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Book Overview

Date: 2026-05-01

Introduction — Why This Book, Why Now

BTS and BLACKPINK, and the fourth- and fifth-generation K-pop groups rising in their wake. Squid Game and Parasite, alongside the K-dramas and K-films that keep raising the bar each year. K-beauty and K-food, Korean-style cafés and street fashion. People who had never set foot in Korea began to long for the country, and over the past few years that longing has turned into actual plane tickets. The arrivals hall at Incheon Airport today looks nothing like it did five years ago — the range of travelers passing through is incomparably wider.

What comes next is the real problem. Most foreign visitors who finally arrive end up holding the same guidebook, the same recommendation list, the same Instagram spots: a hanbok photo at Gyeongbokgung Palace, shopping in Myeongdong, a love-lock at N Seoul Tower, a stroll down "Gangnam Style" street. These are perfectly fine stops for a first-time visitor, but it feels like a missed opportunity to call that "having truly seen Korea."

This book is for travelers who feel that gap. It is a guidebook for those who aren't satisfied with checking off the major sights and going home, for those who think, "This time I want to do it differently," and for anyone curious about what lies beneath the surface of this country.

A Korean Author's Promise

There are far more things worth enjoying in Korea than in just about any other country in the world. As a Korean born and raised here, I can promise you that.

Take food alone. It begins with bibimbap (mixed rice with vegetables, often topped with egg and gochujang) and bulgogi (marinated grilled beef), and runs through the eight-dish baekban (set meals) of neighborhood diners, the sundaeguk (blood-sausage soup) of old market stalls, regional specialties from every province, the hanjeongsik (multi-course traditional banquet) of head-family households, temple cuisine, and finally the dishes even Koreans hesitate to face — hongeo-samhap (fermented skate served with pork and kimchi) and san-nakji (live octopus). The layers run so deep that no single person could finish them in a lifetime. Look into cafés, drinks, or beauty, and the same depth opens up. Where guidebooks for other countries fill an entire volume with "Top 10 Sights," in Korea a single category alone is enough to fill a book.

This book is your guide to experiencing that abundance for yourself.

What This Book Holds

First, the must-do experiences in Korea. The things it would be a real shame to leave without trying on a first visit. Bibimbap and chimaek (fried chicken with beer), Myeongdong and Olive Young (Korea's flagship beauty retailer), a K-pop concert and a hanbok stroll through Gyeongbokgung, instant ramyeon and soju by the Han River — the most iconic scenes of the country.

Second, the Hardcore Tier that even Koreans haven't truly experienced. Hongeo-samhap and a whole live octopus, straight shots of undiluted Andong soju, home-brewed liquor at a head family's traditional house, hangover-cure soju at a pre-dawn wholesale market, the 4 a.m. monastic service at a deep-mountain temple stay, fifth-generation K-pop pre-recordings and song-camp-level fandom. These are the corners that even Koreans born and raised here describe as "I've heard of it, but I've never actually done it." This is territory no other guidebook touches — territory that belongs to this book alone.

A Three-Tier Structure — Beginner, Intermediate, Advanced

All seven categories in this book follow the same three-tier structure.


		

				Tier

				One-line Description

		

		
				Beginner

				If you've come to Korea, at least do this — the most universal Korea, the one foreign visitors usually meet

		

		
				Intermediate

				The everyday Korea — neighborhoods and culture where locals outnumber tourists. The Korea people actually live in

		

		
				Advanced

				Even among Koreans, only those with a developed taste venture here — deep territory with real barriers to entry. This is where the Hardcore Tier, the Korea even Koreans haven't truly experienced, is concentrated

		

	


All three tiers are still Korea, but the depth of the view changes with each step.

Seven Categories — Every Option Korea Offers

Chapter 1 — Food


		
Beginner Section: Bibimbap, chimaek, samgyeopsal (grilled pork belly), gimbap

		
Hardcore Tier: Hongeo-samhap, whole live octopus, cheonggukjang (strong fermented soybean stew), nuclear-spicy buldak




Chapter 2 — Shopping


		
Beginner Section: Myeongdong, Olive Young, Daiso, duty-free

		
Hardcore Tier: Hwanghak-dong vintage market, Insadong lacquerware crafts, custom hanbok at Gwangjang Market



Chapter 3 — Beauty


		
Beginner Section: Sheet masks, cushion compacts, hotel spas

		
Hardcore Tier: Luxury dermatology packages, Korean-medicine sasang constitutional beauty, postpartum care centers (sanhujoriwon)



Chapter 4 — Cafés


		
Beginner Section: Korea-only Starbucks editions, value chain cafés, bingsu (shaved ice)

		
Hardcore Tier: Tea ceremony classes, fermented herbal teas, the hangwa (traditional sweets) renaissance



Chapter 5 — Drinks


		
Beginner Section: Chimaek, soju, makgeolli for beginners

		
Hardcore Tier: Undiluted Andong soju, head-family welcome liquors, dawn-market hangover soju



Chapter 6 — Activities


		
Beginner Section: Han River chimaek, hanbok at Gyeongbokgung, N Seoul Tower

		
Hardcore Tier: Jirisan ridge traverse, 4 a.m. mountain-temple service, long stays in farming and fishing villages



Chapter 7 — K-pop


		
Beginner Section: HYBE Insight, attending one concert

		
Hardcore Tier: Fifth-generation music-show pre-recordings, song-camp- and producer-level fandom, fandom politics



How to Use This Book — Designing Your Own Korea Trip

You don't need to read this book from cover to cover. Among the seven categories, pick the chapters that match your interests and use them to design a trip on your own terms.


		
If food is your top priority — Make Chapter 1 (Food) your anchor and pair it with Chapter 4 (Cafés) and Chapter 5 (Drinks); Korea's culinary landscape will unfold across a full week's itinerary.

		
If you're a K-pop fan — Anchor on Chapter 7 (K-pop) and tie in the merch and idol-celebrity-shop sections of Chapter 2 (Shopping), along with the idol-procedure and styling sections of Chapter 3 (Beauty).

		
If you want a self-care trip built around beauty and shopping — Use Chapter 3 (Beauty) and Chapter 2 (Shopping) as your two axes, with breaks slotted in from Chapter 4 (Cafés).

		
If your goal is to live the local lifestyle — Focus on the Intermediate-to-Advanced sections of Chapter 6 (Activities) and Chapter 5 (Drinks), and slip into the daily rhythms of Korean life.

		
If you've already been to Korea more than once — Read only the Advanced and Hardcore Tier sections of each chapter, and a different Korea will come into view.



This book never claims one path is the right answer. It lays out every option Korea has, and leaves the choice of which path to take to the reader.

 


Chapter 1: Food

Compiled: May 1, 2026 Items: 5 Beginner / 8 Intermediate / 8 Advanced (21 total)

Each entry covers: Character / Brief History / How Koreans See It / Notes for Foreign Palates / (Intermediate and Advanced only) Things Foreign Visitors Should Watch Out For

1) Beginner — Your First Bite of Korea: The Must-Try List

Bibimbap

Character Bibimbap (mixed rice topped with sautéed vegetables, meat, and gochujang) is a one-bowl dish in which white rice is crowned with five to seven seasonal namul (lightly seasoned vegetable side dishes) — typically spinach, soybean sprouts, fernbrake, bellflower root, and zucchini — along with minced beef and a fried egg, all stirred together with gochujang (Korean fermented chili paste) and sesame oil. The heat level is governed by how much gochujang you add, which makes bibimbap an ideal entry point: the fermented funk, gentle spice, and toasted nuttiness of Korean cuisine all show up at once. The Jeonju version is the most ornate, crowned with yukhoe (Korean-style seasoned raw beef) and topped with golden mung-bean jelly; the Jinju version comes with a side of seonjiguk (ox-blood soup). Dolsot bibimbap, served in a sizzling stone bowl, charms diners with the crispy nurungji (scorched rice crust) that forms at the bottom.

Brief History The most credible accounts trace bibimbap back to two roots: the Joseon-era practice of mixing leftover offerings from royal ancestral rites into a single bowl, and the field meals eaten during the busy farming season. The 19th-century cookbook Siuijeonseo records the dish under the name "bubuimbap," confirming that the basic recipe was firmly in place by the 1800s. Korean Air put bibimbap on its in-flight menus in the 1990s, dramatically raising its global profile, and from the 2000s onward it has been reinterpreted as a vegan-friendly option and become the signature dish of Korean restaurants overseas.

How Koreans See It For Koreans, bibimbap is the dish that "cleans out the fridge" — a quick, informal one-bowl meal. In Jeonju it is treated with regional pride and served as a proper sit-down course, but in everyday life it is also a staple of student cafeterias and corporate canteens. Because it is vegetable-forward, it carries a strong health-food image and is often chosen as a diet meal or a hangover cure.

Notes for Foreign Palates Because every ingredient is visible on the plate and you can dial the spice level yourself, bibimbap has the lowest barrier to entry of any Korean dish. The naturally vegan- and vegetarian-friendly setup also makes it a hit with travelers facing religious or dietary restrictions. The slightly bitter taste and fibrous texture of mountain vegetables like fernbrake and bellflower root, however, can divide opinion. Around Jeonju Hanok Village, expect to pay 15,000–20,000 won; in everyday Seoul restaurants, around 10,000 won will get you a satisfying bowl. For the real thing, seek out a traditional Korean restaurant or a dedicated bibimbap specialist.

Bulgogi

Character Bulgogi (thinly sliced marinated beef, grilled) is made by marinating thin slices of beef in a blend of soy sauce, sugar, pear juice, garlic, sesame oil, and pepper, then cooking them over heat. The subtle sweetness from pear juice and sugar is its signature, and the near-absence of chili heat makes it a dish enjoyed by everyone from young children to grandparents. The Seoul style is cooked with a shallow pool of broth alongside glass noodles and mushrooms; the Gwangyang style is grilled directly over an iron grate to highlight the marinade's natural aroma. Tender cuts like sirloin, tenderloin, and chuck are typical.

Brief History The dish's earliest ancestor is thought to be maekjeok, a Goguryeo-era preparation of skewered, marinated grilled meat. By the Joseon period, it had evolved into a refined court dish called neobiani, served in aristocratic households. The broth-laden Seoul-style bulgogi we know today became mainstream only in the 1960s and 70s as Korea's restaurant culture matured, and from the 1980s onward, exports to Japan and the United States cemented "bulgogi" as a proper noun on global menus.

How Koreans See It For Koreans, bulgogi is "the meat of the celebration table." It appears at weddings, birthdays, holidays, and company dinners — anywhere guests are being honored — and many older Koreans remember it as the special-occasion meal their parents used to take them out for. It is not as everyday as kimchi-jjigae or samgyeopsal, but it carries a strong association with a meal cooked with care.

Notes for Foreign Palates The sweet-savory soy base is reminiscent of teriyaki, which means it lands easily with Japanese, Southeast Asian, and Western diners alike. With no heat to speak of, bulgogi is a strong recommendation for travelers who can't handle spicy food. Wrapping a slice with rice in fresh ssam leaves is a fun, novel ritual for many, though some European travelers find the marinade a touch too sweet. A single portion (150–200g) runs about 20,000 won, and bulgogi often appears as one course in a hanjeongsik (Korean traditional set-menu meal). Sinchon and Jongno have a healthy concentration of bulgogi specialists, and the average shop reliably delivers above-average results — your odds of disappointment are low.

Korean Fried Chicken and Beer (*Chimaek*)

Character The hallmark of Korean fried chicken is the double fry: a glass-thin, shatteringly crisp shell over juicy meat. Sauces fall into three main camps — fried (lightly salted), yangnyeom (sweet-spicy gochujang glaze), and ganjang (garlic-soy glaze) — with newer riffs like padak (scallion chicken), rosé, and honey garlic in heavy rotation. Pair it with cold lager and you have chimaek, a portmanteau of "chicken" and maekju (beer); the carbonation slices through the grease for what is, by consensus, the textbook pairing.

Brief History The starting point of Korea's chicken-as-restaurant-food culture was the rotisserie chicken at Myeongdong's Yeongyang Center in the 1960s. Through the market-style fried birds of the 1970s and 80s and the rise of yangnyeom (seasoned) chicken brands like Pelicana and Mexicana in the late 1980s, fried chicken became a national staple. The 1990s saw franchises like BBQ and Kyochon expand the market, and after the 2014 K-drama My Love from the Star aired its iconic chimaek scene, the combo exploded across China and Southeast Asia, becoming a flagship of K-food.

How Koreans See It Chicken is, for Koreans, synonymous with "late-night snack" and an indispensable companion to World Cup viewing parties and baseball games. There are reportedly more chicken shops in Korea than McDonald's locations worldwide, and chicken finds its way into everything from family weekend dinners to nights out with friends. When the price of a single bird crossed the 20,000-won threshold, the term "chickenflation" entered the national conversation — proof of how tightly chicken is woven into the Korean psyche.

Notes for Foreign Palates The crackle of the double fry and the breadth of sauce options earn near-universal applause from foreign visitors. Yangnyeom's sweet-spicy register reads as an entirely different experience from American hot wings rather than a substitute. A whole bird (1–1.5 kg) costs 22,000–28,000 won, and a 500cc draft beer runs 4,000–5,000 won. Delivery apps are convenient, but ordering chimaek at a hof (Korean-style beer pub) is the better way to soak in the local atmosphere. Each chicken franchise has its own roster of specialty menus, so making a "pilgrimage" through a few of them is a fun way to spend an evening.

Samgyeopsal

Character Samgyeopsal (grilled pork belly) takes its name from the three layers — sam meaning three — of meat and fat in the pork's underside. Cut 1 to 1.5 cm thick, it is grilled directly on a tabletop pan with no marinade, then dipped into salt, pepper, or gireumjang (sesame oil with salt). Central to the experience is ssam (the wrapped-bite ritual): you tuck a slice of pork together with lettuce, perilla leaves, garlic, ssamjang (a savory dipping paste), grilled kimchi, and seasoned scallions into a single bite. To finish, the leftover pork fat is repurposed for kimchi fried rice or a pot of doenjang-jjigae (soybean-paste stew).

Brief History Pork consumption in Korea only really took off in the 1970s with the growth of the domestic hog industry; before that, pork was scarce. Samgyeopsal earned its current status during the 1980s and 90s, the era when eating-out culture spread across the country. The government even designated March 3rd as "Samgyeopsal Day" in 1994, signaling its arrival as a national dish, and from the 2000s onward, premium offshoots like Jeju black pork, Iberico, and dry-aged pork belly created a tier of higher-end shops.

How Koreans See It Samgyeopsal is the default for office dinners and the top pick for "treat yourself on payday." It shows up at company gatherings, college MTs (membership trainings), and family outings alike, and pairing it with soju is essentially canon. The phrase "samgyeopsal and a shot of soju" has hardened into shorthand for the exhaustion and consolation of Korean working life.

Notes for Foreign Palates The biggest draw is the interactive, grill-your-own experience. The fact that it resembles bacon but is unsmoked and raw, the pleasure of cooking the meat yourself, and the variety of wrap-and-eat combinations all register as something genuinely new. A single portion (180–200g) runs 15,000–20,000 won, and the alleys of Mapo, Hapjeong, and Yeonnam-dong are dotted with nopo (long-running neighborhood eateries) where locals actually go. The downside, if you find it one, is that the smell of grilled pork tends to cling stubbornly to your clothes. Frozen-style samgyeopsal and sottukkeong samgyeopsal (pork belly cooked on an inverted iron lid) deliver noticeably different flavors. Many shops that grill on stone slabs let you order a finishing course of fried rice, and it is worth the add-on.

Tteokbokki

Character Tteokbokki (chewy rice cakes simmered in spicy-sweet sauce) is a comfort dish in which garaetteok (cylindrical rice cakes, made from rice or wheat) are simmered with fish cake, scallion, and cabbage in a sauce built on gochujang and chili powder. Heat levels vary by shop, and it is common to bulk it up with ramyeon noodles, cheese, fried snacks, or hard-boiled eggs. Forms range widely: brothy "instant" tteokbokki cooked at the table, the drier street-stall version, and modern variants like jajang, rosé, and cream.

Brief History Joseon-era court tteokbokki was a savory soy-and-beef stir-fry, a world apart from today's fiery red version. The modern gochujang-based recipe is widely credited to Ma Bok-rim, who in 1953 in Sindang-dong added gochujang to rice cakes that had accidentally fallen into the black-bean paste at her noodle stall — and started selling the result. The dish then passed through the bunsikjip (snack shops) outside schools in the 1970s and 80s, evolved into the brothy "instant tteokbokki" of the 1990s, and diversified again under 2000s franchises like Yupkki, Jaws, and Sinjeon.

How Koreans See It Tteokbokki is "the taste of childhood" and Korea's go-to stress-relief food. The memory of sharing a plate with friends at a snack shop after school stays vivid into adulthood, which is why so many Koreans cite tteokbokki as their number-one comfort food on hard days. Its low price keeps it accessible to students and office workers alike.

Notes for Foreign Palates The bouncy chew of the rice cakes is familiar to Southeast Asian travelers but unusual for Westerners encountering tteok for the first time. Heat levels swing dramatically from shop to shop, so anyone sensitive to spice should look for a franchise with a "mild" option. Instant tteokbokki for two to three at the Sindang-dong Tteokbokki Town runs about 25,000 won, while a paper cup of street-stall tteokbokki costs 3,000–4,000 won. The trick of dunking deep-fried snacks into the sauce is most foreigners' favorite discovery.

2) Intermediate — Pull Up a Chair at the Korean Table: *Baekban-jip*, *Nopo*, and Market Alleys

Sundae-guk

Character Sundae-guk (pork-blood sausage and offal soup with rice) is a tangban (soup-and-rice) dish made by simmering pork by-products — intestines, head meat — with sundae (Korean blood sausage filled with glass noodles and seasoned blood) in a deeply rendered pork-bone broth. The trick is seasoning to taste at the table with perilla powder, a spicy minced-condiment paste, and saeujeot (salted shrimp). The broth is milky and weighty, and the contrast between the chewy intestine and the soft glass noodles and clotted blood inside the sundae is part of the appeal. Perilla powder adds a roasted nuttiness; saeujeot brings salty umami that cuts the richness of the bone broth.

Brief History Sundae itself is thought to have been influenced by Mongolian livestock-slaughtering and offal-using traditions and appears in late-Joseon documents. Sundae-guk in its restaurant form, however, took root in the 1960s and 70s as Korea urbanized and industrialized, becoming a dependable, filling meal for laborers and market merchants. Strong regional clusters formed — Sillim-dong's Sundae Town in Seoul and the Byeongcheon (Aunae) Sundae Street, for instance — and more recently, franchises built around regional styles like Baegam Sundae and Byeongcheon Sundae have spread nationwide.

How Koreans See It For Koreans, sundae-guk is "an adult's cheap, filling meal." Whether it is a market trader bolting down lunch, a hangover cure the morning after, or a late dinner on a freezing night, it never feels out of place at any hour. That said, it carries a faint "uncle code": you are more likely to see it ordered at a table of middle-aged men than at a young women's lunch.

Notes for Foreign Palates The depth of the broth and the toasted aroma of perilla generally win foreigners over. Where opinion splits is the offal — particularly the chewy-yet-crumbly texture of intestine, liver, and lung, plus the distinctive aroma of pork by-products. The most common compromise is "I'd love it if it were just the sundae and broth." Some shops carry a stronger offal smell than others, so anyone sensitive should choose carefully.

Things Foreign Visitors Should Watch Out For Many foreigners don't realize you can ask for "no offal, head meat only" or simply "lean meat only" when you order. Also, dumping an entire packet of saeujeot into the bowl on the first try makes it inedibly salty — add half a spoonful at a time and taste as you go. Perilla powder is similarly optional, not mandatory.

Gamja-tang

Character Gamja-tang (spicy pork-bone stew) is a hearty, simmered hot pot of pork spine bones cooked low and slow with ugeoji (boiled napa-cabbage outer leaves), siraegi (dried radish greens), and perilla. Despite the name, the gamja in gamja-tang most likely refers to a butcher's term for the pork spine cut rather than gamja meaning potato — though potatoes are indeed thrown in, leaving the etymology genuinely contested. The fun is in pulling meat off the bones with your hands; the heart of the dish is the deep perilla aroma and the spicy broth.

Brief History The popular claim that gamja-tang dates to the Three Kingdoms period rests on shaky ground; as a restaurant menu, it took shape in the mid-20th century around Seoul and Gyeonggi Province. Spine bones were among the cheapest cuts at the butcher, which is why the dish spread quickly among laborers and family diners. By the 1980s and 90s, a single-serving offshoot called ppyeo-haejangguk (literally "bone hangover stew") emerged: same ingredients, but in a personal earthenware pot, while gamja-tang itself remained the big communal pot to share.

How Koreans See It Gamja-tang is a "get-your-hands-dirty, gather-around-the-pot" meal. It is too hearty to drop into casually as a second-round drinking spot, and is more naturally at home at a generous family or close-friends dinner. Finishing with fried rice or ramyeon noodles in the leftover broth is treated as practically obligatory, like the dessert course of a fixed menu.

Notes for Foreign Palates The broth is spicy but mellowed by the toasty perilla, which keeps the entry barrier reasonable. For Western readers familiar with BBQ ribs, "Korean spicy spare-rib stew" is a useful shorthand. The catch is that picking meat off the bones slows the meal down for anyone unaccustomed to it.

Things Foreign Visitors Should Watch Out For The proper way is to grab the bone with your hand and tear the meat off — not exactly a knife-and-fork affair. Many shops provide disposable plastic gloves, so don't be shy about asking for a pair. The perilla-thickened broth is also rich and heavy, which can feel like too much in summer. And if you skip the rice or noodle finisher, you have only had half the meal — keep that in mind.

Budae-jjigae

Character Budae-jjigae (Korean army-base stew) is a spicy, salty hot pot built on a kimchi-jjigae base and bulked up with ham, sausage, Spam, baked beans, and instant ramyeon noodles. Crowning the pot with a slice of American cheese to melt is the classic move. The dish derives its punch from the head-on collision between the fermentation depth of Korean kimchi and the dense umami of processed meats.

Brief History Budae-jjigae was born in the years right after the Korean War, improvised from ham, sausage, and cheese that flowed out of U.S. military bases. Two epicenters anchor its history: Uijeongbu in Gyeonggi Province and Songtan in Pyeongtaek. The Uijeongbu style uses a clear broth tightened with a spicy seasoning paste, leaning sharp and bright; the Songtan style is built on a thick pork-bone broth heaped with sliced cheese and baked beans, rich and unapologetically heavy. From the 1990s, franchises spread the dish nationwide, and it became a fixture of college-district and office-district lunch menus.

How Koreans See It Budae-jjigae carries an oddly layered identity — "born of wartime hardship, but now one of the most distinctively Korean fusions." It works for office lunches, group meals, and as a finisher to a drinking session, but it is especially loved on cold winter evenings and as the post-exam splurge of college students. For older generations, it is a memory of leaner times; for younger Koreans, it is something closer to a "delicious junk-food stew."

Notes for Foreign Palates For Western readers, processed meats need no introduction, so the entry barrier is very low. Describing it as "Korean ramen-and-sausage stew" lands instantly. The catch is the salt: as the kimchi's tang and the ham's saltiness concentrate together, the dish becomes genuinely salty — more so than many palates are used to. Koreans don't drink the broth on its own; they eat it with rice. Resist the urge to keep ladling broth into your bowl.

Things Foreign Visitors Should Watch Out For The sodium load is enormous. Eat the noodles, finish the broth, and you have easily blown through twice the recommended sodium for a meal. Also, the dish's "leftover from the U.S. military" backstory is a heavier topic than it sounds — making it the punchline of a casual joke can land awkwardly, since the Korean War remains a serious historical context. Be aware of that subtext before riffing on it.

Haejang-guk

Character Haejang-guk is the umbrella term for hangover-cure soups, but in the narrow sense it refers to a spicy, restorative rice-and-broth bowl made by simmering ox bones with napa-cabbage outer leaves, soybean sprouts, seonji (clotted ox blood), offal, and bones. Regional variations include ppyeo-haejangguk (built on pork spine), seonji-haejangguk (with ox blood), and hwangtae-haejangguk (with dried pollack). The point is a soup that is bright and spicy, but heavy enough to actually warm your insides back up.

Brief History Its earliest ancestor is seongjutang, literally "soup that wakes you from drink," documented in Joseon-era texts — the very concept of a hangover soup was already in place. The Cheongjin-dong Haejang-guk Alley and the 24-hour haejang-guk shops of Jongno took root in the 1960s and 70s, looking after the predawn hours of overnight workers and serial drinkers. Even today, you can find haejang-guk shops doing brisk business at 4 or 5 a.m. across Seoul.

