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Note on Terms

In this book, the term ‘ramen’ refers to Korean instant noodles. While the correct romanization of the Korean word is ‘Ramyeon’, the term ‘Ramen’ is widely used in the UK and the US as a popular, generic name that encompasses Korean packaged and cup noodles.

For this reason, the word ‘Ramen’ is used on the English-language cover, while ‘Ramyeon’ is used throughout the main text in order to more accurately reflect Korean ramen culture. In this book, both terms refer to the same food, and the difference in spelling is a choice made in consideration of linguistic and cultural context.

Whatever you call it, I hope you enjoy this book as much as you would a tasty bowl of noodles.




Prologue

Ramyeon Makes Us Complete

THE IDEA FOR THIS book came to me the moment my friend asked me, ‘Ina, how are you any different from that old Ansung Noodles guy?’

In May 2019, I came across an article titled ‘Ansung Noodles, Three Meals a Day’. It was about Park Byeonggu, an old man living in Hwacheon-gun, Gangwon Province, who had been eating ramyeon for three meals a day since 1994, when he’d found that it was the only thing that agreed with his stomach condition. Although that first article made headlines, it turned out that he didn’t actually eat Ansung Noodles for every single meal. Later that year, another article clarified that while ramyeon was indeed a staple for him, his diet had become more varied as he got older.

That first article was how I learnt that Nongshim’s Sogogi Ramyun had rebranded as Happy Ramyun, before then becoming Ansung Noodles. At first I thought they had misspelled Sogokimyun as Sogogi Ramyun, but Sogokimyun is an altogether separate product made by Samyang. I realized that ramyeon companies constantly reference one another, putting out similar but different products that were easy to mix up, all in the name of competition and growth. The same can be said of TV variety programmes, to make an analogy squarely within the realm of my interests.

I ruminated on these name changes as I perused the article. The facts detailed in the article cemented in my head. I wasn’t trying to memorize them, of course, but I ended up remembering everything. Because it was a story. I think it was Hannah Arendt who once said that all sorrows can be borne if you put them in a story. Which means that once something becomes a story, it remains with you, unforgotten.

Some time later at a bindaetteok restaurant in Mangwon, I was telling my friend Hyojin, a writer and my former housemate, all about the old guy as we helped ourselves to ramyeon noodles. And that was when she asked me the fateful question: ‘Ina, how are you any different from that old Ansung Noodles guy?’

I reflexively threw up my defences. ‘But I don’t eat ramyeon three meals a day …’

What was left unsaid after the ellipsis was the following. I consumed ramyeon or some other food just as junky at least once a day. Even though I only ate ramyeon itself maybe three times a week, my diet wasn’t fundamentally all that different from the old Ansung Noodles guy’s. If the dietary habits of an average woman in her thirties were on one end of the spectrum and those of the old Ansung Noodles guy were on the other, mine would be closer to the latter; this made me feel uneasy. I remember feeling that same uneasiness when I was a young child at a friend’s house. I realized that they did everything differently, from the way they hung their toilet paper to the type of water they drank and the way they folded laundry. But the real shock was when I learnt that my friends didn’t eat ramyeon as often as my father and I did.

I still think it’s weird that other people don’t make a note of new ramyeon flavours. They don’t choose ramyeon based on their own hyperspecific criteria and stock them by type to make sure there’s always enough. They don’t have firm rules and a philosophy about the right way to make ramyeon. They don’t pick different flavours depending on their mood and the situation. But it was only later in life that I learnt that people thought the way I thought about ramyeon was weird.

It made me sad that none of my friends had immediately clicked on the story about the old Ansung Noodles guy and read it carefully, reverently. How fascinating was the theory that his choice of Ansung Noodles was likely because of its soothing, savoury doenjang soup base? Had he tried other ramyeon? The article reported that he made his Ansung Noodles as bibimmyeon, without any liquid, and topped his dish with vegetables; was he basically vegetarian, except for what was in the soup base? I wondered about all this for quite some time before I realized why this article had fascinated me so much.

It’s because I’m incredibly serious about ramyeon, more so than anyone else in the world.

Everyone knows the back of the packet has instructions on how to make ramyeon. Usually it’s divided into two steps, sometimes three. The last step is always a variation of the sentence Add kimchi, spring onions, or egg if desired. So in truth, you would be correct if you were to say there are no real steps. If you put all the ‘steps’ together, it’s just Add noodles, soup base and flakes in boiling water and cook. That’s all there is to it. Of course, the recommended amount of water varies depending on the ramyeon, as well as how long you should cook the noodles in the soup base. Because of that, there are endless variations and countless opinions on how to make ramyeon, but none of this changes how ramyeon is cooked.

Ramyeon is truly the easiest food to make. Certain online recipes are titled something like ‘Easier-than-Ramyeon-Pasta’, and a comparison like this only makes sense when you’re referring to the simplest, easiest thing to make.

Let’s ignore flavour, since that can’t be appraised objectively. Ramyeon is the only food in existence that is as affordable as it is simple to prepare. Its fatal weakness is its high sodium content that makes it far from healthy, but each consumer can mitigate that by eating something that is a bit more involved and pricier, according to one’s specific needs. But that isn’t ramyeon’s problem. Ramyeon is a perfect product on its own, at least within its price range of less than 1,000 won (about 50p) per pack.

The best part of ramyeon is that one packet is one serving. (I must note here that there is another widely held opinion on this matter when it comes to bibimmyeon, which I’ll address in the bibimmyeon chapter.) I do understand the value of making a single serving of food, using a variety of ingredients and taking the time to cook it with care, but I am comforted by the fact that, at any difficult moment in my life, I’ll always have a serving of food in a single packet, made edible in five short minutes and guaranteed to taste great.

By the time you finish reading this book, you’ll have the skills to make a killer bowl of ramyeon. If you’re wondering if you really have to sit through an entire book for something so simple, you definitely need to read the whole thing. Once you read about the process of becoming skilled at something that appears simple and easy, about the moments where life and ramyeon intersect, making an ordinary bowl of ramyeon will become a little more interesting and a lot more delicious.

I rather like that phrase: interesting and delicious. An interesting and delicious place, wherever it may be, is exactly where I want to find myself. I’m sure I’ll be eating ramyeon there, too, cracking jokes.




CHAPTER 1

Before You Make Ramyeon

DO YOU HAVE RAMYEON at home right now? You do? Good. You don’t? Then let’s go buy some. Instead of buying a bundle of four or five of the same kind, I recommend you pick up single packets. There are so many flavours there’s no reason to settle for only one. More crucially, though the bundles save you a tiny bit of money, they create the problem of excess plastic waste. Supermarkets tend to sell ramyeon only in bundles, so I prefer shopping for mine at the convenience store, where you can buy single packs. To save money, make use of various sales and promotions, which happen far more often than you might think.



[image: ]

Another reason I favour single packets is the expiration date. Ramyeon expires surprisingly quickly. They’re usually good for around five months; that’s not even half a year. If you get a box of ramyeon, you likely won’t be able to go through it all before they expire. Especially if you live alone. Ramyeon isn’t ideal to stockpile in case of war or an emergency because you need boiling water. That’s something a lot of people forget. There’s someone who really needs to understand this … Appa, are you reading this?

We are different and the same

On holidays and some weekends, I visit my parents at their home in Hanam, Gyeonggi Province, and sit against their wardrobe snacking on chocolate digestives. I say, ‘Appa, you have to buy stuff like this for emergency food, not ramyeon.’

He looks at me like I’m talking nonsense.

‘Because ramyeon has a short shelf life, Appa, and you need boiling water. You’re not going to have time to wait for water to boil when there’s a war going on. This sugary, compressed carbohydrate is the right …’ I blather on, but he’s not listening.

My dad is fixated on the possibility of war breaking out, but unless it’s election season, it becomes secondary to reality shows or singing contests or round-the-clock political programmes. The TV is loud and I’m getting overstimulated, but I try a little harder since it’s been a while since I’ve spent time with my parents.

‘Appa, aren’t you hungry? Eomma, what’s for dinner?’

My dad says he doesn’t have much of an appetite these days. I’m not concerned because he’s always saying that. But he claims it’s for real this time.

‘Yeah? That’s not good. What should we eat, then?’

My dad sits up, his expression serious. ‘Hey, Ina. Why don’t you make some ramyeon?’

Figures.

When I was little, I didn’t know what people meant when they said I took after my dad. I couldn’t tell what exactly people thought we had in common when they said, ‘Like father, like daughter.’ We both have darker complexions, but we have different skin tones. We have different features, too. Although moles cover our faces, they differ in location and number. I understood that taking after someone meant you were similar to each other, but I couldn’t detect any similarities. Maybe this was especially the case because I tended to study everything close up when I was young. The minute differences of smaller aspects grabbed my attention before I could take in the balance or similarities of the whole. It was odd to insist on searching for similarities when there was so much more that was different among family, even among siblings.

Grown-ups used the expression ‘take after’ anytime they pleased. They said that about the shape of my face and my behaviour. My mum said that to me a lot, too, telling me I was my dad’s twin when I scowled. My dad gave off a fierce impression, with deep grooves in the centre of his forehead that resembled the Chinese character for stream (川) making him look even scarier. That was why stream was the first Chinese character I learnt. Even as I got older, I was still confused when people said I took after my dad. I developed the habit of smoothing the wrinkle out with my hands when I realized I was furrowing my brow.

Little Yoon Ina loved ramyeon. I must have started eating it long before I understood how much I loved it. Dad loved ramyeon, too, so we ate it often, and I was therefore exposed to that taste from an early age. So, I don’t remember my first bowl
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