
S E E D  B E A R E R S

My family has grown Korean vegetables on American soil

ever since we bought our first small house back in the early eighties. A visitor

would bring mysterious seeds from the homeland; during spring, the seeds

would be planted into the fertile soil. By the time summer rolled around, the

backyard would be teeming with squash vines coiling everywhere, lush

green pepper plants or garlic stalks whose tall stems would burst forth with

beautiful, garlic-smelling flowers.   • Any houseplant or cactus given to my

mom as a gift from her offspring would eventually be killed, yet for some

crazy reason, the vegetables in our backyard thrived under her care. I guess

my dad did most of the complicated stuff—the planting, the weeding. My mom

was there to enjoy the fruits of the harvest, when the plants were ready for

the dinner table.   • My folks redefined the idea of an “open door” policy.

People came in and out of our house any time of year. Invariably, the visi-

tors would have to sleep in either my brother’s room or the room my sister

and I shared. All of us spent half

of our growing-up years sleeping

on the living room floor.   • It

didn’t help that we had family

trees that extended beyond mere

branches on both sides. My dad

was the eighth son of sixteen
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children (fourteen boys). In fact, his name, Pal-Woo, means “eight” and “plentiful rain,” a
symbol of good fortune in the rural community where he grew up. My mom was the eld-
est of a mere five children, but relatives expanded several generations both up and down her
side of the family. 

Summers were the most hectic. Vacationing cousins sprawled out comfortably on our beds,
while we and our younger friends would sleep on blankets in the living room. Whispered
conversations and quiet giggles would reverberate throughout the dark house as we waited for
the sound of snoring to emanate from behind my folks’ bedroom door. Too hot and excit-
ed to sleep, we would turn on the TV with the volume just barely audible over the sound of
warm weather insects. Surreptitiously, we’d catch the latest music videos or some late-night
B-movie as we snuck food my dad was saving for anju (drinking snacks). Sometimes there
would be some static on TV screwing up our late-night revelry and my sister and I would try
to coax our little brother into walking the two feet required to adjust the antenna, too lazy
to move our own sleepy-time selves. When we got tired of whatever was on the tube, we’d
play silly games or tell ghost stories well into the wee hours, until we fell asleep accidentally
only to wake up with an imprint of a Monopoly game piece on one of our cheeks.

During waking hours, the house would be bustling with activity. Someone was always
banging on the bathroom door to tell someone else to hurry, while people ran back and forth
chasing each other. It seemed as if someone else was always cooking something, doing the
dishes, or eating. It was nonstop action in the kitchen. 

This past year, my parents had visitors from several states. They’ve housed half a dozen
priests from all over the world, nieces from three continents, and even an amateur Russian
dance troupe—young Korean girls whose grandparents were forced to immigrate to Siberia
during Stalin’s Reign of Terror. 

While their house was abuzz with activity, the garden quietly produced lettuce, pep-
pers, Asian radishes, perilla leaves, and cucumbers. One of their well-meaning friends
picked the last cucumbers they were saving for seed. With her usual good nature, my mom
just laughed and sent someone else out for more peppers and lettuce to eat with the last
cucumbers of the season, while I made Seasoned Fermented Soybean Paste (yangnyum dwen-
jang) for dipping. Soon enough, we were all sitting around the dining table, chatting and
snacking away on fresh vegetables from the garden.

Next year will bring more visitors. The seeds they bring will be planted. The people
will come and go. The vegetables will grow and die. And the cycle will continue like the
revolving door of our lives. 

E A T I N G  K O R E A N2
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1 Place the seeds in a heavy skillet over a very low flame.
With a wooden spoon or spatula, stir the sesame seeds until

they turn a dark golden brown. Take care since the seeds will occasionally pop in the pan
during toasting. 

2 Remove from heat and allow the seeds to cool to room temperature. Store in an airtight
container in the refrigerator or freezer.

V A R I A T I O N : You may wish to crush the seeds before storing for use in certain

recipes. Use a mortar and pestle, a blender, or a food processor to crush the seeds.

Sesame seeds stored in the refrigerator or freezer will have a longer shelf life. 

Toasted Sesame Seeds
Ggae

Sesame seeds are one of the major staples of Korean cooking. Although you

can buy seeds already toasted, the flavor is much better when you toast the

seeds yourself. It’s easy to do, and toasting them brings out the wonderful

nutty flavor. They will keep for months in an airtight container in the fridge,

but keep even longer in the freezer. M A K E S  1  C U P

B A S I C S 3

1 cup sesame seeds
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1 Combine all ingredients in a small bowl.

2 For dipping, serve in individual small dishes. Store left-
overs in a tightly sealed container for about a week. 

2 tablespoons soy sauce

2 tablespoons rice vinegar 
or white vinegar

1 tablespoon sesame oil

1 tablespoon toasted sesame
seeds (page 3)

1 teaspoon black pepper
(optional)

1 Combine all ingredients in a small bowl. 

2 If serving as a dipping sauce, serve in small individual
bowls. Leftovers can be stored in the refrigerator in a tightly
sealed container for about a week.

Seasoned Soy Sauce
Yangnyum Ganjang

A popular dipping sauce, it can also be used for seasoning vegetables, fish,

and meat. It also makes a nice accompaniment to some noodle dishes.

M A K E S  1 / 2 C U P

E A T I N G  K O R E A N4

4 tablespoons soy sauce

1 green onion, finely chopped

2 garlic cloves, minced

1 tablespoon toasted sesame
seeds (page 3)

1 tablespoon sesame oil
1/2 tablespoon chili powder
1/2 teaspoon black pepper
(optional)

Vinegar Soy Sauce
Cho Ganjang

Another popular dipping sauce, it is usually served with dumplings and other

dishes.  M A K E S  1 / 2 C U P
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B A S I C S 5

1 Combine all ingredients until they are well mixed.

2 Serve in small individual-sized bowls. When stored in a
covered container, this paste will keep in the refrigerator for
about a week. 

Seasoned Fermented Soybean Paste
Yangnyum Dwenjang

This sauce can be served as a dipping sauce for fresh vegetables such as

cucumbers, Korean green peppers, and carrots. It’s also served on the side 

to eat with rice and grilled meats wrapped in lettuce or perilla leaves.

M A K E S  1 / 2 C U P

4 tablespoons fermented 
soybean paste (dwenjang)

2 garlic cloves, minced

1 green onion, chopped

2 tablespoons sesame oil

1 With a mortar and pestle, mash the garlic well. If you
don’t have a mortar and pestle, use a blender or food proces-
sor. Add the chile peppers or chili powder and pound (or
grind) into a paste. 

2 Transfer into a bowl and add the oils, mixing until it
becomes a coarse paste. Transfer into a glass jar with a tight
lid and store in the fridge indefinitely.

Fresh Red Chili Sauce
Put Gochujang

Made with fresh peppers or chili powder, this is a chili paste that doesn’t

require fermentation. It’s used as a seasoning for certain soups and noodles.

M A K E S  A B O U T  1  C U P  

5 garlic cloves

10 red Korean chile peppers,
coarsely chopped or 1 cup
chili powder
1/4 cup sesame oil
1/4 cup vegetable oil
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E A T I N G  K O R E A N6

1 In a bowl, combine barley malt powder and 5 cups water
(preferably filtered) and stir until powder is completely dis-
solved. Let stand overnight in a warm place or in an electric
rice cooker. Strain into a heavy stockpot. Add sweet rice flour
and stir until dissolved. Bring to a boil and simmer uncovered
over low heat for about 20 minutes, until its volume is reduced
by a third or a half. Cool and set aside.

2 In a large bowl, combine chili powder, soybean malt pow-
der, rice flour and malt mixture, 1/4 cup of the salt, and the
soy sauce. Mix thoroughly with a wooden spoon. Let stand
overnight.

3 Transfer the chili paste to the jar and sprinkle the remaining 3/4 cup of salt on top. Leave
some space on top of the jar, because the mixture will rise as it ferments. Cover with cheese-
cloth or some other breathable fabric. Sun-dry every day and cover at night. It may be used
right away but for best results, let the chili paste mature for at least a month. Afterward,
store in a tightly sealed container in the fridge and it will keep indefinitely.

Red Chili Paste
Gochujang

Hardly anyone makes their own red chili paste at home, since such delicious

varieties are readily available in grocery stores. However, if you want the

wonderful taste of homemade, it’s not that hard to make. It just takes a little

bit of time to get it to ferment properly. This spicy chili paste is a staple in

Korean cooking and there is really no substitute for it. You will need a well-

cleaned, medium-sized glass or clay jar (hang ali) with a tightly fitting lid.

M A K E S  4  C U P S

11/2 cups fine barley malt
powder (yut gilum)

Water

2 cups sweet rice flour

2 cups red chili powder

1 cup fine soybean malt 
powder (meju galu)

1 cup coarse sea salt
1/2 cup soy sauce
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