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INTRODUCTION

Looking back at my childhood, most of my memories around food involve the hustle and bustle of extended family feasts. Older children helping to prepare food and carrying endless plates to the table as the grown-ups kept cooking in the kitchen. The dishes would be placed on a line of low tables that everyone sat around on the floor. Us kids sat on one side of the table and the grown-ups the other. I used to have a small spoonful of rice in between all the different dishes on the table, and I would always run out of rice before I had tried everything!

Having to share main dishes meant that from a young age I learned to read the table and hold back from grabbing the best piece of meat before the others had had a chance to eat first. As a mother of three, I now realise that exposure to these kinds of interactions at dinner tables are the foundation to teaching children how to be considerate and to know specific manners. As with everywhere in the world, these big family feasts are becoming more and more rare and, sadly, children miss out on so much as a result.

As well as the huge extended family feasts, I also fondly remember my favourite quick breakfasts, where I used to pour hot barley tea over a bowl of cold, leftover rice and eat it with roasted seaweed and salty preserved clams. This simple, but powerful taste is so deeply ingrained in my food memory bank that I still sometimes get sudden cravings for it. Funny how it’s usually the simplest foods that people long for from their childhood.

In this book, I have arranged all the dishes deliberately to showcase the huge family feasts I used to love, as well as some more casual Korean dishes. The first three chapters each offer a selection of ten dishes that will provide all you need for a sumptuous Korean feast for your family and friends. While these have been carefully curated, there is always room for some mixing and matching, such as swapping vegetable namul dishes or meat dishes between chapters. In the second half of the book, I introduce you to my favourite Korean street-food dishes and easy one-plate meals, before finishing with a chapter on East meets West, Korean fusion food. Come along with me for a truly authentic Korean food adventure!



The Korean dinner table

Before you start trying out the recipes, a brief background information on how Korean people normally eat their meals will help you make the most of this book. Unlike a typical Western meal, where you usually have various food items together on a single plate, an everyday Korean meal consists of rice and soup per person, with a selection of side dishes called ‘banchan’ placed in the middle to be shared.

Korea has a long history of being Buddhist, and despite being well known for meaty dishes, it used to be largely vegetarian. All the seasonal vegetable banchan, prepared in a variety of ways and flavoured in simple Korean seasonings, are called ‘namul’. There are hundreds of namul dishes consumed daily and they are a huge part of Korean cuisine.

At every meal a typical Korean person will have one or two types of kimchi and two or three banchan, including namul, alongside rice and soup. Banchan are usually prepared in big batches and kept in the fridge for up to a week or two. This enables us to quickly fix a meal, given that there is usually warm rice in the rice cooker. With this base of rice, soup and sides, we create more special meals by adding meaty main dishes and increasing the number of banchan served.

While the first three ‘feasts’ in this book show you everything you need to host an epic dinner party, just a few dishes from the feast will set up a delicious family dinner. Korean food is, above anything, about the enjoyment of sharing with your loved ones and it is usually very casual. With this in mind, please have fun with this book and go mix and match from different chapters.


[image: A Korean home meal with rice, soup and banchan with sides like rolled omelette, seasoned greens and stir-fried anchovies served in traditional utensils.]


The following images are typical Korean meals, from simplest to most elaborate. First, a simple home meal.




[image: A display of traditional Korean dishes arranged on a wooden table, including sliced meat, soup, rice, kimchi, seasoned vegetables and fermented items.]


Big meal: this is a good example of a large, family weekend meal.




[image: A Korean spread with grilled meats, a stew and various vegetables, all served with rice, banchan like kimchi, pickled vegetables and fermented items.]


If enjoying a big Korean feast in a restaurant, this is what it might look like.





AN INTRODUCTION TO KOREAN INGREDIENTS

Authentic Korean cooking does require a few specialist ingredients, but they’re absolutely worth buying to make your dishes as delicious as possible. Some of these – such as gochujang – have made their way into the mainstream in recent years and can be bought from most supermarkets. Anything not available there will be available in Asian grocery stores or online.

Here are my top Korean cooking ingredients that I use all the time. The first five are the ones I use most frequently and those I recommend investing in as they are very specific to Korean food and I wouldn’t recommend using replacements from other cuisines.

SOY SAUCE

When you go to Korean supermarkets, you often see three types of soy sauce: jin-kanjang, yangjo-kanjang and guk-kanjang.

• Jin-kanjang usually says ‘Jin Gold F3’ on the bottle somewhere. This is the most versatile and most commonly used soy sauce in Korean cooking. Korean soy sauce tastes different from the Japanese and Chinese, so I recommend investing in a bottle. I tend to buy the smallest bottle there is so it stays fairly fresh until I finish it up. After several months, the soy sauce will change its colour and taste. If you do buy a big bottle, you can keep it in a fridge to keep the freshness longer.

• Yangjo-kanjang is a more delicate, slightly sweet tasting soy sauce, but it can change its taste when cooked above a certain temperature, so it is used more for dipping sauce, salad dressings and to season things that don’t require extensive cooking.

• Guk-kanjang is the soy sauce for soups. It’s lighter in colour but much saltier than the other two. It has less sweetness and more umami and is usually used for making the brothy soups that Koreans eat multiple times a week, so is a must for a Korean pantry.

Korean kitchens will usually have all three or at least two types of the soy sauce. I personally have Jin-kanjang and Guk-kanjang in my pantry.

I recommend using Jin-kinjang for all recipes in this book, unless otherwise specified. As mentioned, it’s worth buying a bottle of Jin-kinjang, but at a push you can substitue it with Chinese light soy sauce or – even better – Japanese soy sauce.

GOCHUJANG (KOREAN CHILLI PASTE)

This is a must for Korean cooking and something that we use quite a lot! It’s a thick paste that has distinctive sweet and smoky flavours as well as the punch of chillies. There are many brands of gochujang but most of them are similar so you won’t go far wrong with whichever one you choose – they can all be used to make all kinds of dishes.

GOCHUGARU (KOREAN CHILLI POWDER)

Gochugaru is a Korean chilli powder that come in two types – rough and fine. The rougher type is used most often, for example when making kimchi. Korean chilli flakes are much milder than those from other cuisines. Fine gochugaru is often used to make food more red and vibrant, but is usually an optional ingredient so don’t worry too much if you can’t get hold of it.

SESAME OIL

Our talented chef/food stylist for the book could not believe how much sesame oil we went through during our food prep for the photoshoots! Sesame oil is like olive oil to Koreans, and we use it for everything – it is the foundation of traditional Korean taste buds. I sometimes use Japanese sesame oil, which is almost identical, but Korean sesame oil is more aromatic.

CORN SYRUP

Sometimes referred to as cooking syrup, this is used for sweetness and when you want the food to have a nice glaze to it. It is slightly less sweet than caster sugar, but if you don’t have any corn syrup you can use sugar, just in a slightly smaller quantity.

KOREAN BLACK PEPPER

All Korean kitchens have one of these bright boxy tins of finely ground pepper. It is slightly less pungent than black pepper and goes well with Korean food. Feel free to skip purchasing this item and use your existing pepper choices.

DASIDA

This is Korea’s answer to chicken stock and is often used to create umami in food when making stock from scratch is difficult. I guess the famous cow mascot on its packages tricks everyone, including myself, but this is actually a vegan seasoning, even though it has a distinctive umami taste with a hint of beefiness. Just like chicken stock, it can be used in any kinds of sauces and soups for adding depth. There are many other different types of umami seasonings in Korea but this one is the brand that has been around the longest and most commonly used. If you can’t find Dasida, it can be substituted with Asian chicken stock powder.

YONDU SEASONING SAUCE

This is another great umami essence that is made naturally from fermenting soybeans. Vegan and plant-based, this can be used to add more discrete umami to your salads, stir fries and soups. In Korean cooking this is usually used when making the vegetable namul. If you can’t find the Yondu brand, you can subsitute this with other umami sauces such as fish sauce.

PLUM SAUCE

Plum extract syrup is often used to make kimchi and meat marinades. Traditionally, fresh asian plums are used to make this condiment, however the shop bottles often only have added flavourings. For that reason, I often skip this and just use sugar instead. Nonetheless, it does give a nice fruitiness to the food and is good for marinating pork and other meats.

ASIAN CHICKEN STOCK POWDER

I usually use Chinese chicken stock powder for cooking Asian food because Western chicken stocks have lots of herbs that clash with the Asian ingredients. This chicken stock can be replaced with Dasida if you don’t want any kind of meaty umami flavour to your food. It’s worth having in your kitchen as it’s used so widely in Asian cooking.

FISH SAUCE

Fish sauce is a huge part of Korean cooking and there are many different regional types available in Korea. It is, however, one of those things that is hard to get your hands on outside Korea. Luckily, our Southeast Asian friends use fish sauce a lot too, and there are a couple of decent fish sauce brands available in most supermarkets that I’m happy to use for making kimchi at home and in other cooking. Fish sauce gives amazing umami depth to food and is one of my favourite seasonings. It’s especially good for brothy soups and stews, as well as all the lightly pickled kimchi salads.



OTHER INGREDIENTS

MIRIM

Mirim is a Korean cooking wine, akin to Japanese mirin and Chinese cooking wine, both of which are also made from a rice wine base. These can be used interchangeably.

VINEGAR

Where vinegar is specified in a recipe, you can use any Korean brand of apple or rice vinegar if you can get it. Otherwise, any white wine vinegar or apple vinegar will suffice.

SESAME SEEDS

Sesame seeds are used in almost all Korean cooking, either in the dishes themselves or as a pretty ubiquitous garnish! Most shop-bought seeds come already roasted, but you can roast them in a dry pan one more time to make them even more nutty and aromatic. This also makes them easier to crush in a pestle and mortar when a recipe calls for ground sesame seeds.

SALTED SHRIMP

Heavily salted and fermented shrimps are widely used in Korean cuisine. Sold in jars, they are one of the key ingredients in making kimchi.

MSG

Ajinomoto is a famous Japanese MSG brand that is widely used in all Asian cooking and available in Asian supermarkets.

SALT

This is either listed in the recipes as ‘salt’ or ‘sea salt’. Salt can be any table salt, whereas sea salt refers to salt flakes. Maldon salt is my favourite brand of sea salt and the one I always use.

OILS

As well as sesame oil, I often use neutral oils, such as vegetable, for frying. See individual recipes for details.

PHOTOGRAPH KEY

1. Jin-ganjang

2. Gochujang

3. Gochugaru

4. Korean sesame oil

5. Corn syrup/cooking syrup

6. Korean fine black pepper

7. Dasida

8. Yondu seasoning season

9. Plum syrup sauce


[image: A collection of Korean cooking ingredients, including gochujang, gochutgaru, soy sauce, sesame oil, rice wine vinegar and pepper, placed on a wooden surface.]
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