Korea – Days 3-5

Combining days since there isn’t enough activity for separate entries.  Wednesday was the first full day of meetings for Jeff and I spent most of the day walking around and exploring the Lotte department store and food court connected to the building by underground passages.  I thought about leaving a trail of bread crumbs since the store is so big and finding the way back to the right underground section is confusing for a “first timer”. And, very few salespeople speak enough English to help me if I got lost.   But, I didn’t need the bread crumbs and found my way back to the hotel and the room. 
In the evening, the Korean government, actually the branch that is the equivalent of our FCC, hosted a lovely dinner.  After dinner we were treated to a percussion group who played various instruments.  It was quite entertaining. 
On Thursday, I took the hotel’s shuttle bus to Itaewan, a shopping area about a 10-minute ride from the hotel.  There are all kinds of stores in that area where you can buy jewelry – amethyst is mined and fashioned into jewelry in Korea -  and other souvenirs.  

That evening we tried another traditional Korean dish – Shabu Shabu – for dinner.  You can get all these dishes in the DC area as there are a number of Korean restaurants that have them.  It was quite good and in spite of our lack of Korean and the restaurant folks lack of English, we managed quite well. 

On Friday, which was my birthday, I booked an afternoon tour to see one of the six former palaces that today are in the city. The palace is called Chang Deok Gung and not pronounced anything like it looks. It was built as a secondary palace, but became the primary residence for many kings.  As you can see from the photos – mine this time – it was quite a palace.   I made it through most of the palace even though there was some rigorous climbing and walking, but cut my tour short mainly because the  other two in my group didn’t want to do the tour at all, and I wanted to accommodate their schedule. 
I took some pictures because some of the structures were really spectacular.  A few of the rooms had not so spectacular furniture.  I’m sure we’ll see other palaces later in the week, but I doubt we’ll visit all six.  It’s similar to my feelings about the castles in Europe.  After a while they all start to look alike!

My birthday dinner was at a buffet fish restaurant, Machino Chaya, that featured both sushi and cooked fish and even some beef.  The restaurant is quite popular and we found out that Friday night in Seoul is as bad as Friday night in the DC area.  Traffic is bumper to bumper and what we were told was a 20 minute taxi ride turned into a 40 minute crawl.  But, the food was excellent and we really enjoyed the atmosphere. We finished around 9:30 and thought the traffic would be relatively light at that time.  Wrong.  It was now Friday night and time to party so everyone was out and driving!  But, the drive back didn’t take as long as the trip there.  It was only 30 minutes to get back to the hotel. 
Before we went out to dinner, the hotel, knowing it was my birthday, presented me with a beautiful bouquet of flowers, including about ½ dozen roses and a birthday cake.  What a lovely gesture.  Found out the hotel staff does this routinely as one of the other delegates to this conference celebrated his birthday the day before mine and was treated to flowers and cake as well.   So, the first celebration occurred in this time zone, but my home is 14 hours behind, so we just kept celebrating.  Great way to celebrate a big birthday.  Certainly a celebration I’ll remember.  Last year, I was in Paris, but this was nicer.
When we checked in, I took a card with the hotel’s name and address on it that I always carry in my wallet.  It’s especially helpful if I’m traveling alone and taking taxis, which are very cheap, to get around.  I show the card and the driver knows where to go.

Speaking of the hotel, our room is one that has been re-done by the hotel, which is in the process of renovating many of the rooms.  I guess renovating means making the rooms look more modern, but hotels seem to do this at the expense of functionality.  We were recently at Disney World with the grandkids and their parents and the rooms – especially the bathrooms – followed the same pattern.  Gone are the functional towel bars and counter space, replaced by space underneath sinks and nothing over which to hang a towel.
At Disney World’s Contemporary Resort, the lighting in the rooms and in the bathrooms was horrible and nearly non-existent.  Here, the lightly is mostly excellent, except for the area where one could sit and read a book.  The “reading” lamp must have a 10 watt bulb. 

Oh well.  Am I asking too much?

