
		
			“Soju Party is an invitation to accompany Irene Yoo and her friends for an epic night out, which spills into the haze of a hangover the morning after. The organization of the book is joyously deployed to situate contemporary Korean food and drink recipes, historical anecdotes, pop cultural insights, and idiosyncratic hospitality traditions in their ideal venue. At a time when alcohol is being villainized (again), I’m thrilled to see a no-holds-barred guide that shows how soju and other Korean beverages function as a lubricant that reveals and holds together kaleidoscopically complicated social structures gleefully under the artful eye of an exuberant host.”

			Jim Meehan,

			author of The Bartender’s Pantry, Meehan’s Bartender Manual, and The PDT Cocktail Book

			“More than just a cookbook, this is the ultimate Korean drinking experience, with Queen of the Soju Tornado Irene Yoo as your guide. In Korean culture, drinking is about bonding…and eating, and by the time you finish this book, you’ll want to throw your own soju party!”

			James Park,

			author of Chili Crisp, @jamesyworld
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			For

			엄마 and 아빠 

			(who don’t drink)

			Nick

			(who definitely does)

			and 제하

			(who can’t just yet)

		

	
		
			우리가 소주를 마시는 이유가 단지 “맛 이 좋아서”만은 아닌 것 같다. 익숙해서, 어디서나 쉽게 찾을 수 있어서, 값이 싸서, 빨리 취하고 싶어서, 부장님이 좋아해서, 속 쓰린 일이 생겨서, 어려운 이야기를 꺼내야 해서, 분위기에 휩쓸려서, 맥주를 마시기에는 배가 부르고 위스키를 마시기에는 너무 비싸서, 회나 전골을 먹을 때 빼놓을 수 없는 술이어서…늘어놓자면 수십 가지 이유가 이어질 것이다.

			—남원상, 『우리가 사랑하는 쓰고도 단술, 소주』

		

	
		
			I don’t think we drink soju simply because “it tastes good.” We drink it because we’re used to it, because it’s easy to find, because it’s cheap, because we want to get drunk quickly, because the boss likes it, because we’re upset about something, because we have to talk about something difficult, because we got carried away by the vibes, because we’re too full to drink beer and whiskey is too expensive, because we’re eating raw fish or jeongol and can’t not have it…I could list countless different reasons.

			—Nam Won-sang, The Bitter but Sweet Alcohol We Love, Soju
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			The text from my cousin Heedae pings through KakaoTalk: Injung-ah, do you want to go get a drink?

			It’s 11 p.m. I’m in Seoul, I’ve just returned from dinner, and I have a 9 a.m. flight back to the States to catch the next day. I should be packing, but I can’t say no.

			“Of course! Where at?”

			Within the hour, I am sidling up to a mirror-backed bar near the Euljiro district, in a little second-floor speakeasy gilded with mother-of-pearl inlays, a cousin on each side of me.

			After several Western-style cocktails—a Negroni for me, a gin and tonic for Heedae, a whiskey on one rock for his sister, Heejung—we decamp. It’s 2 a.m. We’ve made short work of the basic catch-up (“How’s your job?,” “What happened to your last girlfriend?”) and we need food and (cheaper) drink to dive into more. We pop our heads into a few different establishments, finally settling on a nearly empty pojangmacha.[*1]
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			—

			Our table is heavy with banchan,[*2] raw fish, and miyeok guk[*3] by the time we polish off our first bottle of soju. As I order our second, I ask my cousins if they can teach me how to do the soju tornado.

			Heedae, who’s the same age as me, scoffs while Heejung, a few years younger than us, laughs. Our mothers are identical twins; I grew up spending every summer as a kid with them here in Seoul. They have both been drinking since they were nineteen years old[*4] or probably younger. With condescending affection, Heedae crosses his arms to ask, “Why the hell would you want to do that?”

			I pick up the sealed bottle that’s just arrived at our table and give it a tentative shake; weak bubbles foam. Heejung grabs it from me, overconfident, and attempts her own tornado. She, too, fails to achieve the desired swirl. Heedae, already red in the face (I’m pretty sure he began drinking before we met up), finally takes the bottle and shakes it aggressively, producing a violent funnel-shaped vortex.

			“There’s nothing to it,” he says, shrugging. I am floored.

			“Do it again!” I scream as I pull out my phone to take a video.

			In the three hours that follow, we spill family secrets and wax on about never-ending work and the futility of life itself. Finally, at way past 5 a.m., I pour both cousins into a taxi, grab my bags from my Airbnb, and make the long schlep to the airport, my hangover starting to take shape. In line at security, I review my video of Heedae’s tornado on repeat, bubbles twisting from cap to bottom like the warm fuzzy memories of our epic night in my brain.

			I don’t recall my first ever shot of soju— where was I, who was I with?—but I remember so many nights of soju thereafter. Sometimes the drink is bitter, a bit painful. Sometimes it goes down like sweet water, like an afterthought, immediately requiring a follow-up shot to make sure everything is okay. I once patronized a rare Korean bar (among the countless Japanese izakaya) on St. Marks Place in New York City where I introduced my friend Uri to “the green bottle.” We still talk about that night: the first shot, bracing, with each shot that followed tasting more and more powerful until, suddenly, it became nothing, flavorless. That is the danger zone: After we ordered one last bottle that we will never remember finishing, the film cut immediately to the next morning.

			It takes me nearly a full year to gain the confidence, swagger, chutzpah, and exact flick of the wrist to achieve the perfect tornado. I practice every time I come across a soju bottle—at bars in New York City’s Koreatown, across pochas in Korea, and during parties hosted in my apartment—to get it just right. My soju-lubricated friends cheer me on when I succeed and laugh consolingly when I don’t. Then we get back to the business at hand, pouring shots for one another, dipping our spoons into spicy budae jjigae[*5] and our chopsticks into sizzling platters of gopchang,[*6] sharing stories, space, and heart-to-hearts.

			Much of my life has straddled two countries like this: my school years growing up in different parts of America before settling in a suburb of Los Angeles, and my summers spent with family in Seoul. Learning how to drink in South Korea was a slow education throughout my childhood—no blowout twenty-first birthday bash. Instead, I watched my uncles share a bottle of soju during family lunches, their faces and necks getting redder as they ordered another round and a plate of hwe,[*7] from which my younger uncle would plop an iridescent slice of amberjack swiped in chojang[*8] into my mouth. “This is how you eat when you drink.” I helped pour a bowl of makgeolli at my family’s charye[*9] table as my umma whispered the correct order into my ear: “Your oldest uncle first.” I sipped a beer for the first time in my appa’s lap. “Here, have a shrimp cracker to cut through the bitterness.”

			Alcohol—and the food eaten with it—has always been a way for me to connect and share with others. When a party I’m hosting starts winding down, I ask, “Who’s hungry?” I put on water to boil, open a dozen bags of instant ramyun, and set the steaming pot on the table for everyone to feed themselves. It’s my favorite part of the night, watching my friends, drunk and hungry, happily eat something I’ve made them before we settle in for more.

			In 2015, I started popping up at bars around Brooklyn as “Yooeating,” serving Korean-themed menus designed for snacking on alongside a cocktail or two. With my now-husband Nick, I hosted dozens of these pop-ups: cooking bowls of noodles, pressing gooey cheesy sandwiches, even making pizza and lighting spicy ddukbokki[*10] on fire. In 2024, we opened Orion Bar in Bushwick with the goal of creating a new style of Korean and American drinking culture, something in between a K-town pocha and an American dive bar. Since then, we’ve been serving somaek,[*11] our own Korean twists on classic American cocktails, and my crave-worthy bar snacks and late-night ramyun. I want to share the Korean communal style of drinking and the comfort food I love in the same way that it has been shared with me.

			Drinking is a way of life in Korean society: You drink with your family to show respect for your elders and ancestors, you drink socially with your friends, you schmooze and booze with co-workers and clients. All this drinking comes with an implicit set of rules in our culture: how to first receive a drink, then how to pour one. Most Koreans learn these rules by sharing a table with someone older than them, but maybe you’ve never had a Korean drinking mentor (and, even if you have, the more drinking buddies, the merrier!).

			The alcohol that Koreans drink—soju, beer, and makgeolli—contains less than half the alcohol of stronger liquors like vodka. This is precisely what shapes the uniquely Korean way of drinking. By knocking back shots and drinking in smaller doses, we’re able to drink for longer, until the wee hours of the morning. Another key element of our drinking culture is the tradition of pairing alcohol with food. Anju 안주 is a category of dishes that’s specifically served as an accompaniment to each drink as well as a way to absorb the alcohol. For me, the perfect “chaser” isn’t beer or soda—it’s a spoonful of spicy clam soup after a particularly sharp shot of soju.

			So with this book, I want to be your guide. Your elder, who will pour you that first drink. Your hard-drinking noona[*12], who will go shot for Milkis shot (see this page) with you, demanding that you keep up. Your friendly bartender, serving up unique cocktails reflective of my Korean American childhood. Your unni[*13], who will take care of you and make you a big pot of instant ramyun back at my place after a night of drinking. Your friend, who will teach you all the fun party games the night before and then have hangover soup with you the morning after. I’ll share with you how to drink, how to pace yourself, how to pair the best foods with all those drinks, and all the other things I’ve learned. We’ll get convivial and generous, as Koreans do when we get drunk. Our formalities and unspoken judgments will drop. We’ll clink glasses and suggest another round, morphing from strangers into lifelong friends. Geonbae!

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 포장마차—literally “covered wagon”; a street stall or pub, usually tented, that sells street food and alcohol. Also known by its shortened form, pocha 포차.

				

				
					*2 반찬—small side dishes that accompany rice, filling out a standard Korean meal

				

				
					*3 미역국—seaweed soup, commonly served on one’s birthday

				

				
					*4 The drinking age in Korea is nineteen, according to a person’s international age. Until 2023, Koreans followed their own age system, in which a person was considered one year old at birth and gained a year in age every January 1. The country now uses the international system, which calculates age based on the person’s actual birth date (reducing everyone’s age by one year) but follows their old system when calculating the drinking age. That is, a person can drink as of January 1 in the year they would turn nineteen. Confused yet?

				

				
					*5 부대찌개—army base stew, a spicy stew commonly made with Spam and instant noodles (see this page for my take)

				

				
					*6 곱창—grilled intestines

				

				
					*7 회—raw fish

				

				
					*8 초장—a spicy-sweet dipping sauce made with gochujang and vinegar

				

				
					*9 차례—a memorial service for ancestors observed on anniversaries and major holidays like Chuseok

				

				
					*10 떡볶이—Korean rice cakes

				

				
					*11 소맥—soju energy bombs

				

				
					*12 누나—an older sister, to a male

				

				
					*13 언니—an older sister, to a female
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			How to Use/ Drink Through This Book

			Whenever I’m drinking “Korean-style,” I know I’m strapping in for multiple rounds. We call this “1-cha, 2-cha, 3-cha” (1차, 2차, 3차), or simply “first, second, third.” Each round provides a change of scenery and an opportunity to switch up the direction of the night, as well as offering natural exit points for anyone who might want to drop out.

			
				[image: Here’s what a typical night might look like]
			

			[image: ]1-CHA 1차 We meet up at a makgeolli bar for some light sips and bites. It’s an opportunity to get the small talk (and our buzz) going while we wait for any laggers who might be wrapping things up at work.

			[image: ]2-CHA 2차 We head to dinner—maybe a hot-ticket samgyeopsal (pork belly BBQ) restaurant where we don’t mind waiting for a table since we’ve already got a few under our belts. We order our first bottles of soju and make short work of them while we grill our fatty meats.

			[image: ]3-CHA 3차 We decamp to a cool cocktail bar or a hof (see this page) where we can ramp up the alcohol ante. We’re served some small bar snacks, and I can never resist ordering a plate of half-dried squid to gnaw on.

			[image: ]4-CHA 4차 If our energy level still feels high, we’ll park our butts in a coin karaoke room with a few more bottles of soju and sing our hearts out. If we’re feeling a little too boozed, we’ll do dinner, round two—either chadolbaegi (beef brisket BBQ) or straight to a bowl of three-in-the-morning haejang guk (hangover soup).

			[image: ]5-CHA 5차 Last round at home! My favorite nights out in South Korea, after going round after round at different clubs, pochas (see this page), or bars, end with one last drink at home. We’ll stop by the 24-hour convenience store to grab snacks and something fun to drink, like a limited-edition mint chocolate soju (surprisingly good!). We’ll kick off our shoes, recap the night, dance to our favorite tunes, and fall asleep on the couch until 6 a.m., when we’ll be sober enough to wash up and make it back to our actual beds. This is when that last pot of drunken ramyun is key.

		

	
		
			The Chapters in This Book Are Structured Like a Night of Drinking

			For the first round (1-cha), we’ll ease into Korean-style drinking with an introduction to the classic Korean alcohols and how Koreans typically like to drink them.

			I’ll make sure you get fed during 2-cha with tasty anju that’s made for eating when drinking, with snacks like salty and sweet Honey-Butter Bar Nuts (this page), dishes like the savory and just-a-wee-bit-secretly-spicy White Ddukbokki (this page), and, of course, my super slurpable Kimchi Carbonara (this page).

			At 3-cha, we’ll level up to more complicated drinks featuring Korean-inspired riffs on classic cocktails, many of which can be found at Orion Bar.

			We’ll peak at 4-cha, entering full party mode with a large-format Watermelon Soju Hwachae (this page), an iconic Samgyeopsal spread (this page), and some mouthwatering Chimaek Chicken (this page) that’s perfect with beer.

			And, lastly, I’ll help you ease into your hangover during 5-cha, with recipes that you can whip up after a long night out.

		

	
		
			Korean Drinking Traditions

			Whether drinking while out with friends, at dinner with family, or during a celebration for the boss’s promotion, Koreans follow rules that dictate how to do it properly. Some of these formalities stem from our culture’s history, some are holdovers from now-outdated practices, some my uncle probably made up.

			Koreans greatly emphasize respect for elders within family and group structures, largely due to the Confucian influence that underlies the culture. A parent’s word is law, especially since many children continue to live with their parents well into adulthood. You’re expected to defer to the wisdom of your parents and the seniority of your bosses and generally display a proper level of respect for anyone older than you. Respect is also shown physically, by bowing in greeting and affirmation, and is integral to the Korean style of drinking, where there are clearly established (though unspoken) rules around who orders, when to order, how to pour, who pours, and on and on.

			These traditions stem from ancestor worship, where alcohol ritual is especially foundational. Historically, Koreans host rites to honor the deceased on anniversaries or holidays like Chuseok. This is something my family and I practice, too, both in South Korea and America: sprinkling the contents of a bottle of soju on mountainside grave mounds in Gimpo, passing small cups over incense on the ancestral worship table for the anniversary of a great-aunt’s death in Glendale, and drinking and eating the prepared foods with one another afterward. During these rituals, a specific pouring order is observed. The eldest son will pour the first cup, then the second eldest, and so on, a hierarchy of pouring that carries over into everyday drinking settings as well.

			Today, drinking plays an outsize role in Korean work culture, where office workers are expected to accept every invitation to drink, and to drink until they have to be scraped off the floor and carried into a taxi. Pouring and drinking hierarchy is crucial here: You pour for your boss, they pour for their boss above them.

			But it’s not just at work; much of Korean drinking centers around establishing hierarchy. In more friendly settings, this is loosely based on age—you pour for those older than you or in school grades above you (this lasts well after graduation). In first-time social settings, the hierarchy becomes even stricter and more formal. If an age hierarchy is not immediately apparent, there’s often an introductory sharing of birth years to establish a loose rank.

			For me, part of the fun of drinking soju is rehashing these rules and rituals as a nod to those who taught me to drink and passing them onto others. Choose the ones you like, forget the ones you don’t. It’s like a good tale told many times over: The words may change, but the heart of the story carries on.
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			Sooljari 술자리 
(Kinds of Drinking Situations)

			With Your Family

			Ideally, your most forgiving opportunity to practice your soju drinking skills. Accept every drink your older family members offer you, and partake heartily in all the anju they order. Be respectful and don’t get too sloppy, but bank your uncle’s drunken imitation of the latest K-pop dance craze in your memory.

			With Your Friends

			In Korea, friends, or chingu 친구, are generally people who are the same age as you. That means there’s a connection to start, and you can drink together in a more casual and relaxed way.

			With a Mixed Group

			Out of respect, treat everyone as if they are older than you to start, until you’ve had a few drinks and established clear relationships.

			With Your Boss or Clients

			Stay on your toes and always maintain the utmost respect; this is where Korean hierarchy is most important. Observe pouring rules religiously (see How to Pour, this page).

			With Your Co-Workers

			Once your boss or the important client leaves (yay!), decamp to a different location so you can properly vent about work and let loose.

			By Yourself

			When you’re drinking alone (also known as honsool 혼술), all bets are off, but try and maintain a little dignity. Pour your soju into a glass instead of drinking straight from the bottle and grab a small bag of snacks so you’re not drinking on an empty stomach. (Who’s gonna take care of you but you?!)

			Note A lot of these rules, particularly those pertaining to pouring and receiving, are applicable to all Korean drinking, but they tend to apply most to soju drinking, which is inherently more formal.

		

	
		
			How to Pour

			Never pour for yourself. Instead, pour in order: Since Korean society is sensitive to hierarchy and signs of respect, the ritual of pouring is extremely important. Usually, soju is poured for the most senior person at the table first, then for the next most senior, and onward down the line until the lowest assistant or youngest person is served. There may be a natural switch if your place in the hierarchy comes up, or someone else volunteers to continue pouring in your stead.

			There are instances where whoever is buying will initiate the pouring, particularly if there is someone who will clearly be paying for the meal, since it’s technically their alcohol to serve. Give it a beat when the alcohol arrives at the table and see if someone reaches to pour first, which they will especially if they are big drinkers. Similarly, if you don’t know where you rank in the group, offer to pour for whoever appears to be the eldest or the most senior, or wait until you are offered a glass and then offer to return the favor to your pourer.

			These rules can be a little more relaxed in a friend setting. For the first round, it’s customary to follow the rules according to age (if known) or according to perceived hierarchy (i.e., pour for the most esteemed or most unfamiliar guest first). In consecutive rounds, as present company gets more relaxed or you learn one another’s ages, this hierarchy can shuffle or be dropped.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			How to Hold the Bottle Wrap your right palm (even if you’re left-handed) around the front of the paper label. Covering the label dates back to when label printing was poor and the ink would run when wet. Obscuring the brand or region also served to avoid offending the receiver if they preferred a different brand or hailed from a different region. In any case, it’s more of a tactic to grasp the bottle properly—don’t balance it from the bottom like a sommelier serving wine or choke up too far on the neck. Place your left hand gently at the base of the bottle or under your elbow as you pour, or under your armpit if you’re reaching quite far over the table.
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			Don’t Pour Your Own Glass Once you’ve finished pouring for others, place the bottle down, or subtly pass it to the person you last poured for. Do not pour your own glass! Wait for someone else to pour for you.

			How to Receive a Glass Hold your glass off the table with both hands, or with your right hand while your left hand gently supports the bottom of the glass or your elbow.

			The Polite Finger This is something I’ve seen more recently, particularly from my cousin Heejung, who is unfailingly polite in all settings. When someone is pouring for another person, she will reach over and place a polite finger on the edge
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