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Ssukgat



The power of ssukgat, the gold-crested garland chrysanthemum, can easily go unnoticed. But this plant is more than an ornamental flower. Its healing abilities have been treasured and passed down for centuries in Korea. To find ssukgat today, you have to search by one of its multitude of names—Chinese Tong Ho, Japanese Shungiku, or crown daisy. To grow it, you can plant its seeds; or you can coax one of its withered stalks to bloom again with soil, sun, water, and care. Thus, ssukgat can be rekindled many times over, growing new roots each time as if reborn.













Introduction



Self-care


The practice of actively protecting one’s health and well-being.


Self-care is the radical and yet centuries-old notion of taking a proactive rather than a reactive approach to wellness. It means focusing on the little things you can do every day to feel better, and in so doing, living a longer and more vibrant life by avoiding preventable illness and premature aging. This is simple wisdom that my ancestors practiced long ago—wisdom that should be preserved and not forgotten.


In Korean culture, food means love and self-care


In Korean families, love and concern are veiled rather unexpectedly in food expressions. “Have you eaten yet?” is really code for “How are you?” Go deeper still, and it means: “Are you taking good care of yourself?” These nuanced translations tie back to long-held beliefs in Korean traditions, where food is inextricably tied to love and self-care. In Korea, food means more than filling our bellies; it means comfort, community, and our first medicine, which we use to nourish and to let the body heal.


For centuries, Koreans have used simple cures like home-cooked meals with specific ingredients to treat ailments and prevent early symptoms from becoming chronic, or perhaps even irreversible. My family fed me these dishes as a child whenever I fell ill. These were nourishing recipes from our Korean culture, brought across the ocean to Brooklyn, where I was born and raised by my immigrant parents. When I had the stomach flu, my mother used to make juk, a warm and comforting rice porridge, easily digestible and ideal for the sick. In the summer, my father cooked samgyetang, a soup made with chicken stuffed with ginseng and glutinous rice. It’s packed with nutrients to replenish those lost from sweating during the hottest days. And my grandmother made my favorite doenjang jjigae, a fermented bean stew, full of gut-healthy probiotics, protein-rich tofu, and melty zucchini. This nourishing welcome-home meal during my visits back from college filled me with joy; I knew she made this for me because she remembered that I loved this dish best.


As I grew older and moved away from my Brooklyn home, eventually settling in both Hong Kong and Manhattan, I often thought about my family’s healing recipes from childhood. As a burnt-out entrepreneur, I had strayed far from the Korean wisdom of taking good care of myself. Like so many of us, I realized that the stresses and lifestyle choices of modern life were not only destroying my body and my peace of mind but also harming the planet.


One morning, while walking along Hong Kong’s Stanley Beach and noodling on this, I saw a group of seniors in bathing suits gathering. Catching a glimpse of their energy and supple skin, these silvered elders looked more like young athletes from a distance. They had coordinated an outdoor activity together, alternating between doing vigorous laps in the ocean and deep, bare-footed body stretches on the beach. The water dappled with sunbeams dancing on the surface. They seemed content, connected with each other and with the Earth.


In that moment, it dawned on me. Could living well be as simple as connecting the wisdom of our elders with what we know in the present?



My health journey



It all began when I landed in the emergency room for the first time in my life. I was having one of the most exciting moments of my career. I had launched the zero-waste fashion startup of my dreams and our company had won a massive social impact competition in Hong Kong, sending us into a whirlwind of publicity and events. As CEO, I was singly focused on growing the company at lightning speed, and I worked around the clock, running on black coffee and no sleep. I muscled through what I initially thought were minor aches and pains, with no sense of what a massive toll it was taking on my health. My body was sending me warning signs, all of which I ignored.


Since noon that day, I had been dealing with excruciating pain radiating from my midsection, which had grown considerably worse, forcing me to the hospital around midnight. It turned out that there were ulcers ripping into the entire length of my stomach wall. After spending the night in the hospital, I left with pills and instructions to take some time off work. But no matter what I did, even with the medication, I felt constantly unwell, unable to eat without pain, despite being someone who rarely fell ill, not even with a cold.


Up to this point in my life, I had never stopped to seriously consider my well-being. Growing up, I was an active tennis player, and this was enough to keep me relatively fit without having to do a lot more for my health. But through high school and college, and then business school and into parenthood, my workload continued to snowball as I took on more and gained more responsibility. I enjoyed the feeling of pushing myself to work hard and achieve. I was accustomed to pulling regular all-nighters. Whenever I was exhausted, I convinced myself that my work ethic was a badge of honor to be worn with pride. Later, I would discover that many of my friends with similar nonstop schedules had developed even more significant health issues, which had crept up on them. For many of us, health was an afterthought—there just weren’t enough hours in the day to take notice of it. We were too busy working and racing toward whatever goals we had set for ourselves. But at what cost? I became distressed over my increasing reliance on medication to quell the stomach pains that disrupted my life.


As an entrepreneur, I like to figure out why things don’t work. How was there such a disparity between what I thought I knew about health—particularly given the way that I was raised—and the damaging effects that my lifestyle was having on my body? In my wonderings that started from that day on the beach, it struck me that I was living on a continent where food as medicine had been a way of life for centuries. I was in the perfect place to study time-honored wellness methods firsthand, and so I decided to travel through Asia, immersing myself in the ancient longevity practices that were hidden all around me.


Asian countries consistently rank among the healthiest places in the world, and preventative self-care is their magic bullet. In 2021, Hong Kong, Macao, Japan, Korea, and Singapore dominated the top spots in the United Nations’ rankings for the world’s highest life expectancy rates at birth.1 Okinawa, Japan, has long held one of the highest concentrations of centenarians in the world, with obesity running as low as single-digit rates there. And, according to scientists from Imperial College London and the World Health Organization, in 2030, South Korea is projected to maintain the highest longevity rates in the world, outranking them all.2


Due to a number of factors, including good nutrition starting in childhood and quality of healthcare, Korea’s mortality rate stemming from preventable chronic conditions, like heart disease or diabetes, is estimated at a mere half of that in the United States. Its obesity rate, which is a leading risk factor in disease, is one-tenth a percentage. While no place is perfect, these statistics offer an explanation as to why Asian countries have historically topped world health charts, and why Korea in particular offers a model for anyone seeking to boost their well-being.


Globally, Korean culture has never been more influential. In his Guardian article “K-Everything: The Rise and Rise of Korean Culture,” journalist Tim Adams describes the phenomenon: “The world has fallen in love with everything South Korean,” from K-pop music, film, and TV to K fashion, technology, and food. Growing up as a second-generation Korean American, however, I had ignored much of my Korean heritage until this point in my life. But as I spent more time in Asia and embarked on my quest, I began to uncover the wisdom of my native culture and to understand the importance of preventative self-care for good health and longevity. It was an unexpectedly delightful homecoming for me.


Ancient wisdom for wellness today


We all forget to take care of ourselves amid our busy lives. Maybe we don’t get enough sleep preparing for an exam or managing a team in different time zones. Maybe we skip meals because our schedule is so crammed that we don’t have the time to eat or break for lunch. Whether we are corporate types, entrepreneurs, parents, or students, we face daily hurdles that demand a lot from our bodies. Pair that with our 24/7 digital culture, and it becomes all too easy for our well-being to take a backseat, especially when everything seems just fine.


Many of us only act when we face a health problem. That was the case for me. But what if we were to fundamentally shift our thinking about the state of our health? What if, rather than being reactive, we took a proactive approach to our well-being, one that prioritized self-care? This would mean staying one step ahead of illness by encouraging the body to heal and repair itself in a continuous loop that is perfectly calibrated to our personal biology. Rather than wait for the external signs of illness to appear—by which point it may be too late to prevent a chronic condition—we incorporate these self-care habits daily, thereby building resistance and immunity to prevent illness. As a result, we look and feel many years younger, and we have the potential to live decades longer.


According to Google Trends, the number of searches for “self-care” has skyrocketed since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. A Google search today yields an incredible six billion results and counting. This trending topic is often focused on women’s health, but self-care is not just a fad, and it is critical across genders and age groups. Top health organizations like the Mayo Clinic and the Cleveland Clinic take a serious, health-oriented view of self-care, considering it an essential aspect to well-being; for them, self-care encompasses hygiene, nutrition, health literacy, and being body-aware enough to seek medical care when needed. Research shows that self-care leads to positive health outcomes, such as greater immunity, increased productivity, higher self-esteem, resilience, longevity, and reduced stress. Self-care is also a simple and powerful way to tackle the 70 percent of chronic illnesses that the World Health Organization deems preventable through simple lifestyle changes.


In this book, you will learn about self-care through the lens of Korean and Asian cultures, with a particular focus on interventions that date back to ancient times. These time-honored techniques encourage a preventative and proactive approach to health, and they are simple and sustainable. All are grounded in the Korean concept of yak sik dong won, which means “food is medicine,” and the holistic lifestyle that revolves around this. Yak sik dong won is not about following a single, prescriptive eating plan for health, avoiding certain food groups, or adhering to restrictive protocols that can cause their own stresses; neither is it about rejecting modern medicine. Instead, it’s about opening your mind to a new way of eating and living that allows the body’s natural healing systems to thrive and that works in tandem with modern healthcare advances.


Our bodies and our brains are made to work in sync, helping us to stay alive and heal at the first signs of wear and tear. But this is only possible if we encourage our natural healing process by clearing mind and body blockages, like circulation issues, and by nourishing ourselves with the right inputs: nutrient-dense foods, fluids, time, rest, movement, and emotional support from our communities. The secret lies in all the little things we do to help these along every single day.


For millennia, Korean families have passed down simple wellness knowledge from generation to generation like gifted heirlooms. But, as an increasing number of Koreans adopt a modern lifestyle, moving away from the traditional way of life, these centuries-old well-being methods are fading. I want to pass on to you these nourishing traditions, which helped to save me, and to preserve them before their healing presence slips away from our modern world. I also want to show you that making these changes is easy, sustainable, and compatible with your daily routine. Anyone can do this, whether you are living alone or with roommates, or you are a busy student or corporate executive with only moments to spare.


As I implemented the techniques and practices in this book, I was able to not only connect back to my Korean roots but also find that I was able to achieve a new kind of optimal well-being. And to my relief, I found this did not force me to reject ambitious dreams but, rather, supercharged me to continue reaching for them. Today, I am grateful to live pain-free, medication-free, and with more energy, mental clarity, and happiness than I have ever had before, even compared to my youthful twenties. In the end, I have also learned the hard way to be more kind to myself. And I finally learned to cook.


To those who are burning the candle at both ends, taxing body and mind as I once did, I will have succeeded in my mission with this book if I am able to prevent what happened to me from happening to you.


But know this first; it may seem evident, but few of us live by this truth: You will live longer and achieve more if you first take care of yourself.










SOIL



Ssukgat grows best in rich soil teeming with life. Tending to the quality of the soil is the secret to growing the most nutritious ssukgat with the brightest, loveliest colors. In much the same way, nourishing a healthy microbiome helps us humans to blossom and thrive.
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Buddhist Nuns & the Microbiome



“He that takes medicine and neglects diet wastes the skills of the physician.”


—ancient Chinese proverb


Deep in the mountains of Naejangsan National Park in South Korea lies a secluded hermitage where Buddhist nuns live as part of a modest monastery located in the hills below. Time stands still in this verdant paradise, enveloped by a vast wood with a gurgling creek that flows and meanders, where the nuns spend their meals in reverent silence, expressing gratitude for the food spread before them. It is here that they tend to a five-hundred-year-old citrus tree that bears bitter trifoliate oranges and an unfussy garden patch where they grow Korean herbs, salad greens, chilis, eggplants, root vegetables, and other seasonal produce. They then forage for mushrooms, berries, and fruits that grow wild in the neighboring forest, practicing the ancient art of Korean temple cuisine.


The nuns are part of a hidden world that was suddenly thrust into the spotlight on Netflix for their teachings about the wonders of temple food. Although often self-taught, the nuns have inspired highly accomplished chefs to visit the monastery and learn from their naturalist philosophy on food and cooking, which they attest to being no different from pursuing their spirituality, and which also happens to be delicious. I, too, had long wanted to visit, just as I had once wanted to see the Sistine Chapel in Italy with my own eyes. Visiting the nuns was akin to seeing a living marvel in my lifetime. And like the other travelers who stayed when I did, including a chef from the famed Pujol restaurant in Mexico City and a young boxer from Portugal, I was drawn to the way these nuns breathed a next-level otherworldliness, full of happiness sans ego, all centered around something so common as home cooking. Somehow, the nuns seemed to have life figured out. Perhaps by connecting with them, we would all get a taste of that heightened sense of enlightenment for ourselves.


I visited the nuns at the start of the fall season in Korea when the leaves were turning, a sight that I did not get to see in subtropical Hong Kong, where I lived at the time. I had recently returned from the hospital and had been going through a rough patch for months, still unable to eat without grimacing in pain. By returning to Korea, I hoped to reconnect with my heritage, sensing that it held the keys to restoring my well-being. Health-promoting dishes like kimchi were central to the meals I ate as a child. But as I got older, my siblings and I adopted a modern lifestyle of convenience, and with this, fast food became part of the mix, as many of the valuable traditions that my parents brought with them from Korea began to fade away in our lives. I wanted to go back to understand how the traditions I had grown up with in my early days could be reincorporated in the daily routines of my adulthood. And as a child goes back to their mother when sick or hurt, I wanted to be close to the familiar rituals of my native heritage—to heal what I had broken.


I first heard about Korean Buddhist nuns, whose temple cuisine had inspired highly acclaimed chefs like Le Bernardin’s Eric Ripert and Benu’s Corey Lee, from a friend in Korea. I was intrigued by the way they prepared plant-based ingredients in their purest form yet served them in a flavorful way, and I wanted to taste and see this type of cuisine for myself. After half a day’s travel from Seoul by bus, I was dropped off at the start of a long gravel path leading to a gate a mile’s walk from the monastery. Once there, I dropped off my bags and set off on a walk through the bramblings of the forest to reach the nuns’ remote abode.


The nuns greeted us clothed in the humble, faded attire of Buddhist habit. Little scarves around their necks, worn for protection from the wind and cold, adorned their glowing faces and freshly shaved heads, their bare skin radiant. Even with their petite frames of some four-odd feet, they commanded immediate respect with their smiles, quiet confidence, and air of absolute serenity.


As the nuns began to speak, it was odd for me to hear their stream of Korean words. I had not heard my native language spoken to this extent in many years, as growing up, my parents and even my grandparents quickly conquered and took to speaking English when they were around me. For a while, though, I grew up swimming in the language at home, probably until first grade. I instinctively understood the cultural nuances and feelings that some Korean words were spoken with. At the monastery, I was pleasantly surprised that much of the language from my early memories was unlocking within me. I could read the symbols and the printed words and understand at least the basics. Through my travels in Korea, I constantly wrote and drew what I did not understand in my field notes to research later, and I re-created the dishes. These bits of knowledge became my bridge to a lost connection I was trying to rebuild. This is how I learned to be a little more Korean again.


The nuns led us into the kitchen, which, like the rest of the monastery, was extremely modest. It was a small space with a long, narrow island that took up the width of the room, an almost equally long cutting board, and just enough space for cooking burners and a sink. Simple wooden planks boarded the ceiling, walls, and floors, filling the cozy space with the pleasant aroma of cedar. Natural light spilled in through the windows, which looked out on a small working watermill set against the stunning backdrop of the Naejangsan National Park. The kitchen was stocked with well-worn clay pots; a large variety of woven baskets; huge mixing bowls, sieves, and serving plates (on the order of twenty-five inches in diameter); and small ceramic vessels filled with many small silver spoons used for measuring out various ingredients and adjusting throughout the meal preparations.


According to the nuns, if you want to know how to cook your ingredients, you must grow them from seed. Then you will know if you need to lightly boil them or eat them fresh. For these women, cooking in proximity to nature and knowing where their food comes from is a spiritual practice and a way of honoring their roots. By putting their energy into the ingredients they grow, they become one with the dishes that they create. This is part of the magic and medicine of what is plated and eaten when they cook their meals for others, and a meal is never eaten without an expression of deep gratitude. Seeing them cook, I felt like I was back in my halmoni’s (grandmother’s) kitchen, sitting on a stool, watching my grandmother transform ingredients from the market into a nourishing and delicious family meal. Presto. Magic.


The nuns’ cooking is marked not only by their philosophical approach (putting good energy into the food, which is also why they often use bare hands to cook and mix the ingredients), but also their spontaneity as seen through constant adjustments in flavor, and ingredient pairings based on seasonality and ripeness. I learned that we call this, in Korean, uhmuni’s sohn maht, a mother’s intuition and discerning taste by hand, a nod to the older generation’s penchant for cooking by experimentation and taste rather than closely following a recipe. The temple food was made from mostly home-grown or seasonally foraged ingredients gathered from the surrounding mountains and fields.


Persimmon trees grew wildly throughout the forest that surrounded the monastery, their fruit plucked and then strung together using a traditional method of drying and massaging to draw out the natural sugars. The result was a delicious and satisfying natural treat that was pleasantly chewy and mildly sweet. I ate these dried persimmons in the resident monastery café for visitors, which sold plant varieties in the form of coffee and teas made with berries, fruits, and medicinal roots. I tried the tea made of jujubes, vitamin-C-rich digestive Chinese dates, which cleansed my palate and complemented the sweet persimmons, all the while thinking that temple cuisine was a wellness lover’s dream come true.


The healing magic of natural condiments


By tradition, these Buddhist nuns abstain from consuming animal products, with milk as an occasional exception. Because they believe that pungent spices cause digestive reactions that lessen their ability to meditate, the nuns avoid garlic, onions, chives, green onions, and leeks, five ingredients that typically serve as the foundations for flavorful cooking. How was it then that without these core aspects, they were able to make their plant-based dishes taste so delicious?


The answer, I discovered as I watched the nuns cook, was the condiments, which were discretely encased on a small lazy Susan. I found vessels for persimmon vinegar, sesame and perilla oil, and sea salt. Then there were cheong, the fermented fruit extracts that they used as natural sweeteners. These were made by macerating fruits like schisandra berries, black raspberries, and bitter trifoliate oranges and burying them in unprocessed sugars like rice grain syrup. Finally, there were the three fermented jangs, which were the most well-known in Korea—ganjang (soy sauce), gochujang (red pepper paste), and doenjang (soybean paste). The nuns were relying on these condiments to naturally add sweetness, tartness, or umami to the flavor mix.


These homemade condiments were a way to preserve natural ingredients for long periods of time and to feed the whole monastery. They were aged for decades using onggi, special earthenware made with porous structures of mountainside clay to facilitate the fermentation process and create the richest umami flavors. The nuns wouldn’t touch a batch for at least three to four years, until it took on its own liquids and absorbed the healthy microbiota from the air in the forest. Rows and rows of onggi, with their glossy brown exteriors, sat together on the mountainside using centuries-old traditional techniques that were perfected over time.


The nuns kept returning to the lazy Susan, playing with different combinations to create an excitingly complex layer of flavors that bolstered their simple ingredients. This was their secret to making otherwise bland vegan cuisine come alive to the palate. The jangs and other condiments elevated the incredible freshness of the ingredients into a savory richness that made you forget you were eating vegetables. I realized, too, that the nuns were also supporting gut health and good digestion by adding these powerfully nutrient condiments to their dishes every day.


We were shown how to make four simple dishes utilizing health-boosting ingredients. The first was a mixed salad with seasonal produce including lettuces, fruits, and fresh red bell peppers, dressed with sesame seeds and natural condiments including persimmon vinegar, schisandra berry paste, wild black raspberry paste, and fermented chili paste. The second was a layered Korean radish tofu dish made in fermented soy-braised lasagna-like tiers with homemade rice grain syrup sweetener. And the last two were mushroom dishes made of king oyster and shiitake mushrooms that had been grown at the monastery. According to the nuns, the mushrooms had to be braised in the sauce—a mixture of soy, rice grain syrup, toasted sesame oil, and persimmon vinegar—until they were saturated to the core so that the inner and outer taste worked in unity.


Tasting the homemade condiments, like the nuns’ incredible twenty-year soy sauce that flavored the dishes, I suddenly felt the poignancy of the moment. The jangs and other condiments were filled with the history and traditions of my Korean heritage and the memories of the many people who helped to create them. With each bite, I felt the connection to my native culture, which had come loose, growing a little stronger.



The start of my longevity pantry



Seeing that the old nuns were still so agile, with glowing, radiant skin, I was inspired to try this naturalist approach at home. Once I returned to Hong Kong, I decided that I would cook at home with my own dehydrated and preserved additions and using freshly picked, seasonal ingredients to maximize nutrition and flavor. This didn’t mean that I would have to use rare or exotic ingredients or age my condiments for years as the nuns did. I knew that some of the nuns’ methods just wouldn’t be feasible for my busy city life. I did not have time to age salt or coddle fermented condiments for decades. I also would not be able to easily find certain ingredients that were local for them but that were not available in Hong Kong or New York, where I lived. However, I decided that I could use the same health principles, substituting more simple and attainable solutions for daily living, and still get the health benefits from the nuns’ naturalist approach.


So, I set out to use all natural ingredients to make my own simple sauces, dressings, and condiments to pair with my meals. I would also aim to cook more of my meals at home with whole fruits and vegetables. And whenever I was out at a restaurant or café, I would lean more toward choosing foods with natural ingredients, making them the majority of what I ate.


Once I had decided that naturalist cooking would become the foundation of my new healthier path forward, I began to build the beginnings of a longevity pantry (see page 191). In Korean culture, yak sik also refers to a mildly sweet rice cake made to fortify with its healthy ingredients—glutinous rice, honey, pine nuts, chestnuts, and jujubes. For me, it was representative of the kind of longevity pantry that I wished to build. I went through my entire kitchen, reading nutrient labels and moving the focus away from artificial ingredients. Together with my homemade dressings, I would be able to try to avoid the refined sugars, preservatives, and high levels of sodium that often come with the packaged versions.


When I came back home from the trip, my family was amused to see me tinkering with new recipes in the kitchen. It became a habit for them to come in and ask: “What’s that?” and “Can I try some?” Their curiosity fueled my energy to try different things to feed them well. It was a strange transformation that evolved over time, bit by bit, without me realizing it, until my two kids sat at dinner one day, disappointed that I hadn’t tried something new on the menu. Our household was becoming a sort of casual food lab with my family members, the eager taste testers, and we all had fun trying new things together.


My first experiments in the kitchen were with persimmon vinegar, which I purchased on the internet; it’s an ingredient that has proved over time to be a winning formula for food prep. A little bit goes a long way. I use it as a deliciously bright addition to leafy salads. It also works well as a milder and more nutritious substitute for apple cider vinegar tonics used for their metabolism boosting, antibacterial properties and blood sugar management to be taken before meals. Just dilute a small spoon of the vinegar with a dash of water. I started to remember the vinegar uses from my childhood, that, for instance, naengmyeon, the cold buckwheat noodles my mother served in ice-cold brine, tastes better and is more nutritious if you add vinegar and hot mustard to the soup. I studied all the possible vinegars to use at home, and I discovered that this category of food increases metabolism and with practically no calories. To date, I have added the following vinegars as staples in my pantry:


Persimmon vinegar: This remains my favorite vinegar to use for its mild and sweet taste, and it now sits on top of my counter at all times. I use a tablespoon diluted with a bit of water as a health tonic, before tucking into meals, and also as a finishing splash for soups. It also supports the heart, liver, skin, and digestive health and has more vitamin C, vitamin A, and potassium than the more well-known apple cider vinegar.


Black vinegar: I encountered this vinegar through my travels; I mix it with a bit of soy sauce to make a simple and flavorful dip for dumplings.


White vinegar: I use this neutral-flavored vinegar to add acidity to many of my dishes and in a DIY spray (filling a spray bottle with three parts water to one part vinegar) to clean produce prior to a final rinse with cold water. Studies show that a vinegar rinse can remove pesticides and kill up to 98 percent of bacteria.


Rice wine vinegar: Used ubiquitously in Asian cooking, this vinegar lends a mildly sweet flavor.


Apple cider vinegar: This acidic-tasting vinegar contains chlorogenic acid—which boosts our health defenses and metabolism—from the apples that it is made with. It is the vinegar most commonly found in wellness kitchens.


Balsamic vinegar: In combination with olive oil as a simple dressing or dip, this vinegar that has long been part of the Mediterranean diet is sweet and contains resveratrol—which helps to reduce LDL cholesterol (the bad kind)—from the grapes that are used to make it.


After seeing the nuns’ use of fresh fruits and healthier natural sweeteners, I overhauled this entire category in my pantry, too. I replaced my white sugar—which I found to be linked to my afternoon energy dips—with less processed and more nutritious alternatives like bee pollen, maple syrup, vanilla extract, and honey. I switched out sugary drinks for water or tea made with ingredients like fresh mint leaves. I started using fruits like dates, raisins, and cranberries in my cooking. And I replaced the artificial sweetener I had been putting in my morning coffee with monk fruit extract in a dropper that I’d bought in a health food store or I skipped sweetener altogether.


When it came to procuring the more difficult-to-source ingredients that I had learned about from the nuns, I was able to find many of them online in powdered or otherwise dried form, including schisandra and jujube berries and capsicum-rich, metabolism-boosting chilis. Using dried and dehydrated foods as ingredients at home was a big shift, with the added benefit that the dried versions lasted longer and were ready to use once I reconstituted them with water. I found that these dried versions also capture the ingredients at their peak state of ripeness.


I discovered a replacement for the nuns’ age-coddled salt and fermented condiments in store-bought pink Himalayan salt, which contains eighty-four other minerals and trace elements and has a nice delicate taste, as well as coarse sea salt. Both are derived from seawater and are less processed than table salt, thereby retaining more nutrients. Korean store-bought fermented condiments like gochujang were part of my previous vernacular, but I began to use these in meals with renewed interest.


After making these adjustments to my pantry, I focused on the cooking. As I was learning more about our cultural recipes, I kept calling my parents to ask how to cook them. For any Korean American learning how to make their heritage food, there are the usual nebulous instructions from Korean parents without measurements. Take rice, for instance. “First, place your hand flat on top of the uncooked rice, then fill rice cooker with enough water to cover the top of your hand.” When I learned about the intuitive sohn maht method of discerning the recipe by taste, I understood that this was just how it was done with the older generations and how the newer ones were learning. I stopped stressing about following recipes to a tee and started to consider how I wanted the food to taste. And sometimes I adapted them to include new methods and ingredients supported by the new health science I was learning to utilize more.


Cooking became a more casual and creative affair that involved tasting and riffing. Like the nuns, I cooked with bare hands and no recipes. I focused on trying to appreciate the simple quality, basic texture, and flavor of each ingredient. I became more mindful of the way I was cooking and eating, paying attention to flavor and texture. If I wanted to add more crunch to a salad, I would add cucumber or some nuts. If I was craving more sweetness in a dressing, I would add homemade applesauce. To make it more savory, I would add soy sauce. Lemons, too, became part of my every day after seeing the nuns use citrus fruits regularly; I would add a squeeze of it to everything for a bit of acidity and the added vitamin C. Food preparation became like creating a painting that became more complex as I gained confidence and added more layers of flavor over time. Cooking became one of my favorite activities, reinforced every time I was greeted with joy after presenting a home-cooked meal to loved ones.


In the past, I had rarely cooked for myself, but now that old version of me seemed unrecognizable. My cooking at home wasn’t elaborate, but it was healthy, efficient, and nourishing, just what I needed to maintain my well-being within my busy life.


Building what I began to think of as my longevity pantry is a practice that continues to evolve and grow as I discover and research new ingredients. It was the first of many steps that I took toward transforming my health. Inspired by the Buddhist nuns, I had begun a resolute shift to eat more naturally every day.



Rediscovering the benefits of fermentation



Dating back to Neolithic China (7000–6600 BCE), long before the advent of refrigeration, our ancestors used the natural process of fermentation to preserve food. This was done in early forms of earthenware dug fully or partially underground to prepare for winters when food couldn’t be grown or to save vegetables that were past their prime. Along the way, they discovered that fermentation was also a method for making foods taste better.


When I learned that fermentation had origins in ancient China, I decided to visit Chengdu, the capital of southwestern China’s Sichuan province and home of the Chuançais Museum, which is devoted to showcasing the history of fermentation and Sichuan cuisine. The museum’s large cobblestone courtyard, surrounded by an exotic garden of giant fronds and ginkgo trees, featured two hundred vats of chili beans, proudly hailed as the “soul of Sichuan cuisine.” I walked the halls of the museum and learned how Chinese cuisine developed its complexity over numerous dynasties and as new ingredients were introduced through trade on the Silk Road, such as South American hot chilis, which were later reinterpreted for Chinese and Korean ferments to great effect. As I pressed my nose to the glass to gaze at the collections of intricately painted pickling pots, which ranged from the oxidized and primitive to the exquisitely restored, I marveled at the fact that I was seeing original fermentation relics. This was proof that fermentation had been invented and mastered as a way of survival so many centuries ago. I was only now discovering its benefits.


Fermentation was one of the key techniques used by the nuns. They mainly used two natural and healthy food preparations for their produce: dehydration—drying ingredients with sunshine or under shade, blanching then drying them; and preservation—by pickling, fermenting, or making cheong, their fruit extracts. Pickling involves soaking foods in an acidic liquid like vinegar. Cheong, a traditional medicinal food in Korea, is made by extracting fruits and plants, then combining them with honey or sugar. While both pickling and cheong are healthy, it’s the fermentation, as with kimchi or jangs, that results in the live probiotics that are particularly beneficial for gut healing.


How fermentation leads to much more
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Fermentation breaks down a food’s molecular structure, a process that helps preserve the food and makes it more digestible and nutritious. Before people had the ability to keep foods fresh with refrigeration, fermentation was a practical solution for storing these foods over a length of time.


Fermentation may be the simplest way of preserving food, requiring no heat or cooking, while simultaneously maximizing the nutritional profile of your diet. Fermented foods go through a transformation from one type of food to another by way of bacteria, yeasts, or other microorganisms. When we take a fermenting agent, like yeast, sugar, or salt, and let it sit on ingredients without exposure to oxygen, we feed healthful bacteria that in turn help our bodily functions when ingested. For example, when we ferment a cabbage with salt, the sugars from the cabbage convert into lactic and acetic acids that create an environment for the good bacteria to grow, bacteria that we later eat when we consume the fermented cabbage. Cabbage becomes sauerkraut or kimchi, soybeans turn into miso or natto, and milk can be made into yogurt and cheeses.


In the nineteenth century, renowned French biologist, microbiologist, and chemist Louis Pasteur discovered, among other breakthroughs, the concept of pasteurization, a heating method to treat bacterial contamination in beverages like milk and wine, a discovery that saved many lives. Subsequently microorganisms tended to be cast as a dark shadow in medicine, as it was understood that germs caused diseases, and this led to a focus on sterilization and hyper cleanliness to kill germs. Years later, science would discover the flip side of Pasteur’s concept of bacteria—that there are beneficial health effects to be gained from nurturing your good bacteria, not just killing the bad.


There are numerous benefits to eating naturally fermented foods (NFFs), but only if the beneficial bacteria are kept alive. Read labels and look for products that are “traditionally brewed” or “naturally fermented,” rather than those that have been heated from pasteurization, baking, filtering, or making a product shelf stable, all of which can kill good bacteria. NFFs contain the magic combination of digestive enzymes (which help us to break down foods); probiotics (live beneficial bacteria that support the digestive process); prebiotics (nondigestible foods that feed our probiotic population); and synbiotics (the by-product when prebiotics and probiotics combine).


NFFs have an increased bioactive and bioavailable nutrient profile that your system can easily absorb, more effectively supporting the digestive system and ultimately our immune system than supplements can. Research has also shown that fermentation can increase B and C vitamins and a range of enhanced nutrients like omega-3 fatty acids in the food, eliminate antinutrients (that make grains indigestible, for example), and inhibit foodborne pathogens. Healthy NFFs with probiotics include kimchi, sauerkraut, unpasteurized miso, live culture olives, kefir drinks, red wine, beet kvass, and kombucha.


Finally, the umami flavor that results from fermentation makes vegetables taste deliciously savory, and it’s one of the secrets of Korean cuisine. Umami tends to amplify the other flavors, and its richness is found in fermented condiments like doenjang (fermented soybean paste) as well as foods like mushrooms, anchovies, and caramelized onions. By embracing fermentation, we can eat more like the Buddhist nuns, and with a lot more flavor too.



Behold the humble cabbage



For anyone growing up in a Korean household, spicy fermented cabbage—kimchi—is a star, superfood ingredient that can make an appearance at breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Korea has hundreds of varieties of kimchi, which increase in assortment when the cabbage is cultivated and coddled for age, fermentation, and spiciness. Nowadays, there are even special kimchi refrigerators that replicate the cold underground conditions of the past, the way kimchi had been traditionally stored. For many Koreans, kimchi is central to their culinary identity and brings recollections of kimjang, a fall tradition of making and sharing kimchi as a community. After all, it was kimchi, with its ability to be preserved for long durations, that fed the nation through the harshest winters.


Cabbage plays an important role in the Korean diet for its versatility and health benefits. There are four hundred kinds of cabbage, including red, white, cauliflower, broccoli, savoy, napa, kohlrabi, bok choy, choi sum, kale, and Romanesco broccoli. It is full of vitamin U, a little known compound, not technically a vitamin, that is highly available in raw cabbage juice. Vitamin U has shown indications of protecting and strengthening the mucous membrane of the gastrointestinal lining, thus a potential antidote to peptic ulcers. In a series of studies, Dr. Garnett Cheney at Stanford University’s School of Medicine explored the anti-ulcer factor of vitamin U. In one study, he found that after administering raw cabbage juice to thirteen patients, the healing time for seven who had duodenal ulcers was 10.4 days, compared with the standard average of 37 days, while six of those patients with gastric ulcers healed in 7.3 days, compared with the average 42 days.1 In another study involving ninety-two patients, Dr. Cheney found 61 percent of this group to be pain-free within four days, while 86 percent of the patients were pain-free within two weeks. Cabbage is also part of the cruciferous family that contains sulforaphane, which are antioxidants that cancel free radicals that weaken and damage healthy cells.


Both kimchi and sauerkraut utilize the humble cabbage as a base vegetable. Once I discovered its benefits, I added more cabbage to my diet. I began regularly drinking a bit of cabbage juice (which tastes mildly bitter) as an effective natural remedy for my ulcers, along with using cabbage leaves, gently steamed, to make wraps. Within two weeks, I was able to build up my stomach health again. Cabbage has since become a staple on my grocery list, and I never go without it.
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Everyday sauerkraut


One delicious way to have a little more cabbage every day is to eat it fermented as a small side dish with each meal. Enter sauerkraut, the tangy, no-spice cousin of kimchi. This recipe is sauerkraut pared down to its simplest form, and it’s easy to make on a regular basis. In fact, at its roots, kimchi is more about preservation than spice. Prior to spice being added, kimchi was just a sour fermented cabbage and much closer to sauerkraut in its ancestry. Both high-quality sauerkraut and kimchi are increasingly available in supermarkets these days if you don’t feel like making this at home.




INGREDIENTS


Makes 1½ quarts


1 cabbage, 3 pounds, cored and shredded


1½ tablespoons sea salt or pink Himalayan salt


1 tablespoon caraway seeds (optional)







METHOD


1. Place the shredded cabbage in a large bowl and pound it with a wooden pounder or pestle tool to release its juice. Mix in the salt (the salt and the cabbage juice will create a brine). Add the caraway seeds, if using, and thoroughly mix.
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