Korea – Day 12 and last

Today is Friday – on this side of the world – and this is our last day in Seoul.  This morning we ventured to the Gyeongbokgung Palace, built originally in 1395 by King Taejo, the founder of the Joseon dynasty.  The grandest of all the Seoul palaces, it served as the principal palace until being reduced to ashes in 1592 when the Japanese invaded Korea.  It lay in ruins for nearly 300 years until 1865 when the father of King Gojong started to rebuild it.  The efforts were halted when the project nearly bankrupted the government.  In 1895, the Japanese invaded again and during Japanese colonial rule, most of the palace was destroyed. Work to restore the palace to its former glory began in earnest in 1996 and, according to informed sources, is likely to continue for decades.

It’s a huge palace with several buildings including two that are two stories high.  We also watched the changing of the guard ceremony which takes place every day but Tuesday when the palace is closed.  In all, lots of fun and a wonderful experience.  Jeff took many pictures.  The “animal” overlooking a dry “moat” is an imaginary animal called a Seosu.
Before wandering about the palace grounds, we visited the National Folk Museum of Korea which is next to the palace grounds. The museum features artifacts and scenes in three parts: A History of the Korean People; Life Style; and the Life Cycle.  It’s a very interesting little museum with lots of beautiful artifacts, costumes and paintings and depictions of ceremonies such as marriage, first year ceremony for a child, and burial.  
Last, but not least, we went to the National Palace Museum of Korea – you guessed it, on the grounds of the Palace – and saw exhibits of all things “royal” from clothes to cars to palaquins, to scrolls and the “famous” Joseon water clock.  The clock actually struck while we were in its presence – at 2 p.m. - and was, to my mind, a disappointment, but it’s still an amazing device considering when it was constructed.  One striking exhibit in the Palace Museum was its collection of placenta jars.  All those jars hold the placentas of the king and his heirs.  The explanation as to why this was done was in Korean and not translated into English, so we never found out, but we’ve never seen anything like that in any other culture.  The Egyptians put organs in jars and buried them with the person after mummifying them, but this is a new one. The brightly colored robes are for the emperor.
Before we visited the palace museum, we had lunch at the little café in the basement of the museum building where the short list of main courses are created to emulate the style of the emperors or the times and are explained as such.  Interesting and good food.  When we went to catch a taxi to get back to the hotel, we actually crossed the street above the ground—rather than taking an underground passage—although the green “walk” sign was awfully short.
For dinner tonight we returned to the restaurant upstairs in the department store to have shabu shabu once again.  It was wonderful and a fitting way to end our stay in Seoul.
So, now we pack for our trip home.  We’re coming back with lots of wonderful memories, some souvenirs and an extra suitcase.  Oh well, I tried.  What will I miss?  I’ll certainly miss the daily maid service with fresh linens and towels, the heated toilet seat (small things can mean so much) and the wonderful shower which you merely had to step in and out of.  No climbing or fear of falling here.  I’ll miss being next to a wonderful food court and a short distance away from wonderful underground shopping.  I will miss the cheap taxi cabs, the folks I met who were attending Jeff’s conference who were so nice to be with.  I will always remember the friendly people of Seoul. 
I won’t miss the traffic – no need we have plenty at home – the kimchi at every meal, eating with chopsticks at practically every meal except breakfast, and going underground to get to the other side of a busy street.  I won’t miss the rather limited choices in dining here.  Living in the Washington DC area certainly does spoil you.  And, if I yearn for Korean BBQ or anything else, there are wonderful Korean restaurants in Virginia that we can go to.
With every trip outside the US, we appreciate more and more what we have at home, although these days, unfortunately, it’s less and less as the economy keeps getting worse.  Judging by the hordes of shoppers in the very upscale Lotte department store, you’d never know there was an economic downturn.

We head tomorrow to Inchon airport to catch a flight to Narita to connect to our 12 return flight home with very pleasant memories of our stay here in Seoul.

