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> This photo shows our signature kimchi at various stages of fermentation: the bottom left bowl shows it fresh; the bottom right has been fermented 2 to 3 days; the top left has been fermented 1 week; and the top right has been fermented 1 month.


Introduction

I have been eating kimchi all my life. But I only truly smelled it about three years ago, when I was making kimchi alone for the first time. The vivid aromas suddenly brought me back to my childhood in Seoul, to my maternal grandmother and my earliest memories of food. I must have been about five years old, walking through the woods with my grandmother foraging for wild plants that would turn up at the dinner table; smelling the enticingly intense aroma of freshly roasted soybeans, used for making a fermented soybean paste called doenjang; tasting the warmth of a freshly laid egg; and watching a chicken from our backyard being butchered. Although we had moderate means, the act of preparing food formed a large part of my childhood, and especially of what gave me comfort. There was a sense of excitement watching my grandmother or mother in the kitchen preparing the food that would play a central role in bringing together the entire family at mealtime.

I also remember watching my grandmother make kimchi with the neighborhood ajumas (a respectful term for maternal figures, like madam or ma’am) during kimjang, the annual fall cabbage harvest, when I was six years old. From time to time, I’d run up to my grandmother, and she’d give me small pieces of the inner cabbage leaf with the rolled-up stuffing in them. It was always so special to me—a bond of love between us and a preview of the kimchi we would be eating all winter.

Suddenly it all made sense—why I was so curiously drawn to food and wine, my secret fascination when the deep smell of an aged red wine elicited a faint memory of roasted soybeans, the familiar intense meaty aroma of a properly made veal stock, the musky smell of wine cellars or ripe cheese that made me recall the comforting memories of my childhood in Seoul, Korea. I had come full circle from my Korean roots, through Western traditions, culminating in rediscovering kimchi.

[image: A young girl holding a doll]

In Korea, kimchi is eaten with every meal. I was about eight years old when my family came to the United States, and, like many immigrant families, we spent a lot of time shopping for food and preparing what was going to be served on the table. There were always two shopping trips: I recall spending entire weekends shopping for Korean ingredients at specialty shops and then visiting typical American grocery stores. Our family dinners showcased my mother’s innate ability to create endless delicious meals out of what we bought. While I was adapting to American culture, I was often embarrassed about how pungent Korean food is compared to American food, and I found myself ashamed and reluctant to share Korean traditions. Food was very important to us, and yet Korean food was so different, especially kimchi, so foreign, spicy, and stinky that it seemed as if it had no place in the American kitchen. I couldn’t see a bridge between the two cultures.

My mother often cautioned me that kimchi was the one Korean tradition that would offend people because it is so pungent, and she warned me never to share kimchi with anyone who wasn’t Korean. She told me kimchi was particularly not something I should eat in front of others, let alone take it for lunch to eat in public, and that I should always be mindful about kimchi’s malodorous characteristics.

While growing up in Southern California, I often found myself straddling the two worlds—Korean and American—and trying to reconcile the food, culture, and language between the two seemingly contradictory cultures. The Korean world was a familiar one, while the American one seemed imposing and intimidating. In trying to understand where I fit between the two worlds, I struggled to find my voice.

My food journey was not a straight path. I attended college and, after graduation, chose not to pursue law school and instead dutifully found desk jobs. But I felt connected to my most authentic self when I was traveling abroad and discovering food. On a three-month backpacking trip through Europe, I was introduced to the food and wine cultures of Italy and France, which changed me forever. I was strangely comforted upon arriving at each new town, perusing the open-air food markets or grocery stores, discovering new cuisines, and tasting the local specialties. I realized that these seemingly foreign places were similarly deeply entrenched in culinary traditions similar to my Korean culture.

These pivotal experiences inspired me to launch a career in food and wine that included working as an assistant manager of an upscale French restaurant, organizing editorial tastings at a national wine magazine, managing a wine portfolio, and picking grapes for wine at a harvest in Italy. There were many times when I doubted my decision—I thought that kimchi and the pungent flavors of Korean food might have ruined my palate and spoiled my sense of smell, that it may have interfered with my ability to taste subtle flavors and appreciate the aroma of a fine vintage wine. I never imagined there could be common ground between kimchi and my love of the European food traditions that I held in such high regard, until that singular moment when I truly smelled kimchi for the first time. The bridge I had been looking for my entire life had been right under my nose all along.

My mother has operated Jang Mo Jip (“Mother-in-Law’s House”) restaurant in Garden Grove, California, since 1989. The restaurant business was not a planned career, but rather the result of dire necessity that grew out of a sad family event—the untimely passing of my father. My mother didn’t have much time to grieve; she had a family to support. And thus the restaurant was born.


> The term Mother-in-law has deep roots in Korean culinary culture. It refers to the tradition of a Mother-in-law spoiling a bridegroom with delicious food, as a sort of dowry, to convince him that his soon-to-be-wife’s family cooking was top-notch. Also, in kimchi tradition, the bride would learn how to make kimchi, one of the most important culinary skills in Korea, from her new Mother-in-law as a gesture of devotion to her new family.



I’ve always been inspired by my mother’s entrepreneurial success, but I didn’t plan to follow in her footsteps by opening a Korean restaurant. And yet, at the restaurant, there was always a sense of comfort in a bowl of seollungtang soup—the house specialty beef brisket and bone mixture simmered in a cauldron overnight, a time-honored tradition of extracting the essence of the stock—and a side dish of kimchi. Traditionally this soup is particularly prized as a breakfast meal, although it is also eaten throughout the day. The regulars, old neighborhood men, line up at 7 a.m. to be served the first bowl of piping hot, milky soup from the cauldron. I love seeing the many familiar faces of ajumas, who cook and operate the restaurant with the same care as if they were feeding their own families. The extended families with multiple generations that still visit our restaurant make an impression on me, especially when I see my mother greet each familiar face with a warm welcome. For 23 years, I had grown up eating kimchi from my mother’s restaurant, and each time I went home to visit, she would send me back to New York





 


SIMILARITIES BETWEEN KIMCHI AND WINE

What do wine and kimchi have in common? Those who taste kimchi for the first time often react to the level of spice, but its real defining characteristic is its tanginess. We often associate this sensation with sourness and acidity, but in kimchi, it’s more than the flavor of vinegar—it’s the taste of fermentation. It is a unique characteristic that all fermented foods, such as wine, beer, or cheese, share. The acidity produced by natural fermentation due to lactic acid is more natural for our own body’s digestive pH and not as aggressive to our taste buds as the acidity in many commercially manufactured vinegars.

Texture and flavors. When the flavors of kimchi—chile pepper spice, garlic, and ginger—blend together in a perfect acidity (pH), the result is a delicate balancing act of flavors and sensations similar to what wine achieves. And in the same way, kimchi’s vast array of differences in flavor and texture also depend on a balance of flavors and fermentation. The natural fermentation process helps flavors meld together with acidity and brightness that work to create the depth, roundness of texture, and complexity that develop with aging.

Balance. I often think of kimchi as the vegetable equivalent of German Riesling, because the variance of acidity, sugar, and texture in these wines exceeds any other. Contrary to many who think all Rieslings are sweet (or that all kimchi is too spicy), there is much more to the flavor than what we taste as sweet due to texture, acidity (pH), and the magic of fermentation.

Ageability. Like wine, which is always changing in the glass as well as in the bottle, kimchi is also always changing. And just like wine, there are some that taste better with age, like fall/winter root vegetable kimchi, and some that are meant to be eaten right away, like tender spring/summer vegetable kimchi. It’s akin to the difference between a vintage red Bordeaux wine and a fresh white wine like Sauvignon Blanc.

The Champagne of pickles. Kimchi is a pickling tradition, and it tingles on the tongue like a sparkling wine with tiny pinpricks of carbonation. And just as each of France’s famous Champagne houses has developed its own coveted blend of grapes and techniques to create its own unique style of sparkling wine, every Korean family has its own style of kimchi making, resulting in a finished kimchi all its own. No two families will agree that their kimchi is the same and they will remain loyal to their own family recipe.

Kimchi is perfectly captured in time—very much like wine. Kimchi and wine are living products, and therefore always changing. When you pour a glass of wine, the wine reacts to its exposure to oxygen and changes over time. In the same way, kimchi’s colors, texture, flavors, and acidity are also affected by oxygen and aging. Its uniqueness is that it is a natural process, much like fermentation of wines and cheeses. It is not a stable, manufactured process, so each batch of kimchi will not taste exactly the same. Kimchi’s individuality lies in the time, soil, climate, seasons, and even the location where the vegetables are grown. Each of these elements plays a role in fermentation and the final result.
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