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Introduction

Seoul, the vibrant capital city of South Korea, is a captivating blend of ancient
traditions and cutting-edge technology. It's a dynamic metropolis where high-tech
urban life effortlessly coexists with centuries-old cultural treasures. This makes Seoul a
must-visit destination for travelers who are eager to experience a unique fusion of the
past, present, and future. As you start planning your journey, it's important to
understand that Seoul offers more than just sights; it offers an immersive experience
that engages all the senses.

The history of Seoul stretches back over two millennia, with influences from various
dynasties that have left an indelible mark on the cityscape. The palaces, temples, and
traditional hanok villages provide windows into Seoul’s rich cultural heritage. Visitors
can stroll through the majestic Gyeongbokgung Palace or wander the charming streets
of Bukchon Hanok Village, experiencing firsthand the traditional Korean architecture
that tells stories of the past.

Despite its historical roots, Seoul is also at the forefront of global trends and
innovations. The city is renowned for its cutting-edge technology industry and its
influence on worldwide pop culture, particularly through K-pop and Korean dramas.
Districts like Gangnam are synonymous with the ultra-modern lifestyle, offering
everything from luxury shopping to high-tech entertainment. Whether you're a tech
enthusiast or a fan of contemporary culture, Seoul provides countless opportunities for
excitement and discovery.

Culinary exploration is another highlight of visiting Seoul. The city is a paradise for
food lovers, offering a wide array of culinary experiences, from sizzling street food to
traditional Korean dining. Each district offers its own specialties, allowing visitors to
taste the diversity and flavor of Korean cuisine. Must-try dishes include the savory
bulgogi, spicy tteokbokki, and refreshing bibimbap.

Navigating this bustling city is made easy with its efficient public transportation
system. The Seoul Metropolitan Subway is one of the largest and most efficient in the
world, connecting travelers to every corner of the city with ease. For more local
experiences, exploring by bus, on foot, or even on a rented bike can offer unexpected
delights and discoveries.

Whether you're drawn by the rich history, modern attractions, gastronomic delights, or
the unique blend of tradition and innovation, Seoul is a city that promises

unforgettable experiences. This guide aims to provide all the necessary information for
an enriching visit, ensuring tourists are equipped to make the most of their time in the
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magnetic city that is Seoul.
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CHAPTER ONE: Getting There

Your journey to the dynamic heart of South Korea, Seoul, typically begins long before
you set foot on its bustling streets. It starts with the flight booking, the anticipation
building as the departure date nears, and culminates in your arrival at one of the city's
major aerial gateways. For the vast majority of international travellers, this means
touching down at either Incheon International Airport (ICN) or, less commonly for long-
haul flights, Gimpo International Airport (GMP). Understanding these arrival points and
the subsequent journey into the city is the first crucial step in ensuring a smooth and
enjoyable start to your Seoul adventure.

Incheon International Airport, often simply referred to as Incheon or by its code ICN, is
the primary and largest airport serving South Korea. Located on Yeongjong Island,
technically within the city limits of Incheon but about 48 kilometres (30 miles) west of
central Seoul, it consistently ranks among the world's best airports for its efficiency,
cleanliness, and passenger services. Opened in 2001 to replace the older Gimpo
International as the main international hub, Incheon is a modern marvel designed to
handle a massive volume of traffic comfortably. It currently boasts two main
passenger terminals, Terminal 1 and Terminal 2, connected by a free shuttle train.
Terminal 1 is the original and larger terminal, serving a wide range of airlines including
Asiana Airlines (partially), many foreign carriers, and budget airlines. Terminal 2,
opened in 2018, primarily serves Korean Air, KLM, Air France, Delta Air Lines, and
other SkyTeam Alliance members. It's wise to double-check which terminal your flight
arrives at before you travel, as this will affect where you emerge and your subsequent
transport options.

Upon disembarking your flight at Incheon, the arrival process is generally streamlined
and clearly signposted in multiple languages, including English. You'll follow the signs
for "Arrivals" and "Immigration". Be prepared to present your passport and any
necessary arrival documentation - further details on visa requirements and the K-ETA
system are covered in the next chapter. The immigration process is typically efficient,
utilizing modern technology like automated gates for eligible passengers, but queues
can form during peak arrival times. Patience is key; the staff are professional and
accustomed to international visitors. Once through immigration, you proceed
downstairs to the baggage claim area. Check the overhead monitors for your flight
number to find the correct carousel. Luggage trolleys are readily available and free to
use. After collecting your bags, the final step is passing through customs, where you
declare any applicable items. For most tourists with nothing to declare, this is usually
a quick walk-through via the green channel.

Emerging from customs into the Arrivals Hall of either Terminal 1 or Terminal 2 marks
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your official entry into South Korea. You'll find yourself in a spacious, bright area
bustling with activity but well-organized. This is your first opportunity to take care of
immediate necessities. Banks and currency exchange counters are plentiful, offering
rates that are generally fair for an airport, though perhaps slightly less favourable than
you might find in the city centre. ATMs are also widely available and typically accept
major international cards - a convenient way to withdraw Korean Won (KRW).
Information desks staffed by helpful, multilingual personnel can assist with directions,
transportation queries, or general airport information. If staying connected is a
priority, this is also where you'll find counters for renting portable Wi-Fi eggs (routers)
or purchasing local SIM cards, allowing you immediate access to data services - a
topic explored further in Chapter 14. Scattered throughout the arrivals level and other
floors are numerous cafes, restaurants, and convenience stores, offering everything
from a quick coffee to a full Korean meal, should you need refreshment after your
flight.

Once you've gathered your bearings and handled any initial tasks, the next
consideration is getting from Incheon Airport to your accommodation in Seoul.
Thankfully, ICN offers a comprehensive range of efficient and reliable transportation
options catering to different budgets and preferences. Perhaps the most popular and
often recommended methods are the train services operated by Airport Railroad
Express, or AREX. There are two distinct AREX services: the Express train and the All-
Stop train. The AREX Express is the fastest option, providing a non-stop, premium
service directly to Seoul Station in the city centre. The journey takes approximately 43
minutes from Terminal 1 and 51 minutes from Terminal 2. Seats are reserved and
comfortable, with ample luggage space and onboard Wi-Fi. Tickets can be purchased
from dedicated AREX counters or machines in the airport's Transportation Center,
easily accessible via clearly marked walkways from the Arrivals Hall. While slightly
more expensive than the All-Stop train, the speed and direct route make it an
excellent choice, particularly if your accommodation is near Seoul Station or you plan
to transfer to other KTX high-speed rail lines from there.

The alternative rail option is the AREX All-Stop train. As the name suggests, this train
makes several stops between Incheon Airport and Seoul Station, integrating directly
with the Seoul Metropolitan Subway system. This makes it incredibly convenient if
your destination is closer to one of its intermediate stops, such as Gimpo International
Airport, Hongik University (Hongdae area), or Digital Media City. The journey to Seoul
Station takes approximately 59 minutes from Terminal 1 and 66 minutes from
Terminal 2. While slower than the Express train, it is significantly cheaper and allows
for seamless transfers to various subway lines (Lines 1, 4, 5, 9, Gyeongui-Jungang
Line, and Gimpo Goldline) without needing to exit the station at Seoul Station first.
Tickets can be bought at machines, but many travellers opt to use a T-Money card (or
similar transit cards, discussed in Chapter 4), which can be purchased and topped up
at convenience stores within the airport and simply tapped at the entry and exit gates.
This is often the most economical and flexible rail option for reaching many parts of
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Seoul directly.

For those preferring road transport or seeking a more direct route to specific hotels or
areas not conveniently served by the AREX trains, the Airport Limousine Bus network
is an excellent alternative. These comfortable coaches depart frequently from
designated bus stops located just outside the Arrivals Hall exits of both terminals.
Signage clearly indicates the bus numbers, routes, and destinations, with information
usually available in English. There are numerous routes covering almost every major
district and hotel cluster within Seoul, including popular tourist areas like
Myeongdong, Gangnam, Dongdaemun, Insadong, and Jamsil. Tickets can be
purchased at dedicated counters near the bus stops or sometimes directly from the
driver using cash or a T-Money card. The buses come in two main types: Standard and
Deluxe. Deluxe buses offer wider, more comfortable seating (often a 2+1
configuration) and sometimes fewer stops, making for a slightly more pleasant
journey, albeit at a higher price. Standard buses are perfectly adequate and more
budget-friendly. The primary drawback of buses is their susceptibility to Seoul's
notorious traffic, especially during peak hours. While scheduled journey times might
range from 60 to 90 minutes depending on the destination, actual travel time can vary
significantly. However, the convenience of being dropped closer to your specific hotel
often outweighs the potential delay for many travellers.

Taxis offer the most direct, door-to-door service from Incheon Airport to your
accommodation. Official taxi stands are located outside the Arrivals Hall, clearly
marked and usually managed by attendants who can help ensure you get the
appropriate type of taxi. Several types are available: Standard (usually orange, white,
or silver sedans), Deluxe (larger, black sedans with higher fares but often perceived
higher service levels), Jumbo (vans suitable for larger groups or those with excessive
luggage), and International Taxis. International Taxis are specifically geared towards
foreign visitors, with drivers certified in foreign languages (primarily English, Japanese,
or Chinese) and the ability to accept international credit cards. Fares are generally
fixed based on zones or are metered, similar to Deluxe taxis. While convenient, taxis
are the most expensive ground transportation option from ICN. The fare to central
Seoul can vary considerably based on traffic conditions and the specific destination,
typically ranging from KRW 60,000 to KRW 100,000 or more, plus potential toll fees for
the expressway. Always ensure the meter is running (unless it's a pre-agreed flat fare
like some International Taxi services) and try to have your destination address written
down in Korean if possible, although major hotels are usually well-known. Ride-hailing
apps like Kakao T (which requires a Korean phone number and payment method) are
prevalent in Korea but accessing them immediately upon arrival without local setup
can be challenging; traditional taxis from the official stands are more straightforward
for arriving tourists.

While renting a car is an option, with rental desks available at Incheon Airport, it's
generally not recommended for tourists intending to primarily explore Seoul itself.
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Navigating the city's complex road network can be challenging, parking is often
difficult and expensive, and the public transportation system is so efficient that a car
is usually unnecessary and often more cumbersome. An International Driving Permit
(IDP) is required in addition to your home country's license. If your itinerary includes
extensive travel outside of Seoul, renting a car might be considered, but for a Seoul-
centric trip, public transport or taxis are far more practical. Finally, if you have a
connecting flight, either domestic or international, follow the clear "Transfer" signage
within the airport. Incheon is designed for efficient transfers, and dedicated
procedures are in place to guide you to your next gate, potentially involving security
checks and terminal changes via the shuttle train.

Although Incheon handles the bulk of international traffic, you might find yourself
arriving at Gimpo International Airport (GMP). Located much closer to the city centre
than Incheon - about 15 kilometres (9 miles) west of downtown Seoul - Gimpo served
as South Korea's main international gateway until ICN opened. Today, it primarily
handles domestic flights, connecting Seoul with other Korean cities like Busan, Jeju,
and Daegu. However, it also serves a significant number of short-haul international
routes, particularly to cities in Japan (like Tokyo-Haneda, Osaka-Kansai), China
(Shanghai-Honggiao, Beijing), and Taiwan (Taipei-Songshan). If you are arriving from
one of these closer regional destinations or connecting from a domestic flight within
South Korea, Gimpo will likely be your arrival point.

Arriving at Gimpo is a noticeably different experience compared to the vastness of
Incheon. The airport is smaller, older (though renovated), and generally less crowded,
making navigation simpler. The arrival procedures - immigration, baggage claim, and
customs - are the same in principle but typically involve shorter walking distances and
potentially quicker processing times due to the lower volume of international
passengers compared to ICN. Signage is also clear and includes English. Once you exit
into the Arrivals Hall, you'll find similar facilities to Incheon, just on a smaller scale:
currency exchange counters, ATMs, convenience stores, some food outlets, and
counters for SIM card or Wi-Fi egg rentals are available. The atmosphere is generally
more subdued than at Incheon.

Getting from Gimpo Airport into Seoul is remarkably easy and often quicker than from
Incheon, thanks to its closer proximity and excellent public transport links. The most
convenient option is arguably the subway. Gimpo International Airport Station is a
major transportation hub directly connected to the airport terminals, serving multiple
Seoul Metropolitan Subway lines: Line 5 (purple), Line 9 (gold), the AREX All-Stop train
(which originates at ICN and passes through GMP on its way to Seoul Station), and the
Gimpo Goldline. Line 5 offers access to downtown areas like Gwanghwamun and
Yeouido, while the express services on Line 9 provide a very fast connection to the
Gangnam area. The AREX All-Stop connects easily to areas like Hongdae and Seoul
Station. Using a T-Money card makes accessing the subway seamless. Given the direct
subway connections, this is often the cheapest and most efficient way to reach many
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parts of Seoul from GMP, avoiding potential road traffic entirely.

Airport Limousine Buses also operate from Gimpo, although the network is less
extensive than from Incheon. Routes serve various parts of Seoul, and bus stops are
located outside the terminal buildings. As with buses from ICN, travel time is
dependent on traffic conditions. Taxis are readily available at designated stands
outside the terminals. Due to the shorter distance, taxi fares from Gimpo to central
Seoul are significantly lower than from Incheon, typically ranging from KRW 20,000 to
KRW 40,000, depending on the exact destination and traffic. Regular, Deluxe, and
Jumbo taxis are usually available. Given the lower cost compared to ICN, a taxi can be
a very viable and convenient option from Gimpo, especially if traveling with luggage or
in a small group.

While flights are the standard way for international tourists to reach Seoul, it's worth
briefly noting alternative, though less common, entry methods. South Korea has
several international ferry ports, with Incheon Port being the most significant near
Seoul. Ferries connect primarily with various cities in China. This mode of transport is
generally slower and less frequent than flying and usually appeals to specific types of
travellers or those undertaking longer regional journeys. Arriving by train from
overseas isn't currently feasible, though discussions about potential future rail links
sometimes surface. If you enter South Korea via another city, such as Busan (perhaps
arriving by ferry from Japan), you can easily reach Seoul using the efficient KTX high-
speed rail network, arriving at major train stations within the city like Seoul Station or
Yongsan Station.

Before you even board your flight, a few simple preparations can smooth your arrival
in Seoul. Book your flights well in advance, especially if travelling during peak seasons
(spring and autumn), to secure better fares and availability. Pay attention to your
arrival time; landing very late at night might limit some transportation options,
particularly certain bus routes or the AREX Express train's operating hours, potentially
necessitating a taxi. Pack essentials like any required medications, chargers for your
devices, and perhaps a printout or offline map of your hotel's address (including the
name in Korean if possible) in your carry-on luggage. Knowing your arrival airport code
(ICN for Incheon, GMP for Gimpo) and terminal is crucial for planning your onward
journey. Familiarizing yourself slightly with the layout of your arrival airport via its
official website can also reduce stress upon landing. Taking these small steps helps
ensure that your transition from the plane to the vibrant energy of Seoul is as
seamless and hassle-free as possible, setting a positive tone for the rest of your visit.
The journey there is just the beginning; the real adventure starts when you step out of
the airport and into the city itself.
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