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Golden Buddha of Guknyeongsa in the mountains north of Seoul
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