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Clockwise, from above: Buddhist temple roof detail. 
Gochu powder for sale at Namdaemun Market. Bridges 
stretching over the Han River. A Korean tightrope walker. 

Hwedupbap with side dishes. A Buddhist statuette. 
Opposite: The Gangnam subway entrance.
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THE SEOUL 
OF ASIA

In the land of morning calm, tradition and modernity exist side 
by side. This duality is best explored on the Seoul subway

 By Iga Motylska
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he Seoul subway is the longest in the world – it  
stretches 526km, has 17 lines, 397 stations 
and transports 2,5 billion passengers annually, 
but there’s more than that to the city’s metal 
web. Yes, you can watch TV, access free Wi-Fi 
and the seats heat up in winter, but the real 
wonders lie beyond the subway’s exits.

FROM THE SKY
Building 63 on Yeouido Island is one of the 

city’s most recognisable landmarks. There’s a free shuttle from exit 
5 at Yeouido station, line 5.  02 789 5114  www.63.co.kr The 
golden skyscraper is home to an aquarium and wax museum, but it’s 
possibly best known for the world’s highest art gallery. 63 Sky Art 
provides exhilarating views of the metropolis. The bridges arched 
over the Han River direct one’s gaze towards Namsan Park, where 
N Seoul Tower is nestled atop a hill. Take bus 03 from exit 4 at 
Itaewon Station, line 6.  02 3455 9277  www.nseoultower.co.kr/
eng Admire cityscape views from the observation deck at the foot of 
the tower or take an elevator to the observatory on the third floor.

BY THE WATER
Walking and cycling paths hug the Han River, which divides Seoul 
into north and south. The Banpo Bridge fountain is the world’s longest 
at 1 140m. It illuminates the river bank in a rainbow of colours that 
are synchronised to music. Take exit 1 or 2 from Dongjak Station, 
line 4.  02 591 5943  www.hangang.seoul.go.kr You can also 
watch the display with the twinkling skyline in the background during 
a dinner cruise. Cruises from Yeouido, Jamsil or Ttukseom Dock.  

 02 3271 6900.

HIKE ALONG THE FORTRESS
Mountains cover 70% of the peninsula, making it one of the world’s 
most mountainous regions. Five million Seoulites hike up Bukhansan 
Mountain annually. Take bus 0212, 1020 or 7022 from exit 3 of 

Moving to South Korea has been one of 
my best decisions. The opportunity to 
immerse myself in a new culture has 
deepened my knowledge of the world, 
particularly because Eastern cultures 
are quite different from Western ones. 
There’s usually the fear of loneliness 
when moving to a new country, but 
Korea has a strong expat community 

and it’s easy to form new friendships. The 
only drawback is being far away from family and friends, but with 
technology, it’s easy to keep in contact.

Working in Korea is much like working anywhere else: the 
satisfaction of the experience depends on your company. Korea  
has a reputation for some bad experiences for expat English 
teachers working for hagwons (private academies): late or no pay 
and poor working environments. However, there are also many 
perks, including a free apartment, complimentary airfare and 
health insurance.

The best places to meet locals are at language exchange meet-
ups, where Koreans practise English and Westerners learn Korean. 
These casual encounters are arranged through Facebook, Craigslist 
and www.meetup.com

As a visitor, you should respect Korean culture. Unlike the West, 
where you shake hands with someone you meet, here you bow. In 
the USA and many other countries in the world, getting drunk in 
front of your boss at a company event is frowned upon; here, it’s 
almost obligatory. There’s also a strong social hierarchy regarding 
age: older men (adjussis) and older women (adjumas) are highly 
respected, even if you disagree with what they’re saying. 

The nightlife’s great. There are three main spots: Itaewon, the 
foreigner district with its many Western-style bars; Hongdae, the 
bohemian district with its live underground music and Gangnam, 
the posh area, where you can have a lot of fun if you’re willing to 
spend the money to enter its expensive clubs. 

Gyeongbokgung Station, line 3. Get off at Jahamun-gogae.  
 02 909 0497. Hiking trails of varying difficulty and distance 

lead to the granite peak, which stands at 342m and offers 
panoramic views of the burgeoning capital city. Once at the top, 
walk along the Bukhansanseong Fortress Wall, which stretches 
12,7km along the ridge. 

AGE-OLD TRADITION
At the base of the mountain is the 14th-century Gyeongbokgung 
Palace, the biggest of the five grand palaces. Take exit 5 of 
Gyeongbokgung Station, line 3.  02 3700 3900  www.
royalpalace.go.kr Don’t miss the changing of the guards from 
10am-3pm daily, on the hour. Bordering the eastern palace wall is 
Samcheong-dong, where you can wander for hours along the narrow 
streets lined with cafés, boutiques and artists’ studios. The quaint 
neighbourhood blends into Bukchon Hanok Village. Traditional 
Korean homesteads, or hanoks, are characterised by their tiled roofs, 
wooden window shutters and carved walls. Take exit 3 of Anguk 
Station, line 3.  02 3707 8388  www.bukchon.seoul.go.kr 

TEA TIME
Browse art and antiques along the Insadong walkway, buy a hand-
painted ceramic teaset or a colourful, traditional hanbok with 

EXPAT LIVING
Tey-Marie Astudillo

Above: Artefact at a 
Buddhist temple. Opposite: A 

Gyeongbokgung Palace mural.
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EXCLUSIVE
The Plaza: 119 

Sogong-ro, Jung-gu, 
100-864  

 02 771 2200 
 www.hoteltheplaza.

com 

GOOD VALUE
Hotel Icon: 33-24 

Ikseon-dong, Jongno-
gu  02 766 3438 

 www.hotelicon.co.kr 

TRADITIONAL HANOK
Rak-Ko-Jae Hanok: 
218 Gahoe-dong, 

Jongno-gu, 110-800  
 www.rkj.co.kr

TEMPLE STAY
Bongeunsa Temple: 
73 Samseong-dong, 

Gangnam-gu,  

135-090  
 02 3218 4895 

 www.bongeunsa.
org/eng 

BUDGET
Travelers Planet 
Hostel: 568-47, 

Yeonnam-dong, Mapo-
gu,121-869  
 02 335 0063 

 www.tphostel.com 

HELPfUL hints

WHERE TO stAY

matching shoes. Galleries are interspersed with teahouses. Take  
exit 6 of Anguk Station, line 3. The cosy Moonbird Teahouse is 
decorated with trinkets that give it a rustic feel. 60 Gwanhun-dong, 
Jongno-gu  02 720 6229.

Teahouses serve hot or cold tea with syrup-drenched, deep-fried 
cookies, crispy rice cakes and tteok (glutinous rice with a honey and 
nut filling). I’m fond of daechu tea, which is made from Korean dates. 
O’Sulloc is decorated in minimalist Korean style and is ideal for 
business meetings. 170 Gwanhun-dong, Jongno-gu  02 732 6427. 
Directly opposite is Ssamzie-gil, a four-storey building of restaurants 
and artisanal stores that overlook a central courtyard. The walls of  
the staircases make for interesting reading, as they’re covered in 
graffiti and Post-it notes written by lovers.

SHOPPING
Just about anything can be found at Namdaemun, the country’s 
largest and oldest market. Take exit 5, 6 or 7 of Hoehyeon Station, 
line 4.  020 753 2805  www.namdaemunmarket.co.kr 
Here you’ll also find alleys of Korean restaurants and street food 
stalls. Generous portions of kimchi, the national side dish of spicy 
fermented cabbage, come with every meal. Try mandu (dumplings 
with various fillings) straight from a bamboo steamer or kimchi-jjigae, 
a rich and fiery vegetable stew with tofu. Hwedupbap is my favourite 
– rice, fresh and sautéed vegetables with sashimi and a dollop of 
spicy gochujang sauce. Heaps of the powdered chilli that’s used to 
make the sauce can be bought at the market. Silkworm pupae are 
a popular marketplace snack. One subway stop away is the more 
modern shopping district of Myeong-dong. Take exit 5, 6, 7 or 8. 

NIGHTLIfE
The Hongdae University area seldom sleeps, so don’t expect to leave 
before 2am. From nightclubs, bars and pavement cafés to pop-up 
roadside stores and vendors, this colourful district is full of life. Take 
exit 9 of Hongik University Station, line 2.

GANGNAM STYLE
What would a tour of Seoul be without visiting Gangnam?  
Korean K-pop singer PSY put the wealthy neighbourhood on the 
international map with his hit, Gangnam Style. Since its 
establishment in the early 1970s, it’s become Seoul’s economic  
and financial centre. Garosu-gil is only 700m long, but along the 
Ginkgo tree-lined street are European-style cafés, pop-up fashion 
outlets and flagship stores, which steal the gazes of passers-by.  
Take exit 8 of Sinsa station, line 3. However, you’re more likely  
to see PSY galloping on his imaginary horse in the luxury fashion 
district of Apgujeong, 1km from exit 1 or 2 of Apgujeong Station, 
line 3. 

Left: Inside the Moonbird Teahouse.
Right: Garosu-gil shopping street 

in Gangnam.
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Read: Please Look After Mom by Shin Kyung-Sook (Vintage).
Listen to K-pop: Girls’ Generation, BigBang, G-Dragon and 2NE1.
Say “thank you”: Come-sa-hum-ni-da.
Dial for assistance: 02 1330 (toll-free from Korea) for 24/7 tourist 
information and translation services. 
Seoul Tourism:  www.visitseoul.net 
Download: Visit Korea 2.0 (smartphone application).
Seoul Subway:  www.smrt.co.kr 
Insider’s tip: Each subway station has a name, number and colour, 
which represents the subway line. The fare is 1 150 Korean Won 
(r11,50) for the first 10km and 100 Won (r1) for each 5km 
thereafter. Seoul city Plus is a rechargeable transport card. A transfer 
discount applies when transferring between the subway and buses 
(up to a certain distance), but ring the card when you get in and out. 
You can also use it for discounts at cultural and tourist attractions.
Business tip: Never put a business card in your back pocket. It’s 
considered rude, as you may sit on it later.
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