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Hi! I’m Seji [image: illustration]


As a self-confessed foodie, my passion is crafting food that brings pure joy to those who taste it. For me, cooking is more than merely mixing ingredients together to make a tasty meal. It’s a means of connecting with people, of sharing stories and experiences, and of creating nostalgic moments. In fact, I believe nostalgia is the secret ingredient that elevates any meal to new, delectable heights. Whether I’m in the kitchen experimenting with new recipes or at the dining table surrounded by loved ones, I always strive to create culinary experiences that bring people together in a celebration of food, love and life.


Growing up in South Korea, I was immersed in a rich culinary culture that instilled in me a deep appreciation for cooking. As a child, I spent countless hours in the kitchen with my grandma, learning how to make traditional dishes, such as kimchi from her hometown of Gwangju (see Chapter 1), Cold Spicy Noodles and Doenjang Crab Soup. At the same time, my mother’s innovative, Western-inspired dishes, such as Gochujang Butter Bucatini and Korean Spicy Fried Chicken, added to my culinary curiosity.


Moving to London as a student, I found myself surrounded by a diverse array of cuisines. Inspired by this eye-opening experience, I plucked up the courage to introduce Korean dishes and flavours to close friends. It wasn’t long before I was regularly hosting home parties for my friends, where I prepared modern Korean cuisine that was close to my heart. Through word of mouth, these parties became popular, leading to the launch of Bombom supper clubs. Here I served authentic Korean cuisine, alongside some dishes to which I added my own creative twist. Over time, supper-club attendees began enquiring about the sauces I was using, which resulted in me creating my own line of sauces under the name Bombom Market. Through all of this, I developed an archive of dependable Korean recipes that I return to time and time again – which I’m now sharing with you in this book!


Whether it’s making classic Korean dishes or putting a modern spin on them, I always infuse my food with authenticity. True to both the London dining scene and Seoul food trends, all my recipes focus on a laid-back cooking style with an array of distinctive but easy-to-make dishes using seven key ingredients. I’d like them to become your regular go-to recipes for an easy Korean meal. Think of this book as your shortcut to Korean flavours.


Enjoy, Seji





[image: Illustration]





A BIT ABOUT KOREAN FOOD & CULTURE


MORNING TO MIDNIGHT: BREAKFAST, LUNCH & DINNER


In Korean culture, the practice of enjoying three daily meals isn’t just about nourishing the body; it’s a way to connect with others, and you can see this in the way food often appears in everyday conversations.


‘HAVE YOU EATEN BREAKFAST?’


This is a common expression, especially among parents and particularly for those with children living away from home. It’s a heartfelt way for parents to express their genuine concern and care for their child’s wellbeing; and their worry extends beyond just whether their children are eating, they’re also deeply interested in how their children are navigating life. This phrase underlines the importance of a wholesome breakfast, for both physical and mental health.


‘LET’S HAVE DINNER OUT.’


A customary way to arrange appointments, even if there’s no intention to dine together, this phrase signifies the intention to maintain a connection and extend goodwill. ‘Let’s have dinner sometime,’ is often used to bring conversations to a close, even between individuals who may not be particularly close or for whom future meetings are uncertain. It’s a polite way to keep those connections alive and warm.


‘HI, HAVE YOU HAD LUNCH?’


You will often hear this in business meetings in Korea – it might seem a bit out of the ordinary compared to the typical ‘How are you doing?’, however, it’s a warm and friendly way to convey a sincere concern for the other person’s wellbeing and how their day has been unfolding.





THE FIVE TRADITIONAL KOREAN COLOURS


Obangsaek, the classic five-colour spectrum in Korean culture, embodies harmony and balance. These colours represent cardinal directions and essential life elements: blue/green for east and wood; red for south and fiery energy; yellow for centre and soil; white for west and the strength of metal; and black for north and water. You can spot these colours in various aspects of Korean culture, from hanbok (traditional attire) to paintings, architecture, flags, and traditional symbols.


They also play a role in Korean cuisine, where ingredients in harmony with these colours are believed to connect individuals to the universe’s energy, carrying philosophical meanings.


Bibimbap (see here) is a prime example of this. Known for its diverse ingredients which create a harmonious flavour profile, this beloved Korean dish reflects the essence of obangsaek and can be seen on the following cover artwork, below.
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SEVEN KEY INGREDIENTS IN KOREAN COOKING


Korean cuisine is renowned for its bold flavours. There are seven essential ingredients that make it exceptional: gochujang, doenjang, gochugaru, ganjang (soy sauce), aekjeot (fish sauce), sesame oil and short-grain rice. I suggest you buy traditional Korean products – they really make a difference. Here is a quick summary of each one.


GOCHUJANG
(FERMENTED CHILLI PASTE)


There are many hot sauces in the world but, in my opinion, nothing compares with gochujang. Made with fermented soybeans and chilli, it’s a full-flavoured, umami-rich paste with sweet and spicy notes – perfect for soups, stews, stir-fries, barbecue sauces and marinades.


DOENJANG
(FERMENTED SOYBEAN PASTE)


This rich and savoury paste is made with soybeans, salt and a fermentation starter called meju. Comparable to Japanese miso but far deeper in flavour, doenjang is full of funky, salty flavours. It works as a base for stews, salad dressings and glazes.
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GOCHUGARU
(KOREAN RED CHILLI POWDER)


Known for its bold and complex flavours, gochugaru is a common ingredient in various spice blends and seasonings.


There are two main types, coarse and fine, and each has its own unique properties and uses, making them essential components in traditional Korean dishes.


Coarse gochugaru is made from larger chillies that are typically sun-dried then ground to a coarse powder. It has a distinctive texture and a deep red colour and is commonly used in recipes that require a more substantial and robust spicy flavour, such as Kimchi and Kimchi Stew with Pork.


Fine gochugaru is smoother in texture and lighter in colour. It is often used in recipes that require a milder chilli flavour, such as Oven-baked Kimchi Pancakes, Korean Fried Chicken and pickled vegetables. It is also a common ingredient in Korean marinades and dipping sauces.


I recommend you use the two types separately to control the texture and colour of the final dish, but they can also be mixed.
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GANJANG
(KOREAN SOY SAUCE)


You may already have soy sauce in your cupboard, but Korean soy sauce has its own subtle and distinct taste. Lighter in colour than other varieties, salty and a little sweet, it plays a key role in Korean-style Barbecue Beef, and other stir-fried or braised dishes. I suggest choosing a naturally brewed, all-purpose ganjang for the recipes in this book; you can also use tamari for a gluten-free option.


AEKJEOT
(KOREAN FISH SAUCE)


This pungent, salty condiment is made from fermented fish and its umami-rich flavour enhances many dishes, from stir-fries to marinades; it is also an essential ingredient of kimchi. Authentic Korean fish sauce can be difficult to find outside of Korea so, an alternative, I recommend Three Crabs Fish Sauce, available at most Asian stores, or online. Soy sauce or vegan fish sauce (usually made from seaweed) are fish-free options, but don’t have the same intensity.
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SESAME OIL


Sesame oil does a lot of heavy lifting in the Korean kitchen. It’s made by pressing roasted sesame seeds and has a rich, nutty aroma that complements many dishes, including Korean-style Barbecue Beef and Glass Noodle Stir-fry. Go for pure, roasted sesame oil as the taste of blended versions simply can’t compete.


SHORT-GRAIN RICE


Koreans take great comfort in a simple bowl of steaming white rice. Korean short-grain rice is a high-quality variety that has been cultivated for thousands of years. It is usually cooked in a rice cooker and is fluffy when the grains are separate, and sticky when they clump, with a slightly sweet, nutty flavour that perfectly complements a variety of Korean dishes.
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ADDITIONAL INGREDIENTS & ALTERNATIVES


Here are some other ingredients you might want to grab if you’re planning to cook Korean food. While some can be found in supermarkets, most, if not all, of these are readily available at Asian grocery stores or can be found online. With these items in your pantry, you’ll be well on your way to whipping up some delicious Korean dishes in no time.


SESAME SEEDS & BLACK PEPPER


When it comes to these two, there’s one rule I have to stick to: it must be from Korea! While this isn’t absolutely essential if you’re just starting out on your Korean cooking journey, do be sure to use toasted sesame seeds and finely ground black pepper – your final dishes just won’t taste the same without them!


TTEOKBOKKI TTEOK


This name refers to the cylindrical-or oval-shaped rice cakes used in the popular Korean dish tteokbokki (see here and here). They are made from rice flour and have a chewy, slightly sticky texture.


TOFU


Stock up on both firm and silken varieties. Silken tofu is best for soups, while firm tofu is essential for stir-frying recipes.


NOODLES


Korean cuisine offers a wide variety of noodle options, from chewy sweet potato ‘glass’ noodles – or dangmyeon – used in the Glass Noodle Stir-fry known as japchae, to thin wheat noodles called somyeon, perfect for lighter broth-based dishes. Dangmyeon may be replaced with Chinese wide glass noodles (made with sweet potato) or Vietnamese vermicelli (made with rice). Wheat-based Italian vermicelli could also be used as a substitute for soup or sauce dishes that require somyeon.


KELP


Also known as kombu, this seaweed is an essential ingredient in kimchi fermentation and the base for various savoury soup creations. If you’re short on time, ready-made seafood stock can be a convenient substitute in soups.


GIM


Some Koreans have a preference for referring to dried seaweed sheets – widely used in Korean dishes – as gim rather than nori. This was traditionally a way to reclaim and emphasize Korea’s language and cultural identity after the period of Japanese colonialism. Gim comes in two forms: snack-sized, seasoned rectangles and larger unseasoned sheets. Gim seasoned with sesame oil and salt is a popular snack, while the larger sheets are perfect for making Korean Seaweed Rice Rolls, known as gimbap (see here). They are often thinner and boast a richer sea flavour than the nori typically used for sushi, although if you really can’t find gim, then nori can be used as a substitute.


RAMYEON


Korean ramyeon and Japanese ramen are both noodles but with distinct differences. Ramyeon is a dried, instant packet noodle, while ramen is typically made fresh. Korean ramyeon is bold and spicy and often made with a savoury broth based on beef, chicken or seafood, whereas Japanese ramen offers various milder flavours like soy sauce, miso and a pork bone broth. Korean noodles are also thicker and chewier, which complements the strong flavours. Keep packet ramyeon on hand for quick and easy meal options. Don’t be afraid to get creative with your instant noodles – see here for my favourite hacks to make ramyeon even more enjoyable.


SOJU


Korea’s national drink is the perfect choice for any gathering or celebration, infusing it with a touch of tradition and uniqueness. This spirit is usually based on a blend of rice and other grains and is often referred to as Korean vodka. Soju is a versatile base for drinks and can be a substitute for vodka in most cocktails.


SPRING ONIONS & GARLIC


Both staples in Korean cooking, spring onions (scallions) and garlic bring a natural umami flavour to dishes.


KOREAN RADISHES


With their firm and crunchy texture and peppery flavour, white Korean radishes are particularly favoured for Korean food and making kimchi. If you can’t get Korean radishes then daikon (also known as mooli) can be used as an alternative.
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In Korea, an everyday meal is a celebration of flavours, textures and, often, communal dining. This is reflected in the classic Korean table, which typically contains banchan, a collection of small side plates, served alongside the main soup and a warm bowl of The Perfect Steamed Rice, and/or Korean barbecue.


Koreans also often turn to noodles as an alternative to traditional rice-based meals, while kimchi, a spicy and tangy fermented vegetable dish, adds an extra kick.
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Kimchi is made by pickling and fermenting vegetables. It has gained worldwide popularity in recent years, thanks to its unique taste and various health benefits. With more than 100 different versions, each with its own regional characteristics and family recipes, kimchi is Korea’s national dish.


While kimchi is now readily available in restaurants and stores, I would like to share some super-easy recipes to make your own kimchi and pickles. We’ll start with the Easy Classic Kimchi, before exploring others, such as Tangy Cucumber Pickle, a Vegan White Kimchi and Coriander Kimchi Salad.





MY MOTHER’S LOVE FOR KIMCHI:


A SYMBOL OF AFFECTION


Kimchi, a fermented vegetable dish, is an essential part of any Korean meal. It holds a special place in every Korean’s heart, and is more than just food. For me, it represents the love and care of my mother, and I cherish it dearly. Despite the physical distance between us, our bond remains strong.
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