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‘Enthralling, authentic and beautifully written – I haven’t been so excited by a cookbook in a very long time.’


Skye Gyngell
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Food is at its most delicious when shared


Jordan Bourke & Rejina Pyo
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Introduction
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Our Korean kitchen is an unusual one, a kitchen found not in Korea, but in London, and with only one true Korean at the helm, my wife Jina, a fashion designer in her own right, but equally passionate about the food of her birthplace. And then alongside her is me, an Irish chef, who somehow found himself besotted with not only the girl from Korea, but also the food and culture of a nation so far away from my own.


While I am still passionate about the classical and Mediterranean food of my upbringing, training and indeed my daily work as a chef, it is fair to say that the allure of Jina’s Korean home cooking and the food of her country has been so great that it has, in less than a decade, gained equal footing in my world of food. It has brought us not only together, but on many exciting and extended pilgrimages throughout Korea – Jina retracing her roots, the food of her childhood and a life lived there until her mid-twenties, and I, working in restaurants and learning from chefs and culinary masters of this beautiful and fiery cuisine, the most important of whom being Jina’s mother and father.


Years ago, when Jina first introduced me to proper Korean food, I was astonished that I had known so little of it prior to meeting her. I couldn’t understand how a food and culture this wonderful could have remained relatively unknown to the rest of the world in comparison with its close neighbouring countries, China and Japan, whose traditional dishes are famous and familiar to us all. Jina too was in astonishment – but for another reason – in her first year of living in London, having longed for a taste of proper Western food, she suddenly realised how lucky she had been growing up in a culture where such affordable, healthy and great-tasting food was available everywhere, from schools and hospitals to street food stalls, corner stores and of course at home.


Good food and cooking is so ingrained in Korean culture and everyday life that even the standard Korean greeting is grounded in food. Korean people don’t ask how you are, but, ‘bab mogosoyeo?’, which translates as, ‘have you eaten?’ or literally, ‘have you eaten rice?’. The idea being that how you are entirely depends on how well nourished you are, so they might as well get straight to the point.


Back in London, with a fridge full of various fermented chilli pastes, homemade kimchi and pickled vegetables, we keep this wonderful country and cuisine alive in our own Korean kitchen, 5,500 miles away from its birthplace. We do this in part out of nostalgia for the food we have eaten there, but mainly we do it because we adore great food, and the food of Korea is quite simply some of the best we have ever encountered, anywhere.


Fortunately, in the years that have passed since Jina first cooked Korean food for me, it has exploded on to the world stage, with food trucks and restaurants popping up all over the place and Korean produce becoming increasingly easy to find. The word is out, and it could not be more positive. People are enthralled by the robust, complex and subtle flavours of this country’s food and what was for many years the ‘secret’ Asian cuisine is now fast becoming the most popular Asian food of all.


This book is somewhat of a shared journey through the most loved and authentic recipes of Korea, dishes that have in some cases been cooked by Korean families in one form or another for centuries, and yet here we are in London cooking a version of those same recipes. While we have made these dishes our own, we were very keen to keep as close as possible to the traditional and authentic ingredients and methods of Korean cooking. This is particularly important now, as up to this point there has been relatively little written about the food and cooking of Korea, so we feel an extra onus has been placed upon us to get it right. We want to honour the truly exceptional food of Jina’s home country, her family and indeed the many great chefs and masters of Korean food from whom we have had the great privilege of learning. You can of course tweak the recipes if you like, swapping one vegetable for another, or lowering the quantity of chilli paste to suit your palate, but at the very least we wanted you to have as authentic and traditional a starting point as possible.


What is fascinating about Korean cuisine is the sheer quantity, literally hundreds, of national dishes, each one being unique to the country, and within that there are numerous regional varieties. This is even more impressive when you consider Korea’s difficult past. Although hard to imagine when you visit the historic but ultra-modern and sophisticated city of Seoul today, over its history Korea has regularly been levelled, rebuilt and then obliterated once again by its expansionist neighbours, China and Japan. Even as recently as the 1950s Korea remained a war-torn and poverty-stricken land, as the communist north and the capitalist south fought for control in the civil war.


The result of which is the present day North and South Korea – two countries which now share little more than a border and a similar name – the south having leapfrogged in a matter of only a few decades from a decimated post-war country to one of the wealthiest nations in the world, with a capital city so cosmopolitan and fast-paced it would make New York look parochial.


Despite all this historical jostling and extended periods of occupation, Korean cuisine remains distinct from its neighbours with a range of differing cooking techniques. The most noticeable of which are the preservation and fermentation techniques they employ, giving their food a unique combination of flavours. Perhaps because of their past, Koreans are incredibly passionate about their national dishes, and have very strong views on how certain foods should taste and be presented. Even the slightest departure from the norm can cause ructions with heated debates ensuing – each person declaring their way of cooking said dish to be ‘the best’.


However, if you then ask to be guided through their version of a recipe, it all becomes rather vague, ‘a little bit of this, a little bit of that’. This is largely because Koreans are natural and instinctive cooks, using recipes passed down from generation to generation. They cook intuitively, according to a clear set of flavour profiles that they have been brought up with. Asking them to provide you with precise measurements is pointless – you just have to watch and learn, slowly building up your palate to match theirs.


Of course, not everyone has a brilliant Korean cook on standby to watch and learn from. In light of this, we hope that this book will be a good alternative, guiding you through the traditions and staples of authentic Korean home cooking.
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The Korean Meal
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For anyone new to Korean food, one of the most enjoyable aspects of the meal, aside from eating it of course, is the presentation of the dishes. Unlike the Western world, Korean meals are not separated by courses. Instead, everything comes to the table at the same time. This can be a most impressive sight, particularly in traditional restaurants, as the number of side dishes (known as banchan) can seem endless, and that’s before an individual bowl of rice and soup is served for each guest. Whatever main dish is to accompany the meal is then served in a large communal platter in the centre of the table, for everyone to share. The overall effect is one of a banquet, with practically every inch of the table taken up with small plates of food.


This method of presentation is known as ‘bap-sang’, which literally means ‘rice’ (bap) ‘table’ (sang), where each person’s bowl of rice is considered the main dish with the multitude of other dishes there to accompany it. If the main dish was noodles, then it becomes ‘myeon-sang’, ‘myeon’ meaning noodle. Historically, the social status of a household would dictate the number of side dishes that could be served at any given meal, which would generally be an odd number. So three or five side dishes would be considered acceptable in working-class households, with the number of side dishes increasing according to social rank – nine dishes reserved for nobility and finally twelve side dishes, known as ‘surasang’, which could only ever be served to the king.


Key among any Korean table of food however, is a balance of flavours and textures, being mindful to always offer contrasting dishes, both hot and cold. So alongside a particularly spicy dish you might also serve a more subtly flavoured soup.


For every hot stew there might also be some room-temperature side dishes and so on – each dish prepared to complement the other.


Of course at home, such grand and lavish affairs are not expected, particularly these days. However, as a lot of the side dishes served in Korea can be prepared in advance and keep very well, as with kimchi, or other preserved vegetables, even a rushed lunch will often include a bowl of rice, two or three side dishes and then perhaps soup or some other dish which might have been prepared for the previous night’s dinner.


For Westerners dining in Korea for the first time, there may be some surprise to see a table of friends or family all diving into a central shared dish, with enough double dipping to send a germaphobe foreigner running for the hills! This concept of sharing comes from Korea’s Confucian heritage, which places considerable significance on a sense of community and fellowship, and so with food they believe that sharing from the same dish can forge closer relationships between friends and family.


Spoons and chopsticks are the main utensils used for eating in Korea. The spoon is considered the primary utensil, as Korean cuisine is made up of so many stews, soups and mixed rice dishes, which require one. Chopsticks are generally reserved for side and main dishes, and for this reason it is also considered impolite to lift your rice bowl off the table, like they do in Japan where they eat rice with chopsticks, as your spoon should be more than adequate. Although, if you really are struggling, you are permitted to lower your head down towards your bowl.


As with most Asian countries, Korea also uses chopsticks, which are unique to their country – in this case thery are flat and metal, rather than round and wooden. They do require an extra degree of dexterity, but once you get used to them they are very practical, especially when dealing with something like slippery noodles. Chopsticks can also do things that a fork and knife can’t, for example it is common in Korea to wrap crispy seaweed or kimchi around rice, creating a little parcel, which would be almost impossible to do one handed with a fork.


A NOTE ON RICE COOKERS


The one piece of equipment that is used in every Korean kitchen, from a student flat to a high-end restaurant, is an electric rice cooker, and while you can of course cook rice in a pot, we find ours indispensable.


Initially, I was very sceptical of Jina’s rice cooker, having cooked rice on the hob for my entire life I couldn’t see the need for one. But then I met ‘Cuckoo’, one of the most famous brands of Korean rice cookers. Not only does it have multiple rice settings that cook the different types of rice to perfection, it also works as a pressure cooker. And as if that was not enough, it also talks to you, keeping you abreast of how your rice is doing.


Fortunately for those of us outside Korea, there are no other essential pieces of Korean cooking equipment that you will be lost without. Stone and earthenware bowls called ‘dolsot’ and ‘ddukbaegi’ are commonly used for both cooking and serving food as it keeps food piping hot. While they are certainly a nice addition to your kitchen cupboard if you are cooking a lot of Korean food, they are not essential by any means.


A NOTE ON SPICE LEVELS


While we have kept the recipes in this book, including the levels of heat, authentic to what you might find in Korea, we of course appreciate that not everyone will be able to tolerate the same level of heat as a Korean person, so do feel free to adjust the quantity of gochujang chilli paste and gochugaru red pepper powder used in the recipes. However, please remember these two ingredients are not as hot as some of the chilli pastes, powders and sauces that you might find in other Asian countries – they have a rounder, more full-bodied flavour that a lot of people tolerate very well. If you are concerned, start by adding half the stated quantity and then build up from there. Of course the beauty of Korean food is that for every spicy dish there is an equally delicious yet altogether more subtly flavoured counterpart, so there really is something for everyone.
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The Korean Pantry
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The following pages run through the most common ingredients used in Korean cooking. Most of them have an extremely long shelf life, which means you can buy all the key ingredients necessary in one go. They can then sit in your cupboard until the next time you need them, so you don’t have to worry about going to an Asian supermarket every time you want to cook.


There are a growing number of Asian stores these days, making it relatively easy to find all the ingredients used in this book. However, there are also a huge amount of online stores selling everything that you will need (here). Websites such as Amazon will also sell most of these ingredients, so you can just order everything you need and have it delivered to you.


RICE, NOODLES & RICE CAKES


01. Short-grain white rice
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Much like the Japanese short-grain sushi rice, the Korean grain becomes soft and sticky when cooked, not at all like other varieties from south-east Asia and India. Brown short-grain rice (hyeon-mi) can also be used in place of white rice. It is less sticky and more chewy so lots of Koreans mix them.


02. Glutinous rice
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Known as either glutinous or sweet rice, yet it contains neither gluten or any kind of sweetener. Glutinous/sweet rice has an especially sticky consistency and mildly sweet flavour when cooked, in comparison to other varieties of rice, which resulted in its name. Glutinous rice is used in Baby Chicken Soup (here) to stuff the cavity, and is also in a variety of porridge dishes (here), where the rice is ground down, providing a silky smooth and wonderfully rich texture to the porridge. The rice flour is also used in Korean desserts such as Sweet Rice Cakes (here).


03. Sweet potato glass noodles


dang-myeon [image: ]


These sweet potato glass or cellophane noodles are unique to Korea, and while other brands of glass noodles could be used in their place, it is worth seeking these out for their wonderful texture and ability to absorb all the flavours of the dish in which they are cooked. They can be soaked in cold water prior to cooking to reduce the cooking time, but it is not essential. They are the main ingredient in the Beef & Vegetables with Sesame Glass Noodles dish (here) – this dish would not be the same without them. The noodles are also added to soups and stews to provide texture.


04. Udon noodles
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Rather confusingly, this thick and bouncy wheat flour noodle comes from Japan, but is used in some Chinese-influenced Korean dishes, like the Black Bean Noodles (here) and Spicy Seafood Noodle Soup (here). They have a very springy texture and can be bought ready-made in single portion, vacuum-packed bags in Asian supermarkets making them extremely quick to cook.


05. Naeng-myeon noodles
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These long and thin noodles are made from the flour and starch of various ingredients including buckwheat and sweet potato. They are exclusively used for the dish of the same name, meaning ‘cold noodles’ (here) and can be found in Korean markets.


06. Soba/buckwheat noodles
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Korean buckwheat noodles are much the same as Japanese soba, a thin noodle, which can be made entirely from buckwheat flour, or more commonly mixed with varying quantities of wheat flour. Despite the name, buckwheat is wheat and gluten free. Try them in the Spicy Chilled Buckwheat Noodle Salad (here).


07. Wheat noodles
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These very thin noodles are made from wheat flour and are used in the Chilled Kimchi Spiced Noodles (here) and also the Noodles in Chilled Soybean Soup (here).


08. Rice cakes
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These uniquely Korean soft rice cakes made from steamed and shaped glutinous rice are essential for the Crispy Chilli and Crispy Soy Rice Cakes (here and here). Their squidgy consistency is quite unusual at first, but soon becomes addictive.


SPICES & PASTES


09. Soybean paste
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This fermented soybean paste, is similar to Japanese miso, however it has a deeper more concentrated flavour profile. Used in many soup and stew bases such as in the Tofu & Soybean Paste Soup (here), it is rich in flavonoids, minerals and vitamins and is considered an essential component in Korean cuisine.


10. Chilli paste
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Like doen-jang, gochujang is also made from fermented soybeans, but with the addition of glutinous rice flour, salt and plenty of dried powdered red chilli, giving it its characteristic spicy kick. The paste is aged in the sun over a period of months or years, resulting in a pungent, and deeply flavoured savoury paste that is used extensively in Korean cooking. Its flavour is quite unlike any other chilli paste and so it really is worth getting your hands on it for Korean cooking. Gochujang chilli paste keeps extremely well in the fridge.


11. Red pepper (chilli) powder
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This powdered sun-dried red chilli is used to make gochujang, and is also the key spice ingredient for kimchi, and many sauces too. The flavour profile is smoky, slightly sweet and well rounded, and while it is of course spicy, it is not as hot as an Indian chilli powder for example. There is no direct substitute – you could use another chilli powder but the result would not be authentically Korean in flavour. The powder keeps very well in an airtight container stored in a dark environment, so it is worth buying when you find yourself in an Asian supermarket.


12. Dried chilli threads
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Made from the same sun-dried chilli as gochugaru red pepper powder, the chilli is very thinly sliced into thread-like pieces. These chilli threads are often used to garnish dishes and add flavour, however, they are by no means as essential as gochugaru.
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OTHER COMMON INGREDIENTS


13. Roasted sesame seed oil
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Like most good Asian sesame seed oils, Korean roasted sesame oil is leagues ahead of anything you will find in a Western supermarket – you simply could not even compare the two ingredients – the former having a much more intense and pure nutty flavour. As with all of these storecupboard ingredients, it keeps for months on end, so it is well worth buying. Roasted sesame seeds are also heavily used in Korean cooking, and you can buy ready toasted, good-quality Korean sesame seeds in Asian supermarkets.


14. Roasted crispy seaweed
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These sheets of roasted crispy seaweed are sold in little packs already cut up or as larger, full sheets. The seaweed is brushed with sesame seed oil and sprinkled with a little salt and pan-fried or roasted until deliciously crispy. Roasted crispy seaweed is usually used cut into thin strips to add flavour and texture to dishes, or small sheets are wrapped around rice to create bite-size crispy seaweed parcels. They are also great as a snack, like a packet of crisps, only healthier. Once opened, they loose their crispiness rather quickly, so only open what you need and if you have any left over store them in an airtight container.


15. Dried kelp
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There are two main types of dried kelp used in Korean cooking: ‘dashima’ – the flat dried sheets (15a) and more commonly known by its Japanese name ‘dashi kombu’, and ‘mee-yeok’ – the rougher more stringy variety (15b), also more commonly known as wakame. The former is used to make stocks (here) and as a flavour enhancer for all kinds of stews and broths. However, it is not eaten and is always removed before serving. ‘Mee-yeok’ on the other hand is eaten, and is used in the very popular Seaweed & Beef Soup (here).


16. Korean jujube red dates
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This dried date is widely used for its medicinal properties as well as its flavour and could not really be compared to a Western date, their only similarity being that they are both sweet. It is famously used in the Baby Chicken Soup (here), as well as a wide variety of sweet treats and teas. It is not an essential storecupboard ingredient, but it does add a unique flavour profile if you are looking to create very authentic Korean dishes.


17. Chinese or Napa Cabbage
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This oblong, white and pale green cabbage is the key ingredient in traditional Korean cabbage kimchi. It is quite different to round white cabbage and is easy to find in good markets and large supermarkets.


18. Daikon radish
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Daikon radish is not in fact the Korean variety of radish, which is oval in shape with a pale green and white skin. However, it is far easier to find so we have used it in this book as the flavour and texture is practically the same. If you do happen to come across the Korean variety, use the same quantity as the daikon.


19. Asian/Korean pear
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Asian pears are large, light brown and round, very juicy and with a crispy texture that is lovely in salads or to add a little sweetness, such as in the Sesame, Soy & Chilli Beef Tartare (here). The pears are most often used to tenderise meat, as in the Sesame & Soy-marinated Beef (here). They are about twice the size of a regular Western pear, so if substituting, you will need about two Western pears for every one Asian pear.


20. Dried squid


ojingeo-chae [image: ]


Dried, shredded squid is seasoned and served as a side dish (here) and it keeps very well in the fridge.


21. Dried anchovies


mareun myeolchi [image: ]


Dried anchovies come in three different sizes and are sold in packs, which are usually kept in the freezer section of Asian supermarkets. In this book, we only use the large and small size. The large anchovies (21a) are used to flavour stocks and stews. The very small anchovies (21b) are fried and seasoned and eaten as the most delicious crispy side dish and are a great source of calcium too. Keep them stored in your freezer where they will keep for months, if not years, on end.


22. Salted baby shrimp
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This is an optional storecupboard ingredient. It is mainly used when making cabbage kimchi to add a more pronounced fish flavour. If you are not sure, you can leave it out.


23. Persian (pickling) cucumbers
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Persian cucumbers are essential for making the Whole Pickled Cucumbers (here). The pickling variety, with their rough and slightly bumpy skin, are best for pickling, but either will do.
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