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Notes


• The information in this book is not intended to replace diagnosis of illness or ailments, or healing or medicine. Always consult your doctor or other health professional in the case of illness or for dietary advice.


• Both American (Imperial plus US cups) and British (Metric) are included in these recipes for your convenience; however, it is important to work with one set of measurements only and not alternate between the two within a recipe.


• All spoon measurements are level unless otherwise specified. A teaspoon is 5ml, a tablespoon is 15ml.


• All eggs are large (US) or medium (UK).
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introduction


I grew up in a multicultural, overwhelmingly Asian neighborhood known as Flushing within Queens, New York. Chinese, Indian, and Korean cultures were especially well-represented (for the sake of brevity, I will be using “Korean” to mean “South Korean” in this book).


My earliest memories were forged within the melting pot of a unique hub that allowed me to feel immersed in my Korean heritage. In my community, it was commonplace for my peers to speak their mother tongue and eat their ethnic foods. As a child, I didn’t realize when I was taking casual field trips to see the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island, that I was a living, breathing, first-generation embodiment of the American Dream.


Although I am of biracial descent, I grew up exclusively surrounded by my Korean mother’s culture, so I always felt more Korean than anything else. Korean was my first language and Korean food was a staple in my household, which meant rice and kimchi were sacrosanct, dessert was fresh-cut fruit, and daily family dinners were honored with our Korean mealtime prayer song (see page 42).


[image: images]


My grandparents’ wedding in Pyongyang, 1941, in what is now North Korea (this was before Korea split).


But growing up, for all intents and purposes, “Korean” in America meant much more to our family than our activities of daily living. It represented a collective hero’s journey of escaping a war-torn country, settling in South America, and eventually immigrating to the promised land of America to ensure a better life for our family and descendants.


Some of my earliest memories are of attending a Korean church with my Harabuji (grandfather), who was an active member of the Korean community where we lived. Although I lived with Harabuji until I was 18, my relatively limited Korean did not allow us to communicate about his past in depth. I often hear anecdotes from my Umma (mom) about how he grew up in what is now North Korea during the Japanese occupation, which occurred from 1910–1945. After World War II, Korea was split into two zones of occupation—the South under the U.S., and the North under the totalitarian communist leadership of the Soviets. Harabuji was an outspoken activist against communism and consequently targeted. Despite hailing from a wealthy family in Pyongyang, Harabuji and my grandmother left their riches to escape to the South. Umma tells me that at one point, he and my grandmother were separated on their journey out of North Korea and miraculously found each other against all odds.


Eventually, with their nine children in tow, they boarded a boat that led them to Paraguay and ultimately Argentina. After several decades, all but two of my aunts and uncles traveled one by one to the U.S. Umma tells me that she cried all the way to the U.S. as she processed the abandonment of everything familiar to step into the unknown indefinitely.


Umma raised me and my brother while laboring in sweatshops in New York City where she handmade clothing for big-name retailers. Being the breadwinner for her parents as the youngest child meant abandoning her own career dreams. Despite her hard work, she always made a home-cooked meal for our little family and never complained. I love her so much and I am just now beginning to truly appreciate my family’s plight and their unending legacy in spite of troubling times.


When I was 18, I joined the United States Navy with the hope of being able to explore my Korean roots further. In 2011, I had the opportunity to be stationed in Seoul, South Korea, where I often worked side by side with the Republic of Korea Navy and was quickly familiarized with my motherland. My friend Paul, a fellow Korean American Naval Officer, would often joke that native Koreans were “KK” (Korean-Korean) and we were “KA” (Korean-American), connoting a comically watered-down version.


And yet, during the two years I lived in Korea, I was able to take a closer look at what it means to be Korean, not only culturally, but mentally. I was privileged to develop friendships with natives who introduced me to the many nuances of the Korean way of life. Furthermore, as a veteran, I learned about the realities of a country torn by conflict and threatened by war—a war that my family fortunately left behind.


Coming full circle, living in Korea meant that I had the opportunity to host my eldest aunt and uncle, both of whom still lived in Argentina at the time and were old enough to have approached adulthood in Korea more than half a century ago. I remember my uncle pointing out the exact building where they grew up, which decades later was surrounded by shops and food stands, within the bustling neighborhood of Namdaemun. Having the opportunity to visit Korea again was something my aunt and uncle only dreamed of, and it was one of my greatest honors to facilitate that opportunity for them.


One thing I was particularly fascinated by was Korea’s take on health and wellness. The vast history of Korean food and its healing properties, the popularity of Korean skincare, and the permeating philosophy of natural and health-inspired beauty were themes I wanted to share further with a Western audience. Fast forward ten years, and I have transitioned from active-duty military service, become a functional nutritionist, and opened my own nutrition and wellness practice called Mea Nutrition. Now, having reinvigorated my fascination for Korean health and wellness concepts, I am excited to share them with you.


The tips, modalities, and ideas in this book come from a melding of old and new practices. Heightened worth placed on self-care and mental health among younger generations in Korea have led to the birth of some new mindfulness practices. I am extremely grateful for this, as South Korea has among the highest rates of suicide in the world. I believe normalizing and spreading the value of concepts such as work–life balance and mental decompression, which you’ll read about later on, are important steps to lowering the rate of suicide.


The recent popularity of Korean culture worldwide thanks to K-pop and Korean blockbuster hits have led newer Korean words and concepts to be welcomed in to the Western sphere of awareness with open arms. And yet, many ideas presented in this book, such as Korean cuisine and traditional medicine, are steeped in old traditions and permeate the Korean way of life.


As I continue to learn about old and new Korean self-care traditions, I am happy to share with you some of the principles that I have personally grown up with or experienced, and feel have been valuable in my life. It’s my hope that you will find some of the tools in this book helpful to your daily life too. I suggest you use this book to introduce yourself to some useful self-care practices and decide which ones suit you. I am a firm believer in bio-individuality—the idea that there is no one-size-fits-all approach—and personal preference when it comes to your health and wellness. So please, make these tools work for you, in whatever way you feel best.


Thank you for your continued interest and willingness to learn with an open mind, and hopefully an open heart.


To the care and keeping of you,


Isa
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chapter 1


beauty and spa
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찜질방 jjimjilbang


Imagine a spa mall. A large, earthy, and ambient fortress where you drop your belongings in a locker, change into a soft cotton uniform of a t-shirt and shorts, and decide to sweat, soak, eat, or sleep on heated floors—within walls adorned with crystals, minerals, stones, and wood, with no time limit. You may be excited to learn that these places exist in Korea and in some major cities elsewhere in the world, and they’re called jjimjilbangs.


Jjimjilbangs are large Korean bathhouses consisting of kiln saunas called hanjeungmaks (한증막) of various temperatures, hot baths, showers, sleeping rooms, communal areas known as fomentation rooms, and even restaurants. A jjimjilbang may simply sound like a day spa, but to many, they are an escape. They’re a place to rest, detoxify, rejuvenate, and just plain chill. They are usually open 24 hours, because rest and relaxation should not be bounded by time.


Other than being havens for decompression, jjimjilbangs are places where the duality of hot and cold can be used for their therapeutic benefits. Steeped in the traditional wisdom of yin and yang (which in Korean, is referred to as um and yang), or the opposing forces of two extremes, thermal (heat/cold) contrast is known to produce sudden changes in the circulatory system to promote healing. This is important to Koreans who emphasize enhanced circulation and blood flow as essential to vitality.


There are several ways in which the amenities of jjimjilbang can be used for hot and cold therapy. However, one does not necessarily need to have access to one of these establishments to experience the therapeutic effects of contrasting temperatures.
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