Don’t Look Up [working title]


After checking-in at my hotel, it was just after 11am. I contemplated lying down. I was feeling wretched from the stress and anxiety and had been up since 4am to make sure I was fully packed and ready for the bus at 6am. But if I did that, I would likely be battling my anxiety every day for the next month and get no-where.

Music is how I have somehow made it through my life since the age of seven and I had mastered the art of compiling soundtracks to my life for any given task. I made myself a coffee and started queueing songs on my phone ready to go, and I also opened up Kakao Maps (the South Korean equivalent of Google Maps and an essential for getting anywhere).

What I needed right then was two things: an ATM and a travel card so I could use the metro line more efficiently. Both were available in a corner shop. there were no Tesco Express stores or Costcutter. No Nisa or Premier, nor Spar. None of the brand names I was familiar with back home. I only knew of Seven Eleven and the nearest one was half a mile away. Simple enough.

With a spritz of my favourite perfume to boost my psyche and music blasting in my ears louder than my anxiety, I set off.

At the entrance to my hotel, I stopped and had a good look around me. One of the most commonly spoken phrases in Korean is “pali pali” – “quickly, quickly”. I had already managed to get one taxi driver lost on day one of my trip to South Korea. The driver stopped in the middle of a one-way road to call the hotel and brought traffic to a half for fifteen minutes. Out of sight as I was, I felt every shout and honk of car horns behind as they protested being slowed down by any amount of time.

There were two stone komainu (lion dogs) standing guard. Two my right, the narrow one-way road re-joined was a main road beneath a kind of building to which I still haven’t fathomed out the architectural design – only that several roads went beneath it, and there was a musical arcade somewhere inside it. Opposite where I stood outside hotel Kuretakeso was a building called Orakai. It had a café on the entrance level and I decided that, if I needed to get a taxi back, I would try saying Orakai instead of Kuretakeso.

My route was simple:
Left from the hotel;
Take the first right;
Take the first right again;
Come to a main road and turn left;
Just keep walking all the way along that road…and just keep walking straight: north.
That was it.
Keep walking straight along that road and keep crossing to continue straight north until arriving at the Seven Eleven.

I started with Kakao Maps guiding me and turned left, and then a hundred yards or so further down the road, I took the right as prompted by the navigation app. During this first morning and adventure into a city, it was impossible to say what I was looking at whenever I looked up from my phone.

Everything was so new and unfamiliar, entirely overwhelming. The style of buildings, the branding, the cars driving on the right instead of the left, mopeds actually on the pavement with the pedestrians, having to look left first to cross and not right – and not a bit of English language to be seen or heard in this particular area of Seoul. I was never going to win a speed-reading contest for Hangeul (the Korean alphabet), so there wasn’t much point struggling to read the calligraphy script signwriting in a foreign language, and because it was the tail end of a pandemic lock down, very few places were open with many of the windows were shuttered. I was walking blind and sensory deprived.

Because of my anxiety, I was still walking really quickly just to try and get to my destination as soon as possible. I took the next right turn and found myself walking in north-westerly direction away from the route I needed – so I took another right which should course correct.

Checking my phone, I was suddenly plagued with doubts about my direction. Now the app wanted me to turn left, then a little further having brought me into the heart of old Seoul where the paths zig-zag through the streets and the layout is anything but a grid system, I realised I had already gotten lost. What ensued for the next half an hour was me being driven to frustration with Kakao Maps and an extra two miles walking added to my hunt for a corner shop as I found myself on a different main road that went east-west through the city and while the Korean sim meant I should have unlimited data, the route in the app didn’t update as I progressed. If I turned on the spot, the map on my phone turned too and I realised how I had managed to get taken so far from my original path.

I put my phone away and started heading east which would take me back to the original road I should have turned on to, and then it would be a case of turning left and crossing over. That was when I noticed how everyone else was staring down at their phones too. Koreans who had grown up with Seoul were using their phones to navigate, or else to be in a constant stream of messaging. Coming to the pedestrian crossing, a mass of people stopped as one at the red lights embedded in the curb. Still no one stopped to look up.

The sky was a gorgeous shade of blue and not a single cloud in sight. Ahead of all of us, Bukhansan Mountain was rising high above the city – the northern mountain that ancient geomancers had chosen as the starting point for the new location of the capital city that developed into Seoul. No one else noticed it. Maybe they had grown bored of seeing it every day and stopped being in awe.

The traffic lights changed and it was our turn to use the road – and the red lights in the curb turned green. They were in place so people didn’t have to look up I realized. Even while crossing one of the most sizeable roads in Seoul people continued looking down. They moved as a hive unit never once straying off the path until we were at the other side, then people moved in which ever way the needed still looking down at their phones and somehow never once stumbling into anyone else.

Everywhere I looked, people were hurrying down one street or another without looking up. Pali Pali – reply to someone as quickly as possible; get to destination as quickly as possible; do everything as quickly as possible.

Also I had gone the wrong way again – not that I minded. I found myself walking through the heart of Bukchon Hanok Village which was a reconstruction of how Seoul used to look and, under normal circumstances, would be a hotbed for locals and tourists taking photographs of the traditional looking city, and, aside from a handful of people that I passed all still looking down, I had it all to myself.

Dark wooden framed houses with white rendered walls and sweeping slate roofs that blended into the landscape. Meandering through the streets, I came to open gardens where trees and rocks were placed specifically to look as though it was entirely wild and unplanned. Fresh spring leaves were unfurling on all of the trees and the scent of magnolia wafted through the silent village.

Though Bukchon is a tourist destination, a large part of the village is residential with not much more to look at beyond beautiful red brick walls with soft fronds of pines draping over them or the bare limbs of cherry trees that were preparing to burst into bloom any moment.

Magpies swooped and fluttered around in a disapply of iridescent black and white as they chattered to their mate. One hopped along a slate clad wall beside me to a junction in the road. The streets were barely wide enough for a modern car, and someone had made it halfway around the junction and come face-to-face with another car. The magpies’ chattering sounded more like laughter as I turned away from the two drivers and left them to figure things out without an audience.

The tranquilly of Buckcon has been restorative and after drifting aimlessly through random side streets, I relaxed into the city and found myself coming back on to a main road, and back to the people who never looked up – and to a Seven Eleven store.
