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FOREWORD


by Eric Ripert

I have had the good fortune to travel to South Korea numerous times. I’ve experienced the energetic and vibrant lifestyle of Seoul and the beautiful and peaceful countryside of the peninsula. In my travels, I have always felt my hosts’ warmth and excitement to share their culture with me.

On my first visit, I was fascinated and overwhelmed by the difference between the food culture of my world—the West—and what Seoul offered through a multitude of restaurants, bars, and food stands. I was most impressed by the bansang, the traditional way of serving Korean cuisine in which all the different ingredients and condiments are presented at the table at once. The flavors were not very familiar to me, nor was this way of eating, so different from the linear Western style. But such an array led to an interesting and convivial experience with the rest of the guests.

I quickly came to understand that Korean cuisine is not shy about using strong and pungent ingredients, such as kimchi and aekjeot, to elevate the meal to another level. But I sensed that there was something much deeper going on, too. At first I couldn’t identify what it was. Then I visited artisanal factories in the countryside dedicated to crafting gochujang, doenjang, and ganjang, and the secret was unlocked. I tasted the jangs while witnessing the process and even participating in the making of these key fermented sauces. I observed with much respect the ancient tradition of creating something very special with just three ingredients: soybeans, water, and salt. I started to understand the importance and impact of temperature, weather conditions, time, fermentation, and how these details come together to make the perfect jang. Jang is the result of a magical alchemy between the effects of nature and human interaction. It had been the flavor I couldn’t quite place that underscored so much of what I enjoyed at the table.

Food can be powerful medicine, and it is important to cook with knowledge and love. Today, I realize that I still have so much to learn. I am grateful to all my teachers, seculars and monastics, and to Chef Mingoo Kang for this much-needed book. Thank you for sharing with us essential ingredients that define not just Korean cuisine but much more: an entire special and beautiful culture. With this book, we all pay homage to an ingredient that says it all: jang!
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INTRODUCTION


Imagine trying to understand Italian cooking without olive oil or to unlock French cuisine without butter and cream. It would be impossible. The same is true of jang (which rhymes with “song”) when it comes to Korean cuisine. I think hansik, or Korean cooking, is one of the most intriguing and dynamic of the world’s culinary traditions. (I am biased, but also correct.) That the entirety of Korean cuisine relies on what is to most people a near secret ingredient is one of the last great discoveries in world cookery.

Many factors have contributed to jang being virtually unheard of outside Korean kitchens; none of them has to do with the characteristics or quality or potency of jang itself. That’s why I’m so excited to expose the world to the deep history, expressive power, and vibrant flavors of jang. In doing so, I hope to not only shine a spotlight on this wonderful family of ingredients but also open a gateway to a deeper understanding of Korean cuisine and culture itself—much as the extra-virgin olive oil boom of the 1990s increased the popularity of regional Italian cooking or, more recently, a growing appreciation of za’atar and tahini, among other such ingredients, underwrote the explosion of interest in Middle Eastern cooking.

So what are jangs? On one hand, jangs are deceptively simple. The word jang (장) means “fermented soybean paste.” There are three main types of jang: gochujang, doenjang, and ganjang. Gochujang is a fiery fermented chile paste, perhaps the best known beyond the Korean peninsula; doenjang is a thick fermented soybean paste; and ganjang is a thin, dark liquid. For doenjang and ganjang, analogs exist in the form of Japanese miso and shoyu soy sauce, respectively. For gochujang, which is derived from Korea’s endemic gochu chile, there is really no comparison. Yet I would argue that all three Korean sauces are utterly unique.
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Like that of charcuterie, cheese, or wine, the character of jang is determined by time and place, and, of course, great human skill. The three types of jang are deeply interconnected, though ultimately, their paths diverge. Jang itself is a buttress against waste, and so it makes sense that nothing in the process is wasteful. Methods vary from producer to producer: Where the jang is fermented and for how long and under what conditions and with what additives, as well as how warm the summer or cold the winter and dozens of other factors, all contribute to the infinite variability and complexity of jang.

All three start in the fields when, in the late autumn, farmers harvest soybeans across the Korean countryside. The soybeans are dried and sold to jang makers—and others—who boil them down into a paste. This paste is then compressed into blocks called meju, which are wrapped in rice stalk straws and hung to air-cure. In December or January, depending on the ambient conditions, the blocks are transferred to large earthen vessels called jangdok (also known as onggi), which are placed outside directly upon the earth. At this point, some of the meju is ground into a powder, which is then mixed with gochugaru (ground dried Korean red chiles), salt, glutinous rice powder, and a few other ingredients and placed in its own jangdok. This, eventually, becomes gochujang.

To make ganjang and doenjang, salted water is added to the blocks of meju in the jangdok and they are left to ferment. After some period of time, usually between sixty and ninety days, the fermented soybean mixture is mashed and strained. The liquid, which is aged longer in its own vessel, becomes ganjang. The solids, which are aged further in their own container, become doenjang.

These liquids, in the case of ganjang, and pastes, in the case of doenjang and gochujang, are not simply fermented soybeans but really the result of thousands of years of tradition, generations of experience, and a million small decisions made by jang artisans. Jangs are employed everywhere in Korean cuisine, from soups and stews to salads and marinades and even in desserts. They are the very marrow of my country’s cooking.


Finding Hansik


I have to admit, I was a latecomer to the magic of jang. Born and raised in Seoul, I’ve wanted to be a chef for as long as I can remember. Though my mother was a decent home cook—my father, like many Korean men, did not cook at home—I fell in love with cooking like many kids do, by sitting in front of the television. Watching food and travel documentaries, I used to dream of running a kitchen of my own. As soon as I could, I started studying hospitality and culinary arts in Seoul; I took advantage of my mandatory military service to serve as a chef for a navy admiral. Fresh out of the navy and hungry for adventure and experience, I set out for the United States, where I found a job at Nobu Matsuhisa’s eponymous restaurant in Miami. Thus began a culinary path that took me to the Bahamas and to the Basque Country. Like many in the Korean diaspora, whether I was cooking Matsuhisa’s refined Japanese cuisine or Martín Berasategui’s avant-garde preparations, I missed hansik, the flavors of my home. So I returned to Korea to try my hand at a place of my own.
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When I opened Mingles in 2014, my mission was to meld—or mingle—Western and Korean traditions. At the time, Korean fine dining really meant Korean chefs cooking Italian or French haute cuisine. Korean chefs cooking Korean food merited hardly any attention. What we were doing at Mingles was unique. Though I obviously incorporated elements and techniques from my years abroad, the heart of the cuisine was all hansik. Like Massimo Bottura or René Redzepi before me, I was adamant about uplifting my own country’s ingredients, techniques, and traditions, proving that hansik belonged in the pantheon of the world’s great cuisines. The acclaim was immediate, and so was the pressure. I felt a responsibility to truly educate myself in Korean cuisine and ingredients in a more formal way than I had.

This quest brought me to the feet of two of Korea’s food gods: Cho Hee-Sook, who was later named Asia’s Best Female Chef, and the Buddhist nun Jeong Kwan, made famous through her episode of the Netflix series Chef’s Table. In culinary terms, Cho is like Paul Bocuse, and Jeong Kwan, even though she is not technically a chef, is an analog to Alain Ducasse and Joël Robuchon. Cho’s humble (and humbling) classes returned me to the rich simplicity of hansik. It was Chef Cho who introduced me to the ability of jang, especially ganjang, to replace salt in most of my cooking. But it was a visit to Jeong Kwan’s monastery that changed my life.

By the time I walked through the wooden gates of the ancient grounds of Baekyangsa, a Buddhist temple at the foot of Naejang Mountain on the southern tip of the peninsula, I had been cooking Korean food for nearly twenty years. Mingles had been open for three years, and though we were busy, I was at a crossroads. For better or worse, I had come to represent modern hansik to the parade of foreign chefs who stopped in Seoul. And yet I felt there was something missing in my understanding of hansik. I had a feeling I might find the answer at Baekyangsa.
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The grounds were about as far from the fast-paced world of the professional kitchen as could be, and quiet, until I eventually learned to listen for the birdsong and the rustle of grass. Stands of yew trees formed tunnels for twisted footpaths that led to peaceful open spaces with altars holding golden statues of Buddha. Stones set into the ground hundreds of years ago by monks long past were covered in moss. I had come on a pilgrimage to learn the essence of Korean cuisine from Jeong Kwan, a Buddhist nun who ran away from home at the age of seventeen to join the order and had been cooking for her fellow practitioners at the temple ever since. Her style of extremely simple, extremely vibrant sachal eumsik (temple cuisine) has made her famous throughout Korea. I yearned to meet her, and after some petitioning, I had my chance. I didn’t know it as I mounted the steps for our first encounter, but I was also beginning my journey to jang.

No Korean can be wholly ignorant of jang. From my earliest food memories, jangs had been present at nearly all my meals. Doenjang contributed the depth of flavor and rich backbone of the soups and stews my mother made me after school. Ganjang served as an umami-rich marinade for fish, a steaming liquid for vegetables, and a light broth for soups. Gochujang added a kick of heat to everything from pork to seafood to bibimbap. But as surrounded by it as I was, and even as I had progressed through the stages of culinary training, first in Seoul and then abroad, I had always thought of jang as just another ingredient: useful, of course, but nothing out of the ordinary. As is true for many Koreans, the jangs I used were industrial products, manufactured in large facilities by companies like Chung Jung One and Sempio. And if I couldn’t find ganjang, what was the harm in substituting Japanese shoyu instead? The same could be said for doenjang and the tubs of miso I could buy from the restaurant depot on the outskirts of Seoul. Such was my thinking when I first saw the petite shaven head of Jeong Kwan, a sixty-something-year-old woman, sticking up out of the folds of her robes as she approached me. She bowed, I bowed, and she led me toward the monastery kitchen.

As I watched her, I marveled that Jeong Kwan didn’t cook so much as simply let the earth move through her. I followed her as she wandered through the temple garden, plucking a head of cabbage or pulling turnips from the ground. We clambered up the steep mountain behind the monastery, hunting pyogo (shiitake) mushrooms, which she carefully placed in her wicker basket. Then we made our way to the kitchen, as clean and airy as a meditation hall.

Using the few ingredients we had gathered, she produced a simple meal that seemed to have only a hair’s-breadth separation from the land itself. How? Soon I realized the answer: jang. Jangs were omnipresent in her work. This was, perhaps, not unexpected, but I was intrigued by the small unlabeled terra-cotta pots laid out just outside the kitchen in a sun-kissed courtyard, and then surprised when she told me they all held jangs of various ages. She told me how each jang had its own individual character, its own story, its own spirit. A combination of factors—time, place, the angle at which the breeze swept in from the sea or the pattern of shade cast by stands of bamboo and pine trees—affected the complicated patina of flavors of the substance inside. I could taste how the same jang, aged three, five, or ten years, matured, mellowed, and revealed its depth and complexity as it grew. It reminded me of tasting through glasses of extraordinary wine or whiskey. This was my moment of awakening.

These jangs were alive, each tingling with its own expression. Mixtures of only soybean, water, and salt—and sometimes a few aromatics—the jangs relied on their environment and subtle human intervention to develop. Though certainly the fields in which the soybeans were grown played a part, so much of a jang’s character depends on how and where it is allowed to ferment. The air, the wind, the biome are indelibly etched into flavor. A jang from Jeju Island in the middle of the Southern Sea of Korea, for instance, is more intensely flavorful and bitter than the famously gentle jangs from Paju, in the north.

[image: Image]
Like all fermented products, jangs rely on the interactions between bacteria and sugar as expressed through time. As with all naturally fermented products, from sourdough to wine to lambics, these naturally occurring bacteria vary by location, according to the natural biome. Cooked, then dried and aged, and then fermented up to ten years and sometimes even longer, jangs are a true expression of terroir. In Jeong Kwan’s hands, each was a string to be plucked in concert with her ingredients, a note to be played in harmony. So deep was her knowledge, so intimate was she with the characteristics of each jar, that she always knew exactly which jang to deploy and when.
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Exploring Jang


I returned to the kitchen of Mingles with my hair on fire. I felt like I had been playing the piano by hitting only the middle C, and now the entire keyboard had been opened to me. I started seeking out and sampling artisanal jangs from across the peninsula. I began vertical tastings, in which I’d use the same jang from different years to better understand how the flavors evolved. As often as I could, I visited small producers in the foothills and forests, on mountainsides and near beaches. I got to know the mostly female artisans who tend to their jangdok year-round, wiping snow from their covers in winter, brushing bugs away in summer. I returned to learn from Jeong Kwan again and again, making the three-hour journey to her temple from Seoul on a weekly basis. As I delved deeper into the process, my appreciation for jang blossomed even more. Since opening Mingles, I had been on a mission to express the true nature of Korean cuisine. I had finally found it, and the answer had literally been in my backyard the entire time.

As these jangs began to express themselves in my cooking, I found I could do less, add less, intervene less. My approach began to shift away from the Western notion of addition and toward a more Korean one—or, more precisely, a Buddhist one—of subtraction. What step could I remove? What ingredient could I omit? When I relied on jangs, my culinary intervention (and ego) was not as needed as I thought it was. But I’ve also found that like any subtle tool, jangs aren’t rigid; they reward experimentation. Much like Korean culture itself, they are able to assimilate and adapt to foreign concepts. I’ve found jangs especially suited to pairing with Italian ingredients like balsamic vinegar, olive oil, and Parmesan, all of which can similarly express their sense of place. Gochujang has the right amount of intensity to complement the muscular flavors familiar to the American palate. And ganjang, in particular, loves to play counterpoint to caramel and dairy. Just as jangs themselves evolve with time, so too has my appreciation of them.

Today much of what I do in the kitchen at Mingles begins with finding the right way to use a jang to showcase and support the other ingredients in a dish. The whole is always greater than the sum of its parts. Few of the recipes in this book, however, are drawn directly from the menu at Mingles. Most are versions of dishes I make at home for my family and friends. My appreciation for jang, naturally, has spilled over into home cooking, since the home kitchen, for thousands of years, has been the natural domain of jang. I know that for me, the latent love of jang has immeasurably enriched how I cook, taste, and appreciate food, and I hope this book—a love letter of sorts to jang—does the same for you.
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The History of Jang


Together with my wife, Doehee; my seven-year-old son, Yunhoo; my nine-year-old daughter, Dain; and more than nine million other souls—nearly a fifth of Korea’s population—I live in Seoul, a shimmering city of towering skyscrapers rushing headlong in a blur of movement. But despite the glittering stores of the Gangnam district with their endless parade of Lamborghinis and Ferraris outside, and the constant urban dynamism that churns old buildings into new ones, Korea has only recently come into the modern age. After a brutal Japanese occupation that stretched from 1910 to 1945, followed by the 6-2-5 War (what Americans call the Korean War), we emerged in 1953 an impoverished, damaged, largely rural nation, one that had advanced little over the previous hundred years.

The poverty of the Korean people, outside the rather opulent but very small demimonde of the dynastic courts, permeated every aspect of their lives. Food was no exception. The Korean diet was largely devoid of meat. A dead animal might be delicious, but a live one was more useful. (Seafood, of course, was an exception, as there is no such thing as a working fish.) As for protein, we relied on plants, some cultivated but many foraged. Even today, during spring, we hunt Japanese angelica shoots and mugwort like Italians do truffles. Rice was our staple grain, as it is across Asia, but the topography of Korea, where less than a quarter of the land is arable, means even rice was rare and precious.

Soybeans, first introduced to the peninsula from Manchuria over four thousand years ago, were our lifeline. Rich in protein and able to thrive in poor soil, soybeans sustained us. Korean cooks endeavored to unlock the life-supporting protein contained in soy with an ingenuity I find astonishing even today, using the plant to make foods that included dubu (tofu), soybean milk, soybean oil, and bean sprouts. But among all the ways of enjoying soybeans, jang is the most profound.

Koreans have been making jang in one form or another since the Three Kingdoms period, which stretched from 57 BCE to 668 CE. Murals depicting jangdok, the large earthenware vessels used to make jang, have been found in tombs dating back to the fourth century BCE. When King Sinmun, the seventh-century ruler of the Silla dynasty, married, jang was listed as part of his bride’s dowry, along with liquor, rice, and dried fish. In the eleventh century, when the Khitan people of neighboring Manchuria invaded the Korean Peninsula, the Korean king distributed jang to keep his people nourished.

To me, jang embodies the ability of generations upon generations to survive and, indeed, thrive in the face of enormous challenges. Jang takes three simple ingredients—soybeans, salt, and water—and transforms them into a nutritionally dense, deeply flavorful, extremely versatile tool. For a citizenry that up until only about fifty years ago could ill afford meat and generally eschewed dairy, jang was a lifeline of protein, vitamins such as B12, fiber, and many other nutrients. Today, as
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