Seoul and Hiraeth

I went for so much of my life never knowing what home felt like, and so I could never know what homesickness was either. At least, not until I wound up in Seoul after a series of unexpected shifts in my reality.


2021 and a Korean rooftile with a story to be discovered as part of my university assignments.

What was on the rooftile though? The curator’s notes managed to provide multiple identities to one face – An evil demon, the literal Devil, a goblin, and a glutinous beast. So what was the true identity of the face upon the tile? The story I wrote back then captivated me. It wasn’t because of the story itself, but the mystery around this specific rooftile. The more I wrote of its existence, the more I was haunted by a dragon that inserted itself in place of demons and goblins within the story. It refused to leave me alone, and so I promised this dragon I would do what I could to understand its story and tell it to the world.
I still can’t explain the compulsion I felt to go to Korea. I had been fascinated by Far East Asia my entire life and it felt like Fate had played her hand by redirecting my path from one module choice at university to the one that brought me to the Korean rooftile. Dreams and dragons were calling me to other side of the world as they always had, and that was how I found myself planning my dissertation to expand the story. It’s also how I found myself planning for a solo trip to South Korea to conduct my research.
There’s something you should know about the version of myself that had found herself on this path: at that time: I had the worst anxiety imaginable. I couldn’t even face going into a café and sitting down to drink back then. Agoraphobia was pretty high on the list – that is why I chose to live in the small town of Lampeter in Wales instead of the bustling city I had left behind me in England.
I also had multiple disabilities and a heart condition which essentially suggested I should not travel alone. What choice did I have though? I had no one to travel with but I had to make that journey.
Population of Lampeter: approximately 2000 people.
Population of Seoul: 10 million people.
Yet, even knowing those statistics I was able to isolate my anxiety somehow and make the trip a reality. Well…actually I somewhat bullied myself into it by paying for non-refundable flights as soon as my student loan came in. That way, I had to go.


2022 and I found myself standing at Seoul Central Station wondering just how to escape the station and get to my hotel.

I had never caught a taxi before (my overall condition made that a nightmare) and I had spent 95% of my life living in places that had two or three main roads going through it, one bus service, and the only taxis available being extortionately priced and requiring advance booking. Never mind an underground metro line, people had to commute to catch the single overground train in the area for each of the towns I had lived in before. 
It wasn’t as if I had travelled to South Korea having done research through rose-tinted lenses – I knew English was barley spoken and had already planned how to get to the hotel: it involved taking cash out at Incheon airport before taking the coach to the quarantine hotel. Unfortunately, my bank card wasn’t happy about being used without its pin code in Frankfurt where I had transferred flights, and immigration took so long to get through that I didn’t have chance to find an ATM at the airport before my coach departed, and as I stared all around my surroundings, there was no sign of an ATM nearby.
I ended up sat on the floor of the station for over an hour where having the worst panic attack I had had in over a decade. 9000 miles away from home, eight hours of time difference between myself and my family, travelling solo with a language barrier and one absolute certainty: I had to sort myself out. No one was coming to rescue me, I had to be my own champion – Afterall, I had managed to arrange and book that trip without any help and had made the journey of two flights (one long haul) by myself too.
Eventually I had psyched myself up enough to make it to the taxi rank where my next move had been to look dejected and pathetic enough in the hopes someone who spoke English would be kind enough to offer help.
15 minutes later, a young woman in the process of getting into a taxi noticed me.
‘Yongguk?’ she asked, her eyes taking in my own expression which probably looked like someone who had just escaped a maze of nightmares by that point.
I nodded, desperately trying not to burst into tears. She’d held on to the taxi door as she’d asked me if I was English.
‘Are you wanting a taxi?’ Her expression softened as she seemed to understand my current plight and she smiled kindly at me.
‘Eung,’ I nodded again. Yes. I walked towards her slowly with a month’s worth of luggage. She turned back to the taxi driver and, by the hand gestures and few words of Korean I knew, I understood that she was explaining the situation to the taxi driver. I had the hotel address handy and the young woman helped me explain to the taxi driver where I needed to be as he loaded everything into the boot.
‘Welcome to Korea,’ the young woman said kindly as I went to get into the back of the cab.
‘Kamsahabnida,’ Thank you, I replied with a polite bow, still trying to hold down the tears that now wanted to fall in gratitude to the unexpected warmth of that stranger. She smiled back at me and returned the bow before she rushed to get the taxi behind.
That short conversation was the first exchange I had had in over a week since landing in Korea, and the last one I would have beyond saying: yes, no, hello, and thank you with a lot of pointing with hands or nodding and bowing shyly for the next two week.
Years of living with anxiety had unwittingly taught me how to communicate while being largely non-verbal, and the moment I had entered the taxi, I realised my own fortitude.
I could finally begin to see Seoul as I relaxed into the backseat of the taxi and journeyed through towards my next destination and the pending research.
I reconnected with my soul in that first taxi ride a world away from what I had ever known, and for the first time in my entire life, I was happy. I was alive. I realized a sense of belonging I couldn’t explain – a sense that would go on to guide me throughout the city to all the places I needed to see…to places which each had a specific rooftile that I eventually discovered was a dragon.


2024 and that dragon is still haunting my work and my dreams and the unresolved story. My heart aches to be so far away from a city that welcomed my soul home – and I don’t know if I can make it out there again to finish the story.


