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Introduction
Seoul, the bustling capital of South Korea, is a city where tradition intersects with
cutting-edge modernity, and where every neighborhood echoes with the footsteps of
history. Rising along the Han River, it is a metropolis shaped by millennia of
settlement, conflict, creativity, resilience, and ambition. The history of Seoul is not
merely a chronicle of a city but the unfolding story of a nation; its journey from the
prehistoric settlements of Amsa-dong to the globally recognized cityscape of today
mirrors the broader currents that have swept across the Korean Peninsula.

To understand the Seoul of today—the digital powerhouse, cultural influencer, and
political nerve center—requires us to journey back to a period when this fertile river
valley was home to ancient peoples and the earliest kingdoms of Korea. Over
countless generations, Seoul has been transformed by waves of innovation, the rise
and fall of dynasties, the scars of invasion and war, and the aspirations of its citizens.
Its multifaceted identity has been forged by both adversity and triumph, from the
founding of palatial dynasties through to the devastation of modern conflict and the
spirited rebuilding that marked the “Miracle on the Han River.”

This book offers readers a comprehensive overview of the history that has shaped
Seoul, delving into every era from prehistory to the present. In the pages that follow,
we will explore how Wiryeseong, the capital of ancient Baekje, became Hanyang, the
brilliantly planned seat of Joseon’s rulers; how the city endured centuries of
turbulence—from invasions during the Imjin Wars, to the upheavals of colonial rule, to
the near-total destruction of the Korean War. Along the way, we will highlight the
remarkable resilience of the people of Seoul, their capacity to rebuild, adapt, and
innovate despite daunting challenges.

We will examine the forces of modernization and industrialization that in barely a
generation transformed Seoul from a war-scarred city into the pulsating heart of South
Korea’s economic miracle. With explosive population growth came new challenges:
urban sprawl, pollution, and social upheaval, but also creativity and the birth of a new
civic identity. In recent decades, the city has sought to reinvent itself yet again,
embracing environmental renewal, smart technology, and a renewed focus on its rich
historical heritage.

Through twenty-five chapters, this book traces the milestones, turning points, and
lived experiences that have defined Seoul. From its formative moments as a strategic
riverine settlement to its current prominence as an influential global capital, Seoul’s
story is one of ceaseless transformation. In sharing this narrative, the book seeks not
only to inform but to inspire, revealing how the city’s history offers enduring lessons
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about resilience, identity, and the ongoing process of building a future while honoring
the past.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Seoul: Prehistoric
Roots and Early Settlements
Before the gleaming towers of Gangnam pierced the sky, before the grand palaces of
the Joseon kings cast their imposing shadows, and even before the faintest outlines of
a permanent settlement graced its riverbanks, the land that would one day cradle
Seoul was a wild, untamed expanse. To comprehend the vibrant metropolis of today,
we must first journey back to a far more ancient epoch, a time when the Han River
flowed through a landscape sculpted by ice and time, populated not by city planners
and commuters, but by small, nomadic bands of early humans whose survival
depended on their wits and the bounty of the earth. This chapter delves into those
primordial beginnings, exploring the geological stage upon which Seoul's long history
would eventually unfold and the first faint human footprints left upon it.

The Korean Peninsula, a rugged finger of land extending southwards from the Asian
continent, owes its dramatic topography to eons of geological activity. Mountains,
which cover some seventy percent of its surface, ripple across its length and breadth,
the weathered remnants of ancient rock formations uplifted and eroded over countless
millennia. Nestled within these ranges, fertile valleys and plains were carved out by
rivers, the most significant of which, for our story, is the Han. The Han River, or
Hangang, is not merely a waterway; it is the lifeblood of the region, a silver ribbon
winding its way from the eastern Taebaek Mountains westward to the Yellow Sea. Its
basin, a generously endowed area, offered a confluence of resources that would prove
irresistible to human settlers through the ages.

Imagine this landscape tens of thousands of years ago, during the ebb and flow of the
Pleistocene Ice Ages. Glaciers, though not directly blanketing the Korean Peninsula as
they did in parts of Europe and North America, exerted a profound influence. Sea
levels were drastically lower, exposing vast tracts of land that connected the peninsula
to what are now Japan and the Chinese mainland. The climate was colder and drier
than today, supporting a hardy tundra-like vegetation and megafauna such as woolly
mammoths, giant deer, and wild horses – creatures that roamed these extended plains
and provided a crucial, if challenging, source of sustenance for the earliest inhabitants.
The Han River itself would have appeared different, perhaps a more braided and
seasonally variable system, its course shifting across a wider floodplain.

Archaeological whispers from across the peninsula confirm that hominins, our distant
ancestors, were present in Korea from the Lower Paleolithic period, possibly as early
as 700,000 years ago. Sites like Seokjangni in Gongju, south of Seoul, have yielded
crude stone tools – choppers and chopping tools – indicative of these early hunter-
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gatherer populations. While direct evidence from within the precise boundaries of
modern-day Seoul for this extremely ancient period is scarcer, the broader Han River
basin was undoubtedly part of their roaming territory. These were not people who built
cities or even permanent villages; they lived in small, mobile groups, following the
seasonal migrations of animals and the availability of edible plants.

Their world was one of immediate concerns: finding food, seeking shelter from the
elements, and protecting themselves from predators. Caves and rock shelters,
naturally occurring features in the granite hills that characterize the region around
Seoul, would have offered temporary refuge. In areas lacking such natural havens,
simple open-air encampments, perhaps with rudimentary windbreaks made of
branches and animal hides, would have been their homes. Their toolkit, painstakingly
fashioned from river cobbles and quarried stone, was basic but effective for the tasks
at hand: butchering animals, scraping hides, and processing plant materials.

Life in the Paleolithic was a testament to human adaptability. These early inhabitants
of the Han River region possessed an intimate knowledge of their environment. They
understood the habits of the animals they hunted, the properties of the stones they
shaped into tools, and the seasonal cycles of the plants they gathered. Their existence
was a continuous dance with nature, a delicate balance struck between reaping its
rewards and enduring its hardships. Fire, a crucial element, provided warmth,
protection from nocturnal predators, and a means to cook food, making it more
digestible and palatable – a significant technological leap.

As millennia passed, the climate continued its grand oscillations. The Last Glacial
Maximum, around 20,000 years ago, saw the peak of cold, dry conditions.
Subsequently, a gradual warming trend began, ushering in the Holocene epoch, our
current geological period, around 11,700 years ago. This climatic shift brought
profound environmental changes to the Korean Peninsula. As global temperatures
rose, ice sheets melted, and sea levels climbed, eventually isolating Japan from the
mainland and shaping the peninsula's coastline into something resembling its modern
form. The Han River settled into a more defined channel, its floodplains becoming
increasingly fertile.

The vegetation also transformed. Cold-resistant coniferous forests and grasslands
gradually gave way to deciduous forests rich in oak, maple, and other broadleaf trees.
This, in turn, influenced the animal populations. The large herd animals of the Ice Age,
like mammoths, began to disappear, replaced by smaller, more agile forest dwellers
such as deer, wild boar, and various smaller mammals and birds. For the human
inhabitants of the Han River basin, these changes necessitated adaptation. Hunting
strategies had to evolve, and a broader spectrum of food resources, including an
increased reliance on plant foods, fish, and shellfish, became important.

This transitional period, often referred to as the Mesolithic or Late Paleolithic, saw
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innovations in tool technology. Smaller, more refined stone tools, known as microliths,
appeared. These tiny, sharp blades could be hafted onto bone or wooden handles to
create more complex and efficient composite tools, such as barbed harpoons for
fishing or arrows for hunting smaller game. The bow and arrow, a significant
technological advancement, likely gained prominence during this time, allowing for
safer and more effective hunting.

While still largely nomadic, there are hints that settlement patterns may have become
slightly less random. Groups might have returned more regularly to resource-rich
locations, perhaps establishing seasonal camps near good fishing spots along the Han
River or in areas with abundant nut-bearing trees. The river itself, with its burgeoning
populations of freshwater fish and shellfish, would have become an increasingly
reliable food source. The fertile alluvial soils deposited by its floods also laid the
groundwork, quite literally, for future agricultural developments, though full-scale
farming was still millennia away.

The landscape around what would become Seoul was slowly becoming more
hospitable, more diverse in its offerings. The granite peaks that now frame the city –
Bukhansan to the north, Gwanaksan to the south – would have provided not only
shelter in their crevices but also vantage points for spotting game and potential
threats. The numerous streams and tributaries feeding into the Han River created a
network of smaller ecosystems, each with its own unique set of resources. It was a
land of opportunity for those skilled enough to exploit it.

It is crucial to remember that during these vast stretches of prehistoric time, the
concept of "Seoul" was utterly non-existent. There were no designated territories, no
named places in the sense we understand them. The land was simply there, a stage
for the unfolding drama of early human survival and adaptation. The lives of these
Paleolithic and Mesolithic peoples were intrinsically linked to the natural rhythms of
the Han River basin. Their movements were dictated by the seasons, their diet by the
availability of local flora and fauna, and their technology by the raw materials the land
provided.

The archaeological record for these early periods in the immediate Seoul area is like a
scattered handful of puzzle pieces. Discoveries are often made serendipitously,
perhaps during construction projects or through meticulous surveys of areas
suspected of ancient occupation. Each unearthed stone tool, each fragment of animal
bone bearing the marks of butchery, adds a tiny brushstroke to our understanding of
this distant past. While grand narratives of kings and dynasties were far in the future,
these faint traces speak volumes about human resilience and the long, slow journey
towards more complex societies.

Consider the challenges these early people faced. Infant mortality was likely high, life
expectancy short. Injuries could be fatal, and the constant search for food dominated
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their existence. Yet, they persevered, passing on their knowledge and skills from one
generation to the next. They developed social structures, however rudimentary, to
facilitate cooperation in hunting and defense. They likely had belief systems,
expressed through art or ritual, though tangible evidence of such practices from the
earliest periods is exceedingly rare in Korea.

The Han River, even in these ancient times, was more than just a source of water. It
was a corridor for movement, a magnet for wildlife, and a provider of sustenance. Its
banks offered flat, relatively dry ground for temporary camps. The pebbles and
cobbles in its bed were a ready source of raw material for stone tools. Its annual
floods, while potentially destructive, also replenished the fertility of the surrounding
land. This intrinsic connection between humans and the river would become a
recurring theme throughout Seoul's history, a fundamental relationship that shaped its
destiny.

As the Holocene progressed, the climate stabilized, and the environment of the Han
River basin became increasingly similar to what we might recognize today, albeit
without the heavy human modification. The foundation was being laid for the next
great revolution in human history: the Neolithic, or New Stone Age. This period would
witness the development of pottery, the adoption of agriculture, and the
establishment of more permanent settlements – transformations that would
dramatically alter the human relationship with the land.

But before we delve into the settled villages of the Neolithic, it is worth pausing to
appreciate the sheer depth of time represented by the Paleolithic and Mesolithic
presence in the Han River region. For tens, perhaps hundreds, of thousands of years,
humans existed here as part of the natural ecosystem, leaving behind only the most
ephemeral traces of their passage. They were not shaping the land in any significant,
lasting way; rather, they were shaped by it, their lives dictated by its rhythms and
resources.

The transition from a purely nomadic, hunter-gatherer lifestyle to a more sedentary
one was not a sudden event but a gradual process, unfolding over many generations.
It was likely driven by a combination of factors: environmental changes, population
growth (however slow), and the accumulation of knowledge about how to more
effectively exploit local resources. The Han River basin, with its increasingly rich and
diverse environment, provided an ideal setting for these early experiments in settled
living to take root.

The very geography of the future Seoul area played a subtle, guiding role. The
relatively flat terrain along the river, protected to some extent by the surrounding
hills, offered promising locations. The confluence of the Han with its various tributaries
created micro-environments conducive to fishing, fowling, and plant gathering. It was
a landscape that invited, rather than repelled, human habitation, offering both
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sustenance and a degree of natural defense.

The people of this era lived lives almost unimaginable to us today, devoid of the
comforts and complexities of modern civilization. Yet, their ingenuity, their resilience
in the face of a challenging environment, and their ability to adapt were foundational
to everything that followed. They were the pioneers, the first to call the Han River
valley home, even if that home was a shifting series of temporary encampments. Their
legacy is not in grand monuments or written records, but in the simple, durable stone
tools they left behind and in the genetic heritage they passed down.

Understanding this deep prehistoric past is essential for appreciating the full sweep of
Seoul's history. It reminds us that before there were kingdoms and capitals, there was
a land, and there were people who learned to live in harmony with it. The choices they
made, the skills they developed, and their profound connection to the Han River laid
an almost invisible but indelible foundation upon which all subsequent layers of history
would be built. The story of Seoul does not begin with palaces and walls, but with the
quiet perseverance of these ancient hunter-gatherers, etching their existence into the
primordial landscape of the Korean Peninsula.

As we leave these shadowy figures of the Paleolithic and Mesolithic, moving silently
through a world largely untouched by human hands, we approach the dawn of a new
era. The climatic shifts that followed the last Ice Age did more than just reconfigure
coastlines and forests; they created conditions ripe for a fundamental change in the
human story. The Han River, by then a mature and bounteous waterway, was patiently
waiting. The stage was set for the emergence of the first settled communities, and
with them, the first true stirrings of what one distant day would become one of the
world's great cities. The land before Seoul was slowly but surely preparing for its
future inhabitants, who would begin to leave more permanent marks upon its surface.
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