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SEOUL MADE is a brand that captures the essence of Seoul’s industry, which

has been changing from “manual manufacturing” to “creative production”.

It is designed to uphold the industrial value of the baby boomers who carried

the growth of Seoul and to represent the millennial generation who are shaping

the city today.

SEOUL MADE helps businesses in Seoul better deliver their diverse content

and products to millennial consumers all over the world.

SEOUL MADE develops and provides the platforms for exhibition space,

package design, marketing, and online selling to help businesses in Seoul

to continuously grow.

In the summer of 2019, SEOUL MADE started to hold exhibitions abroad.

The brand plays a big part in helping Seoul’s various SMEs build trust and extend themselves to the international 

market, as well as in allowing them to get closer

to the new generation than businesses from other cities or countries.

Now it is producing tangible results with increasing contract numbers and sales performance abroad.

Through the magazine <SEOUL MADE>, SBA would like to introduce

the brand SEOUL MADE which presents Seoul’s fine products, as well as

the diverse people, businesses and platforms that lead dynamic change and innovation of the industry in Seoul.
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CEO Jang Yeongseung
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SEOUL MADE will be featuring a range of subject matter in the coming 

months.  However, all of these topics will pass through the prism that 

is the ‘Seoulite industry.’ The flavors featured in SEOUL MADE will be 

flavors that further enrich the future of Seoul, drawing on the human 

touch and the power of technology and Industry'. This month's subject 

matter was food in Seoul, a massive topic we didn't know how to delve 

into. The task at hand became clear once we narrowed our theme down 

to ‘Flavors of Seoul, Taste of the Future’. This month's issue was pleasure 

for the editing team, who were treated to a preview of Seoul’s dietary 

lifestyles, food culture and food industry in the near future. We invite you 

to have a taste for yourself.

My favorite thing

about Seoul

is the flavors
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Cheon Hogyun, CEO of Ssamzie Farmer
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The Nilk Factory
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Our analysis of the ways Koreans have breakfast 

showed Koreans really drink a lot of coffee, which 

also is becoming Koreanized. Americano, as the name 

suggests, is a way of coffee-drinking which started in 

the United States, but the Koreans have created a whole 

new culture around it : ‘얼죽아’ (eol-jug-a, meaning 'iced 

americano even in freezing cold weather') is a truly Korean 

phenomenon. The variety of iced coffees is immense 

in the country, as Koreans are keen experimenters. So 

coffee too is an area where the ‘Seoul style’ has a major 

presence. One might even say coffee is becoming a real 

part of Korean cuisine.

Of course, no discussion of future food culture in Seoul 

is complete without touching on ‘food tech’. I firmly 

believe food tech in Korea is best embodied by none 

other than our gimbap franchises. These tiny stores have 

a 1.5 to 2-person kitchen and a single person manning 

the hall, but churn out a variety of items to suit anyone’s 

tastes. This is possible because these brands have a 

‘central kitchen’ which supplies each store with semi-

prepared foods, which are then finished at the individual 

stores.

 

This is the essence of food tech, these ‘central kitchens’ 

essentially being food factories.  

Another phenomenon found in Korea is the presence 

of the ‘convenience store’ as a rival to neighborhood 

eateries and cafes. In Korea and neighboring Japan, we 

often “pop by the convenience store for a bite to eat”. 

In this niche the shared kitchen grows. One leading 

example of the shared kitchen is ‘Wecook’. 

Before, the largest obstacle to starting a food products 

enterprise was procuring funds to build manufacturing 

facilities. Times have changed, and various regulations 

have been relaxed. The message of brands like Wecook 

is ‘we've already built your plant; you just bring your 

recipes’. At Wecook, that special rice punch recipe your 

grandma handed down to you could be turned into a 

product. In the future, food manufacturing in Seoul 

will be more about good recipes and ideas than capital 

and plants. Many restaurant proprietors these days 

are looking to go beyond catering to offline clientele, 

turning their dishes into food products and selling them 

Fixating on the future itself clouds one's view. Instead, 

tomorrow is revealed in changes ongoing today. What 

is notable about food culture in Seoul presently is its 

diversity, on pace with the world's great metropolises. 

Diversity meets Seoulite tradition and contemporary 

trends in ‘Seoul style’.

Kimchi is a prime example of Seoul style. I run the 

FoodBiz Lab at Seoul National University. According to a 

survey titled ‘Korean breakfast culture’ we administered 

together with ‘Open Survey’, many Koreans still eat 

a Korean breakfast in the morning instead of bread or 

cereal. Add to this the trend of home meal replacements 

(HMRs), and it's evident people are looking for 

convenient substitutes for the Korean cuisine they’re 

used to. When we eat HMRs, the go-to side dish is 

always kimchi. Along with the growing demand for 

HMRs, demand for various kimchis is also growing. 

I'm curious to see how the flavors, ingredients, and 

appearances of kimchi will be transformed.

Seoulites are cooking less and less at home, eating 

out more often. The ‘Seoul style’ is evident here as 

well.  Those pizzas we have here in Seoul with sweet 

potato topping are a purely Seoulite invention. Burger 

brands insisting on authentic ‘Murican-style burgers are 

struggling, while brands like ‘Mom’s Touch’ which have 

put a Korean spin on the burger are booming. Brands 

like ‘Burger King’ are consistently developing new items 

to cater to the ever-changing tastes of people in Seoul.  

Korean fried chicken takes on shapes and forms not 

found in any other country.  The Seoul style is about 

foreign foods being redefined and reconstituted to suit 

Seoulite and Korean tastes, becoming dishes and flavors 

not found anywhere outside.

Based on these trends, I forecast the ‘full set dinner’ 

to make a come back in Seoul’s food services industry. 

The popularity of HMRs in the household is not because 

consumers don’t like full set dinners, but because they 

take too much time and effort to put together. Just like 

French restaurants have their table d'hôte, in the near 

future, I expect more Korean restaurants to offer Korean 

‘han-sang charim’ full set dinners.

online. Food product manufacturers have long been 

encroaching on restaurant owners’ territory, but through 

shared kitchens, restaurants are striking back: The 

common kitchens system has successfully dealt with 

major obstacles of investment, sanitation, licenses, and 

permits.

One trend leading to Seoulite food culture today is 

‘veganism’. It was around 10 years ago that Seoul’s 

expatriate population began growing rapidly, and with 

this growth came an interest in ‘vegan culture’ and 

a handful of small salad bars to cater to this dietary 

lifestyle. Korean vegans are for the most part highly 

interested in health and animal welfare. Keen about the 

‘environment’ and ‘sustainability’, many are purchasing 

exclusively organic food products, and there is a notable 

increase in numbers of people actively avoiding meat 

consumption. Innovation in food or food products must 

be acceptable changes within what we are accustomed 

to.  Change in these areas is therefore necessarily slow. 

Even if ‘synthetic  meat’ or ‘insect-based food products’ 

were released as products tomorrow, it would take 

quite a long time for these to become established in our 

diets. But clearly, Seoul's food culture and food industry 

are in the midst of dynamic change oriented toward 

‘social action’, ‘a culture of inclusive appreciation’, and 

‘sustainability’.
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Professor Moon is engaged in the study of food 

marketing and strategies based on food and 

behavioral psychology.  He also leads the FoodBiz 

Lab at Seoul National University, dedicated to ‘eating, 

drinking and playing well’. His 2020 food trend 

keyword is ‘Newmiliar’.

Seoulites 

Eat the 

Future

Seoul is, in a word, dynamic. 

Where are the flavors of this 

dynamic city headed?

Moon Jeonghun, Both 
professor of the Dept. of 
Agricultural Economics and 
Rural Development and 
Director of FoodBiz Lab, Seoul 
National University
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A Market as Alive as Its Fish  Jang Jeongyeol, CEO of Heemang Fish, Noryangjin Fish Market

Majang, the Future of Hanwoo Beef  Lee Jonggwan, CEO of Maru Meats, Majang Market
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Where Seoul 
gets its flavors

The dominance of mammoth food corporations means we no longer know 

or even want to know, wherefrom the food we eat comes. The origins of food 

are in the ingredients. Without fail, one searching for the origins of Seoul's 

flavors always ends up in its markets. The merchants at Seoul’s agricultural 

produce and fisheries markets pump the city full of flavor night and day.



S
E

O
U

L
M

A
D

E

W
rit

er
 P

ar
k 

Ye
ha

 P
ho

to
gr

ap
he

r  
Ki

m
 D

ae
jin

0
18

0
19

My older sister used to be a merchant 

here. I’d just finished my military 

service and was unemployed, so she 

suggested I come and help her out. 

That was 35 years ago. We didn’t have 

proper freezers back then and had to 

manually haul and shovel ice every day, 

but I guess you could say all that hard 

work paid off. Nothing ‘just happens’, 

right? Heemang Fish is just an ordinary 

fishmonger. We sell live halibut, sea 

bream and sea bass retail, but also 

some wholesale.  A lot of us here 

in Noryangjin do that. We normally 

send live fish out to our wholesale 

customers, but some want them 

filleted. Sushi places, for example.

People come here in search of various 

seasonal fish. March to April is grey 

mullet season, June is sea bass 

season, and croakers are in season 

July to August. October is the month 

of the sea bream, and you have to have 

a yellowtail in Winter. These days it's all 

about the sole. A lot of people confuse 

sole with flounder, but I guess they’re 

equally good fish. Gray mullet is also 

a cheap and tasty fish in season these 

days. We'll be selling a lot of mullet 

this Spring as well.

Most people do business online these 

days or over the phone, so we don’t 

get as many walk-ins. Our clients are 

also a great deal younger. Most used 

to be in their 40s or 50s, but today 

most are in their 20s and 30s. Before, 

we used to have most of our meals 

and parties, whatnot, at home. So 

customers would take home whole 

halibut and whole sea bream, for 

example. But that’s less the case 

today. People who want to cook fish at 

home want their fish killed, bled out, 

and gutted. People looking for some 

freshly filleted Hoe (sliced raw fish, on 

the other hand, want their fish alive 

and kicking. In particular, youngsters 

want a bit of bream, a bit of mullet, a 

bit of everything. That’s why a lot of 

the stores here are offering assorted 

Hoe dishes. And before, we'd only eat 

dead fish raw, since customers wanted 

live fish to prep and cook at home. 

Nowadays, only the best live fish will 

do for Hoe. 

Few people do their shopping offline 

these days, so most of our business is 

from regulars. And to make regulars, 

you have to keep things consistent. If a 

regular is looking for a type of fish we 

don’t sell, we’ll arrange for them to buy 

it elsewhere. Obviously we merchants 

know our fish better than the average 

customer, so we help them find the 

freshest product and that’s how we 

make them regulars. What makes a 

fresh fish? The same goes for any fish. 

First, the eyes need to be clean and 

clear. And the scales need to be intact.

Placing orders online or over the 

phone is convenient, but you really 

need to bring yourself to the market 

to see which fish is freshest.  Here at 

Noryangjin, the fish we sell change 

daily. In other places, the same fish 

might stay in the same tanks for 

several days, but here we need to 

sell everything in two or three days 

to make room for new fish. Quick 

circulation means fresher fish. Another 

thing is, we have restaurants here 

where you can eat the fresh Hoe you 

by at the stores. That’s another thing 

that makes the place interesting. It’s 

especially convenient since Koreans 

like Hoe that was alive just a few 

minutes ago, while the Japanese like 

their fish cured for a few days. 

I'm currently heading the high-end 

merchants’ association here, and 

the faces there I've been working 

alongside for decades. They’re like 

family, you might say, and we get 

along most of the time, but then the 

business is business (chuckles). I liked 

the old location a lot since there was 

an old tradition there and the place 

felt more market-like. It was always 

bustling with people, and when you 

walk in you would see the stalls and 

merchants lined up as far as the eye 

could see. In the new building, it feels 

more like we’re in a giant supermarket.  

If you ask me, the market needs to feel 

like a market I hear they try to preserve 

traditional markets as much as possible 

abroad, and I wish they’d done that 

here too. Still, we take pride in the 

fact that we’re Seoul’s go-to supplier 

of fresh fish.  The size of our market 

means we play an important role in 

stabilizing fish prices, and together we 

supply 80% of the fish and seafood 

consumed in Seoul. You won’t find that 

kind of scale in too many fish markets 

around the world!

This veteran merchant of the fish market has 

been working here since being discharged from 

military service. This is Jang Jeongyeol's 35 

years at Heemang Fish market.

A Market as Alive as its Fish
Jang Jeongyeol, CEO of Heemang Fish, 
Noryangjin Fish Market
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I was born in the year of the ox, so that 

makes me 35 this year. That’s among 

the youngest herein Majang. My 

mom's been selling pig trotters across 

the street for more than 30 years. 

I used to help her out when I was 

in middle and high school. I studied 

aircraft maintenance in New York for 

about 5 years in college, but then my 

father passed away and I moved back 

to Korea. I was up against some fierce 

competition in the job market here, 

and so I thought it best to learn a trade 

rather than try to land a job at a large 

corporation. So about seven years 

back I started learning deboning right 

here in Majang. In terms of how many 

cows pass through our hands, nobody 

in Korea comes close. In any given 

month, we’ll process about a hundred 

cows. This means we have a special 

eye for good meat. And speaking of 

good meat, it's undeniable that the 

meat at Majang is best.  We specialize 

in aged Hanwoo beef retail: customers 

can either take our beef home or eat 

it at one of the restaurants we have in 

the market. 

Auctions are the first step meat goes 

through at Majang. Each retail store has 

aging period. What’s most important 

is that we keep things consistent so 

customers always get the flavors they 

expect from our meat. For people like 

us, “Your meat always tastes good” 

is the greatest compliment. Several 

of our regulars are pretty famous 

gourmets. Sometimes customers will 

stray into department store meats for a 

while, but we know they’ll come back.

Honestly, the product they have at 

department stores can’t compare to 

ours (laughs). All they do is repackage 

and mark up meat they buy from 

us, you see. Here you get the same 

product, only fresher and at a much 

more reasonable price. My mom tells 

me people back in the day used to think 

Majang was a stinky neighborhood full 

of swindlers and cheats, but all of that’s 

changed these days with so many 

young people coming in to do honest 

business. We’ve formed a ‘crew’ and 

when we don’t go out for drinks, we’re 

always thinking about ways to do meat 

better. Many of the older people in the 

market are hesitant to even put in air 

conditioning, but younger folks like us, 

we're more aggressive with making 

investments and changes. 

 

Within our crew, we do taste tests 

among different types of aging, and 

we watch YouTube a lot to keep up 

with the rest of the world. It’s an 

opportunity to learn, as well as teach. 

Ultimately, the crew wants to run a 

Hanwoo restaurant together, and have 

fun doing it. These days omakase-

style Hanwoo beef is all the rage, 

but all these high-end Hanwoo beef 

restaurants are doing is driving up 

prices. Hanwoo beef doesn’t have to 

be so uptight and premium. We want 

a place where people can casually 

enjoy reasonably priced Hanwoo beef. 

If it works with pork, then it can work 

with beef too.  We know how to best 

handle beef, and we have all the aging 

techniques. But even with the best 

meat, how you cook it makes all the 

difference in the world. We’re thinking 

of grilling the meat ourselves for our 

customers, so we can show them how 

the way you cook a cut can completely 

transform the flavors. If you’re going 

to sell them meat anyway, then you 

might as well make sure they enjoy it 

properly.

a broker, and by law only these brokers 

can attend auctions.  Each wholesaler 

is looking for different qualities like 

grade or marbling, and these brokers 

find and purchase the right cows for 

each store. Once the auction price 

and the brokerage commission are 

paid, then the beef gets delivered to 

the market.  It usually arrives between 

midnight and 2 AM. Once the meat 

arrives, our deboning shops debone 

and break it down into more than 30 

specialized cuts. Us retailers then go 

and buy the neatly vacuum-packed cuts 

from the deboning shop.

Here, we age our beef  before sale. 

Of the three major types of aging, dry, 

water and wet, we prefer the wet-aging 

method. We place our vacuum-packed 

cuts in a chiller kept at a constant 

temperature and let the meat mature 

for 35 days. In the process, the muscle 

fibers loosen up and break down to 

make the flesh more tender. With the 

cuts being vacuum-packed, you don’t 

lose any of the juices either. I’ve been 

in the business four years now, and 

now I can tell pretty well how much 

a cut is going to weigh after a given 

The merchants at Majang Meat Market are 

Korea's top handlers and experts of Hanwoo 

beef. At 35, Lee Jonggwan of Maru Meats is no 

exception.

Majang, the Future of 
Hanwoo Beef
Lee Jonggwan, 
CEO of Maru Meats, Majang Market
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It was 1985 when I started out at 

Garak as a clerk. At the time, freshly 

harvested and uncleaned produce such 

as green onions and white radishes 

would arrive here by the truckload, 

where they would be processed.  

That’s not the case anymore, but 

the practice was commonplace back 

then when most business was from 

consignment sales. I was mostly 

in charge of sales, but this was the 

analog age and I often had to track 

down our customers in other markets 

in person to collect payments from 

them. It was hard work since I was 

working nights and the market was 

always open except on New Year’s and 

the Chuseok holidays, but I worked my 

way up slowly and it’s been 22 years 

since I opened shop here.

Garak Market covers 545,455m2. That 

makes it Korea’s largest market, and 

standard retail prices are formed right 

here. All the country’s produce - fruits, 

vegetables, fish, meat - gathers here. 

Garak Market is the mother ship, and 

produce from here makes its way to 

satellite markets all over the country. 

Sometimes, merchandise flown in all 

the way from Jeju will pass through 

Garak and fly right back.

Yeonbaek Trading is a middleman 

wholesaler.  We trade some items 

directly with the producers, and 

also take part in auctions. We need 

to inspect the merchandise at the 

auction house daily, which means 

our day work day starts at 5 PM and 

runs overnight until 6 or 7 AM the 

next morning. It’s all in a day’s work 

to ensure our merchandise gets to 

customers as fresh as possible. In the 

heat of Summer, every minute and 

second counts. Our produce gets sent 

overnight as far as Daegu and Busan, 

so the sooner we can get it onto 

trucks, the fresher it'll be when it gets 

to consumers’ tables there.

Yeonbaek specializes in lettuce 

exclusively.  Shops at smaller satellite 

markets will deal in a range of produce, 

but most businesses here specialize in 

one particular area, be it garlic, lettuce, 

whatever you like. They’re all experts in 

that one area.

When we first started, most business 

was in white radishes, Napa cabbage 

and wild greens. The market for so-

called ‘Western’ vegetables like 

lettuce wasn’t there yet. But based on 

my experience at the market, I saw 

potential. For example, asparagus 

and baby vegetables are everyone’s 

favorite today, but back then, nobody 

had even heard of these things outside 

the industry. At first, few shops sold 

these vegetables, but today demand 

has skyrocketed and their supply 

has increased too, along with the 

number of merchants dealing in them. 

I guess it’s all about globalization and 

Westernization of people's tastes, 

especially young folk.

Many of our retailer customers have 

done business with us for more than 

20 years. That wouldn’t have been 

possible if we weren’t honest about 

our prices. We didn't gamble: it’s 

always been about good product, 

reasonable margins, and building trust. 

Some clients are medium-sized or large 

supermarkets. With supermarkets, 

a new merchandiser usually means 

new suppliers, but many of our clients 

have stayed loyal. Consistency begets 

confidence, you see.

Although the market is being 

restructured around the online sector, 

Garak Market is still the only place 

capable of moving so much volume. 

Producers trust us to form suitable 

prices for the product which gets sent 

out from here to all corners of the 

country.

 

 Quality-wise, our produce is without 

rival, and in terms of freshness, nobody 

even gets close. Personally, I’ve given 

my youth to this place. I haven’t made 

a fortune, but I've managed to keep 

up a decent livelihood, and I take great 

pride in our product. The best thing is, 

there's no retirement age.  You can 

keep working as long as you want, so 

long are you have your health. I have a 

strong sense of pride telling people I'm 

a Garak Market wholesaler.

Three and a half decades in Garak Market have 

seen Sim Jaejung of Yeonbaek Trading through 

triumph and tragedy from youth to middle age. 

The market is Shim’s price and joy, perhaps 

even life itself. 

Korea’s Pantry: Garak
Sim Jaejung, CEO of Yeonbaek 
Trading, Garak Market
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work has addressed safety blind spots. 

This includes on-site pre-shipping 

safety inspection, simplified radiation 

screening, and heavy metals screening.

You were appointed CEO in October 

2018. What major programs have 

you been carrying out since then? 

That would be the ‘Garak Market 

modernization project’. The market 

opened in 1985, and facilities are 

outdated. Also, the market handles 

more than double the volume it 

was designed to, causing traffic 

issues, environmental issues, and a 

confusing mix of retail and wholesale 

operations. Modernization will address 

problems such as insufficient basic 

logistics facilities, traffic congestion, 

environmental issues, dilapidated 

facilities, safety and the like. We will 

also add cold-storage warehouses, 

packaging facilities and other crucial 

facilities for a modern market. The 

market’s retail and wholesale functions 

will be spatially segregated, making its 

wholesale function more efficient. Garak 

Mall will be turned into a destination 

in itself. The mall already offers one-

stop food ingredients shopping and a 

comprehensive range of dining culture, 

and the aim is to make it a tourist 

attraction.

Lifestyle trends change fast in Seoul. 

The Seoulite diet is also changing 

fast. Does your strategy for Garak 

Mall account for this? Of course. 

Seoulites are smart consumers. 

Garak Mall will be turned into a clean, 

convenient and comprehensive food 

shopping environment the level-headed 

and rational consumers of Seoul can 

trust. Single-person households are 

on the rise nowadays, and dietary 

trends are changing accordingly. We are 

constantly devising and implementing 

appropriate sales strategies for produce, 

such as smaller packaging and more 

conveniently processed products. By 

doing so we hope Garak Mall will be 

able to cater to a broader range of 

consumers. 

The distribution sector is quickly 

adopting ICT, big data and robot 

technology. What are you doing in 

this aspect to streamline Seoul’s fresh 

food ingredients supply? Providing 

distribution data and information in 

a timelier manner is one thing. We 

are also analyzing our data to provide 

systematic distribution statistics. One 

example is a system where shippers 

and consumers are able to view auction 

prices in real time. Modernization of 

the wholesale aspect of the market will 

start this year, establishing a true smart 

market. We will adopt AI and other 

quaternary industries into management 

and operation of wholesale market 

functions. 

How will you make the future flavors 

of Seoul fresher and more delicious? 

The agricultural produce distribution 

environment is changing fast. Wholesale 

markets cannot afford to settle for the 

present, and need to read the tides 

of change and respond accordingly. 

Modernization of facilities and the 

adoption of diversified transaction 

practices will establish a sound 

competitive ecosystem at Garak. This 

will stabilize the livelihoods of producers 

while ensuring and furthering consumer 

health.

What is 'the corporation'? 

was established by the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government in 1984. 

What is your purpose?  To facilitate 

distribution of safe and trustworthy 

produce and food products, maintain 

appropriate price levels, protect 

producers’ and consumers’ interests, 

and stabilize the livelihoods of the 

public. 

What are some programs of the 

corporation? First, we manage and 

operate Garak Market, Gangseo Market, 

and the Grain Wholesale Market. 

They supply around 320 million tons 

of agricultural and fisheries produce a 

year, 50% of Seoul’s annual demand. In 

particular, Garak Market is the largest 

wholesale market in Southeast Seoul. 

Agricultural, fisheries and livestock 

produce from all corners of the country 

are distributed, managed and auctioned 

here. By establishing transparent and 

fair transaction practices in wholesale 

markets, setting standard prices 

for produce, and performing safety 

inspections, we provide suppliers with 

stable sales channels and consumers a 

safe food supply.

Garak Market deals in the produce 

that land on Seoul’s dining tables. 

How do you ensure the safety of 

this produce? Working with the 

government of Seoul, we daily residual 

herbicide and pesticide checks on the 

produce brought into the Garak and 

Gangseo markets. We were designated 

a ‘safety inspection agency’ by the 

National Agricultural Products Quality 

Management Service in 2013, and as 

an ‘agricultural produce examination 

agency’ this year, one of only 25 

certified entities in all of Korea. Recently 

Agricultural and fishery produce shipped to 

wholesale markets in Seoul from all over the 

country makes its way onto Seoul’s dining tables. 

The Seoul Agro-fisheries & Food Corporation is 

deeply involved in the process. 

Keeping Seoul’s Dinner 
Table Safe
Kim Kyeongho, CEO of Seoul Agro-
fisheries & Food Corporation
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Flavors from 
the Seoul of Old

The pulse of Seoulite flavors has endured, if only just, through the Japanese 

occupation, the Korean War, and the country’s industrialization. These stories 

are from the guardians of flavors from Old Seoul: bulgogi, galbi, bindaetteok, 

seolleongtang, gomtang and chu-tang.

Flavors from a Time Cheonggyecheon Stream Teemed with Mudfish  Sin Dongmin, CEO of Yonggeumok Restaurant

Mung Bean Pancakes with 70 years of history  Yun Sanggun, CEO of Yeolchajip

Bulgogi done in the Seoul Way  Hanilgwan

What’s in a Bowl of Gomtang?  Hadongkwan

It’s Seol-’nong’-tang, not Seolleongtang  Imun Seolnongtang

Bite. Chew. Taste. Enjoy.  Joseonok

Column_Last Century and Next  Park Chanil
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Past Cheonggyecheon Stream in 

the direction of Eulji-ro is Dadong-

gil street, and along it the famous 

Mugyodong Food Culture Zone. Walk 

in a bit further, and you meet a fork in 

the road. Take a left and a shoddy old 

wooden gate appears.  The sign over it 

reads ‘Yonggeumok’ in a charming but 

rather countrified font. The situation 

inside is no different.  The traditional 

hanok architectural style of home of 

Yonggeumok’s founder, Ms. Hong Gi-

nyeo, is well-preserved. Current owner 

Mr. Shin Dong-min soon entered. We 

said our greetings, sat ourselves down 

in a corner of the warm ondol room, 

and started talking.

Naturally, we started with Ms. Hong 

Gi-nyeo who started the place in 

1932. Mr. Shin remembers her as a 

real Amazon of a woman.  She was 

also just ‘granny’, a loving and caring 

lady who would warmly greet her 

grandson coming home after school 

and send him out to play with a bit of 

pocket money. The name Yonggeumok 

means ‘house from which gold surges 

out’. “The name makes it sound like 

a Chinese restaurant, but during the 

Japanese occupation it was common 

practice to name your restaurants 

‘something something-ok’. It was 

supposed to bring good fortune.” 

And good fortune was indeed brought. 

Granny’s chu-tang tantalized the taste 

buds of the Seoulites, and business 

exploded. I asked about the so-called 

‘King of the beggars’ who used to 

catch mudfish along Cheonggyecheon 

Stream. “Apparently the stream was 

crawling with mudfish back then, but 

the nobles found the fish unpalatable.  

The government ordered these 

beggars - who were state-sanctioned, 

by the way - to catch, cook and sell 

the mudfish, so they could make a 

living. So the beggars did what they 

were told. Curious passers-by gave the 

soup a try, and they liked what they 

tasted. That’s how the dish took off.” 

It seemed rather far-fetched that they 

used to cook soup with fresh-caught 

mudfish from Cheonggycheon Stream, 

since today the mudfish most places 

use come from fish farms. 

Another question I was curious to 

have answered was why they insist 

on calling it ‘chu-tang’ and not ‘chu-eo-

tang’ like everybody else. There are 

many theories as to why, the most 

convincing being that the former uses 

the mudfish whole and the latter grinds 

them up. Another theory suggests 

the former is the Seoul variant, and 

the latter is the Southern version.  

Mr. Shin has a different view. “The 

character 鰍 (chu) for mudfish already 

contains 秋 (chu) for Autumn and 魚 

(eo) for fish.  Adding another 魚 (eo) 

for fish like they do in ‘chu-eo-tang’ 

(mudfish fish soup) makes the name 

redundant, like ‘chai tea’ (tea tea) or 

‘naan bread’ (bread bread). It’s a rather 

convincing argument.  How then, did 

Yonggeumok’s distinctive Seoul-style 

chu-tang come into existence?

The owner explained that they initially 

served the Southern variation where 

the mudfish were ground into the 

soup itself. The Seoulites back then, 

as ‘discerning’ as they are today, 

quipped "Well then, all ground up like 

this there’s no telling what goes in, is 

there?” And so whole-mudfish chu-

Memories fade, but flavors the body 

remembers. Such is the taste of Yonggeumok 

Restaurant’s Seoul-style chueotang.

Flavors from the Time 
Cheonggyecheon Stream 
Teemed with Mudfish
Sin Dongmin, CEO of Yonggeumok 
Restaurant
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Address 24-2 Dadong-gil, Jung-gu, Seoul

Contact +82-777-1689

tang was born; behold, the creative 

power of sarcasm. Whereas the 

Southern variant is a soybean paste 

broth with perilla and dried cabbage, 

Yonggeumok’s Seoulite version was 

a tripe stock with tofu both fresh and 

fried, spiced with red pepper powder.  

Yonggeumok was passed down from 

the founder Ms. Hong Gi-nyeo to her 

daughter-in-law Ms. Han Jeong-ja, and 

then to the current owner Mr. Shin 

Dong-min. The founder’s stubborn 

insistence on the right ingredients 

and techniques has survived three 

generations, and the establishment's 

flavors have become representative of 

Seoul.

The restaurant is an institution, with its 

fair share of urban legends. The most 

interesting has to do with the July 4th 

North-South Joint Communiqué of 

1973. Reportedly, then-North Korean 

deputy premier Park Seong-cheol who 

was in Seoul to conduct negotiations 

asked the South Korean delegation 

if Yonggeumok was still there in 

Mugyodong. 

There was a definite nostalgia for the 

flavors of Seoul there. 

Layer upon layer of memories and 

nostalgia too precious to let die out 

have accumulated over Yonggeumok’s 

90 years of history. The sense of 

responsibility must have been what 

gave Mr. Shin, back then an ordinary 

office worker ill-prepared to take over 

the family business, the courage to 

step up.

The restaurant’s long and intriguing 

story has TV media clamoring to 

interview him, but Mr. Shin turns down 

all interview requests other than those 

like SEOUL MADE with documentary 

heritage value. “I don’t want us to go 

on TV and draw in larger crowds. Old 

operations like us need to focus on 

preserving our original flavors, selling 

only what we can manage.”

Granny Hong’s original chu-tang was a 

lowly but hearty and comforting dish 

to fill the hunger of the common folk in 

a tougher well-off time. She would be 

proud to know her baby grandson, now 

all grown-up, is keeping the spirit alive.
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The current owner Yoon Sang-geon 

was handed the store down from his 

parents, who took the business over 

from a distant relative. But even he has 

no way of knowing exactly when the 

place first opened. One of their regulars, 

well into his eighties, remembers it 

was around 1951. Others swear it was 

1953. Summing up the testimonies (?) 

given by many of their regulars, it is 

determined Yeolchajip has been around 

from 1951 at the earliest, and since no 

later than 1953. When the operation 

began is secondary, however. Yeolchajip 

(train house) has served generations of 

Seoul’s common folk through all their 

joys and sorrows, and is an integral part 

of the city’s history.

We arrived just past lunch time. In 

the store were a couple of granddads 

sharing a makgeolli over one of 

Yeolchajip's signature mung bean 

pancakes (nokdujeon). They were sat 

there chatting with their cheeks rosy 

from the rice wine, six black and white 

photographs on the wall behind them. 

The toddler on the tricycle in the middle 

picture - bottom row - is the middle-

aged man running the place. Like many 

old stores in Seoul, Yeolchajip has also 

had to relocate to avoid the tide of 

urban redevelopment. The original store 

was near the entrance to Pimatgol alley, 

famous for its jeon stalls, but they were 

forced to move to Gongpyeong-dong. 

That was in 2010, ten years ago already.

The identity of the person who came up 

with the name Yeolchajip is a mystery 

to the owner as much as the year the 

place first opened for business. “At 

the time, the alley was packed full of 

unlicensed hawker stands and people 

would eat on these long benches along 

the walls. I guess someone thought it 

resembled a dining car on a train and 

started calling it ‘train house’, and the 

name stuck.”

Many old establishments like Yeolchajip 

were named the same way: true 

children of the people. Jeon and 

makgeolli are especially filling, and 

were the perfect food and drink to sate 

the hunger and quench the thirst of a 

destitute post-war Seoul. 

“We make ours with 90% mung bean, 

some water, a dash of salt, and a bit of 

cabbage or onion,” the owner explained. 

He proceeded to get up and pour some 

batter on the griddle. A rather special 

griddle at that, with a convex center. 

“This is what sets us apart. Other 

places float their jeon in a pool of oil and 

deep-fry it, but with our griddle, all the 

excess oil flows down to the edges. 

That makes for a clean taste that's not 

too heavy.” 

As I watched the jeon turn into a crisp 

golden brown, a tin of translucent oil 

caught my eye. I could tell it wasn’t just 

ordinary cooking oil. “It’s rendered pig 

fat - lard. It brings out more flavor than 

regular oil.” 

The crisp golden-brown pancakes are 

served with a spiced clam and oyster 

dipping sauce that elevates the flavors 

to a whole new level.

Asked if Yeolchajip is making any 

changes to cater to the evolving palate 

of Seoul’s people, Mr. Yoon’s answer 

is a firm no. “We've been around for 

quite a while and are pretty famous, but 

it's not because we satisfy everyone. 

Everybody has different tastes. All we 

can do is make sure we don’t let down 

our regulars who expect us to keep 

things consistent.”

There used to be a stream called 

Junghakcheon which flowed across 

Gwanghwamun and merged with 

Cheonggyecheon. That’s gone now, as 

is the Gukje Theater in whose place 

stands the Kyobo Book Centre. While 

the world changed around it, Yeolchajip 

has kept at what it does best : serving 

visitors their jeon and makgeolli. 

I asked the owner if he was thinking 

about franchising the store, but I already 

knew the answer. “This is the kind of 

place where you bring your kids, and 

then those kids bring their friends along 

the next time. It's a place you want to 

come with people you care about. It's 

like us running business for generations. 

The interview done, I got up and one 

of the old men who were sat in front 

of the pictures on the wall raised his 

makgeolli bowl to me, his face now 

a glowing pink : “now you write that 

article up right nice, eh?” I swear - if I 

wasn't working, I would have pulled up 

a chair and brought myself a bowl and 

some chopsticks. Because places like 

this do that to you.

Address 47 Jongno 7-gil, Jongno-gu, Seoul

Contact +82-734-2849

The people of Seoul have made it a long way, and 

Yeolchajip's mung bean pancakes have been with 

them all the way. Yeolchajip is proof the flavors of 

the common folk are the true flavors of Seoul. 

Mung Bean Pancakes with 
70 years of history
Yun Sanggun, CEO of Yeolchajip
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Hanilgwan is rare among the handful of 

generations-old stores in Seoul in that it is located 

South of the river.  

In the heart of Myeongdong, Hadongkwan 

has stubbornly protected its flavors from the 

weathering tides of change. 

Bulgogi done in the
Seoul Way
Hanilgwan

What’s in a Bowl of 
Gomtang?
Hadongkwan
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I first heard of the place? What place? 

from my late father: “There’s a place 

near Cheonggyecheon where they serve 

amazing gomtang.” I figure it was back 

when they were in Suha-dong, before 

they moved. I decided to pay the place 

a visit some time after he passed, and 

found them in Myeongdong. The meal 

wasn’t particularly memorable, since I 

was pushed for time and had to hurry 

through it. 

A few years later I returned, this time as 

a journalist. I ordered the ‘special’, with 

slices of boiled tripe along with the regular 

brisket tranches. I was served a warm 

bowl of containing a serving of white rice 

with clear broth ladled over it to bring it to 

the perfect temperature and texture, with 

generous portions of tripe and brisket 

heaped on top. A set of Hadongkwan’s 

signature brass tableware was rested over 

the meat. I took a spoonful of broth first, 

and let the flavors of Korean-style tangban 

(rice in broth) soak in. Hadongkwan’s broth 

is made daily in traditional soup cauldrons, 

As it turns out, it’s not the ‘where’ but 

the ‘how’ that is most important in 

preserving the flavors and philosophies of 

generations past. 

The Hanilgwan I remember and where 

my family and I would dine regularly was 

tucked away in the shadows of Jongno’s 

high-rises. But Hanilgwan too has been 

displaced by urban redevelopment, 

finding its new home in Apgujeong-dong.  

The ambience here is definitely different 

using exclusively Hanwoo cow meat from 

a single vendor. Every bowl is sold the 

same day. The so-called three grannies 

of Bukchon village - Ms. Ryu Chang-hee, 

first generation; then Ms. Hong Chang-

lok, second generation, and Ms. Kim Hee-

young, third generation – have kept the 

tradition alive.  

It was the same gomtang served by the 

same place, but totally different from 

my first time. Such clean and profound 

flavors, with rich aromas lingering at 

the tip of the tongue. The founder Ms. 

Ryu Chang-hee was born into a noble 

household and was a master of court 

cuisine, and it was her flavors I was 

experiencing. It was these flavors her 

successors had fiercely guarded for so 

long – and it was only after my second 

tasting my dull taste buds realized this.  

I then moved my gaze from my bowl to 

the restaurant around me, specifically to 

a giant photograph hanging next to the 

entrance. In the photo was a restaurant 

packed full of diners, captioned ‘Last 

from other generations-old stores in 

Jongno or Euljiro, but their traditions have 

been kept alive for the 70-old years since 

they first opened shop in Jongno 3-ga. 

The founder, Ms. Shin U-gyeong, the 

eldest of three sisters,  This doesn't seem 

to make sense. Please double-check.by 

the societal restraints on women at the 

time and the stark realities of poverty. 

Instead of giving up, though, she kept 

honing her cooking talents toward the 

dream of economic independence. She 

gradually worked her way up, opening her 

Jongno 3-ga shop amidst Seoul’s major 

public institutions and office districts. The 

intrepid entrepreneur reportedly despised 

the name 'Hwaseonok', which had been 

given to the shop by the occupying 

Japanese, and as soon as Korea gained 

service in Samgak-dong, May 27 2007.’  

On the way out I remembered the 

owners had brought the wooden gates 

from the original Hadongkwan in Suha-

dong with them when they moved, so 

took a moment to pause and appreciate 

what history they represented. The colors 

of the gates on which my late father’s 

gaze would once have rested were as 

faded as the picture on the wall inside. 

Preserved in the lineage of Seoul’s flavors 

is so much more than taste itself. 

back its independence the name was 

changed to ‘Hanilgwan’ – number one 

restaurant in Korea. The founder passed 

the business down to the second-

generation Ms. Gil Sun-jeong, and the 

4th-generation restaurant has stayed in 

the family to this day. 

Hangilwan’s Seoul-style bulgogi is more 

than beef simmered in sauce over flame; 

thin tranches of beef are marinated in 

the style of palatial Neobiani to tenderize 

and soften the textures even more. 

Every meal of bulgogi is completed with 

a bowl of Seoul-style naengmyeon. Avid 

naengmyeon fans will swear by one of 

two schools : the starchy and stringy 

Hamheung style and the Pyeongyang 

style with its nutty buckwheat noodles. 

Hanilgwan has been a consistent favorite 

among politicians and the business elite 

of the country, but more important in 

preserving their flavors has been the role 

of its everyday regulars: our mothers, 

fathers and grandparents. And when your 

customers will gladly cross the river and 

make their way down to Gangnam to 

taste true Seoul-style bulgogi, you don’t 

let them down. It’s this mutual attachment 

and commitment that has kept Hanilgwan 

alive to this day and will keep it alive for a 

long time to come. 

Address  12 Myeongdong 9-gil, Jung-gu, Seoul 

Contact +82-776-5656

Address  14 Apgujeong-ro 38-gil, Gangnam-

gu, Seoul

Contact 1577-9963 
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Outside Exit 6, Euljiro 3-ga station is a 

long street of mechanics and hardware 

stores. Peer around the corner into first 

alley on your left and a sign reading 

‘Joseonok’ beckons you in. Walk 

yourself through the glass doors into 

a restaurant that has preserved the 

taste of Seoul-style galbi since 1937, 

founded by Ms. Lee Geum-soon and 

succeeded by her son Mr. Kim Jeong-

hak, then third-generation owner Mr. 

Kim Jin-young. 

Records indicate Korean restaurants 

began serving grilled beef ribs some 

time during the Japanese Occupation. 

Joseonok’s galbi dates back to 1937, 

exactly during this period. Each cut 

here is prepared by hand here, leaving 

the bone in and butterflying the flesh. 

Finally our plate of marinated galbi 

arrived, fully cooked. No do-it-yourself-

and-spoil-it nonsense here. I stopped 

beating myself up inside that I’d taken 

Imun Seolnongtang has stood rather 

lonely down a narrow alleyway in 

Gyeonji-dong of Jongno district. Time 

here has stopped still in 1904, a time 

when it really was called ‘seolnongtang’. 

They brought me my bowl almost as 

soon as I placed my order. The restaurant 

has changed hands several times, but 

what remains unchanged is the 17 

careful hours it takes to boil down the 

beef cartilage, leg bones and brisket in 

their massive cast iron cauldrons and 

so long to sit face to face with this 

classic, picked up a piece, and took 

my first bite. No, it doesn’t quite melt 

in your mouth, but the more you 

chew the more intense the sweet and 

savory flavors become. Such is the 

old-fashioned galbi at Joseonok, an 

Euljiro legend. Those accustomed to 

the fall-off-the-bone, gone-before-you-

chew tenderness of contemporary 

galbi may be surprised the meat here 

actually does take a bit of chewing. But 

take your time and let your jaws work. 

Tease all the intense smokiness and 

aromatic, juicy goodness out. 

At the next table were a foursome 

of young men sharing a plate of galbi 

over soju, working their way through 

the meat down to the bone with their 

powerful young jaws. Their comments 

on Joseonok’s galbi, easily as old as all 

of them combined, were interesting. 

“I guess this was what galbi tasted 

ladle out all the excess fat and oils. The 

outcome is a broth that was the reason 

they were named a Michelin Guide <Le 

Bib Gourmand> restaurant: clean and 

clear all the way through, served just hot 

enough, no more and no less. 

But my first taste of Imun Seolnongtang 

was somewhat foreign, a far cry from 

the seolleongtangs I’d known before. 

Among the tender pieces of beef was a 

rather pungent morsel. It was a part of 

the cow they call ‘mana’ here (I believe 

the common name is ‘spleen’), one of the 

rarer organ meats that gives their broth its 

distinctive flavor. And it’s that unique mix 

of flavors that has people coming back 

time and time again for more. 

My empty bowl was scratched and 

chipped all over. These bowls are their 

personality, their medals of honor. 

Little is known of the origins of the 

restaurant. Current owners Mr. Jeon 

Seong-geun and his mother say the 

like way back then.” “Way back then,” 

he said. Such is the breadth of time 

bridged by the flavors here. Flavors 

from Seoul circa 1930-1940, the Seoul 

of our grandparents. The time-traveling 

experience this place offers is like no 

other.  

We finished our galbi, and on the way 

out I asked my friend if he’d be coming 

back. He nodded. “That’s the granddad 

of Seoul-style galbi we just tasted. 

That’s where it all began, and you won’t 

find those flavors anywhere else.” The 

meal wasn’t cheap, but money well-

spent, I thought.  

founder went by the last name Hong, 

and that the business was then taken 

over by a Mr. Yang. By the time the 

third-generation owner took over in the 

1960s, the place already had 60 years 

of tradition under its belt. It’s a humbling 

thought. 

Many remember the two-story Hanok 

building in Gongpyeong-dong where 

Imun Seolnongtang did business before 

relocating to Gyeonji-dong in 2011 when 

they were displaced by a redevelopment 

project. There will come a day when their 

current building too is torn down and 

the restaurant moves elsewhere, but I 

trust that the institution will endure for at 

least another century still. I imagine the 

fellow writing a feature article on this 

place in 2120 will be as amused and 

inspired as I am. 

Address  6-5 Eulji-ro 15-gil, Jung-gu, Seoul 

Contact +82-2266-0333 

Address  38-13 Ujeongguk-ro, Jongno-gu, Seoul

Contact +82-733-6526

It seems every other restaurant is either original 

or authentic these days. Make your way down 

to Eulji-ro 3-ga for the real thing : authentic 

Seoul-style galbi done according to an 80-year-

old recipe. 

Bite. Chew. Taste. Enjoy.
Joseonok

The standard pronunciation is seolleongtang, 

but they’ve called it ‘seol-nong-tang’ for more 

than a century and aren’t about to change 

things now. The flavors here are as deep as the 

owners are stubborn. 

It’s Seol-‘nong’-tang, not 
Seolleongtang
Imun Seolnongtang

F
L

A
V

O
R

S
 F

R
O

M
 T

H
E

 S
E

O
U

L
 O

F
 O

L
D

W
rit

er
 L

ee
 S

eu
ng

m
in

 Il
lu

st
ra

to
r  

Le
e 

Ji
hy

e

W
rit

er
 L

ee
 S

eu
ng

m
in

 Il
lu

st
ra

to
r  

Le
e 

Ji
hy

e



S
E

O
U

L
M

A
D

E
C

O
L

U
M

N
0

3
8

0
3

9
Ill

us
tr

at
or

 L
ee

 J
ih

ye

We are all indebted to the 

generations-old restaurants 

and eateries of Seoul. It is the 

flavors safeguarded by these 

establishments that develop 

into the city’s future flavors.  

Last 
Century 
and Next

Asked what the oldest food in Seoul 

is, many will answer tang or gukbap – 

rice with soup. This is true, only gukbap 

is the oldest food in all of Korea, not 

just its capital. This was the food of 

the common laborer, and what most 

of the dining industry revolved around. 

Pork and beef were a rare treat for 

the common folk, and what meat 

they could get their hands on they 

would boil down into a soup served 

with rice and a few juicy morsels. This 

simple and convenient format of a 

meal soon spread across the country. 

Circumstances in late Joseon were 

such that even the King was limited 

to 5, maybe 7 side dishes at most. 

Commoners’ meals would most likely 

have consisted of a gukbap with a dish 

of kimchi on the side. 

My research on Seoul’s oldest 

restaurants has spanned a 

decade. There was no century-old 

establishment in Seoul that didn’t 

sell gukbap : Imun Seolnongtang, 

Cheongjinok, Hadongkwan. The next 

oldest restaurants were Woo Lae 

Oak (naengmyeon) – and Hanilgwan 

(bulgogi). Naengmyeon originated in 

the Northern province of Pyeongando, 

but made its way into Seoul early on 

and was soon Seoulified. Seoul’s oldest 

food institutions revolve around the 

three gukbaps – haejangguk, gomtang 

and seolleongtang – with a number of 

naengmyeon and bulgogi restaurants 

too.

These long remained a well-kept secret 

among Seoul’s most discerning and 

exclusive gourmets, but come the age 

of the Internet and the blogger, the 

secrets got out. Then, through social 

media, discovering the city’s oldest 

foods became a national pastime. The 

Seoul Metropolitan Government and 

the Ministry of Culture, Sports and 

Tourism even established certification 

schemes for them. Today, our city’s 

oldest restaurants have gone from 

transient fads to persistent phenomena 

to here-to-stay institutions. 

Terms like tangsplain(tang+explain, 

insisting on eating tang in a specific 

way) and myeonsplain(myeon+explain, 

insisting on eating myeon in a specific 

way) are key to understanding how 

gukbap and naengmyeon are crossing 

the generational divide. At Hadongkwan, 

they have a slew of jargon only regulars 

know. Order your soup “minjja (plain)” 

or ask for a “taster” and you become 

an insider. Someone who knows their 

food, part of the glorious century-

long tradition that is gukbap. One who 

knows the art; one who can tangsplain. 

We let others in on the secret on social 

media, and so the whole populace 

become experts. Myeonsplainers 

have long insisted one should only cut 

their noodles with the lips, and never 

scissors. They used to be called uptight 

and needlessly picky, but not anymore 

: today the entire country is part of the 

covenant.  

As for Hadongkwan, the establishment 

cannot take all the credit for gukbap. 

Seoul-style gukbap obviously is a 

tradition that has existed for at least a 

couple of centuries. There were similar 

gukbap restaurants all over Seoul during 

the city’s explosive growth from the 60s 

to the 90s, and then most faded away. 

The last survivor, Hadongkwan, became 

synonymous with gomtang. 

Then young cooks and creators began 

creating similar but new varieties; these 

were an homage of sorts to this sole 

gukbap survivor. We have Hapjeongok, 

where the broth is based exclusively 

on cow meat and tripe, Okdongsik, 

serving a pork-based variation, and 

Gwanghamun Gukbap to name a few 

of the first. Many others followed, doing 

their own refined takes on a classic as 

copies or homages of the city’s gukbap 

institutions. Thus Seoul has become a 

veritable ‘gukbap city’. Korean dining 

had for a while lost its way in the all-out 

offensives of Western and Japanese 

cuisine, and it was none other than 

gukbap that set our bearings straight. 

Gukbap was resurrected, as Seoul’s 

new ‘champion’. 

Joseon was proclaimed the Korean 

Empire at the turn of the century. 

By then naengmyeon was already 

established in Seoul, with many stores 

serving the Pyeongyang kind. These 

all vanished during the war, and out 

of the ashes emerged a new order 

established by refugees from the 

North. At the pinnacle of this new order 

were the likes of Seobukgwan and 

Woo Lae Oak. Refugees from all over 

North Korea fled into post-war Seoul 

and her markets, notably from the 

province of Pyeongando. Naengmyeon 

and other Northern dishes were 

their comfort food, and restaurants 

serving these emerged all across the 

city. Pyeongyang-style naengmyeon 

restaurants were established by 

displaced war refugees to serve people 

of similar circumstances the food native 

to their homes, but they gradually 

became part of Seoul tradition and were 

frequented not only by their intended 

clientele but also by the city’s natives 

and migrants from other regions. This 

was the case from the 1970s up to 

the early 2000s. But the Pyeongyang 

naengmyeon frenzy two Summers ago 

changed everything. 

Naengmyeon has always been rather 

political. The dish is steeped in deeply 

ideologically involved concepts : people 

displaced, defectors, the North. 

Korean heads of state such as 

former president Kim Daejung all 

had naengmyeon on their visits to 

Pyeongyang, and Kim Jong-un drove the 

naengmyeon chefs from Okryugwan 

all the way from Pyeongyang down to 

Panmunjom for President Moon Jae-in. 

The naengmyeon state dinner instantly 

sparked a veritable ‘naengmyeon 

mania’.  

Few people are let in on the entire 

process of making naengmyeon the 

Pyeongyang way. But we already have 

a generation of myeonsplainers down 

here. These are people who will figure 

their way into a secret if they aren’t let 

in. They set out to reverse-engineer 

the dish in their heads and put their 

own versions on the table. Such is 

the ideology of a new generation of 

cooks trained in cooking as science, 

not heritage. Their noodle creations 

are something else from the traditional 

Pyeongyang-style naengmyeon 

handed down in secret through blood 

lines. There’s nothing ‘Pyeongyang’ 

about them, actually: they’re ‘just 

naengmyeon’. And these are the future 

of naengmyeon in Seoul. 

The oldest restaurants in Seoul today 

have authored the last century, and we 

have new ones lined up to write the 

next. In a hundred years’ time, they too 

will become centenarians. Provided, 

that they survive. Provided, they find 

their way into Seoul’s hearts. 

Park Chanil is an Italian-trained chef who runs the Italian fine-dining restaurant Paletto and the gastro-

tavern Locanda Mong-ro in Seogyo-dong. Seoul’s oldest restaurants have long been a fascination for 

the man behind ‘Gwanghwamun Gukbap’.  
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Flavors of 
Seoul Now

The flavors of the global megapolis that is Seoul are undergoing constant 

diversification and change. We met the people driving contemporary 

Seoul’s food trends and mapped the flavors of Seoul 2020. 

Every Guest, Every Morsel  Lee Seungjae, Chef of MEATIQUE

The Class of Korean Desserts  Kim Huiju, CEO of In_Bojagi

Because Factory-made Sausage is the Wurst  Yun Yukyeong, CEO of Meat Lokaal 

Welcome, First Time at Convenient Store?  Yeo Inho, CEO of Going Mary 

Nature on the Tongue  Kang Mingoo, Chef of Festa by Mingoo 

We don’t care about trends  An Seongjae, Chef of Mosu Seoul 

What We’ve Always Wanted  Seo Jeonghyeon, CEO of Jangsaeng Geongangwon 

Column_ Contemporaneity and Futurity of Food in Seoul Today  Kim Eunjo 
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What does the recent sharp increase 

in Hanwoo omakase restaurants 

mean?  Before, omakase-style dining 

was a concept reserved for sushi, 

but heightened consumer interest in 

premium meats has helped expand the 

concept to encompass Hanwoo beef 

as well. The main attraction for diners 

is being able to taste a large number 

of beef cuts at a single sitting. Also, 

Hanwoo omakase isn’t Japanese in 

any way or form. Omakase is just a 

conveniently short term the Japanese 

have for ‘leave it to the chef’. The style 

is about trusting the chef to show you 

a range of creative dishes made with 

select ingredients. 

How would you describe Meatique? 

The name (meat + unique) says it all. We 

offer a unique meat experience. We are 

a meat lover’s paradise, as meat is the 

be all and end all of our menu. Meatique 

is oriented toward ‘home dining’ 

rather than fine dining. We want our 

guests to feel like they’ve been invited 

into our home to slowly enjoy a meal 

meticulously put together by their hosts, 

hence the kitchen island-style table that 

seats no more than 10. We choose and 

prep our ingredients starting at 11AM 

daily, for a daily audience of 10 at most.  

You chose the neighborhood of 

Yeoljeongdo in Yongsan district as 

your location. Why?  It’s a vibrant 

neighborhood that’s been revived by 

people our age. It takes a few hours 

to get through our dinner services, so 

we need to give diners sufficient space 

to make sure they don’t feel confined. 

We were looking for spaces with high 

ceilings, and chanced upon this old slate-

roofed building.  

How have diners responded to 

Meatique? Some have described it 

as a musical. Our service tells a story, 

and we ensure families, couples and 

single diners alike go home with good 

memories. For example, our New York 

strip comes with a side story of how the 

name came to be: the Korean name for 

the cut literally means “whip’s end”, as 

it comes from where the farmer’s whip 

would land back in the day when cows 

were farm animals. We also give tips on 

the best salts to bring out the flavors of 

the meat, and how best to cook your 

beef at home. 

What’s the difference between the 

beef bars abroad and the Hanwoo 

omakase establishments in Seoul?  

Beef bars are found in Hong Kong, Japan 

and overseas. The major difference is 

how the meat is cut and cooked. While 

beef bars also serve a variety of cuts, 

most cuts are done as steaks. The 

Hanwoo omakase restaurants here in 

Seoul are set apart from beef bars in 

that our meat is primarily cooked over 

a charcoal brazier. Cuts that taste beast 

roasted are served as such, and meat 

that is as its best as steak is served 

accordingly.  

0
4

3

Hanwoo beef omakase-style has taken Seoul by storm: select cuts of prime 

Korean beef artfully grilled in front of one’s eyes by a master chef. Chef Lee 

Seungjae of Meatique crafts a unique menu daily for just ten select guests.  

Every Guest, 
Every Morsel
Lee Seungjae, 

Chef of MEATIQUE
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Tell us about your Hanwoo beef and 

traditional Korean spirit pairings.  Rich 

chuck flap tail pairs well with aromatic, 

high-proof spirits, and sukiyaki goes well 

with full-flavored liquors. Meatique’s 

signature burger topped with foie gras 

and truffle oil we match with a sweet 

millet wind from Jeju. We offer an 

8-course Hanwoo and traditional Korean 

spirit pairing. 

Your menu changes daily.  We only use 

the best cuts we can find on any given 

day. Naturally, every evening’s meal is 

different, and we update the menu daily 

through social media. Most meals start 

with an aperitif and an amuse-bouche, 

then a light strip steak so diners can 

appreciate the full flavor of the meat. 

Some customers will stop by our Meat 

Lab downstairs to take home the cuts 

featured that evening.  The Meat Lab 

offers meal kits named ‘Grilling 101’. All 

that’s needed to prepare a proper meal 

is contained in the kits; Grilling 101 is 

a pork meal kit, and Advanced Grilling 

is built around beef. Also, we have 

recently partnered with Cheese Flo, 

Maison Jo and Maybell Bakery to launch 

‘Charcuterie Boutique’.

What is Meatique's role in diversifying 

Seoul’s flavors?  I'm confident we've 

added more variety to meat-eating 

culture in the city. At conventional 

Korean barbecue places, your focus is 

on getting your meat grilled perfectly, 

and conversation with the people around 

you is often only the second most 

important thing. Customers at Meatique 

can engage each other in earnest over 

our 13-course service.

What trends do you forecast for 

Seoul’s future dining scene? I 

expect a lot more Hanwoo omakase 

establishments. Each of them will 

represent a different dining experience. 

Many new restaurants will emphasize 

privacy and take customers by 

reservation only, like Meatique. People 

these days want their gatherings to take 

place in intimate and exclusive spaces. 

Eating well is more than filling your 

belly. It’s about sharing time and new 

experiences through the medium of 

food. 

Address  28 Baekbeom-ro 87-gil, Yongsan-gu, 

Seoul

Contact +82-10-2090-9089 W
rit

er
 U

 J
ik

ye
on

g  
Ph

ot
og

ra
ph

er
 O

 C
hu

ng
ge

un



F
L

A
V

O
R

S
 O

F
 S

E
O

U
L

 N
O

W
S

E
O

U
L

M
A

D
E

0
4

6

0
4

7

I’ve never heard of a Korean dessert 

art director.  Well, obviously ‘Korean 

desserts’ refer to tteok (rice cake) 

and hangwa (confections). As an art 

direction, I'm in charge of not only 

the creation of desserts but also their 

presentation, packaging and final 

wrapping in the brand’s signature 

bojagi (wrapping cloths).

Many workshops are named after 

the type of food they make, or the 

craft they are involved in. Where did 

the name In_Bojagi come from?  I 

wanted to interpret Korean desserts 

in a more to-the-point, young but also 

warm manner. Most of the dasik (tea 

confectionery) and hangwa confections 

I make are purchased as gifts. Most 

of my students are here to learn 

how to make luxurious dessert gifts. 

Either that, or they’re trying to get a 

business started. Korean dessert gift 

boxes traditionally come wrapped in 

a beautiful silk cloth called a bojagi. 

We’re all about gifts here, hence the 

name. My husband's job requires that 

he sends out gifts all the time. I’ve 

always liked cooking and making gifts 

for other people, so I thought maybe I 

should make the gifts myself instead of 

having my husband give people store-

bought things. 

So it’s a hobby-turned job.  I was 

an English educator for more than 

20 years. But 5 years ago I took up 

Korean desserts as a hobby. It was 

They are literal flowers on your plate. Beautifully 

crafted treats so pretty it almost feels like a crime 

to lay hands on them. This is the natural response 

to the creations of ‘Korean dessert art director’ 

Kim Huiju.

The Class of 
Korean Desserts
Kim Huiju, CEO of In_Bojagi
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a completely new field for me, and 

honestly I was surprised at how good 

I was (laughs). I’d discovered a whole 

new side to myself. Quietly sitting 

and shaping dasik cookies is my way 

of healing myself; I’ve discovered 

the peace of mind and satisfaction of 

simple manual labor. Of course, there’s 

nothing simple about it (laughs). And as 

you can see, this work has made me a 

lot more open with my emotions. 

Who are some of your teachers?  

Ms. Choi Seungae and Ms. Seon 

Huiju taught me traditional marriage 

ceremony foods, and Ms. Han Boknyeo 

and Ms. Jang Gilja trained me in court 

cuisine and desserts. I still have a long 

ways to go. Of my teachers, Ms. Seon 

Huiju is the one who opened my eyes 

to the beauty of Korean desserts. 

Without her all of this would never 

have happened. The lady was also the 

inspiration for the ‘black sesame flower 

dasik’ that is In Bojagi’s signature.

You teach students at your 

workshop, and also cater for luxury 

brand events. There were several 

big events last year. In October, 

we catered Korean desserts for a 

Sulwha Cultural Exhibition hosted 

by Amore Pacific. It was a huge and 

classy event, serving Korean dessert 

delicacies instead of a conventional 

catering. A large number of foreigners 

attended the event, and we started 

planning the menu early in Spring, 

and even ran a rehearsal early in 

the Summer. There was also a tea 

ceremony for Louis Vuitton VVIPs 

held at the Rakkojae Hanok Hotel. 

The welcome desserts we catered 

featured our signature black sesame 

flower dasik, slice and honey-

preserved ginseng embellished with 

edible flowers, handmade beef jerky 

wrapped around pine nuts, honey-

preserved cumquats and yakgwa 

honey cookies, all wrapped in an 

elegant bojagi. These were received 

with considerable enthusiasm.

Desserts have substantial presence 

in Korean cuisine, but their 

importance in the Korean cuisine 

market is relatively weak. How 
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competitive are Korean desserts? 

And what potential do you see?  I 

see good competitive potential. We’re 

seeing a variety of Korean desserts 

come to market these days. Korean 

desserts bring together traditions, 

modernity and class. They make for 

meaningful and unique gifts, giving 

them a competitive edge in the gift 

market. These days, a growing number 

immediate goal is to just keep up 

with everything that’s going on in the 

present. I'm focusing on taking the 

challenges each day brings with it in 

stride. The daily challenge might be a 

particularly demanding customer, or 

a student who gives me a hard time. 

Dealing with these small everyday 

obstacles is my daily mission (giggles).

Where I am right now, I'm just happy 

to see people delighted by and 

appreciating something I’ve put my 

skills and passion into. I don’t have 

any grand plans for the future just yet, 

but you could say every little thing 

I'm doing today has the potential to 

the start of something greater in the 

future. I'm thinking of maybe writing 

a nice book people can read and feel 

comforted by, but it’s just a thought. 

And I guess my dream is that the care 

I put into my work makes as many 

people happy as possible (laughs). W
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of Japanese are attending our classes. 

They tell me Japanese people interest 

in Korean desserts is growing.

Future aspirations?  Honestly, I'm 

still trying to wrap my head around 

what’s happened. The things I’ve 

experienced in the past five years are 

more than what others will go through 

in a decade, even two. Last year in 

particular - 2019 - was a ‘jackpot’. My 
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Charcuterie stores like Meat Lokaal 

are popping up all over Seoul.  

Seoulites being quite the travelers, 

a fair number of us have had and 

appreciated good charcuterie and 

deli meats abroad. It isn’t surprising 

demand here is growing. A larger 

market for exotic foods owes to 

growing interest in good ingredients. 

Consumers today discriminate 

between loaves of bread baked with 

generic and premium flour, and the 

same people seek out preservative 

and starch-free cured meats. In 

particular, outrage over the horrors of 

factory farming have turned many to 

antibiotic-free meats.

Tell us about Meat Lokaal.  Meat 

Lokaal is a workshop where we hand-

make sausages and hams with good 

meats. We specialize in charcuteries 

made in the authentic European style: 

hams, sausages, and pâtés made 

with chicken and pork livers. By ‘good 

meats’, we mean meat from animals 

raised domestically without antibiotics 

and growth enhancers, using animal 

welfare-friendly practices. Customers 

can take home our freshly made 

sausages at reasonable prices or sit 

down at our tables for a glass of wine 

with a plate of those same sausages 

grilled or our cold cuts charcuterie 

tray. There’s a lot in the name Meat 

Lokaal. There's meat, which sounds 

like meet, and then lokaal, which 

is local in Dutch. It's a place where 

customers can come to meet local 

meats.

So your ingredients are all locally 

sourced.  Exactly. Our sausages 

and hams use Korean beef and pork 

exclusively. Our charcuterie spread 

also features smoked Tongyeong 

oysters and Jeju mackerel. We make 

a point of introducing locally crafted 

ingredients. For example, our bulgogi-

flavored sausages are made using 

‘Salleda’ soy sauce which was a 

winner at the Good Food Korea 

Awards. We also sell What is 'the 

product'? This seems unclear. next to 

our own.

It’s interesting that you use a range 

of regional ingredients in addition 

to locally raised meat.  We smoke 

fish and other seafood the way we 

smoke our hams. Smoking plump 

oyster meat from Tongyeong really 

brings out the flavors. Jeju mackerel 

tastes great when smoked, with not 

a hint of fishiness. In Spring we'll be 

offering smoked cuttlefish. It's hoped 

efforts like these help elevate the 

value of regional ingredients.

You’re a member of the slow food 

movement. What inspired you to 

open up a charcuterie?  I like to 

eat. I went to engineering school 

and worked for an IT company for 

about 8 years. I left that job for food, 

studying food styling, getting a 

Charcuteries - European cured meat 

stores - are emerging all across the 

city. Yun Yukyeong of Meat Lokaal 

is an artisan crafter of strange hams 

and sausages.

Because Factory-made 
Sausage is the Wurst
Yun Yukyeong, CEO of Meat Lokaal

master's degree in traditional dietary 

culture, and exploring temple food. 

Then the slow food movement caught 

my attention, and I joined Slow Food 

Korea. It’s an international non-profit 

organization, and working with them 

I had the opportunity to encounter 

Italian and French charcuteries and 

visit farms where they make the hams 

and sausages and other goodness.

I saw the potential for charcuterie 

culture to make Korean meat 

consumption culture healthier. I was 

looking for ways to encourage Korean 



S
E

O
U

L
M

A
D

E
0

5
4

F
L

A
V

O
R

S
 O

F
 S

E
O

U
L

 N
O

W

0
5

5

producers to make their own healthy 

processed meat products, when I 

came across a training program. I 

determined I would first train myself 

in healthy charcuterie production, and 

trained under German meat meister 

Mr. Lim Seong-cheol.

What was the response like to 

Meat Lokaal?  Foreigners and people 

who’d lived overseas residing in 

our neighborhood of Hannam-dong 

were the most excited. (Even during 

the interview, the two Germans the 

next table over scarfed down their 

ham and cheese sandwiches with 

a bottle of wine, leaving with an 

armful of sausage.) The fine quality 

of our product makes it great as 

an ingredient for cooking; home 

makers will often use our meats as 

a side dish, while others just want 

something to accompany their wine 

or beer. I'll ask customers what it is 

they're looking for, and recommend 

the product that matches best. Young 

couples out doing the groceries 

together particularly enjoy trying out 

new foods. 

What is your outlook on trends in 

Seoul’s dining culture?  Awareness 

and demand for premium ingredients 

will continue to grow. Us small stores 

can do things large corporations 

cannot. Small-batch artisanal bakers 

using high-end ingredients are already 

increasing in their number, and many 

similar restaurants will also appear. I 

believe it’s these craft stores that lead 

and create new trends. Here at Meat 

Lokaal we’re always trying to source 

even better meats to further diversify 

our charcuteries so we're always 

half a step ahead. Somewhere down 

the line I believe healthier meats can 

become the mainstream.

Address  39 Dokseodang-ro, Yongsan-gu, Seoul

Contact +82-70-4420-3960
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What is ‘Going Mary’? Convenience 

store? Snack bar?  It’s just a fun place 

to be. It’s a store where we sell instant 

foods, alcoholic beverages and even 

fashion, and the store doubles as a 

convenient snack bar where you can 

try out the things we sell. If I had to 

categorize Going Mary, I would call it 

an ‘offline media platform’. We make a 

point of providing shoppers with food 

on par in taste with their chef-made 

equivalents, but we’re not an F&B 

establishment. We want to be a space 

that’s experienced differently by each 

customer.

How does a media platform work, 

exactly?  One of the products on sale 

at Going Mary is Stabbur-Makrell, a 

canned mackerel product imported 

from Northern Europe. It’s tomato-

based and tastes great, but consumers 

have no way of knowing until they 

taste a free sample at a supermarket 

or actually buy a can and take it home. 

At Going Mary, the menu consists 

of items designed to introduce 

products like this to customers. For 

example, we have a menu item called 

‘tortimbap’ : ordinary gimbap, but 

rolled into a tortilla. We add a special 

touch to conventional instant foods. 

That touch makes all the difference 

in the world. It has to be fun and 

interest-grabbing, nothing simple or 

mundane. For instance, we'll cook up 

a pack of pasta a la vongole-flavored 

Wicked Ramen and add real clams to 

it. We serve high-quality executions of 

the products we sell, but keep prices 

appropriately low. There’s almost no 

margin; it’s about giving people a 

taste, not making a profit. We’re not 

an F&B establishment. That said, we 

make sure our renditions are received 

with the same level of taste, value, 

and quality as the merchandise they’re 

based on. We also sell glasses of 

alcoholic beverages that pair well with 

the food served. We're a space where 

manufacturers can promote their 

product through ‘taste’ as contents, 

and where the customer can enjoy a 

meal and drinks to match. It's a win on 

both sides. 

It's more about giving people a 

taste than making a profit, you said. 

Still, you must have hesitated a 

bit setting prices so low.  The cost 

of an americano is close to nothing 

0
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Yeo Inho is the brains behind Going 

Mary, a trending premium snack 

bar or emotionally stimulating 

convenience store, depending on 

who you ask. Whatever the place is, 

everyone goes home happy.

Welcome, 
First Time at 
Convenient 
Store?
Yeo Inho, 

CEO of Going Mary
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- less than 500 Won. Yet we pay ten 

times that or more at cafes. It's an 

unfair proposition. I don’t understand 

how people can take advantage of 

the consumer. Even considering rent, 

payroll and taxes, what have you. We 

want Going Mary to be a place of ‘small 

but certain’ happiness. If there’s a 

price point that can keep the customer 

happy and us afloat, then that’s where 

we are. Happy customers come first, 

money a distant second.

What’s your value proposition 

here? We set out to put a fun spin on 

more serious things, and also to take 

fun more seriously. The products our 

stores are stocked with come with 

an explanation of the story behind 

them so that customers can better 

understand what it is they’re buying. 

We’ve developed characters to 

distinguish each product from others. 

Our product curation service has an 

element of fun that gives the customer 

a new experience every time they visit. 

The same goes for the food menu. 

Wicked Ramen and Concept Mandu 

are our own-brand products, so they’re 

fixtures. Other than that, the menu 

changes every month. Again, we’re 

not in the game to make a profit as 

an eatery. ‘Happy customers’ is what 

we’re after. We tell customers up front 

the food we sell is instant and sell it at 

cheap prices, but the taste is neither 

cheap nor instant. What’s important 

is for customers to feel happy when 

they taste the items on the menu. We 

want customers to enjoy their time at 

Going Mary; something they can talk 

about with their friends. We want to 

make sure customers come back to 

whatever they make of this space : a 

neighborhood cafe, a watering hole 

where you can have a drink or two, or 

somewhere you can have an outright 

meal. Going Mary is a place where 

customers each looking for something 

different can find happiness that’s 

small but which they can count on. 

Where did the idea for ‘premium 

snack bar’ come from?  Most of the 

food served at Going Mary is instant. 

Yes, it’s executed perfectly at the hands 

of a chef. But at the end of the day 

it's factory-processed food, and that 

makes us a snack bar, not a restaurant. 

And snack food - bunsik - is an integral 

part of Korean cuisine. We forecast 

that people will be spending a lot less 

money on everyday eating, and that 

makes growth in ‘bunsik’ inevitable. 

We didn’t actually set out to become 

a ‘premium snack bar’. Our first own-

brand product just happened to be 

‘Wicked Ramen’, and that’s what set 

us on this path. That’s the way we do 

things at Going Mary and the Oktokki 

Project. We want things to be fun. 

What’s in Going Mary’s future?  We 

plan to continue developing as an 

offline media platform and expanding, 

opening our third store in Eulji-ro 4-ga 

soon. We’ll of course stay faithful to 

our commitment to being a ‘happy 

space’ for customers. ‘Small but 

dependable happiness’ and making 

friends with customers will always be 

what we're about. 

Jonggak Store   

34 Jong-ro, Jongno-gu, Seoul / +82-723-9011

Hello Insa-dong Store 

Lv. 2 49 Insadong-gil, Jongno-gu, Seoul / 

+82-6954-2987
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Kang Mingoo is chef and owner 

of Mingles, a two-star Michelin 

restaurant. Festa by Mingoo, a 

European casual dining restaurant at 

the Banyan Tree Club & Spa Seoul, is 

his second establishment. 

Nature on 
the Tongue
Kang Mingoo, 

Chef of Festa by Mingoo
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‘Festa by Mingoo’ is a retreat 

surrounded by the freshness of 

nature. How would you describe 

your restaurant?  It’s the signature 

establishment of the Banyan Tree 

Club & Spa Seoul, situated atop Mt. 

Namsan. The plants and greenery 

we’ve placed all around helps it blend 

into the surrounding landscapes. 

The charm of Festa by Mingoo is the 

experience of seasonal shifts in our 

views and dishes. From the culinary 

aspect, the restaurant comprises 

private spaces that go well with 

European cuisine. The menu contains 

items my friends and I would often 

prepare and enjoy together when I 

lived in Europe. The emphasis was on 

providing a space where people could 

enjoy familiar but high-grade cuisine 

without unnecessarily fixating on 

dining etiquette.

What was the most important 

consideration in designing the 

menu? A lot of the dishes stress the 

natural flavors of their ingredients. 

Most dishes are made with in-season 

ingredients. The philosophy is that 

every dish is made with the best 

ingredients available on a given day. 

That’s why we emphasize preserving 

the nature-given flavors. A lot of effort 

goes into sourcing the best ingredients 

too.

As a chef what is your philosophy 

on ‘natural flavors’?  It’s finding ‘the 

given flavors of in-season ingredients.’ 

Different ingredients and flavors are 

available depending on the season. By 

using ingredients that are in season, 

you can bring out the flavors nature 

intended. Doing so requires that you 

avoid excessive seasonings. Good 

ingredients will taste just fine as they 

are. We try to underline the main 

ingredients, and plate our dishes 

naturally to make them as pleasing to 

the eyes as the palate. For example, 

our sesame endive salad with tofu 

includes tofu made with beans farmed 

in Korea marinated in soy sauce 

then pan-fried, topped with endive, a 

sweet and sour sesame sauce, and 

caper powder. This preserves the 

natural crunch and fresh flavors of the 

endive. We make sure our menu items 

highlight the flavors given by nature 

each season.

Choosing the right ingredients 

must be important.  It requires the 

most effort. With good ingredients, 

the intended flavors of the ingredients 

themselves come through even if 

you don’t add much. Our philosophy 

stresses getting these original flavors 

onto diners’ plates; naturally we have 

to be picky with our ingredients. 

Any given day, 30% of the items on 

the ever-changing menu at Festa by 

Mingoo will be constructed with in-

season ingredients. We do business 

directly with producers all over 

the country, as few can meet our 

demanding standards. A considerable 

portion of our ingredients come from 

midnight auctions or are procured by 

express courier or high-speed rail. We 

operate in a manner similar to that of 

‘Mingles’. We put in a lot of effort to 

making a casual atmosphere where 

guests can appreciate beautiful flavors 

from seasonal ingredients.

In Seoul’s gourmet trend, where 

would you place Festa by Mingoo?  

A recent trend I’ve noticed in dining 

is ‘good food in a comfortable 

atmosphere’. This is what many 

popular restaurants are getting right, 

and where many newcomers are 

headed. The number of Koreans who 

have gone out and experienced the 

greater world outside has grown, and 

this collective experience is giving rise 

to emotional trends unique to Korea. 

But these trends are not what Festa by 

Mingoo is after. Doing flavors our way 

and emotionally satisfying customers 

how we know best is our direction. 

Keeping at something we're good at 

is Festa by Mingoo’s contribution to 

diversifying the flavors of ‘Seoul Now’.

What’s in the future for Festa by 

Mingoo?  The range of flavors available 

in Korea is consistently growing. In 

keeping with this tide, Festa by Mingoo 

will diversify our spectrum of fresh 

flavors as well, all while maintaining 

our unique color as a casual dining 

establishment. We hope to see the 

trends of flavor in Seoul develop further 

with a respect for culinary and cultural 

diversity.

Address  60 Jangchungdan-ro, Jung-gu, Seoul

Contact +82-2250-8170
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Mosu Seoul is understood by most 

to be a modern Korean restaurant. 

What do you make of this?  That’s 

true. Many take Mosu to be a Korean 

restaurant. In all truth, though, I'm not 

sure myself what it is. The lines that 

divide Korean, Chinese, Western and 

Japanese cuisine are pretty blurred 

here. But then I wouldn’t say it’s 

definitely not Korean. I guess there’s no 

right answer to what the food we serve 

here is. It depends on what the diner 

takes away from it. 

You have a wealth of experience 

that funnels into your dishes. It’s 

natural they don’t fall into any one 

category. I first started cooking at 

the Chinese restaurant my parents 

ran in San Francisco. I then cooked 

at restaurants serving Japanese and 

French, and all that experience has 

been strained into the menu at Mosu 

Seoul. This place is my ‘platform’ and 

my very own ‘fortress’. It is somewhere 

where I can draw on my experience 

of taste and flavors to devise novel 

and inspired dishes. A few examples : 

Our sweet shrimp cuisine with oven-

toasted laver and potato salad is built 

with ingredients whose flavors the 

Korean palate is accustomed to. But 

dishes in our courses like the dessert 

made with whole in-season turnip and 

our tofu handmade with sesame seed 

aren't any one of Japanese, Western or 

Korean. You could say the operation is 

what we decide to make of it. That we 

don’t confine ourselves to a particular 

style doesn’t mean Mosu Seoul doesn’t 

have certain rules, though.

Naturally people will compare Mosu 

Seoul against Mosu San Francisco. 

What is different, and what is the 

same?  They’re not 100% alike, since 

they’re based in different countries and 

cater to different clientele. First, the 

ingredients available are completely 

different. Mosu Seoul capitalizes on 

ingredients available only in Seoul. 

We try to make dishes that make 

these local flavors shine in a novel and 

interesting manner. Avoiding stagnancy 

and always trying something new is 

what defines Mosu Seoul, if you will.

How would you describe Mosu 

Seoul then?  First, the prices are the 

highest of all fine dining restaurants in 

Korea (laughs). That was a huge gamble 
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Chef An Seongjae is a 1-star Michelin chef previously 

based in San Francisco. Back in Seoul today, his new 

establishment Mosu Seoul has earned the accolade of 

double Michelin stars.

We don’t care 
about trends
An Seongjae, 

Chef of Mosu Seoul
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in Korea where fine dining trends 

aren’t that well established. But I was 

confident I could give customers their 

money's worth and more. Around the 

time I decided to open up a restaurant 

in Korea, I sought out a chef friend of 

mine who had helped me out before for 

advice. “Do what you will,” he said. So I 

went out and channeled all the flavors I 

had experienced abroad into the menu.

It's interesting how you say fine 

dining trends aren’t well-established 

in Korea.  It’s not just Korea; ‘fine 

dining’ isn’t trendy anywhere in the 

world. Here as well, there is an invisible 

barrier separating people and fine 

dining. The prices are obviously a big 

part of it. The prices are high compared 

to other restaurant establishments, 

often prohibitively so. But guests who 

appreciate the ‘value’ in fine dining 

understand why the prices are the way 

they are. We provide service, flavors 

and quality time that makes the money 

paid worthwhile. Our aim is to make 

customers’ evenings at Mosu time well 

spent. Service, flavors and a quality 

experience are our three core principles.

You distance yourself from trends, 

but you could say what you’re 

doing is setting them.  Honestly, 

trends come and go like tides. Trending 

flavors gather momentum and the 

public jumps on the bandwagon, but 

Mosu isn’t a restaurant that pursues 

contemporary trends. It’s a distillation 

of my personal experience, so it's more 

about setting trends than conforming 

to existing ones. Mosu is like a canvas 

where I draw what I like with colors I 

prefer. The picture isn’t drawn with the 

customer in mind from the start, but 

we make sure what we draw satisfies 

and impresses customers. We want 

Mosu’s individuality to make for a new 

fine dining experience.

What kind of time do you want 

guests to have at Mosu Seoul?  We're 

a restaurant that serves more than 

food. We try to make every aspect of 

the time spent in our space enjoyable. 

While we stress our individuality in 

dishes, we receive and accommodate 

customer feedback on our ambiance, 

presentation, flavors and service 

through social media. We hope the 

culmination of our efforts is to our 

guests’ liking.

I see a bright future for Mosu Seoul. 

Fine dining either evolves or stagnates. 

We still have a ways to go in sourcing 

a greater variety of uniquely Korean 

ingredients, conjuring up new flavors, 

further improving our service, refining 

the atmosphere, more sensible 

plating... We will continue striving to 

reach more guests with a bounty of 

flavors encompassing all culinary styles 

here at Mosu Seoul, all while preserving 

our character.
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Address  45 Itaewon-ro 55-gil, Yongsan-gu, 

Seoul

Contact +82-793-5995
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Geongangwon - that’s ‘health 

food shop’. Yet you sell spirits and 

cocktails. What happened?!  (Laughs) 

A lot of our online reviews are equally 

confused. But you know, alcohol used 

to be medicinal. Some of our drinks do 

contain medicinal herbs, but we set 

out to create cocktails using healthy 

ingredients, served in an enjoyable 

setting.

Honestly I expected a piecemeal 

operation of everything that’s 

trending at the moment, but your 

cocktail and whisky selection rivals 

that of any hotel bar. Who are you 

people?  I started bartending at the Park 

Hyatt Seoul, then moved to the Griffin 

Bar at the JW Marriott Dongdaemun 

Square and then managed the MOBO 

Bar at the JW Marriott Seoul. I was 

the youngest manager there. Then I 
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Seoul’s most trendy bar is found 

at Yeongdong Traditional Market 

in Nonhyeon-dong. Two of Korea’s 

leading bartenders have taken on 

the task of establishing a proper bar. 

We sat down for a chat with Seo 

Jeonghyeon, one of the owners of 

‘Jangsaeng Geongangwon’.

What We’ve 
Always 
Wanted
Seo Jeonghyeon, 

CEO of Jangsaeng 

Geongangwon
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is to integrate into the history of the 

location, and become members of the 

merchant association.

Your ingredients are all sourced 

within the market.  Yes. They didn’t 

have limes in the market, so we 

solicited one of the merchants to 

become our supplier. Symbiosis is what 

we’re after. We want everyone involved 

to flourish.

What are the trends among Seoul’s 

bars today?  The global beverage 

trends today are wellness, healthy, and 

low alcohol. I worked as the Korean 

and Japanese agent for the French 

syrup company ‘Monin,’ and through 

this experience I discovered the bars 

around the world leading global trends. 

A lot of new bars don’t have fridges, 

and others don’t do garbage cans. 

Seoul is by no means a second-comer 

in trends. We're among the fastest in 

adopting new things, and so we expect 

a lot more ‘healthy’ bars in the city. That 

would make Jangsaeng Geongangwon 

‘the’ trend in the Seoul of the present 

and the near future. We have flavors 

and quality down, and also incorporate 

entertainment elements. We host jazz 

performances and play games too.

What does the future hold for 

Jangsaeng Geongangwon?  This 

year’s concept is ‘super foods’. New 

cocktails we serve will incorporate 

flavors from tom yum, curry, Chinese 

mala, samgyetang, gomtang, and 

kombucha. We aren’t in the game just 

to trend. We want to go down as one 

of the world's best. We’ve got the 

potential, and the confidence to match.

won the 2018 Jameson Bartenders 

Ball Seoul, and placed fourth in an 

international competition. I’m also a 

publicity ambassador for traditional 

Korean spirits.

Traditional spirits, Yeongdong 

Traditional Market, then Jangsaeng 

Geongangwon. It appears your 

interest in these things has little to 

do with current trends.  When I was 

competing internationally, someone 

came over and sneered  Why don't 

you use your country's own spirits? I’d 

always known I was a fierce competitor, 

but it turns out I'm a bit of a patriot as 

well. Since then I’ve been on a mission 

to incorporate Korea’s fine spirits into 

Address  23 Gangnam-daero 124-

gil, Gangnam-gu, Seoul

Contact +82-70-7543-1077
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my cocktails.

Why did you choose Yeongdong 

Traditional Market?  It's a traditional 

market right around the corner from 

one of Korea’s trendiest quarters. 

We bartenders usually get off work 

just before sunrise, and most places 

there isn’t anywhere decent to eat. I’d 

always thought of setting up a bar in 

a traditional market and working with 

the merchants there, and Yeongdong 

Traditional Market hit all the right notes. 

I saw our current location and instantly 

knew this was the place. I took a whole 

month and a half to check it out. There 

weren’t many people passing through, 

but I knew we could make the place 

come alive. Now we have a whole bar 

district emerging in the neighborhood.

Jangsaeng Geongangwon was an 

actual health food store that did 

business here for 20 years. How did 

the owner couple feel about you 

keeping the name?  They said they 

trusted nobody else to honor the name. 

Originally they had no intention of 

selling the place, but the husband lost 

his health some time before we made 

our offer. They had a real attachment 

to the shop and the market itself, 

serving multiple terms as president of 

the merchant association. It couldn’t 

have been an easy decision. They said 

it might be interesting to maintain the 

health food store concept as well, so 

long as we were keeping the name. 

They taught us a lot about various 

medicinal herbs and the slow boilers 

used to prepare their extracts. Our aim 
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Contemporaneity and 
Futurity of Food in 
Seoul Today

People love to speak of the future. 

But while hindsight is always 20/20, 

forecasting days to come is never 

easy.

I am now 16 years into the game of 

sniffing out the best restaurants in 

the country. A decade ago, the retro 

craze that made Pyeongyang-style 

naengmyeon a millennial must-eat dish 

was unthinkable. A true gourmet today 

knows his way around Pyeongyang 

naengmyeon. Myeonsplaining is a 

national pastime. The oldest eateries 

in the city are the youth’s hottest 

attractions. New naengmyeon joints 

that know what they're doing are 

emerging all over Seoul. Who would 

have thought?

That said, what I’ve set out to do - 

examine the progress of gourmet 

Seoul and the city’s good eating 

keywords over the past two decades, 

ponder the past and present, and 

explore possible future developments 

- can’t be a completely pointless 

endeavor.

The 21st century foods and flavors of 

Seoul represent far-reaching changes 

which took place in a compressed time 

frame. The social background to these 

changes was Korea’s per capita income 

breaking through the 20,000 Dollar 

mark, and the 5-day work week. In 

other words, people now had the time 

and money to be pickier with what 

they eat. Broadband and fast mobile 

Internet meant information-sharing 

was now instant. Ordinary consumers 

were now dictating gourmet food 

culture, which had entered the cultural 

mainstream.

celebrated and transmitted visually and 

somatically.

An age where the individuality and 

emotions of both those who make food 

and those who eat it are respected 

is come. We have consumers who 

happily pay steep prices if they find the 

level of satisfaction yielded is deserving 

of the cost. Meanwhile, others are 

adamant they get the most bang 

for the least buck. Still others move 

according their own individualized 

criteria. Any establishment that sets 

out to become one of the city’s best 

needs to captivate at least one of 

these consumer categories. 

We also have a new class of 

consumers : the aloners. 

Delivery foods. Lone dining. Lone 

drinking. Meal kits. Next-morning 

delivery. To each his own. Home meal 

replacements. CVSLs (convenience 

store lunches).

Propelled by food tech, these trends 

have become ingrained in our everyday 

lives. What is key is that they are 

the outcome of the aloner lifestyle. 

These aloners are effecting changes 

in consumer culture throughout the 

industry. Hon-bap, single dining, is 

an established dining consumption 

pattern, and HMRs and meal kits bring 

the gourmet restaurant into the privacy 

The author Kim Eunjo is the founder and editor-in-chief of the <Blue Ribbon Survey>, Korea’s first ever restaurant guide book. She is a true gourmet both 

professionally and in her personal life. The gourmet has published <867 Things You Can Do in Seoul> and <Desserts in Seoul> and appears in <Kim Eunjo's 

Tasty Alleys> on FoodTV. 

of the home. 

Gourmet today is a popular culture 

open to anyone. There are gourmets 

in the original sense, which are purely 

about enjoying flavors, but gourmet 

culture is also consumed through 

trendy clothes, music, arts and other 

pop culture. To be gourmet is becoming 

fashionable. Respect for individual 

tastes is accelerating changes in 

trends.

Until now, flavors were solely in the 

hands of the technicians making them. 

Flavors of the future, however, will 

progress through food tech, information 

and communication technology, 

platforms and networks. For instance, 

robots have already had substantial 

success as baristas, and their role will 

inevitably grow. The importance of 

political issues like sustainability will 

also rise. Nevertheless, the individual 

consumer will still be central to these 

developments. Individual preferences, 

personality and flavor criteria will 

remain important throughout. 

In those countries we commonly 

associate with fine food, flavor 

transformations and gourmet culture 

history have taken several decades, 

sometimes centuries to develop. In 

Seoul, just 20 years.

Up to the late 20th century, traditional 

Korean cuisine dominated the 

dining scene of Seoul. Other genres 

represented were (Koreanized) 

Japanese, (Koreanized) Chinese, and 

what was passed off as Western (again, 

thoroughly Koreanized). Then came the 

1990s and lifting of import regulations. 

The tide of free trade brought with it a 

plethora of foreign food cultures. Early 

arrivals were Japanified pizza and pasta 

from the neighboring islands, and 

Americanized pizzas and pho. Entering 

the 21st century, foods of most genres 

came to be imported directly from the 

source. 

At first, restaurateurs well-versed in 

foreign food culture opened up high-

end dining establishments modeled 

after their equivalents abroad in trendy 

Cheongdam-dong. Next, foreign-trained 

Korean cooks came in and set up their 

own shops. On their heels, bloggers 

and ordinary gourmets crossed over 

from the consumer side to the supplier 

side. A number of these succeeded 

with their unique flavor propositions. 

This is how the kaleidoscope of 

genres, flavors and trends that is Seoul 

have come to pass.

Seoul today hosts foods from upwards 

of 50 different countries. If you’ve heard 

of a country, chances are you can taste 

their food right here in the city. We live 

in a city of international flavors.

Noteworthy is how diversification 

of food genres has boosted interest 

in Korean cuisine. Young chefs have 

given rise to the term ‘New Korean’, 

bringing Korean cuisine up to date in 

the form of modern Korean fine dining, 

a format received enthusiastically by 

the world. This success has triggered 

an explosion in new, updated Korean 

restaurants and Korean-style taverns, 

serving better Korean food and drink in 

better settings. Now Korean cuisine is 

indispensable to Seoulite fine dining. 

A true victory if you think about it. As 

recently as the turn of the century, 

food on the high end of the spectrum 

was always Western. 

So, what are the biggest trending key 

words of today?

Contemporary dining. Hanwoo 

omakase-style. Specialty coffees. 

Traditional spirits. Select dining. Price-

to-satisfaction ratio. Singer diner. 

Instagrammable. Hashtag. Mukbang. 

Youtuber. Influencer. Food tech. Big 

data. Sustainability. Seongsu-dong. 

Euljiro (Hip-jiro).

These paint a picture of how good 

eating is trending today. Instagram 

conveys information in image form. 

On Youtube, watchers consume 

information in video form. Today 

flavors aren’t simply enjoyed orally but C
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Veganism 
in Seoul

Seoulites also eat by principle; one such principle is veganism. 

Restaurants for vegans - fundamental vegetarians - can be found all 

over the city of Seoul today. Veganism is on the rise as a major tide 

determining food culture, food industry, and attitudes toward life.

And That’s How I Became a ‘Vegan Farmer’  Cheon Hogyun, CEO of Ssamzie Farmer

The Vegan Life - There’s Not Much to It  Ham Hyeonjeong, CEO of Diner Jakie

What’s a Vegan?  Boseon

The Roots of Everything  Kang Daewoong and Lee Yunseo, CO-CEOs of Ppuri on the Plate

Have Your Cake and Eat It Too  Kim Danyul, Chef of The Nilk Factory 

Vegans Deserve Good Food  Kim Hyeseon, CEO of Around Green

To Be Vegan is to Be Brave  Park Jihye of Vegan Youtuber

Making the World a Better Place Through Food  Jung Dajeong, CEO of Vegetus

Go Vegan  Jeon Beomseon, CEO of Pulmujil Bookstore

Column - How Veganism Will Transform the Future of Food Culture  Hwang Yeonghui
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Cheon Hogyun, the mastermind 

behind Ssamzie, and now farmer 

A while ago there was a ‘Design 

Olympiad’ at the Olympic Stadium in 

Jamsil, Seoul. Ssamzie was invited to 

participate. After some contemplation, 

we decided on the proposition ‘old is 

new’ for our exhibit. And the oldest 

thing we could come up with was 

‘farming’. Even then, I had no idea I’d 

be doing it myself. The exhibit was very 

well received. We’d created a farm 

And That’s 
How I Became a 
‘Vegan Farmer’

A farmer  that’s how Cheon 

Hogyun, the fashion icon of a 

generation, introduces himself. 

We sat down with the Ssamzie 

Farmer in Heyri Art Valley.

Since when have you been a vegan?  

There was a show by an artist I'm 

fond of. It had a unique concept, with 

a pig roaming about the exhibit and 

mingling with the audience. I’d never 

seen a pig up so close before. After 

the exhibit I was curious as to what 

had happened to her and asked the 

artist, who told me she'd soon be sent 

to the slaughterhouse. I was shocked. 

It didn’t feel right, and I offered to buy 

her. And so I brought her home, built 

her pigsty, and raised her. About a 

week in, we noticed she'd lost half her 

weight. That was another real shocker. 

They’d force-fed her so she could 

plump up for the slaughterhouse. It 

just wasn’t right. It was revolting how 

cruel we humans were being to other 

life forms, and although I’d been rather 

fond of pork until then, I stopped right 

then and there. 10 years later, I'm still 

vegan, still happy. I do enjoy the odd 

naturally-caught fish, though.

How has it been?  I can say I feel 

much healthier physically and mentally 

despite aging a decade. People tend to 

think of Vegans as ascetics, but that’s 

not true. For me, veganism isn’t about 

completely ruling meat out of your life 

smack dab in the middle of the Olympic 

Stadium, surrounded on all sides by 

cutting-edge futuristic ideas, so naturally 

it was a major issue.

And that was when you were 

captivated by farming..  After the 

Design Olympiad, we actually created 

a ‘Farming Team’ at our company. 

The first project for the team was to 

showcase the farmer. We went about 

this in a characteristically ‘Ssamzie’ 

way. We celebrated the farmer through 

music, song, design - things people 

had never tried before. The response 

was fantastic. This is when our farming 

project began in earnest, under the 

motto ‘Farming is miracles, and 

miracles change the world’.

How long have you been in Heyri 

Art Village?  Eight years and counting. 

Each year we run the ‘Nonbat Art 

School’, a farming academy for 

children. Program participants visit 

Heyri once a month over the course 

of a year to experience the agricultural 

cycle - from planting to harvesting and 

making kimchi. Alongside the Nonbat 

Art School, we run the ‘Think Green’ 

cafe in Heyri, offering healthy and 

delicious vegetarian food.
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Cheon Hogyun, 

CEO of Ssamzie Farmer
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and those of others. The same goes 

for farming. While I myself farm and 

feel that this is a necessary and correct 

way of living life, I'm not going to insist 

all people have to farm and be vegans. 

But even contemporary people busily 

working and living in the heart of Seoul 

need to know and understand the 

process of farming, and know how 

the food we eat is produced. Going 

vegan isn't what's important; what's 

important is that we all be aware of 

how our individual lives impact society 

and the Earth. For change to be truly 

meaningful, awareness needs to 

translate naturally into practice.

Still, it couldn't have been easy 

getting started.  Meeting people 

around the time I made the switch, 

I would insist we avoid the usual 

barbecues and grill joints. That was 

for my own sake. But the more this 

happened, people's patience wore thin, 

and I was tiring myself out too. So I 

changed my mind. I'd allow myself into 

barbecues but save my share of meat 

for the cats and dogs waiting for me at 

home (chuckle). From then on I didn't 

have to strain my relationships with 

people for the sake of eating vegan. 

I still had plenty to eat apart from the 

meat, what with the nice jjigaes and 

kimchi and rice. That was the sort of 

vegan I'd set out to be : natural and 

comfortable. That's the best kind.

What does it mean to be truly 

vegan?  Meat has been an integral 

part of human food culture for a long 

time. It's not right to categorically 

denounce people who eat meat. The 

right way to go about it is to only eat 

pork and beef raised healthily in proper 

environments. The point of being vegan 

is to keep these matters in check. 

Many people think my entire family is 

vegan. I'm vegan myself, but my wife 

will sometimes eat meat. My daughter 

is vegan too, but my son-in-law has a 

conventional diet. And while my son 

eats normally, but his wife is vegan. We 

don’t burden or force our lifestyles on 

one another; our diets are compatible 

enough, and we get along. This is the 

vegan lifestyle I aspire to. Personally, 

my favorite thing about veganism is 

the peace of mind it brings. Individuals 

at peace get along, and in turn society 

becomes peaceful. I’ve been a vegan 

for 10 years now, but it’s never been a 

struggle. 
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The Vegan 
Life: 
There’s 
Not Much 
to It 
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Mangwon-dong is one of 

Seoul’s vegan hot spots. The 

vegetarian restaurant ‘Diner 

Jackie’ is a fixture in this 

neighborhood for the most 

discerning palates.

Where did the idea to open a vegan 

restaurant come from?  My dad fell ill 

six years ago, and we had to prepare 

home-cooked meals for him to eat. 

Naturally, our whole family went on 

the same diet, but because there 

were so many ingredients we couldn’t 

use, the food was pretty tasteless 

and dad started losing his interest in 

eating. Then I came across a foreign 

vegan chef on Youtube. His way of 

I'd always asked myself “why do 

patients' meals all taste so bad?” and 

“why do people think all vegans are 

activists?”. My first encounter with 

veganism was like a cheerful party. I 

wanted to share that experience with 

the general public. veganism isn’t a 

bland, rigorous and inflexible practice; 

it’s a dietary culture that anyone can 

enjoy and indulge in. We make an 

exceptional effort not to sacrifice 

Ham Hyeonjeong, 

CEO of Diner Jakie

vegan cooking was novel and casual 

- even stylish, and I started copying 

him right away. So I steered my 

whole family toward veganism, and 

dad responded well. Unfortunately he 

ended up passing away, but veganism 

had left a lasting impression on me. 

That’s what drove me to open Diner 

Jackie.

What’s the mindset of someone 

who runs a ‘vegan restaurant’?  
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flavors for the sake of principles. We 

want our food to be ‘good food’ first 

of all; that it’s vegan comes after that.

What’s the menu at Diner Jackie 

like?  Our dishes range from full vegan 

to pescatarian. Our lunch specials are 

usually strictly vegan. Some of our 

all-day options are pescatarian, and 

while we incorporate fish and seafood 

into some of our dishes, they are all 

strictly egg and dairy-free.

At the end of the day, it’s a 

business. Any secrets to staying in 

business?  A lot of people told me 

the same thing when I first opened: 

Bland food means customers won’t 

need beverages or alcohol, and 

that’s bad for business. Vegan eating 

isn’t necessarily healthy eating. If 

keeping things healthy is your only 

concern, then your flavors and menu 

items run into a dead end. That said, 

if you continue to seek out good 

ingredients, which are the core 

of vegan philosophy, you come to 

realize veganism is synonymous with 

pursuing a healthy diet. We make 

a point of minimizing use of added 

salt and sugar, using good, properly 

farmed ingredients, and keeping 

our menu items exciting. That’s how 

we've made our restaurant a place for 

everyone.

Are you feeling the popularity of 

veganism rise in Seoul?  Definitely. 

Running the restaurant, I’m frequently 

surprised. In particular, a lot of college 

students are taking up veganism. I 

was over 30 when I first encountered 

the lifestyle, but these days even 

people in their twenties are well-

versed in veganism and are part of an 

active vegan culture. That says a lot 

about the presence of vegan culture 

in the city. 

In your opinion, what is the ‘vegan 

life’?  I like the phrase ‘intermittent 

vegan’. Giving up a normal diet ‘cold 

turkey’ and suddenly turning vegan 

isn’t just unrealistic, but also comes 

with side effects. The vegan life 

is about enjoying vegan food and 

cooking, not confining yourself to a 

boring diet.

Any special plans for the future? I 

have something that I hope to achieve 

Address 82 Poeun-ro, Mapo-gu, Seoul

Contact +82-6953-5055

someday. I can introduce Korean 

vegan culture to the world, just like 

that foreign chef on Youtube who 

deeply impressed me several years 

ago. Instead of confining our food 

to a standardized menu, I want to 

create an enjoyable, party-like party-

like staple of Korean culture. Korean 

vegan culture. 
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animals in farm and developed an 

interest in animal rights.

What message do you want to 

convey through your book?  I’d like 

to inspire people to take a step toward 

veganism. Eating isn’t the only way 

to practice veganism; you can do it 

through what you wear, and even 

what you say. I believe all people are 

inherently warm-hearted. Translating 

that warm-heartedness into action will 

help to truly transform our society.

It’s surprising you cover the topic 

of farm animal welfare in a vegan 

cartoon.  Nine out of ten vegans would 

abandon the practice if they were 

completely barred from eating meat, 

eggs or dairy. You need to give people 

a way to keep up the practice without 

giving up. Only then will their actions 

be able to inspire others to follow. 

I firmly believe that we need to go 

beyond animal welfare, and ultimately 

You went beyond becoming a vegan 

and decided to draw a cartoon 

about it.  I like my stories to be about 

values. On the one hand, I wanted to 

tell a story around a new set of values, 

since I’d just adopted veganism. But 

on the other hand, going vegan was 

like an awakening. I wanted to share 

my story and veganism with people 

who haven’t discovered it yet, just like 

myself not so long ago.

What sort of awakening was it?  I 

noticed a lot of conflict in our everyday 

attitudes and behaviors toward animals. 

On the one hand, there are those 

bizarre animal characters they have 

at barbecue restaurants and butcher 

shops. Also, children’s TV programs 

depict animals (who in real life are 

butchered for dinner) as our friends. 

There was a huge contradiction. What 

first inspired me to become a Vegan 

was animal rights, but today, my 

interests have expanded to include 

environmental protection as well. 

What's the response to your book 

like?  Most reactions fall into one of 

two categories: Some tell me they 

thought vegans or vegetarians were 

very hard on themselves and had 

a holier-than-thou, condescending 

attitude toward meat eaters. But upon 

discovering that isn’t the case, these 

people have developed a genuine 

interest in the lifestyle and are even 

considering taking it up. Others say 

they learned of the horrible lives of 
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raise the bar for animal rights.

How vegan-friendly would you say 

Seoul is?  It's quite vegan-friendly 

in many aspects, but what I find 

especially encouraging is the rate it’s 

opening up even more. In the cultural 

aspect, Seoul is the stage for a range 

of vegan festivals, camps, animal rights 

film festivals and marches. I see Seoul 

as a vegan-friendly city in that vegans 

here can easily gather and band 

together, share information and exert 

joint influence. Recently we’ve been 

seeing large corporations enter the 

vegan food industry, which is indicative 

of how much the Korean vegan 

population is growing - especially in 

Seoul.

What do you forecast for veganism 

in Seoul and the vegan industry?  

Unlike other consumer cultures 

which came and went in Seoul, I 

see veganism going beyond just a 

temporary fad and firmly taking root. 

Although veganism is still largely an 

unfamiliar way of life, I expect the 

culture and related industries to grow 

and expand to become commonplace 

in society. Tomorrow's Seoul holds a 

lot of promise for veganism. 

<veganism : My Struggle in Pictures> is an 

illustrated account of the author and fledgling 

18-month vegan’s dietary adventure.

What’s a Vegan? 
Boseon 
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The Roots of 
Everything

‘Ppuri on the Plate’ is a vegan cafe and 

cooking studio situated in the neat 

and tidy neighborhood of Gye-dong. 

The studio has no signage, but has 

been frequented by people pondering 

healthy dietary lifestyles for more than 

10 years.

Kang Daewoong and Lee Yunseo, 

CO-CEOs of Ppuri on the Plate

The two of you have long been 

vegans.  Lee Yunseo I’ve had psoriasis 

- an autoimmune condition - since I was 

six. I started out as an office worker, 

and my health declined fast. After taking 

a long leave of absence, I ended up 

resigning and taking a break so I could 

heal, traveling various countries known 

for natural skin therapies. I sunbathed 

daily, drank fine water and maintained a 

simple vegan diet, and this did wonders 

for my health. I wanted to start working 

again while maintaining the lifestyle, 

and so I studied macrobiotics in the U.S. 

For a year. That was back in 2010 and 

2011, and since then I’ve been vegan.

Kang Daewoong I fell into a serious 

slump in 9th grade, and that’s when I 

took up meditation. Proper meditation 

calls for a vegan diet, and for the first 

ten years, I was a lactarian before 

turning full vegan for the next decade. I 

met my wife at a social gathering after 

she returned to Korea.

Lee It was a casual gathering where 

we would talk about animals, the 

environment, health and our vegetable 
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been able to start if we were after 

huge profits. Thankfully many health-

conscious customers came by, and 

many became regulars.

Turning Vegan must have changed 

a lot for you. Is that the case?  Lee 

You come to take better control of 

your life. We began with buying the 

groceries daily, scouring the ingredients 

for chemical additives, and consciously 

choosing healthy ingredients to cook 

with. And from there our interests 

expanded to include our health, the 

lives of animals, and the environment 

and nature around us. We also assumed 

control of our consumption patterns. 

We sought after organic cotton clothes, 

and fair trade products to ensure the 

welfare of the people who make the 

things we wear. As we were getting 

started with Ppuri on the Plate, we 

visited the farmer’s market ‘Marche@’ 

and saw people there from all walks of 

life taking control of the way they lived. 

Veganism is my way of taking control 

over my life. 

Kang It’s made it possible for me 

to choose ‘at minimum’ the things I 

put in my mouth. I gave up meat and 

went vegan for the spiritual practice 

of meditation, but as time passed, 

my views on spiritual well-being and 

veganism began to change, and I came 

to opt for ‘open veganism’. Until then, 

veganism had been an ethical rule 

and strict precept for me. Now, I'm 

exploring diets that suit me best.

It couldn’t have been easy making 

such a change from strict veganism  

Kang It happened October 15, 2018.

You remember date?  Lee It was a 

fateful day. I was taken aback too, since 

he’d been a strict vegan for so long. I'm 

not surprised he remembers the exact 

date. And he was a passionate vegan 

gardens. Not everyone there was 

vegan, but we made sure6 that the 

meals we shared were.

Surely every vegan in Korea has 

heard of ‘Ppuri on the Plate’, as it’s 

one of the oldest vegan baking and 

cooking studios around.  Lee We 

started in 2013. It was a small shop 

in Hyehwa-dong, in a pretty and quiet 

neighborhood much like this one. We 

didn’t set out to start a business, really; 

we just needed a proper space to work 

in. I wanted a place to teach macrobiotic 

cooking classes, and he wanted to bake 

and sell vegan goodies. That’s how the 

cafe began.

Vegan baking. What goes in, and 

what stays out?  Kang We've long 

been vegan, so naturally we don’t use 

eggs, milk or butter. And no sugar, in 

fact - we only use 100% maple syrup. 

The key is to avoid all chemically refined 

ingredients. A low glycemic index 

means our baked goods are safe even 

for diabetics, and we always strive to 

use the best ingredients and create the 

best flavors possible.

How do you manage the high costs?  

Kang Deciding on an appropriate 

price point while insisting on the best 

ingredients was a challenge. 

Lee We probably wouldn’t have 

too, leading a ‘meat-free Mondays’ 

campaign, heading a number of vegan 

gatherings and even attending the 

climate change conference in Cancun. 

Kang Our bakery is still fully vegan, but 

my personal diet is changing gradually. 

It’s important for everyone to discover 

the diet that suits them best. I think 

the impetus for my change in lifestyle 

was the long time I spent pondering 

the things I eat and the foods that work 

best with me. I'll sometimes have 

seafood and eggs from the consumer 

cooperative, and cruelty-free certified 

chicken too. I've found I’ve become 

even more sensitive than before to 

additives or chemical flavorings. 

Lee I’ve stayed vegan for the past 9 

years. It works well for me, and is still 

a key element of my life. I will have 

the odd organic egg or white fish to 

supplement my health, though. My 

cooking classes are still fully vegan.

As vegans, how do you find Seoul?  

Kang Vegetables are already widely 

used in Korean cuisine - from rice to 

side dishes. That’s convenient for a 

vegetarian, but for a vegan, things get 

tricky (chuckles). The stock they use 

for naengmyeon noodles or soybean 

paste stew is made with anchovies, for 

example. 

Lee He’s right. But today, they have 

vegan options everywhere, even at fast 

food stores and convenience stores. 

Over the past year and a half, there’s 

been a complete turnaround. Today, 

anyone interested won’t have too much 

difficulty being vegan in Seoul.

We've seen a lot more vegan options 

and vegan restaurants over that last 

one to two years. Your thoughts on 

Seoul’s vegan culture?  Kang Well, 

for vegans I think it’s great. That said, 

we have to be wary of the notion that 

‘not being vegan is wrong’. Vegetarians 

are a minority to start with, and vegans 

probably account for less than 10% 

of vegetarians. We shouldn’t confuse 

the two terms, and both should be 

practiced in a peaceful, non-rigid way.

Your story is about taking control, 

and pondering the roots of the food 

you eat, as well as yourselves. What 

sort of work do you expect to do in 

the future?  Lee We don’t want to tie 

ourselves down to Ppuri on the Plate. 

I’d like to collaborate with people who 

think and feel the way we do. Instead of 

confining ourselves to our space, I want 

to diversify the ways we go about work. 

Kang I’m planning to develop and 

offer programs on astrology, as well as 

methods of regulating the mind and 

finding tranquility.
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Have Your Cake 
and Eat It Too

0
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Chef Kim Danyul of The Nilk Factory 

challenges the preconception that vegan 

desserts are always better, and explores 

diverse approaches in creating cakes that 

are both healthy and decadent.

to cater to people who can’t digest 

normal sugar. We recommend our 

vegan cakes to the lactose intolerant as 

well. 

You also specialize in almond milk 

and almond butter, vegan substitutes 

for dairy.  In fact, we started the 

business making almond milk and 

almond butter. My older sister used 

to work, but overexertion and stress 

seriously damaged her health, and she 

was forced to quit and stay at home 

after getting married. Her husband is an 

amazing cook, and he would prepare 

raw food meals for her, some containing 

almond milk. It was all handmade, 

amazingly. At the time, they didn’t sell 

almond milk anywhere in Korea. That’s 

in contrast to the situation abroad 

where the almond milk market is larger 

than the market for soy milk. And so 

they started a business making and 

selling almond milk and almond butter.

Your cakes taste great, despite 

avoiding certain key ingredients.  

A ‘gluten-free’ cake shop?  We use 

rice powder instead of flour in all our 

cakes. We don’t add gluten to create the 

texture of flour cakes, either. We strive 

to make cakes that are as close to - and 

even surpass - ordinary cakes, using 

just rice powder and natural ingredients.

What makes a healthy cake?  We 

started by taking out everything 

that wasn’t healthy. That’s flour, 

preservatives, colorings and other 

food additives. Even the salt we use 

is Himalayan salt, known to have low 

additive content. What surprised me 

while doing research was that animal-

based ingredients we commonly think 

of as bad, such as dairy creams and 

butter, aren’t actually bad for you. In fact, 

dairy cream is made naturally, while 

vegetable-based creams are made with 

oil and various additives to recreate 

the flavor and texture of real cream. 

Likewise, if you were to bake a cake 

without using butter, you’d have to use 

even more plant-based oils than you 

would have used butter. Our approach 

to making vegan cakes is a bit less 

straightforward than substituting dairy 

cream with vegetable-based cream. For 

example, we might blend avocado with 

chocolate to create an avocado cream 

to substitute dairy.

But doesn’t The Nilk Factory sell 

vegan cakes?  Yes, we do make and 

sell fully vegan cakes for people who 

practice Veganism for the sake of 

animal welfare or the environment. 

veganism is more about ‘principles’ 

than it is about health or weight loss. 

For customers looking for vegan cakes 

for health reasons or to lose weight, 

we recommend our regular gluten-free 

cakes. Vegan cakes aren’t categorically 

better for you, and they don’t necessarily 

contain less calories either. Our menu 

also features sugar-free cakes made 

with natural sweeteners like xylitol 

or stevia, but these aren’t low-calorie 

either. There’s also no solid evidence 

they’re better for you. They simply exist 

Kim Danyul, Chef of The Nilk Factory
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A major prejudice against gluten-free or 

vegan cakes is that they ‘just don’t taste 

as good’. Nobody eats cake to become 

healthier; you eat cake as a guilty pleasure. 

And so we make a point of baking cakes 

that taste good while also being somewhat 

healthier than normal cake. More sensitive 

customers will notice the texture is slightly 

different from that of flour-based cakes, but 

most people don’t even notice our cakes 

are made with rice powder. We want to 

make cakes and beverages that everyone 

– including vegans, people unable to digest 

flour, and people with conditions that don’t 

allow them to eat normal cake - can enjoy.

Your department store shop was quite 

popular. Why did you decide to pull out?  

At the moment we only sell offline and 

through Market Kurly under the name 'DAN 

Bakery'. We've pulled out of all department 

stores at the moment. We were getting so 

popular and busy we were losing our way 

- and ourselves. The plan is to focus more 

on R&D and renew the brand sometime in 

the second half of the year. More and more 

consumers are in the market for fully vegan 

cakes, so our new menu will feature more 

vegan cake variety. 

We’re seeing a lot of vegan bakeries and 

specialty restaurants spring up in Seoul 

recently. What are your thoughts on 

this?  Honestly, I wish them all the best. 

Competition is always a good thing, and I’d 

love to see the market for gluten-free and 

vegan cakes grow. I just hope we can keep 

things honest and tell things as they are : 

veganism isn’t some sort of miracle elixir 

that will suddenly boost your health or help 

you shed pounds. Vegans are vegan as a 

matter of principle, and they deserve to 

enjoy tasty food and desserts as much as 

everyone else. I’d like to help them indulge.

Address  32 Gangnam-daero 162-gil, 

Gangnam-gu, Seoul

Contact +82-2039-0821 W
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personally?  I don’t think what 

makes a vegan is adhering to a 

strictly controlled diet 24/7, 365 days 

a year. Approaching veganism as a 

compulsion makes it that much easier 

to abandon. I’d say veganism starts 

with thinking about the negative 

impact one’s diet has on the Earth 

and her environment. Every bit counts 

: eating vegan just one meal of the 

day, or avoiding meat every once in a 

while. Going vegan is about conscious 

practices for the sake of the Earth.

This is your vegan restaurant's 

fourth year. What do you make of 

Seoul’s vegan culture as of 2020?  

Vegan cafes and restaurants have 

become much more commonplace 

over the past four years. Also, 

How did you come to open a vegan 

restaurant?  It's been a while since 

I gave up meat. It wasn’t like I was 

a born-again vegan. I just didn’t eat 

meat. Then I took up baking, and I 

thought deep and hard about dairy. 

I did some research, and ended up 

opening a dairy-free vegan baking 

cafe. Four years in, we're a full-fledged 

vegan restaurant where customers 

can both bake and dine.

Is the menu at ‘Around Green’ 

strictly vegan?  Correct. We're 100% 

fully vegan. That means even full 

vegans can eat everything we have to 

offer. We use Korean-grown soybeans 

to make our own soymilk, and nothing 

on the menu contains palm oil.

undertaking. You won’t get far if you 

put too many restrictions on yourself. 

The right way is to naturally evolve into 

it. The vegan life is about doing small 

things to help the Earth we live on, 

and these small things come around 

to enrich our personal lives. It's easier 

if you think of your actions as a vegan 

as being for your own sake. Avoiding 

plastics for a day, avoiding cruelly 

slaughtered meats for a day, eating 

only properly and honestly raised and 

grown ingredients...all for your own 

sake. It all comes back to enrich your 

life and mental health. That’s why you 

go vegan.

How do you cater to non-vegans?  

First, we base our menu on familiar 

items. We make a point of introducing 

would-be and non-vegans to vegan 

versions of everyday foods. That 

brings me to our second area of 

focus: exploring and finding substitute 

ingredients. As a baker, I’ve always 

wished there was a better vegan 

substitute than vegetable oil for butter. 

We use coconut oil instead. It’s not 

the same, but so much of baking is 

about the smells. Many people equate 

vegan food with tasteless food, and 

we’d like to change that. Vegan food 

is as diversified and flavorful as any 

other food. 

How do you define veganism, 

the vegan mindset in general has 

changed. Four years ago, most people 

practiced veganism simply to lose 

weight, for health reasons, or because 

they had pets at home and couldn’t 

bring themselves to eat animals. 

But today, people in their twenties 

aren’t just interested in veganism 

but understand exactly what it’s 

about. I'm often surprised by how 

knowledgeable they are.

What sort of place do you want 

Around Green to become?  Rather 

than limiting ourselves to the category 

‘vegan’, I’d like us to be a place where 

anyone can come and enjoy good, 

healthy food.

For our readers : Why go vegan?  

First, veganism isn’t some lofty, noble 

Kim Hyeseon owns and runs ‘Around Green’, an 

inconspicuous and sign-less vegan restaurant tucked 

away in a residential neighborhood . 

Vegans Deserve Good Food
Kim Hyeseon, CEO of Around Green

Address 47 Poeun-ro 5-gil, Mapo-gu, Seoul

Contact +82-6080-9797
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him, and so I developed an interest in 

the lives of animals. That’s why I began 

considering veganism as an option.

And that’s how you became a 

vegan Youtuber?  Actually, I'm a very 

introverted person. If it wasn’t for 

veganism, I wouldn’t have been able to 

muster up the courage to put myself 

out there on Youtube. Becoming vegan 

has made me a lot bolder. I worry 

and hesitate a lot less when making 

choices. If it brings me closer to where 

I'm headed, I just do it. And so I started 

calling myself a vegan Youtuber. To be 

honest, at that point I hadn’t even been 

watching Youtube that much.

‘Vegan eating show’. There aren’t 

many of those around.  I’ve always 

enjoyed cooking for myself. I wanted to 

introduce veganism to people in a more 

comfortable and natural way, without 

going as far as actually ‘teaching’ them. 

So I set a goal for myself to challenge 

the bias that vegan food is tasteless 

and bland, and lower the entry barrier 

for conventional eaters. The aim was to 

show that even an ordinary, lazy person 

like me working a 9 to 5 job could be 

vegan. As the saying goes, a bowl of 

good food paints a thousand words.

And do you frequent vegan 

restaurants?  You’d think vegans have 

some special standard by which they 

Has going vegan changed the 

way you feel and think?  Definitely. 

Everything changed within a month. 

The most notable change was the 

regular bowel movements. I used to 

find it hard to get up in the morning, 

but now my eyes just open at sunrise. I 

can cram down a ton of vegan food for 

dinner and still wake up refreshed the 

next day. Overall, I'm full of energy and 

don’t tire easily. I was always depressed 

and feeling weak, but not anymore.

That’s a lot of pros. Any cons?  Not 

that I’ve experienced. Veganism harms 

nobody and benefits everyone involved 

: mental health, physical health, our 

symbiosis with nature and animals...

Are animal rights what drove you 

to become a vegan?  I adopted and 

took care of a rescue dog before 

I got married. Before that I wasn’t 

very interested in animals. They 

were...creatures, but not the same as 

humans. But then I noticed my dog 

liked warm things and having a full belly, 

just like I did. I started identifying with 

0
9
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choose where to eat, but no. We’re 

the same - we like food that tastes 

good. Fortunately today in Seoul we 

have a nice range of excellent vegan 

restaurants where I can bring my non-

vegan friends. Establishments that 

serve good food at the right price point 

and happen to be vegan are popular 

with everyone, not just vegans.

How vegan-friendly would you say 

Seoul is?  I’d say about 30%. All the 

so-called ‘hot spots’ in Seoul have 

vegan restaurants, although we still 

don’t see that many neighborhood 

vegan eateries where you can go to 

get a quick bite. Also, vegetarian dishes 

are highly developed in Korean cuisine, 

and Buddhist temple foods are already 

vegan. I think that makes Korea more 

receptive to veganism. 

What do you forecast for Seoul's 

vegan culture and vegan industry?  

I see a lot of potential and promise. 

Diet is critical in keeping disease away, 

and we all know how health-conscious 

Seoulites are. Once people begin 

to catch onto the health benefits of 

veganism, I think the possibilities are 

literally endless.

As a vegan, what do you make of 

the vegan scene in Seoul?  Just this 

year, 40 new vegan restaurants have 

sprung up. As a vegan, it’s great to 

have so many more options. I feel like 

veganism has helped me understand 

better what I like and don’t. Since 

turning vegan it’s been so much easier 

to choose what to eat. Side-stepping 

animal products narrows your choices 

down significantly, and in the process 

of choosing from the remaining options 

you develop a profound understanding 

of your likes and dislikes. In the end, 

veganism helps you understand 

yourself better. 

Park Jihye, Youtuber, is out to raise awareness of 

vegan culture. On camera, she cooks up vegan 

versions of crowd favorites like Ram-Don (jjapaguri), 

pasta and Chinese stir-fry.

To Be Vegan is to be Brave
Park Jihye of Vegan Youtuber
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popular thing on your menu is the 

vegan burger. It looks delicious.  

We've built a burger around a hand-

made patty full of lentils, brown rice, 

oats and chopped vegetables. A lot 

of people expect vegan food to taste 

bland and look boring. Our burgers 

are the exact opposite : bursting with 

flavor and appealing to the eyes. We 

use zero artificial flavor enhancers, 

and instead use spices generously to 

complete our flavors and aromas.

How do you develop your ‘tasty 

vegan’ menu items?  We seek out 

and experience vegan restaurants 

abroad. We found the restaurant 

that inspired Vegetus abroad too, in 

Barcelona. I remember how shocked I 

was at what they were able to pull off 

using only 100% vegan ingredients. 

“This can’t be vegan!” I told myself. I 

was still awestruck when I came back 

to Korea, and I started looking up and 

studying various foreign recipes.

Are most of your customers vegan?  

When we first opened, it was 90% 

recommend vegetable bibimbap, 

kimchi or gimbap to vegans, but these 

items often contain fish sauce or beef 

stock. I guess a better understanding 

of what veganism is about will help 

improve things. 

Future aspirations for Vegetus?  

Not everyone has to be a full-blown 

vegan, but I’d like to see vegan 

culture become firmly established as 

a lifestyle option. We're here to raise 

awareness about veganism as a way 

to care for ourselves, other life, and 

the Earth.

foreigners, and the rest were vegan 

Koreans. At the time, vegan culture 

hadn't spread much in Korea, and 

very few Koreans were vegans. 

Vegan culture in Seoul has made 

leaps and bounds in the space of just 

three years. Now around half of our 

customers are Korean, some vegans 

and some just curious to give vegan 

culture a go. 

Your views on vegan culture 

in Seoul?  We’re making a lot of 

progress in a very short time. I’d like 

to see more non-vegan restaurants 

offer vegan options on their menus, 

though. Often, Korean eateries 

Vegan restaurant Vegetus - what 

was the inspiration?  I suffered from 

an eating disorder around the time I 

was 25. I couldn’t digest meat, eggs 

or dairy. I had to develop a whole 

different diet for myself, since my 

body simply refused these things. 

Even after recovering my health and 

becoming able to eat meat again, I 

stuck to a predominantly vegan diet, 

and somewhere down the line I found 

myself starting a vegan restaurant. 

but won't completely rule out the 

occasional meat, fish, eggs or dairy. 

Personally I feel veganism shouldn't be 

an inflexible rule to live or die by, but 

rather just a natural lifestyle option.

Veganism seems to be an 

orientation more than an identity 

for you.  Yes. veganism shouldn’t be 

the goal of life itself. It should be one 

of many lifestyles whose aim is to 

make the world a better place. I know 

some people who refuse to sit down 

for a meal if there isn't meat involved. 

For them, going meatless and vegan 

just one meal a day would cut their 

meat consumption by 30%.

I understand the menu at Vegetus is 

100% vegan.  Right. Our menu items 

are 100% vegan, completely free of 

eggs and dairy products like cream. 

Just like the rest of us, vegans have a 

sweet tooth, but 100% vegan desserts 

are hard to come by. Some vegan 

customers will walk in and buy one of 

everything on our dessert menu.

It’s interesting how the most 

So you’re not a full-blown vegan.  

Exactly. Some strict vegan customers 

will walk into the shop and the first 

thing they ask me is whether I'm 

vegan or not. My answer is “I'm a 

flexitarian, not a full vegan.”

Flexitarian. That's 'vegan-oriented', 

yes?  Heightened interest in veganism 

among Koreans has meant an increase 

in vegan-oriented people. These 

people will generally try to keep 

their diet centered on vegan foods, 

‘Veganism for everyone’ : Jeong Dajeong of 

vegan restaurant Vegetus in HBC sees a future 

where everyone can casually ‘go vegan’ every 

now and then.

Making the World a Better 

Place Through Food 
Jung Dajeong, CEO of Vegetus

Address  59 Sinheung-ro, Yongsan-gu, Seoul

Contact +82-70-8824-5959
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Go Vegan

Jeon Beomseon is the vocalist of the 

band of ‘Jeon Beomseon and the 

Yangbans’ and a social activist for 

animal liberation and veganism. He is 

also CEO of the Pulmujil Bookstore 

for the humanities, and ‘Durumi’ 

publishers.

10
1

Vegan and animal rights activist - 

that seems to require  a lot of work.  

It is. I was a founding member of 

the animal rights movement ‘Animal 

Liberation Wave’. As a member of 

the advisory committee, I help plan 

lectures and participate in policy 

design. A core message of Animal 

Liberation Wave is ‘Go Vegan’. But 

when told to go vegan, people aren’t 

sure what to eat, and where to find 

vegan food. There weren’t many 

vegan restaurants back in 2017, which 

is why I decided to open one myself. 

My temple food restaurant ‘Sosik’ is 

intended to pioneer a vegan culture 

indigenous to Korea. Also, humanities 

bookstore ‘Pulmujil’ will be working 

with ‘Durumi’ publishers to publish 

a Korean version of the book <How 

to Create a Vegan World>. I'll be 

participating as one of the translators. 

What is the message behind your 

restaurant ‘Sosik’?  The message of 

the Animal Liberation Wave (ALW) - 

‘stop the massacre’ - is necessarily 

aggressive. It’s a powerful political 

message designed to show people the 

Jeon Beomseon, 

CEO of Pulmujil Bookstore
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shocking truth behind concentrated 

animal feeding operations, or factory 

farming. But alongside this shock 

therapy we needed a positive 

message as well. Upon hearing the 

Animal Liberation Wave’s message, 

people might ask ‘so what can I do to 

help?’. In response, instead of crying 

STOP THE MASSACRE, we could say 

‘here, try this - it’s good’. Enter Sosik. 

The response I'm looking for from 

people who eat at Sosik is ‘yeah, I can 

see myself eating this every day.’ The 

profits from the restaurant’s positive 

message will be donated to the ALW, 

and the two will grow together.

The domestic vegan market is 

seeing some conspicuous growth. 

What’s your take on this as owner 

of a vegan restaurant?  Limitless 

potential and marketability. Recently 

the foundations have been laid for 

a vegan startup ecosystem. Many 

investors and entrepreneurs have 

turned to veganism due to health 

concerns, and interest is growing 

in the vegan and meat alternatives 

markets. As for Sosik, we've closed 

down temporarily to prepare for the 

next big step. We're seeing a lot of 

potential in the Korean market, and 

are meeting with investors to turn 

Sosik into a full-fledged restaurant 

business engaged in vegan food 

products manufacture to ready-to-eat 

meals, takeout and delivery. 

The ‘Beyond Burger’ has made its 

way into Korea, and Korean-based 

alternative meat manufacturers are 

also entering the scene. How will 

you set yourself apart from these?  

‘Impossible Foods’ and ‘Beyond Meat’ 

are American unicorn startups. Their 

success owes to the fact they were 

able to substitute the burger patty, 

which is staple in the American diet. 

That’s not the case here. Here, we 

need products to substitute foods 

commonly found on our own dinner 

table - dakgalbi, jeyuk-bokkeum and 

Korean fried chicken, for example. We 

need a company that can seamlessly 

substitute the chicken or pork we 

Koreans love so much. Think ‘vegan 

Korean barbecue.’ As a Seoulite and 

a vegan, I’ve long been waiting to 

see these recent changes. I hope 

to see Sosik grow into a symbol of 

independence for the Korean vegan 

market. By the way, ‘Sosik’ is Korean 

for veganism (蔬食).

What makes Seoul 2020 a fun place 

to be as vegan?  I have to say it’s 

visiting all the new vegan restaurants 

out there. There’s definitely a sense of 

progress. Honestly, things were pretty 

lonely when we first started the ALW. 

We were the only animal rights group 

in Korea, and we were advocating a 

bunch of concepts nobody here had 

ever heard of : animal rights, equality 

of species, opposition to speciesism, 

animal liberation, the like. It was 

lonely and hard work, and there 

weren’t many people who identified 

with us. But over the last two to 

three years, Seoul's vegan culture 

and industry have exploded. It’s like 

an endless stream of people coming 

over to our side. Of course, not all 

vegans are ALW activists, but it's 

rather encouraging to know so many 

people think like we do. We still have 

a ways to go, but it’s rewarding work 

and we’re feeling very optimistic.
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‘Veganism’ is a rising trend among the world's youth today. Will veganism 

be a passing fad? Or, will it endure as a lifestyle for the future? Veganism 

is both a dietary practice and a system of values gaining popularity the 

world over. Vegan refers to foods and products made without using or 

killing animals, while a vegan is a person who consumes vegan foods and 

products. Veganism is the value set behind vegan practices.

People’s value systems vary from 

individual to individual, giving great 

variety to the types of veganism and 

plant-based diets practiced out there, 

but some of the more established 

and better-known ones are introduced 

below. First, ‘vegetarians’ all share a 

plant-based diet, and can be classified 

according to what animal-based food 

groups they also consume. A vegetarian 

allows himself to eat only food products 

that can be obtained without killing the 

animals that provide them, such as eggs 

or dairy. The practice of vegetarianism 

has been around far longer than 

veganism, and has often had religious 

significance. But in fact, vegetarianism 

even precedes the Buddhism it is 

commonly associated with. A vegetarian 

who allows eggs in her diet we call an 

‘ovo-vegetarian’, while someone who 

eats plants only but also dairy would 

reduced meat consumption) have also 

sprung up recently.

But there’s more. ‘Fruitarians’ have 

an even more strict diet than vegans, 

getting most of their nourishment from 

fruit. ‘Macrobiotics’ will eat all parts of 

seasonal plants - leaves, roots, husks, 

skins, peels, rinds and all. Taking in the 

entire plant makes their diets rich in 

dietary fiber and also contributes to 

reducing food waste. Another popular 

trend is ‘raw food’, which involves 

preparing plant-based food ingredients 

using only temperatures that do not 

damage their natural enzymes. Similar 

to the ‘raw food’ diet is the whole foods 

plant-based diet, or WFPB. People who 

practice WFPB avoid food additives 

and heavily processed foods. The keto-

vegetarian adds vegetables to the high-

fat, low-carb ketogenic diet.

If vegetarianism has been around 

since ancient times, what is the reason 

behind its recent popularity under 

the moniker of ‘veganism’? Globally 

speaking, there are three main reasons 

: The first, animal ethics. Concern for 

environmental protection is second, 

and last but not least is personal 

health. Then what plant-based diet is 

right for you? Of the diets mentioned 

in the above, which one is best? Is it 

‘veganism’? The right answer varies 

from person to person. The important 

thing is to ‘choose the one that fits best, 

and run with it’. Veganism definitely 

has its advantages. But one shouldn’t 

suddenly force a radically different 

diet on oneself, or insist on a dietary 

habit that doesn’t work. You might first 

be a flexitarian, gradually cutting back 

on meat consumption, and you could 

explore vegan cooking at home over the 

weekends. Someone working a 9 to 5 

office job with frequent business travel 

will not have the time to prep WFPB 

meals at home, and suddenly going on 

an extreme fruitarian diet is obviously 

not going to end well. Going about 

veganism the wrong way can be taxing 

on your body and lifestyle, and most 

likely will give you the impression that 

veganism is hard to sustain.

Variety in the things we have available 

to eat is growing daily, with new food 

options appearing one after the other. 

From the progress of the food industry 

we reap the benefit of diverse, high-

quality and readily available food 

products - at a cost. But it's hard to 

draw the line from our neatly vacuum-

packed sirloins and nubuck boots to 

the innocent-eyed flesh-and-blood 

calves they come from. That said, it 

wouldn’t be feasible to stop all related 

industries outright. Ultimately, it comes 

down to the consumer. What is key 

is that we are provided accurate and 

verified data on all food products - 

vegan or otherwise - so that consumers 

may make an informed choice. Food 

products themselves are innocent, but 

our ambient environments and state 

of mind have a major influence on our 

diets. Perhaps we should stop hurting 

ourselves by eating wrong, and stop 

turning to food for comfort. Maybe we 

should first study what foods suit us 

each best, establish a proper system 

of values regarding diet, eat smart, get 

healthy, and not get hurt by what we 

eat. Then our country could become a 

robust community where people with 

diversified and healthy value systems 

work together harmoniously.

Livestock resources are limited, and 

humankind is seeking new sources 

of food. Another trend of our time 

is conscientious food spending : 

sparing no cost on eating only what 

one considers right. Vegan is not yet 

quite mainstream, but I feel people's 

perceptions changing literally from one 

day to the next. Veganism as we know 

it began in Europe, and naturally we are 

late starters in the field. But combining 

veganism with traditional Korean cuisine 

and temple food culture will surely 

give rise to a wealth of new uniquely 

Korean vegan foods and flavors - flavors 

which will captivate the world’s taste 

buds. In keeping with recent growth in 

the vegan population, society is being 

pushed to accommodate veganism 

in food products and diets. Obviously 

we cannot force veganism on all food 

products, but I trust there will come a 

day where vegan options are readily 

available everywhere (restaurants, 

public places, institutional food services 

at schools and the armed forces, etc.). 

Until then, it’s up to people like myself 

out in the field to pave the way for 

people to more easily and conveniently 

open up to vegan culture.

Hwang Yeonghui, a former civil servant at the Ministry of Food and Drug Safety is founder and head of the Korea Agency of Vegan Certification and Services, Korea’s 

one and only vegan product certification body. The agency was established with the aim of providing a credible certification scheme for safe vegan products. 

be a ‘lacto-vegetarian’. Vegetarians who 

eat both eggs and dairy are ‘lacto-ovo-

vegetarians’, and those who eat fish and 

white meat such as chicken are ‘pesco-’ 

and ‘pollo-’ vegetarians, respectively. 

There are some who place themselves 

on vegetarian diets from time to time, 

who call themselves ‘flexitarians’ 

(flexible vegetarians). New terms 

such as ‘intermittent vegetarian’ or 

‘reducetarian’ (people with consciously 

There’s No 
Right Way to 
be Vegan
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Seoulites Eat 
the Future

Seoul is a city poised for the future. Food tech, shared 

kitchens, smart farms and robot kitchens. Technology and 

business model development and institutional reforms to 

transform future food culture are underway.

Smart Farms Are Already Among Us  Kang Daehyeon, Vice President of Farm8

Taste and Health  Kim Yongwoon, CEO of MyB

Information Equality Transforms Industry  Jung Saebom, CEO of Springonward

Nurturing Would-Be Restaurateurs  Jeon Hwaseong, CEO of CNT Tech(Kitchen Incubator, Seoul Startup Hub)

Chicken Frying Robots  Kang Jiyeong, CEO of Roboarte

The Seoulite Diet Is Science  Park Jaeyeon, CEO of Doctor Kitchen

Snacks, Curated  Jang Insu, Director of Snackfor

An Invite to the Mundane  Song Jeyun, CEO of Dr.Diary

A Marketplace in the City’s Core  Jo Hyewon, Director of Seoul City & Local Exchange Platform

A Restaurateur Meets Tech  Lee Wonseok, CEO of Delivery LAB

Column - On the Transformation of Our Future Diets with Food Tech of Our Future Diets by Food Tech Hwang Seongjae
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Smart Farms 
Are Already 
Among Us
Kang Daehyeon, 

Vice President of Farm8

Smart farms aren’t science fiction. They’re actually 

among us already. That to-go salad you picked up at 

the convenience store this morning contains smart 

farm-grown leafy greens. Kang Daehyeon is vice 

president at Farm8, a leading player in Korea’s smart 

farm industry. Kang insists that the smart farm, a most 

specialized form of agriculture, at the end of the day 

has to do with the essence of life itself: good eating.
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smart farm produce can be used on a 

daily basis in our everyday lives - be it 

in convenience store-bought salads or 

fine dining restaurant garnishes.

Where do you think Korean smart 

farm technology currently stands? 

As for us, contracts have been 

signed with customers in Mongolia 

and Singapore, and negotiations are 

ongoing with potential clients in the 

Middle East and Southeast Asia. Two 

factors are key in ensuring successful 

program exports : that the model 

be adaptable to overseas settings, 

and that real-time monitoring and 

troubleshooting of the systems is 

possible without actually dispatching 

engineers from Farm8 headquarters. 

Japan is our biggest export 

competitor, and Farm8's product 

has been quite well-received by the 

overseas markets.

You recently partnered with the 

system was not sufficient. We 

recognized the need for technological 

independence, and the following year 

we implemented a new smart farm 

tailored to Korean dietary culture and 

its highly developed ‘ssam’ culture.

Technological independence. Does 

that cover both the hardware and 

software aspects? That is correct. 

While for the first ten years, the focus 

of operations was on the cultivation 

itself of plants through smart farms 

and processing salads using these, we 

found that in order to further enhance 

the quality of produce, hardware 

improvements were needed. Instead 

of using commercially available 

hardware, we set out to build our own 

smart farm hardware from scratch 

to provide an optimum environment 

for cultivation. Our smart farm plant 

company was established in 2017, and 

through use of LEDs and plastic racks 

with a model based on Japan’s. The 

focus in Europe was on developing 

automation technologies, and in the 

US, where NASA invented the first 

smart farms as part of extraterrestrial 

human settlement projects, smart 

farms were either limited to small 

urban regeneration applications or 

were on a scale too large to scale 

down to Korea. The circumstances in 

Japan were most similar to ours. The 

Japanese model was an adequate 

fit as the country’s climate is similar 

to that of Korea, with four distinct 

seasons, and that vegetable cultivation 

centers on vegetables intended for 

consumption.

Farm8 started in 2004 as a sprout 

farm. When, and why did you switch 

over to your current smart farm 

system? The sprout market peaked in 

2006 and ceased to grow further. We 

turned our attention to salad processing 

and distribution, as overseas cases 

had proven the more advanced an 

economy becomes, the greater the 

demand for salad. Smart farms were a 

potential solution to ensuring sufficient 

availability of high-quality vegetables 

year-round. We visited and studied 

smart farms the world over.

What overseas cases are your smart 

farms modeled on? We started in 

2009 with just 200 square meters, 
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Kang Daehyeon, Vice President of Farm8
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developed in-house, equipment and 

facilities costs were more than halved. 

These efforts will lead ultimately to 

more affordable vegetable prices for 

end consumers.

Your current focus is cultivating 

leafy greens for ssam. Do you plan 

to diversify in the future? Current 

research is on smart farm cultivation 

of highly import-dependent wasabi, 

strawberries due to their high market 

demand, and also medicinal plants for 

use by pharmaceutical companies, 

bioindustry and cosmetics. A portion 

of the vegetables we process and 

distribute is at the moment supplied 

by other vendors. We aim to bring 

the percentage of produce cultivated 

in-house and by other smart farm 

vendors up to 80% in the near future. 

Smart farm produce is environmentally 

friendly. We aim to diversify so that 

sanitary and environmentally friendly 

Although Japan, the U.S. and the 

Netherlands have leadership in 

smart farm technology, the plants 

we typically eat are different 

from theirs and require different 

growth environments. Doesn’t 

that necessitate development of 

proprietary technologies? Even 

with the same type of vegetable, 

Korean-grown breeds have different 

characteristics. To make for a system 

able to cultivate the vegetable types 

preferred by the Korean market, it 

was necessary to make adjustments 

to temperature, carbon dioxide, light 

intensity and quality conditions, and 

simply borrowing another country’s 
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making programs by reservations. The 

cafes are especially popular, usually 

full of people. Additional Metro Farms 

will be opening soon in Cheonwang, 

Euljiro, and Chungjeongno stations.

How present do you expect Smart 

Farms to become in our daily lives? 

While smart farms will not be able 

to completely supplant conventional 

agriculture, they will definitely play 

an important supplementary role in 

the future. The industry has massive 

government backing in China and 

Japan, and each time I visit I'm 

startled by how much the technology 

has progressed and made its way into 

the lives of the public. Smart farms 

Corporation to open ‘Metro Farms’ 

in Dapsimni and Sangdo stations. 

Why the subway, of all places? 

If we were to classify smart farm 

demand, there are two major sides 

: farmers who wish to produce and 

sell smart farm produce, and urban 

regeneration. A lot of space has been 

freed up in subway stations recently, 

and the Seoul Metro Corporation was 

looking for ways to make better use 

of the space, reaching out to us as 

well. The idea for Metro Farms came 

from England, where air raid shelters 

from WWII were being used as smart 

farms. I’ve been there myself, and 

while the quality of the produce was 

rather sub-par, what was far more 

important than that was that they 

started the bold undertaking a full 10 

years ago. We thought the model had 

potential in Korea as well.

How do these Metro Farms 

operate? The Metro Farms are divided 

into a smart farm section, a cafe 

where beverages and salads are made 

using plants cultivated on-site, and a 

section where visitors can experience 

smart farm technology firsthand. The 

facilities are open to all members of 

the public, offering tours and salad-

making classes by reservation. We 

offer tours and smart farm salad- W
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aren’t just the near future; they’re very 

much the present. 10 smart farms 

were opened in Korea in 2008 as part 

of a government initiative, but all ten 

closed. The government is naturally 

rather conservative when it comes 

to backing smart farm technology, 

but success models like Farm8 will 

soon convince the government to get 

behind the technology again. Driving 

through the countryside, we see 

thousands of vinyl greenhouses on 

both sides of the road. Smart farms 

will soon be everywhere too, although 

probably not in such numbers. But 

who knows? (chuckles)
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Taste and Health
Kim Yongwoon, CEO of MyB

Kim Youngwoon of MyB does healthy food 

that you can actually enjoy

The ‘MyB meals’ service provides 

home meal replacements with a 

foundation in wellness. What's the 

story behind it? I was a personal fitness 

trainer with college degrees in physical 

education and business administration. 

Talking to the people at my gym, I 

found many of them had a harder time 

maintaining a healthy diet than getting 

themselves to work out. I too had a 

freezer full of chicken breasts, and I 

would pinch my nose closed as I forced 

them down telling myself it was for my 

own good. I saw potential for healthy 

foods that people can actually enjoy, and 

started a business in fresh diet foods.

What sort of effort goes in to making 

‘healthy food’ you can enjoy, not 

endure? Like you said, the emphasis is 

on taste, so that people who are dieting 

don’t have to bear through their meals. 

Our tteokbokki, for instance, has less 

sugar and calorie content while being 

high in proteins and dietary fibers. The 

rice cakes are made with 100% whole 

wheat flour, and the sauce contains 

a tiny bit of sugar mixed with various 

natural ingredients. The market today has 

a lot of natural sweeteners that can be 

used as sugar substitutes, but simple 

one-to-one substitution isn’t enough to 

create the sweetness we’re accustomed 

to. We mixed and matched the various 

substitutes available and found a mix 

ratio that’s as close to real sugar as 

possible.

Any memorable feedback? Two parents 

parents whose kid had a serious case of 

atopic dermatitis told us their child could 

have all of our ice cream he wanted 

without feeling itchy. Another customer 

sent us a long text telling us she was a 

diabetic and her health improved vastly 

after using our meals. It made us proud, 

and we learned the products we make 

could be suitable for patients suffering 

from certain illnesses. That’s what 

inspired our catchphrase : ‘For the right 

to eat healthy and enjoy it’.

The health food market is overheated 

to say the least. How can a customer 

select the best product? Honestly, 

it’s not easy. Many products come out 

of the same plant and are just branded 

differently, and in this market, even the 

largest corporate players will frequently 

have quality issues. That said, I'm not 

trying to brag, but (laughs) MyB Meals 

started out with fresh foods in the first 

place, and five years in, our R&D team is 

at the top of the game : We're the first 

and currently the only company in Korea 

that can manufacture, advertise and 

sell HMRs as ‘weight control dietary 

formulas’ under the Food Sanitation Act.

The HMR market overseas is far 

more stable and larger in scale. 

Do you think ‘Korean’ wellness 

food products will be competitive 

overseas? Infinitely so. The competitive 

edge of Korean cuisine doesn’t come 

from certain star dishes, but from the 

overall healthiness of it. I saw a need for 

healthy Korean cuisine-based HMRs at a 

show in LA last year, and meetings with 

buyers followed immediately.

Tell us about your plans for the near 

future. Our new business area will be 

‘medifood’. A customer survey a few 

years back revealed around 15% of our 

customers use our meals to manage 

chronic illnesses. We partnered with 

a clinic specializing in treatment of 

endocrine dysfunction to study patients 

for around three months, then launched 

products tailored to their needs. The 

products had great promise with 

some 70% of customers returning to 

make additional purchases, but we 

had to abandon the venture as it turns 

out therapy-related foods are strictly 

regulated under the Food Sanitation Act.

Now I'm in my sixth year heading 

the operation and I'd like to see the 

company develop an organizational 

culture of its own. Our staff turned 

down major corporations to get this 

startup on its feet. I want the business 

to be about these people who made it a 

reality, and help them grow individually. 

If that individual growth translates into 

growth for the company, then all the 

better.
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and the cafe show held annually at 

COEX attracts upwards of 150,000 

visitors. The cafe market currently 

stands at approximately 30 trillion 

Won. But to date, there has been 

no single online platform where the 

various players in the cafe market - 

manufacturers, logistics firms, cafes, 

consumers - could share information 

amongst themselves.

Why online? Obviously there are 

fine offline academies run by the best 

baristas, and cafe entrepreneurship 

programs. But it’s not as easy as it is 

online to acquire information across 

all areas. There have already been 

cases in other sectors where the 

online market has been innovated by 

reducing the information imbalance, 

and these convinced me the same 

could be done with cafes. Before 

The more you know about the field, 

the better of an idea you will have 

of how to get started. But even the 

most knowledgeable coffeeheads 

will run into unexpected obstacles. I 

encourage those people to go outside 

and share their problems with others 

and draw on collective wisdom to find 

solutions, instead of eating away at 

themselves from the inside out. They 

could use the community page at 

ONEDO, for example.

How do you choose your partner 

roasteries? We have a coffee 

expert at the company. He leads a 

regime of tests. The most important 

consideration is finding places who 

identify with our mission and can stay 

in it for the long run. Being registered 

on our platform doesn’t mean the 

orders will immediately start rushing 

launching my own business, I was 

in the services development team at 

‘Yanolja’. The lodging industry is worth 

60 trillion Won but was still confined to 

old-fashioned offline methods. Yanolja 

migrated all of their price information 

online, and turned the market on its 

head. I found this intriguing while 

working there, and I developed a firm 

conviction that I wanted - and could - 

innovate the cafe market.

How can people use this service? 

Register and follow the guide. Any 

registered member can post on our 

community page. The system allows 

users to acquire all the information 

they need without investing too 

much time, making use of our Q&A 

and in-community search functions. 

There are also group buying programs 

through which cafe owners can buy 

beans at almost half the usual prices. 

We're about to register more than 

2,000 other cafe-related supplies. 

The cost of syrups, powders and 

other non-coffee bean cafe supplies is 

substantial, amounting to 30% of total 

revenues on average. Group buying 

to lower prices can make cafes much 

more competitive.

It’s a huge market with a low entry 

barrier, meaning cafes will pop 

out of nowhere and disappear just 

as easily. Any advice for people 

looking to start their own cafes? I 

asked the exact same question to the 

people running our partner roasteries. 

Everyone told me the same thing : 

you need to really like coffee. They 

added that to really like something is 

to be knowledgeable about it as well. 

You launched the platform ‘ONEDO’ 

in February. How is it different from 

existing coffee bean sale services? 

ONEDO is about more than selling 

product for profit. It’s a community 

marketplace aimed at improving 

and innovating the unreasonable 

information imbalance in the cafe 

market through group buying.

What sort of information 

imbalance? People trying to get their 

own cafes started often don’t know 

where to start. Information is hard to 

find on the type of equipment they 

need, where to buy their beans, how 

to organize their menu and recipes, 

and current cafe trends. This is a 

classic example of an information 

imbalance. There are some 90,000 

small cafe owners in Korea. Coffee 

consumption is increasing every year, 

Information Equality 

Transforming Industry
Jung Saebom, 
CEO of Springonward

Jung Saebom of Springonward is a believer that 

the quaternary industry of information will help 

innovate the structure of business. Her first 

attempt to prove this potential deals with the 

coffee industry.

in, after all. One thing that’s for sure is 

that these individual roasting houses 

will have a platform on which they 

can reach out to consumers without 

having to hire sales and marketing 

staff or waiting for next year's cafe 

show. That’s another one of the 

reasons we exist.

What sort of service do you want 

to be for consumers? We’d like to be 

the go-to service for would-be cafe 

owners, people who want to buy the 

best beans out there, people who are 

curious what cafes are nearby. We 

want ONEDO to be ‘the place’ for all 

things coffee and cafe. We hope to 

launch similar services overseas in 

the future, and once this ‘community 

marketplace’ model is proven, we 

hope to expand into other industries 

as well. W
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Nurturing 
Would-be 

Restaurateurs

The Seoul Startup Hub is the control tower for entrepreneurship in the city, 

linking the 45 startup support centers across Seoul and executing startup-

related policies. The hub’s kitchen incubator provides restaurant industry 

consulting and recipe evaluation services for aspiring entrepreneurs looking 

to get started in the business, helping them grow into industry professionals.

Jeon Hwaseong, CEO of CNT Tech
(Kitchen Incubator, Seoul Startup Hub)
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The Kitchen Incubator is described 

as a project aimed at helping 

those looking to start businesses 

in food culture and food products. 

The Kitchen Incubator at the Seoul 

Startup Hub provides incubating 

and shared kitchen services to F&B 

business entrepreneurs. Applicants 

are screened, and candidates - 'food 

makers' - who pass enter the program. 

Strong public sector support gives food 

makers the chance to develop and sell 

their product.

What sorts of programs does the 

investors.

The space is divided between shared 

and private kitchens. The biggest 

advantage of our space is access to 

our shared kitchen. Developing and 

testing menu items is the single most 

important activity in the restaurant 

business. The extensive range of 

kitchen equipment helps program 

participants save on initial costs. Out of 

the private kitchens, they can sell the 

items they develop. Being able to test 

products on real market consumers 

allows them to idistinguish items with 

real potential from the duds.

 

I’ve noticed the private kitchens sell 

food during lunch hours. It's like a 

food court. More than 500 lunches sell 

out of the open kitchen daily. Orders 

are placed by kiosk, yielding sales 

data that shows which items sell best. 

The data also gives directions on how 

things can be improved.

How competitive would you say 

Kitchen Incubator operate? First, we 

have incubating programs for would-be 

entrepreneurs. Too often, development 

and testing comes after the business 

is established. This is a sure-fire way 

of increasing your chances of failure. 

Here, they can test before launching. 

Food makers in the program can learn 

and experience menu development, 

branding, management and product 

showings which are fundamental 

to F&B entrepreneurship. We also 

disseminate operational know-how 

through consulting experts and 

a given country is an indication of how 

advanced the culture there is. Seoul 

needs to be a place of great culinary 

diversity, and we need to provide 

environments where such diversity can 

be nurtured. Shared kitchens have a 

big role to play in that aspect. The more 

shared kitchens we have, the more 

creative and full-of-character items can 

be developed. Ultimately, it'll result in 

the more diversity in the foods we eat. 

12
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Jeon Hwaseong, president of CNT Tech, currently runs the Kitchen Incubator at Seoul Startup Hub.
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Seoulite food is? Overseas, the food 

here is cited as one of the reasons 

Korea is so strong in contents. The 

variety in Korean food is rivaled by few. 

To truly globalize Korean cuisine, the 

approach needs to be more systematic 

than it is right now. Introducing 

Korean dishes abroad successfully 

requires that we localize a bit, instead 

of insisting on preserving authentic 

flavors. Our incubating programs and 

shared kitchen provide space for trial 

and error. In the future, we could 

conduct experiments on localizing 

Korean cuisine for various foreign 

countries here. The more spaces like 

ours there are the more competitive 

Seoul’s food industries will become.

What positive effects do shared 

kitchens have on the food-

related industries of the future? 

When we travel overseas, what we 

eat constitutes a large part of the 

experience. Diversity in local eateries in 
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A robot restaurant. Why, and how? I 

used to be an investment expert helping 

out startups, and then I was inspired by 

an article I chanced upon in 2018. It was 

on a robotic kitchen at the restaurant 

‘Spyce’ in Boston, USA. They had robots 

preparing fast food meals and doing 

cleanup. I was impressed, and wanted 

to start something like that in Korea.

Of all the foods out there, why 

chicken? I’ve always been interested 

in businesses that transform our food, 

clothes and homes. That was true while 

I was in investment as well. I chose food 

because it's a popular activity - everyone 

does it. Then I had to identify an item 

people of all ages love and have often. 

Chicken is among our favorites in Korea, 

and above all the market is huge.

What was the single area you paid 

the most attention to before opening 

shop? Taste, of course. We're in the 

land of fried chicken, after all. As much 

attention was put into the recipe as 

our kitchen-frying robots. These robots 

operate according to a fixed recipe and 

churn out the same flavors time and 

time again.

It sounds like your robot restaurants 

will help manage time and resources 

more efficiently. The ultimate goal 

for Roboarte is making ‘one-person 

restaurant operations’ a reality. This 

will help reduce the burden of rent, 

the cost of ingredients, and labor costs 

while providing consumers with good 

food at more reasonable prices. Small 

restaurant owners will be able to keep 

up operations while being less impacted 

by the circumstances and issues 

surrounding them.

When robot restaurants become 

mainstream, how will they help 

the future food industry? First, the 

foods robots make will be sanitary and 

have consistent flavors. People won’t 

need to make sauces from scratch 

every time they put a dish together; 

simply fill the machine up with sauce 

and the robot squirts the right amount 

each time. Cleanliness and sanitation 

are also important considerations; our 

robots have been developed to be 

water washable. A second change will 

be lowering costs of entrepreneurship. 

There are many improvements and 

preparations remaining, but once the 

concept of a 1-person restaurant is 

Chicken-frying Robots 
Kang Jiyeong, CEO of Roboarte

A new fried chicken joint in Seoul is hardly 

newsworthy. That changes when it's a robot and 

not a person manning the deep fryer.
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established, many possibilities will open 

up for retirees and people considering a 

second job. 

How do you expect automation of 

food culture to change the foods of 

Seoul? I expect better environments 

for all people involved in food, from 

preparation to consumption. With 

robots assigned to the simple and 

repetitive task of cooking, the owners 

and staff at restaurants will be able to 

focus more on higher-quality services 

and better-tasting recipes. That’s more 

time and energy invested in flavors and 

quality, which matter most. And in turn, 

customers have access to better-tasting 

foods. The people involved get to work 

in a more human fashion, boosting 

quality. 

What will food tech do to make 

Seoul more competitive as a city? 

Let's think about why foreigners 

travel to Seoul. Seoul is a place where 

all aspects of convenience culture 

are assembled. Here, travelers have 

convenient access to a range of culture 

and experiences. Further development 

in the food tech industry will make for 

an even more convenient environment 

for the restaurant industry. With the 

added convenience on both the supplier 

and customer side of the food industry, 

Seoul will become an even more 

competitive destination.

Will the foods of Seoul become even 

tastier, even fresher than they are 

now? For sure. Foods in Seoul will 

become even further diversified and 

more delicious. Scanning the hottest 

restaurants in Seoul right now, one will 

find the menu items are immensely 

diverse and well-executed. Seoul offers 

flavors from all over the world, and 

alongside them a plethora of fusion 

recipes. W
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There isn’t a line in your resume 

that has to do with food. Where did 

the idea for individually tailored 

diets come from? I'm the type of 

person who always asks the question 

‘why’. Individualized meal programs 

are a necessity for patients, but back 

then they didn’t exist. I experienced 

the need firsthand when trying to 

choose a suitable place for my diabetic 

uncle to eat. I majored in business 

administration. I worked in strategic 

planning, management, consulting, 

and then a private equity fund before 

this. Drawing on my social experience, 

I searched for suitable business items 

with an emphasis on ‘things that 

should exist but don’t’ and ‘things as 

many people as possible can benefit 

from’.

Your offices have a lot more people 

working in them than I expected; 

you have a kitchen for R&D and 

a studio for photos as well. How 

would you describe the people 

at Doctor Kitchen? Dealing with 

therapeutic diets and appropriate 

solutions mandates that we draw on 

all the knowledge, experience and 

methodologies we can lay hands on. 

It’s a business model with high initial 

costs. We have marketing, design, 

IT and brand managing sections of 

course, and our R&D part is on the 

large side. Our people hail from : 

research, development, production 

operations, food processing, and 

cooking to name a few.

Your individualized meal programs 

consist of semi-finished ‘meal 

kits’. What are some advantages 

of meal kits over frozen meals? 

We recommend meal kits because 

consumers acquire positive habits 

while preparing them. Illnesses like 

diabetes, cancer and obesity require 

patients to manage their diets all their 

lives. The goal is to get patients in the 

habit of consciously managing their 

diets.

You’ve developed upwards of 540 

items. That has to come with risks. 

It’s the same reasoning as that behind 

our meal kits. Dietary therapy is a 

long-term commitment, and without a 

diversified menu, success is unlikely. 

We set out to cover three meals a day 

over the course of a lifetime; naturally 

the number of items is huge. We 

wanted to tackle the fundamentals of 

the problem, and ended up going the 

long way around. It’s only now that 

we're starting to achieve economies 

of scale. We're now seeing ordering 

patterns and are streamlining our menu 

accordingly.

I expect your meal programs 

have varied responses. Our meal 

program for diabetics has had the 

best response. These can currently 

be ordered only on our website, but 

given the average age of the diabetic 

population we will soon make them 

available offline too. Another target 

population is expectant mothers, 

10% of which experience gestational 

diabetes. These mothers can use 

our product to properly care for their 

unborn child as well as themselves. 

A lot of our meal programs for cancer 

patients are gifts, usually to cancer-

sufferers from their children. Our 

The Seoulite Diet is Science 
Park Jaeyeon, CEO of Doctor Kitchen

‘Doctor Kitchen’ develops and delivers meals for 

patients whose conditions require strict adherence 

to special diets.
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healthy meal programs for non-patients 

account for about 20% of sales, and 

are sought out by those after healthy 

diets and attitudes toward food.

In what ways will individualized 

meal programs affect the people 

of Seoul? Food categories have 

evolved, giving people more options to 

consume. Our products are designed 

for various stages of various conditions. 

By managing conditions from early 

on, patients can avoid becoming high-

risk. Our products are aimed at being 

indistinguishable from normal food. If 

our healthy options taste just like the 

real thing, then which way to go is a 

no-brainer.

How competitive would you say 

your individualized meal programs 

are on the global stage? There aren’t 

any massive corporations approaching 

diet as scientifically as we do. Globally 

there are 500 million diabetics, and 

many, many people are keen about 

vegan, gluten-free, low-carb high-fat, 

Mediterranean and other diets. We 

expect to do far better in overseas 

markets than in Korea.

It seems certain that individualized 

meal programs will be part of 

the food of the future. How do 

you expect them to contribute to 

making Seoul a more competitive 

city? We could see the ‘Seoulite 

diet’ become a real lifestyle option 

like the ‘Mediterranean diet’ you 

mentioned.  It would comprise tasty 

dishes made with healthy ingredients 

scientifically proven to match individual 

constitutions. Seoul would gain the 

image of a place whose residents eat 

scientifically without giving up the joy 

of taste food.

Other than individualized meal 

programs, what changes do you 

forecast in Seoul’s dietary culture? 

‘Seoulite flavors’ will become 

established. All things - become 

distinctively Seoulite in no more than 

10 years after they are introduced. We 

are a metropolis of fast followers. Right 

now, there are few foods in the world 

you won’t find served in some corner 

of Seoul. Our fine dining restaurants 

will come to have Seoul-style menus, 

and in ten years’ time, a unique identity 

will develop, attracting gourmets the 

world over.

What's in Doctor Kitchen’s future?  

We’re currently developing whole 

life cycle meal programs. That’s just 

one step ahead of ‘fully personalized.’ 

We partnered with the Department 

of Nutritional Science and Food 

Management at Ewha Womans 

University to develop an individualized 

meal program for menopausal women, 

and clinical trials are in progress. 

Other meal program targets are 

postpartum mothers and high school 

seniors preparing for the college 

entrance exam. We have especially 

high hopes for our offline store which 

is set to open in June. The store will 

give patients and healthy individuals 

alike easier access to Doctor Kitchen's 

diets.
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or because they come in packages 

too large for them to work through 

by themselves. We do snacks, 

beverages, fresh foods like salads, 

convenience foods like sandwiches, 

and also frozen foods. Even stationery 

if customers need it.

You assign dedicated personnel 

for corporate clients to stock and 

manage their snack pantries. At 

larger corporations, they run out of 

snacks before noon. Some even have 

to hire additional staff just to manage 

their pantries, and that’s where we 

come in as office supply managers. 

Such a face-to-face and logistics-

intensive service is only possible in 

Seoul.

Operating such a snack food 

curation service based on customer 

preferences must reveal snack food 

consumption patterns and trends, 

too. Exactly. Recently there has been 

a marked increase in request for 

healthier snacks. Increased demand 

for organic, low-fat and minimally 

processed snacks like sweet potato 

jerky has us contacting a range of 

potential vendors who produce these 

snack foods. Our future services will 

better match individual consumption 

patterns. 

Sounds like you'll need a pretty 

large database. For about two 

months before we got the business 

started, we scoured the city surveying 

supermarkets and specialty snack 

food stores to gather data, but it 

wasn’t enough. Then we came across 

the national databases utilization 

support program. We were given 

access to their databases, and 

the data contained within is being 

processed by the development team 

to work with our system.

What do processing food databases 

entail? Data processing is Snackfor's 

most important future direction. 

We’re developing a deep learning-

based automated curation system. 

To this point, we've had curators 

manually design product packages 

for customers. We want a more 

technical and scientific approach. The 

consumption data accompanying 

every snack food product will be 

distilled and automatically matched 

with client data.

How bright is the future for snack 

food subscription services? Well, 

our investors are delighted. It's hard 

to tell just how large the field is. At 

first, people doubted people would 

subscribe for the service since snacks 

are readily available all around us. But 

the results speak for themselves. 

Over the past three years, demand 

has been far greater than the supply 

we can manage. Once we have 

the automatic curation system 

established, we expect even faster 

growth.

What drives people to sign up 

despite the reservations and 

doubts? Convenience, individually 

tailored services, and novelty. I think 

the greatest appeal is that our service 

never gets old, since we consistently 

recommend new flavors.

Where is Snackfor headed? Stable 

implementation of our automated 

curation system, accompanied by 

further improvements in our services 

with a human touch. Our curators will 

keep their keen eyes and ears glued to 

our clients and respond immediately 

to their needs. Receiving feedback 

and making the right accommodations 

is still an area we can’t - and won’t - 

outsource to machines.

What's the story behind the snack 

curation service Snackfor? I was 

having lunch one afternoon in Pangyo 

with our co-founder Lee Woonghui, 

and we saw people from the offices 

nearby lugging around huge bags full 

of chips, biscuits and beverages. It 

reminded me of the 7 years I’d spent 

working in an office where I was 

the most junior staff member. That 

was a lot of IT brain being wasted on 

Snacks, Curated 
Jang Insu, Director of Snackfor

On the shoulders of the most junior staff in any 

Korean office falls the task of procuring snacks for 

the rest of the room. The same was the case at 

Jang Insu's workplace.
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stocking the office pantry. So we took 

it upon ourselves to fix things. 

Small-scale snack food subscription 

services already exist. What 

sets Snackfor apart? Our snacks 

are curated. There are thousands 

of snack food options out there, 

but consumers’ options are very 

constrained in real life. Most eat what 

they always have, either because 

they don’t know other options exist, 
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An Invite to the Mundane 
Song Jeyoon, CEO of Dr.Diary

Diabetes is a global illness, but the everyday 

lives of diabetics are fraught with inconvenience. 

Song Jeyoon of Dr. Diary is helping to make their 

struggle less lonely.

with a diabetic-friendly menu. But it’s not 

exclusively for diabetics, and also serves 

low-carb high-fat keto and dieter-friendly 

items. A diabetic’s diet requires sugar-

free, flour-free and low-carb nutrition, and 

a lot of the foods we can eat overlap with 

weight loss diets.

Still, there are foods that need to taste 

sweet. What’s your workaround? Our 

sugar substitute of choice is nahangwa 

(monk fruit), a naturally sweet plant-

based ingredient. It’s excreted without 

being broken down in the body, making 

it safe for diabetics to eat. Satisfaction 

levels with our ades and other beverages 

sweetened with monk fruit are very high 

among our clientele.

So what you’re doing is help diabetics 

and people who need to cut down on 

carbohydrate intake enjoy the lifestyle 

of healthy individuals. Exactly. Diabetes 

is extremely common in Korea, with one 

in every seven adults over 30 suffering 

from the condition. It could be you, a 

member of your family, or your partner. 

Even a slice of birthday cake or petit 

fours with coffee is forbidden fruit for 

these people. Like anyone else, these 

people have a sweet tooth. They deserve 

the small joys of life too. Our mission 

is to make that possible, and this is the 

work that makes us proud. 

Just three years in, you’re running an 

application service, shopping mall and 

even a cafe. Given your mission and 

drive, it’ll be interesting to see what 

comes next. Until now, the service 

has only provided general management 

for diabetics. We intend to implement 

an AI-enabled system within the year, 

performing analytics on users’ everyday 

dietary habits, sleeping patterns and 

the timing of their snack cravings. This 

will enable us to provide more closely 

individualized services.

How would you describe this 

service? Dr. Diary is a mobile 

application-based platform helping 

diabetics easily self-manage the 

condition, including dietary habits. 

Users record their blood glucose 

levels, diets and exercise patterns, and 

we provide monthly analytic reports 

and comments including simple 

guidelines. This allows patients to get a 

better picture of their current lifestyles 

and remain mindful of important 

precautions, as well as better explain 

their condition when visiting the 

hospital for checkups.

Of the numerous ailments around, 

what was it about diabetes that 

products we've developed in-house, 

and we’re adding a range of good 

products developed by both Korean 

and international manufacturers.

You also operate the cafe 

‘Mugadang’ (no sugar added) for 

diabetics. The menu seems no 

different from those in ordinary 

cafes. Once every month or two, 

we host offline classes for diabetics. 

Patients attending these classes and 

people from the online app community 

complained there wasn’t much on 

the menu at ordinary restaurants they 

could have, and americanos were the 

only thing they could have at ordinary 

cafes. That’s why we started a cafe 

caught your attention? I’m all too 

familiar with the hardships diabetics 

suffer. I’ve been a diabetic since the 

ninth grade. I studied electric and 

electronic engineering in college, 

where I dreamed of one day helping 

diabetics overcome their everyday 

difficulties.

The application comes with an 

online shopping mall. How do you 

go about merchandising? We knew 

a dedicated shopping mall service was 

crucial if the service was going to be 

substantially helpful to the everyday 

lives of diabetics. For diabetics in 

Korea, it’s difficult for to pick out the 

right products. The mall is built around 
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product lineup represented all regions 

of the country equally. In particular, 

various products made by small 

farmers using indigenous ingredients 

were chosen. These are hard to come 

by in other stores.

How are the people of Seoul 

supposed to benefit from this 

platform? Small and medium-sized 

farms are able to sell their special 

agricultural produce paying the 

lowest possible commissions, and 

consumers are guaranteed safe food. 

We host monthly marketplaces where 

consumers can purchase in-season 

ingredients directly from producers, 

epicurean gatherings built around 

our producers’ ingredients, cooking 

classes, and a number of other 

experiential events.

Tell us about the beginnings of 

the Seoul City & Local Exchange 

Platform. Before, many regions 

had merchant stores. These were 

venues utilized by sellers and buyers 

of foods alike. The City & Local 

Exchange Platform is a point of 1:1 

contact between regional producers 

and consumers, and a platform for 

cooperation and networking.

Which areas of the platform did 

you concentrate most on? We 

knew there had to be a measure of 

differentiation from the supermarkets 

and department stores we already 

have in Seoul. We arranged a system 

of direct transaction between seller 

and consumer, albeit that the Platform 

serves as a middleman doing sales 

on consignment. We also ensured our 

It has been about a year since you 

opened. How much has the platform 

grown? When we first started the 

Platform under the concept of a 

marketplace in the heart of the city, 

we had around 1,200 products from 

regions all over the country. We’ve 

more than doubled a year in, and 

the number stands at 2,700 plus. 

The people of the city have access 

to in-season foods and ingredients 

from all regions of the country, 

country, in addition to cultural content 

such as regional festivals. We are 

establishing ourselves as more than 

a one-dimensional market where 

products are simply sold and bought, 

and as a platform where cultural and 

communicative exchanges take place.

How has the consumer response 

to the platform been? Each product 

features the name of its producer, 

building consumer confidence. The 

low commissions ensure the regions 

that produce the products benefit 

most, while consumers are afforded 

the chance to purchase high-quality 

product at reasonable prices. The 

platform gives access to fresh seasonal 

food products which are otherwise 

hard to come by, and many would like 

to see the platform extended.

The cooperative network platform 

is one form the future food industry 

may take. What positive effects might 

such a platform have on Seoul? A 

contact point between small farmers 

and Seoul’s people. Expansion of sales 

channels. Bidirectional communication 

between seller and consumer. These 

will establish a sustainable and 

symbiotic environment for all involved. 

Through Seoul, regional economies will 

be stimulated. This is part of a virtuous 

cycle where everybody progresses and 

reaps benefits.

How do you think the foods of Seoul’s 

future are changing? Consumers are 

looking for added convenience and 

variety. They are also looking for healthier 

foods and ingredients. Even convenient 

pre-cooked foods are turning healthier 

these days. Another emerging class of 

consumer is after healthy sweetness. 

Instead of castor sugar or high fructose 

corn syrup, people prefer products 

sweetened with fruit-based ingredients 

or grain syrup, for instance.

Will the foods of Seoul become even 

tastier and fresher than they are 

now? Again, the point of emphasis with 

future foods is health. Consumers want 

A Marketplace 

in the City’s Core 
Jo Hyewon, Director of Seoul City & 

Local Exchange Platform

The foods of Seoul are changing. Interest is 

high in producing and consuming safely, and 

having fun doing it. Producers and consumers 

are brought together. The Seoul City & Local 

Exchange Platform is such a place.
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information on every piece of food 

or ingredient they buy. This ‘smart 

consumption’ involves convenient 

purchases while also sharing 

information on products bought. For 

today's consumers, good flavors 

are a must. But their food also has 

to be fresh and healthy. On top of 

that, others seek out diversified and 

unusual foods. Veganism is a notable 

dietary trend these days, and I expect 

the market for foods that promote 

human health while also protecting the 

environment to grow. As demonstrated 

by various plant-based butter and egg 

products, there is a definite need out 

there for healthy food that’s also tasty.
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compare quotes and be matched 

with suppliers offering reasonable 

conditions and prices. A lot of would-

be entrepreneurs without proper 

experience or information have also 

come to us. They've come to the right 

place.

The development of food tech 

like Order Hero - what's in it for 

the people of Seoul? Domestically, 

and especially in Seoul, there are 

a large number of entrepreneurs 

running or preparing to run their own 

restaurants. A large number of self-

owned restaurant businesses means 

dining culture in the city is  diversified. 

Smoothening out the food ingredients 

supply process will establish a sound 

distribution structure, which will in 

turn lead to advances in dining culture. 

Small restaurant owners have a hard 

time sourcing ingredients compared to 

larger franchises. By using our platform 

to ensure a stable supply of good 

ingredients, small restaurant owners 

will be able to focus more on branding, 

quality and service. The Seoulites who 

use these restaurants will enjoy better 

food and better service.

How is the quote comparison 

service improving the 

competitiveness of Seoul’s foods? 

Small self-owned restaurateurs 

commonly work 11 to 12-hour work 

days. A lot more goes into running a 

restaurant than might imagine. A large 

portion of the work goes into ordering, 

prepping and managing ingredients. 

Order Hero offers the benefits of 

food ingredient cost savings and 

stabilization of supply. Restaurant 

businesses planning to expand abroad 

also stand to benefit.

You launched the app ‘Order Hero’ 

last year. Could you tell us about it? 

Order Hero is a platform for comparing 

quotes from food ingredient suppliers. 

We match the food ingredients 

required by restaurants with the 

distributors able to match the 

lowest prices. What this means for 

entrepreneurs is less trial and error 

in ordering. Purchase histories are 

analyzed to produce data on how 

much a given establishment spends 

compared to others, identify the most 

commonly purchased ingredients, 

and suggest alternatives. The platform 

allows cost savings and monitors 

stock for improved efficiency.

A food ingredients quote 

comparison platform. It’s a novel 

idea. I worked around two and a half 

years at an IT firm, and by chance 

started a Korean restaurant. Running 

the restaurant, I experienced a lot 

of inconvenience with regards to 

sourcing ingredients. Around 80% 

of food ingredients are supplied by 

small and medium-sized companies. 

The market is substantial at around 40 

trillion Won in value, but the domestic 

market lacks a unified system. The 

market lacks even the most basic data 

for big data and AI to be harnessed. 

The Order Hero platform was 

developed to address the situation.

It’s already been a year since you 

launched the order hero app. My 

research before launching the platform 

indicated a need. A year in, the need 

has been confirmed. It's a need on the 

parts of both sellers and consumers.

Sounds like the response to the 

app is positive. I would say so. 

Restaurants are happy to be able to 

A Restaurateur Meets Tech 
Lee Wonseok, CEO of Delivery LAB

CEO Lee Wonseok of Delivery LAB, with 

experience in both IT and the restaurant 

industry, has developed the app ‘Order Hero’. 

He believes a stable and smooth supply of food 

ingredients will ultimately lead to advancements 

in our dining culture.
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On the Transformation of 
Our Future Diets 
with Food Tech

‘Food Tech’, a marriage of food and 

technology, is expected to transform 

o u r  f u tu r e  d i e t a r y  c u l tu r e .  H ow 

extensive, and in what direction will this 

transformation be?

We live in an age of tech. Tech is 

innovating all industries : we have 

fintech, insuretech, legal tech and 

proptech, just to name a few. To this 

backdrop, we are witnessing a new 

trend combining food with technology 

in an industry titled ‘food-tech’.

Today, a handful of people can operate 

large farms using AI-enabled smart 

farm technology. Mobile-integrated 

logistics technology means consumers 

can receive next-morning deliveries of 

the freshest products. Recent progress 

in technology has enabled robots to 

render services at customer contact 

points : robot servers, robot baristas. 

What will the impact of these changes 

be on our dietary culture of tomorrow? 

The tides of change will be threefold: 

The first tide, ‘substitution’. Advances 

in food science and technology are 

putting various food replacements 

on the market. Alternative meats 

are on the rise, powered by interest 

in environment, animal welfare and 

healthy eating. ‘Beyond Meat’, for 

instance, uses plant proteins to 

synthesize alternative meat. Their 

stocks more than doubled on their first 

The author, Hwang Seongjae, is Creative Director at tech-based restaurant startup ‘LOUNGE'LAB’. His life’s 

journey has seen major ups and downs : from the bottom of his class in high school to a KAIST Ph.D, the 

man is an inventor-turned-startup investor-turned entrepreneur.

day listed on the NASDAQ, reaching 

market capitalization of more than 

4 trillion Won. 'Memphis Meats,' 

culturing muscle cells in the lab, 'Just 

Egg,' making plant-based egg, and 

plant-based dairy maker 'Moofree,' 

are substituting conventional food 

products.

The second tide is ‘automation’. The 

robot restaurant ‘Spyce’ was started 

by four MIT mechanical engineering 

alumni. Here, robots prepare up to 

200 portions of star chef-designed 

recipes in an hour and even clean 

up after themselves.  At 'Creator', 

former Apple, Tesla, NASA and Walt 

Disney employees have an automated 

hamburger manufacturing process. The 

zero face-to-face contact automated 

restaurant model by 'Brightloom' has 

received investment from Starbucks.

The third tide of change is ‘simplification’. 

Home meal replacements and meal 

kits allow dishes to be made at home 

with little to no prep, and their demand 

is growing fast. The global COVID-19 

pandemic has led to an explosion in 

demand for meals without the need 

for face-to-face contact, and increasing 

numbers of single-person households 

are making simplified meals universal. 

The global and domestic HMR 

markets are worth 105 trillion and 2.7 

trillion Won, respectively. Harnessing 

technology in all aspects of the food 

technology, all the way up to customer 

points of contact, is enriching our 

experience of food culture. Food tech 

means customers can enjoy food 

with an added level of convenience. 

However, this progress and change in 

the food industry is not always rainbows 

and cotton candy. 'Zume Pizza' famous 

for robot-made pizza is on the brink 

of collapse, and burger patty-grilling 

robot 'Flippy' never took off. Unmanned 

spaces have run into management 

issues and inconveniences, and are 

disappearing quickly. Why is this 

happening? The reason is because the 

tech involved was designed around the 

supplier, not the user. The essences 

of food lies in ‘flavors’ and ‘health’. 

The use of technology must be to 

the end of reinforcing these essential 

characteristics, but in the examples 

above, that was not the case. There’s a 

reason it's ‘food tech’, not ‘tech food’.
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The Flavors in
Seoul’s Future

Turning Korea’s Flavors Global  CJ Cheil Jedang

Proper Foods for Our Sake and the Earth's  Hong Taegwan, CM of Frozen Foods, Food Marketing Headquarters, Pulmuone

And a Tablespoon of Our Soy  Kim Jeongsu, Executive Director of Sempio Food Company

Ramyun Chronicles  Samyang Foods

A Greed for Better Things  O Seunghun, Director of Marketing Headquarters, Nolboo

Tteokbokki as a Global Favorite  Kim Kwanhun, CEO of Dooki Topokki

Seoul - Think Almonds  Yun Munhyeon, CEO of Gilim International CO., LTD

Column - Food Platforms: Live and Let Live  Jung Donghyeon

An important attribute of flavors in Seoul is that they are ‘consistent and 

convenient’. This has been made possible by the presence of a massive 

food industry. There was a time not long ago when Seoul’s food and dining 

industries could be summarized as ‘instant’ and ‘franchised’. But now 

has come the age of quaternary industry, bringing with it diversification 

and advancement. Today Seoul’s food is represented by key words like 

‘home meal replacements’, ‘globalization of Korean cuisine’, ‘next-morning 

delivery’ and ‘organic’. 
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Turning Korea’s Flavors Global 
CJ Cheil Jedang

No discussion of Korean food as industry is complete without tracing the 

footsteps of CJ Cheil Jedang, Korea’s leading food corporation. What sort of 

food future are they painting? 
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What has CJ Cheil Jedang’s 

contribution been to the progress 

of Korean food industry?  CJ Cheil 

Jedang's business philosophy is to 

contribute to society and the country 

through enterprise. We started in 

1953 in the post-war devastation, with 

the mission of providing good food 

to a destitute and hungry country. 

We began with the bare necessities 

for life - sugar, flour and cooking oil 

- and expanded into processed food 

products. We are recognized as 

leaders of the food industry, helping 

new food culture take root in the 

country and advancing the industry. 

CJ Cheil Jedang’s business 

portfolio is incredibly diverse. Is 

there a single, encompassing vision 

or direction?  Clearly, the vision of CJ 

Cheil Jedang is ‘globalization of Korean 

cuisine’. In achieving this vision, it is 

important that Korean cuisine can be 

enjoyed conveniently by people the 

world over. We are without rival in the 

domestic home meal replacements 

market, with market-leading product 

lineups such as ‘Hetbahn’, ‘Bibigo’ and 

‘Gourmet’. Building on this success 

with even better products realized 

through innovative technology and 

R&D, we aim to stand shoulder to 

our flavors to better suit the dietary 

cultures of consumers in different 

regions. Also, the Bibigo marketing 

campaign has harnessed the power of 

popular culture, partnering with global 

music and sporting events such as 

KCON and the PGA.

By now, everybody has heard of 

‘K-food’. What is K-food for CJ Cheil 

Jedang?  Korean ‘cuisine’ brings to 

mind traditional Korean dishes like 

gujeolpan, but K-food, in particular the 

Korean food Bibigo brings to market, 

is all about the Korean food Koreans 

today eat on a daily basis. Bibigo 

reinterprets authentic Korean items in 

characteristic Bibigo fashion, making 

easy and convenient Korean dishes 

to be enjoyed by consumers both in 

and outside Korea. We make Korean 

food more approachable through 

localization in each country, all the 

while preserving a Korean identity. 

Recent food trends have turned 

away from large franchise 

restaurants to personalized and 

individualized frozen and processed 

foods. How is CJ Cheil Jedang 

leading and following this trend?  

At CJ Cheil Jedang we operate a 

Trend Strategy Team engaging in big 

data analysis of food product trends. 

The purpose of the team is to pioneer 

future markets. We have long been 

eyeing the future growth potential 

of home meal replacements, given 

the increase in one- or two-person 

households, the rising trend of dining 

alone, and a tendency to eat more at 

home. We are launching a sustained 

series of meal products that can be 

easily and conveniently prepared 

at home. Innovative HMR products 

under the ‘Bibigo’, ‘Hetbahn’ and 

‘Gourmet’ brands are being launched 

shoulder with global behemoths like 

Nestle. 

As you just mentioned, ‘Bibigo’ is 

an indispensable part of CJ Cheil 

Jedang’s story. What would you 

say is the secret behind the global 

success of the Bibigo product line, 

most notably your dumplings?  At 

the core of Bibigo’s success has been 

the standardization of production and 

product planning processes; this has 

allowed us to maintain consistent 

quality everywhere in the world. 

Together with this standardization, 

we conducted thorough market 

and consumer research to localize 
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through our differentiated R&D and 

manufacturing expertise, helping us 

preempt related markets.

The food corporations are getting 

a lot on their plate lately, in the 

form of environmental issues, the 

fast pace of ICT evolution, AI tech, 

and the popularity of platform 

businesses. How, and in which 

areas, is CJ Cheil Jedang preparing 

for the future of the food industry?  

Consumption of HMRs is forecast 

to increase at a rapid pace. A major 

area of R&D at CJ Cheil Jedang is 

developing packagings to reduce prep 

time and achieve better food quality 

for these home meal replacements. 

Examples of technology under 

development include special steam-

venting pouches which can be 

microwaved without tearing them 

open, technologies to retain moisture 

in the cooking process to guarantee 

moist and tender product, and new 

heat-generating packagings. We 

are capitalizing on our industry-

leading R&D capacity and technology 

innovation to maintain market 

leadership.

How, specifically, will CJ Cheil 

Jedang go about defining the 

flavors of Seoul and of Korea?  

Again, our number one goal is to 

globalize Korean cuisine and promote 

the excellence of Korean food the 

world over. The dream is to spark a 

real K-food fever. Our marketing staff 

is hard at work all over the world to 

this end. We have a Bibigo popup 

store at the Rockerfeller Center 

in Manhattan. Bibigo food trucks 

serve the general public in midtown 

Manhattan and at NYU. The point is to 

become part of the everyday lives of 

American consumers. We are building 

on the technical and brand marketing 

competencies we has built up at 

home to accelerate the spread of 

K-food through Bibigo products. Future 

plans are to captivate the world's 

diners by developing products based 

on the mainstays of Korean cuisine: 

rice and jjigae, mandu, bibimbap and 

bulgogi. 
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Pulmuone’s ‘thin-skinned, packed-

full’ dumplings are taking the 

market by storm.  Since the launch 

of the line at the end of March 2019, 

our brand has grown to a 20% 

market share in the dumping market, 

making us the second largest player 

in the market. Since last year, our 

competitors have launched their own 

new thin-skinned dumpling products. 

For sure, the dumpling trend for 2020 

is thin skin.

Where did the idea for these first-

of-their-kind dumplings come from?  

We definitely were the first in the 

market to attempt frozen thin-skinned 

dumplings. Change was long overdue 

in the domestic dumpling market, 

Proper Foods for Our 

Sake and the Earth’s
Hong Taekwan, CM of Frozen Foods, 

Food Marketing Headquarters, 

Pulmuone

Pulmuone used to be synonymous with tofu, 

bean sprouts and fresh food products. Today, 

the company is a rising contender in home meal 

replacements, and is growing fiercely overseas 

as well.

a consumer brand awareness survey 

last year showed dumplings were the 

third thing that comes to mind when 

people hear the name ‘Pulmuone’. It’s 

a massive change. Hot on the heels 

of our successful dumpling product, 

we launched our ‘golden brown 

fried rice’ and ‘no edge’ and ‘stuffed 

crust’ pizzas. These have also been 

immensely popular, putting us right 

up there with the leading players of 

the frozen home meal replacements 

market. Frozen HMRs are a global 

trend that’s here to stay. Being a 

general food corporation, Pulmuone is 

bringing innovative products to market 

to reflect the trends of the times. 

Will you be taking the ‘thin-

skinned, packed-full’ dumplings 

abroad?  They’re already in the 

Southeast Asian markets, and we 

are preparing to launch in the U.S. As 

well. Our strategy for the U.S., which 

is notoriously difficult for processed 

meat food products to enter, is 

to launch a version which uses 

alternative meat instead of the real 

thing. We expect a positive response 

from the market, as plant-based meat 

protein substitutes are receiving much 

attention there. Work is underway 

building local manufacturing plant 

facilities.

Last year, the company was 

immensely successful in the 

American market with Korean-

made kimchi.  We became the 

largest market player in kimchi just 

one year after entering the American 

mainstream market. Pulmuone's 

kimchi brand ‘Nasoya’ is sold at key 

supermarket chains such as Walmart, 

and comes in four types : sliced 

spicy, sliced mild, white, and radish 

mild. The obvious reason for success 

is because the product is ‘Korean-

made’. Given their nature, origin is 

of great importance for fermented 

foods. It’s the same with kimchi as it 

is with wines or cheeses. Only kimchi 

made in Korea can be called ‘Korean 

kimchi’. Another difference is that 

Nasoya kimchi targets the American 

local, whereas kimchis sold in the 

U.S. have traditionally been intended 

for consumption by the Korean expat 

community. 

It appears the focus of your 

business is shifting overseas.  We 

weren’t even 10 years old when we 

began knocking on the door of world 

markets. Our first overseas branch 

was in the U.S., established in 1991. 

We have been in the Chinese markets 

since 2010, with business centered 

on the regions of Beijing, Shanghai, 

and Guangzhou-Shenzhen. Starting 

this year, Pulmuone will pursue an 

even more aggressive global strategy 

through our existing overseas 

branches and offices, while entering 

new Southeast Asian and European 

markets as well.

What are some other aspects of 

Pulmuone’s future strategy, aside 

from expanding its presence in 

overseas markets?  Pulmuone was 

born in an age when the term ‘organic’ 

hadn’t even been coined yet. At the 

time, today’s ‘organic’ produce was 

referred to as ‘non-polluting’. 2017 

was our 33-year anniversary. Under 

the new corporate and brand slogan 

of ‘Proper Foods and Healthy Living 

for Our Sake and the Earth's,’ we set a 

goal for ourselves to become a leading 

global LOHAS (lifestyles of healthy 

and sustainability) corporation. Our 

7-part future strategy was announced 

in 2018, the strategy comprising the 

following : In the food culture aspect, 

which was for too long dominated 

by gyoza-style dumplings. It took us 

a full year and half from planning to 

launch. We started with the meat and 

kimchi-stuffed versions, followed by 

the Cheongyang chili pepper variant. 

Another thin-skin dumpling product is 

set to launch in the latter half of the 

year.

This is all a departure from 

Pulmuone’s long-standing brand 

image; Pulmuone was always 

a fresh food products company.  

That's accurate. Pulmuone's business 

has traditionally centered on tofu and 

bean sprouts. Our entering the frozen 

dumpling market was no spur of the 

movement move, though. Even so, P
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balanced nutrition, reducing sugar 

uptake, substituting meats and animal 

welfare, and in the healthy lifestyles 

aspect, healthy living and healthy 

cultural spaces.

The ‘LOHAS’ values of Pulmuone 

are in line with the values our age 

calls for.  It’s Pulmuone’s mission to 

be a corporation that respects nature 

and humankind. We have always been 

about sustainability and environmental 

friendliness. We make every we effort 

we can : reducing carbon emissions, 

reducing water use, environmentally 

conscious packagings, animal 

welfare...

Pulmuone’s environmentally 

friendly practices may usher in and 

lead a whole new age.  Pulmuone 

started in 1981 as a small vegetable 

store in Apgujeong-dong in the 

Gangnam district of Seoul. This was 

the first organic food store in Korea, 

selling produce organically raised on 

the Pulmuone Farm and by the Right 

Farming Association. Environmental 

consciousness is integral to the 

Pulmuone brand values, and will 

always remain a core principal.

Many advances in Korean food 

culture owe to Pulmuone.  Incomes 

and purchasing power increased 

across Korean society since the mid-

1980s, and people began seeking 

cleaner, safer foods. Pulmuone’s 

strategy of marketing non-polluting, 

pesticide-free foods was spot 

on. Actually, our own regulations 

were more strict than those of the 

government. We've long maintained 

all our ingredients and products 

be safe from chemical fertilizers, 

herbicides and preservatives. 

Explain the ‘principle of proper 

foods and ingredients’.  The principle 

mandates the use of non-hazardous 

materials, materials whose origin and 

histories can be tracked, and materials 

free of radiation, antibiotics and 

growth enhancers. We also avoid use 

of processed hardened oils, which 

contain trans-fatty acids. Pulmuone 

voluntarily excluded additives from 

tofu production early on.  This was 

a truly innovative move, since food 

processors at the time were free 

to use however much of whatever 

additives they wished.

Thanks to these unwavering 

principles, many people consider 

Pulmuone a maker of fresh and 

safe foods.  We invest heavily 

in ingredients management and 

technology development to keep 

things that way. We seek out farms 

able to cultivate safe produce, and 

have explored means of establishing 

contract cultivation practices. In the 

resulting supply structure, we partner 

with regional agricultural cooperatives 

and specialized farming corporations 

to receive the best product possible. 

What does it mean for an ingredient 

to be Pulmuone-compliant?  The 

bar is set very high. Pulmuone was 

the first company in Korea to adopt 

a ‘certified organic product scheme’. 

We have also adopted and enforce 

the ‘Environment friendly Agricultural 

Products Certification’ and ‘GAP (Good 

Agricultural Practices) certification’ 

schemes. Candidate ingredients are 

subjected to a rigorous preliminary 

inspection process by the Pulmuone 

Institute of Technology, and produce 

that passes residual herbicide and 

heavy metals screening and is 

certified as safe may be used in 

production. We also avoid GMOs 

(genetically modified organisms), 

only importing specific breeds from 

specific regions and countries.Aside 

from testing your ingredients, what 

other work does the Pulmuone 

Institute of Technology do?  The 

institute employs more than 160 

specialist researchers and is located 

in the Engineering Hall at Yonsei 

University in Shinchon, Seoul. They 

develop scientific methods for 

producing traditional foods, organic 

farming techniques, and technologies 

for food safety management. Our 

specialists developed Korea's first 

individually packaged tofu, tofu 

manufacturing techniques developed 

by the institute use only soybean 

and natural coagulants with minimal 

processing.

It sounds like the Pulmuone 

Institute of Technology has its work 

cut out for it.  They are vital to our 

entry into foreign markets as well. 

Pulmuone is the global number one 

tofu producer. We have R&D centers 

in four countries - Korea, the U.S., 

China and Japan - where we develop 

top-quality regionally tailored tofu 

products. The R&D centers are at the 

forefront of globalizing Korea’s tofu. 

The Pulmuone Institute of Technology 

will soon be relocating to a new facility 

with a total floor area of 7,000m2, 

and state-of-the-art facilities and 

equipment. This will be our outpost for 

new global products development and 

food technology research.
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You’ve been at the forefront of 

industrialization in the Korean jang 

(mother sauces) sector. Please take 

us through your story from the very 

beginning.  At the time it was an 

R&D office, not a center. I was sent to 

Japan for a year to train in ganjang and 

dwenjang manufacturing techniques. 

Before that, I had thought all ganjang 

and dwenjang were basically the 

same, there being maybe a handful of 

specialists. Now I head the Public 

Relations Headquarters, and give 

lectures as dean of our Dwenjang and 

Fermentation Schools. It’s not easy 

for people to make dwenjang the 

traditional way in Seoul today, so I train 

our staff on methods they can use in 

the modern home. Students also learn 

how to pick out the best dwenjangs.

1980 marked the transition from 

glass ganjang bottles to PET plastic.  

varieties at most. But in Japan I saw 

dozens of soy sauces and misos. I 

was determined to establish a similar 

system in Korea as well.

You are currently the dean of 

the ‘Dwenjang School’ and 

‘Fermentation School’.  I served as 

a plant manager from 2001 to 2006, 

and then was tasked with training our 

marketing staff, who had little to no 

field experience, to become industry 

We used to sell our ganjang in bottles. 

These would be collected, washed 

and reused. But many bottles came 

back damaged, and collecting and 

washing them was labor-intensive. 

This is why we became the first 

ganjang manufacturer in the country 

to adopt PET bottles. They were lighter 

to transport and handle, and made 

cooking much more convenient since 

they were a great deal lighter. As for 

the part-timers who used to wash 

the recovered bottles, they were all 

hired full-time the day the new plastic 

bottling equipment were installed.

It's said gan (seasoning to taste) 

is the most important element of 

Korean cuisine, and traditionally 

gan has been determined by the 

mother sauces. Mass production 

of these mother sauces must have 

had a tremendous impact on our 

tables.  Today, mass-produced mother 

sauces are so commonplace it’s 

hard to imagine, but when we first 

got started, the country was poor 

and everything was in short supply, 

including sauces. Our mass production 

made ganjang and dwenjang readily 

available to everyone, so that each 

household could produce and enjoy 

proper flavors in their home-cooked 

meals. Mass production made it 

possible for our fine product to reach 

large numbers of people, and these 

people could make proper-tasting food 

even if they didn’t make their own 

sauces. 

Fermented foods as an industry. 

It’s a rather hard idea to grasp.  A 

prerequisite for industrialization is the 

availability of technology. Numerous 

technologies are involved, but with T
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And a Tablespoon of Our 
Soy
Kim Jeongsu, Executive Director of 
Sempio Food Company

Gangjang (soy sauce) and dwenjang (fermented 

soybean paste) are found at every neighborhood 

store and supermarket in the country. You 

might be surprised how much work goes into 

these Korean mother sauces. We sat down 

with Executive Director Kim Jeongsu at Sempio 

Food Company.
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fermented foods, all technology boils 

down to ‘always maintaining the same 

flavors’. The effort involved is huge. 

Fermentation deals with the invisible 

: microscopic organisms. The work an 

industrialized fermentation company 

does can be summarized as keeping 

those microorganisms alive and well. 

Even the smallest bit of contamination 

must be avoided. And so properly 

managing microbes is a fermentation 

company’s technological prowess. We 

are as much a fermenting microbe 

company as we are a food company.

It’s no surprise Sempio was the 

first Korean company to establish a 

fermentation research institute.  As 

you probably know, our product isn’t 

expensively priced. We occupy 60% 

of the market, but our profits aren’t 

disproportionately huge. Our 30 billion 

Won investment into the research 

center, for instance, was a substantial 

commitment.

That means you aren’t able to 

immediately respond to trends of 

lifestyle changes with new products.  

We have a long history, and our 

research institute has a database of 

several hundred different microbes. 

‘Clear Joseon Ganjang’ product. We 

all take pride in that we were able to 

restore this mother sauce. After the 

launch, we wondered why people 

were so enthusiastic about Joseon 

Ganjang despite its low amino acid 

content. Research revealed the key 

was in the peptides contained within. 

YeonDu is a plant-based cooking 

essence that blends peptide-rich 

soybean fermentation broth and 

vegetable stock. It’s another product 

we're immensely proud of.

Of the dwenjang products the 

company has developed, which 

would you say has turned out 

best?  Definitely ‘Tojang’. It was 

launched in 2015 following a decade 

and a half of R&D, and was made 

following traditional methods to the 

letter. The original method calls for 

dried fermented soybean blocks called 

meju to be hung outside using rice 

straw. To recreate the process, we 

developed a technique where we 

cultured the microbes living in rice 

straw and inoculated each soybean. 

We designed machinery to pound the 

soybeans using the principles of a 

mortar and pestle, and then fermented 

the resulting paste at temperatures 

simulating the four seasons. All that 

goes in is soybeans, sun-dried salt, 

and water.

It seems all your products are made 

in the spirit of a master craftsman.  

Currently, all of our processes are 

automated. Before that, we would 

stay up all night cutting the hyphae 

(bacterial filaments) and covering 

and uncovering the soybeans with 

blankets to regulate their temperature. 

On a good day, we could smell the 

pleasant aromas even before we set 

foot in the office. Even today, with 

all the automation, our experts in our 

meju facility know whether or not the 

fermenting temperature is right. Even 

before the machines alert them.

There are some concerning changes 

recently. Single-person households 

are increasing in number, and 

people are tending to eat out of 

having food delivered than cook 

at home. Doesn’t this mean fewer 

sales of household products that 

form the basis of ‘home cooking’?  

We engage in the study of Korean 

dietary culture and Korea’s original 

flavors. We’ve shown people that 

cooking is a fun and uncomplicated 

undertaking, and develop recipes to 

make use of lesser-known ingredients. 

We know the importance and joy of 

‘home-cooked meals’ where a family, 

or even ‘aloners’ can sit down and 

take their time enjoying a simply 

prepared and tasty meal. We aren’t 

too concerned, and reviving the 

culture of home-cooked meals is just 

the type of thing we at Sempio do 

best.T
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Product development itself could be 

accelerated if we happen to have just 

the right microbe in the database, but 

still a fermentation period of at least 

six months is required. In the end, 

every new product we bring to market 

requires a lot of effort over a long time.

Was that the case with ‘YeonDu’ 

as well?  The development process 

started with soup ganjang (or Joseon 

ganjang). A lot of time went into R&D 

to restore traditional Joseon ganjang, 

which is made exclusively with water, 

soybeans and sun-dried salt, but by 

2001 we successfully developed the 
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The 60s: Calories over flavor  

The Japanese occupation and 

the subsequent Korean War had 

devastated the country, and even 

the earthenware jars where each 

household traditionally kept their 

mother sauces lay empty. Literally 

everything was in short supply, when 

a radical new product appeared on the 

scene to appease the nation’s hunger 

: ‘Samyang Ramyun’. A pack of Korea’s 

first ramyun cost just 10 Won when 

first launched in 1963. At the time, 

the state was encouraging barley 

and flour consumption to combat the 

national rice shortage, and Samyang 

Ramyun was immensely popular for a 

simple reason : high calories (576kcal 

in 120g). Samyang Ramyun was 

supplied to the armed forces and was 

a popular gift for wedding guests. The 

Maeil Business Newspaper carried 

an article on June 12, 1967 explaining 

that “those finding it too heavy for 

their taste might add some kimchi”. It 

was as true back then as it is now that 

ramyun and kimchi are a match made 

in heaven.

The 70s: The evolution of flavors  

Variety increased with the launch of 

Samyang Jjajangmyeon, Samyang 

Nu-myeon, Samyang Kalguksu and 

Samyang Naengmyeon; in 1972, 

Samyang launched their first cup 

noodles. Ramyun was the first ‘snack 

food’ that involved no cooking. In 

1976, the first automatic ramyun 

vending machines were installed 

at the Cosmos Department Store 

in Myeongdong; in front of Ewha 

Womans University and Kyunghee 

University; the Samyang Foods store 

in Susong-dong, and in front of Grand 

Bakery and Confectionery.

The 80s: the age of fast ramyun  

In anticipation of the 1986 Asian 

Games and 1988 Seoul Olympics, 

the industry's growth accelerated. 

It was just ahead of the Seoul 

Olympic Games that ramyuns were 

getting excessively spicy and high in 

sodium content. Samyang owned the 

Samyang Ranch, based on which they 

developed ‘Beef Ramyun’. This single 

item sold more than 1.5 million boxes 

a month, and the company became 

the top market player. Then a rumor 

circulated that they had been using 

industrial beef tallow (grease). Their 

ads were taken off TV and the armed 

forces refused the products. Samyang 

went into decline. The company’s 

market share dropped to 10%, and 

although they were found innocent of 

the false charges, it took a long time 

to recover their reputation.

The 90s: From ‘food for 

nourishment’ to ‘instant food’  

Samyang Ramyun production had 

stopped with the so-called ‘Beef 

tallow scandal’. The product was re-

launched in 1994, selling 100 million 

bags in just a year. The ‘orange 

packaging’ appealed to people's 

nostalgia, and the tactic was a 

resounding success. Online BBS 

services entered the mainstream, 

giving rise to message boards where 

people shared and learned ramyun 

recipes from posts like ‘60 dishes 

based on ramyun’ or ‘My very special 

way of doing ramyun’. Fusion dining 

became a thing, and ‘food stylist’ 

became a legitimate occupation.

The 2000s: Premium ramyun  

The new century brought with it 

ramyuns made with soybean oil as 

a replacement for palm oil, hand-

stretched ramyun, potato ramyun, 

rice ramyun, and ramyuns made using 

seafood ingredients like shrimp or 

cuttlefish. These ‘premium’ ramyuns 

were aimed at taking the ‘instant’ 

out of ramyun. This was a time 

when ‘well-being’ and ‘in-shape’ 

were trending. Around this time the 

market saw the likes of ‘midnight 

snack ramyun’ and other products 

dedicated solely to ‘flavors and fun’ 

and ‘healthiness’. Ramyun was now 

a food that had nothing to do with 

‘survival’. There was a departure from 

the tradition of spicy ramyuns, in the 

form of dwenjang or stock-based non-

red ramyuns.

The 2010s: Flavors on Youtube  

Samyang Foods, creators of 

Korea’s first ramyun, finally gained 

prominence in the ramyun industry. It 

became established that ‘spice is the 

best remedy for stress’, and hot and 

spicy chicken dishes became popular. 

Keeping up with the trend, Samyang 

began development of spicy, stir-

fry, and chicken-themed noodles. 

Samyang researchers combed 

through the country’s most popular 

buldak (hot and spicy chicken, literally 

‘fire’ chicken), ‘fire’ tripe and ‘fire’ 

chicken feet establishments. Mixing 

peppers from the world over - Korean 

Cheongyang, Habanero, Vietnamese 

bird's eye, Tabasco, Bhut Jolokia - they 

finally came up with ‘the heat Koreans 

love most’. Two metric tons of spicy 

sauce and twelve hundred chickens 

in, the infamous ‘Buldak Bokkeum 

Myun’ (Fire Noodles) was launched. 

While the product was popular from 

the start, sales exploded as the ‘Fire 

Noodle Challenge’ began trending in 

2016. The ‘Buldak’ brand accounts for 

upwards of 80% of overseas sales, 

recording revenues of 542.5 billion 

Won in 2019. Total revenue to date 

from the brand has surpassed 1 trillion 

Won.

2020: Buldak as the consumer 

wants it  The most important element 

in Samyang’s product development 

process is communicating with 

customers. Some of the company’s 

products are inspired by recipes 

shared online by consumers : 

carbonara sauce, Jjajang sauce, and T
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Ramyun Chronicles
Samyang Foods

‘Samyang’ produced Korea’s first ramyun. The 

chronicles of Samyang are a record of the flavors of 

ramyun and of Seoul. 

meat ragu-based Buldak Bokkeum 

Myun are just a few examples. On the 

Samyang Foods website are the pages 

‘Samyang Stories’ and ‘Customer 

Inquiries’ where consumers ask the 

company to re-launch discontinued 

products or renew flavors. People are 

still commenting on a post demanding 

Samyang sell their ‘Tasty Chili Jjajang’, 

sold exclusively on military bases, 

to the general public. In response to 

popular demand, Samyang launched 

their ‘Fiery Chili Jjajang’ last year as an 

online-only product, followed by ‘Fiery 

Chili Jjampong’ and ‘Fiery Chili Stir-

Fry’ variants. The response has been 

passionate, and cup ramyun versions 

of all three will soon make their way 

into convenience stores near you.
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‘Nolboo’ is synonymous with ‘budae 

jjigae’. How well did they sell in 

the glory days?  According to our 

marketing team’s research, they sold 

at the rate of one portion per second. 

The business started as ‘Golmokjip’, a 

180 square-foot bossam (boiled pork 

wraps) joint in Sillim-dong. In 1987, 

‘Nolboo Bossam’ became the first ever 

bossam franchise. We started doing 

budae jjigae in 1992, and the operation 

has grown to 20+ brands and more 

than 1,000 franchise stores today.

Bossam and budae jjigae are both 

foods people often make in the 

because bossam kimchi, wherefrom 

the dish gets its name, is a non-

fermented kimchi. It has to always 

have a characteristic crunch and taste 

freshly made, meaning it needs to be 

made in-house at each franchise store. 

What makes us competitive is the 

ability to maintain and keep up such a 

system.

There’s not a neighborhood in Korea 

that doesn’t have a Nolboo Bossam 

or Nolboo Budae Jjigae store. Was 

there a special event that sparked 

this explosive growth?  Various 

overseas franchises entered the 

home. It couldn't have been easy 

turning them into franchises.  Exactly. 

Everyone's an expert, so it's harder 

to get get it right than it is with other 

foods. than other foods. The critiques 

are strict, and price sensitivity is high, 

making it difficult to make changes. 

The chili powders we use don't always 

have the same level of heat either; 

we have to constantly try out different 

mixing ratios so the average heat is 

always the same. Our customers will 

notice instantly if the flavor changes. 

Standardizing the flavor of bossam is 

even harder than with budae jjigae. It’s 

country around the time of the 1988 

Seoul Olympic Games. Dining culture 

was gradually starting to flourish, 

when the Asian Financial Crisis struck. 

For the many people faced with 

immediate employment, franchises 

were the easiest way to start their own 

businesses. These franchises already 

had business models with quality, 

sanitation and service quality worked 

into the system. Even people with no 

prior experience in the industry could 

manage. All franchises did well in the 

late 1990s, not just Nolboo.

How are things now?  I think all 

franchises have a lot on their minds 

these days. Mobile tech and GPS 

have made it possible for us to access 

information on and make our way to 

even the most tucked-away eateries. 

It's become the national pastime to 

wait in line to taste a dish, then post 

on Instagram as proof you ‘were there 

too’. People only eat three meals a day, 

and it’s every man for himself in this 

zero-sum industry. 

The Nolboo Budae Jjigae flagship 

store, where we’re having this 

interview, is part of an experiment 

to keep pace with contemporary 

dietary culture in Seoul.  The 

advantage of a franchise is that you 

get consistent flavors wherever and 

whenever. But today more and more 

people are fed up with consistency. 

People are each going after different 

experiences, and individuals are 

adamant about their preferences. This 

is why we're trying different things, 

starting with the stores managed 

directly by our headquarters. We've 

developed a variety of concepts - 

add your favorite toppings, buffet-

style, single diner, for example - 

to suit various circumstances and 

preferences. The store we’re in now 

is also managed directly by HQ. In 

the second half of 2019, we redid the 

interior and logo to better suit young 

people's tastes and introduced a 

concept where diners can choose their 

own toppings. This led to a 35% rise in 

revenues.

What do you make of the rise of 

delivery food culture?  We developed 

a number of shop-in-shop delivery 

brands starting in 2018. Existing 

franchise stores can use the kitchen 

equipment and ingredients they 

already have, operating under the 

‘Samgyup Bonneung’, ‘Gongsugan’ or 

‘Heungbu Jjimdak’ brands. Many of our 

new stores are delivery-only, operating 

under a number of our delivery brands. 

We plan to improve on our existing 

HMR and meal kit business, and we 

T
H

E
 F

L
A

V
O

R
S

 I
N

 S
E

O
U

L
’S

 F
U

T
U

R
E

W
rit

er
 L

ee
 E

un
bi

n  
Ph

ot
og

ra
ph

er
  O

 C
hu

ng
ge

un
 

Greed for Better Things
O Seunghun, Director of Marketing 
Headquarters, Nolboo

‘Budae Jjigae’ (literally army base stew) was 

born during the Korean War, made with kimchi, 

canned beans and surplus meats from U.S. 

army bases. But does the version we know 

today taste anything like the war-time original? 

Chances are that those flavors you just imagined 

are from ‘Nolboo Budae Jjigae’.

have a food contents business that 

spans both the offline and the online in 

the works. 

As a Korean cuisine franchise, what 

do you make of Seoul? It is suitable 

as a base of operations?  Seoul is a 

city of great appeal to those operating 

restaurant franchises. This is where 

the trendiest dining contents gather, 

the Mecca of food delivery services, 

and a place of instant feedback from 

thousands of customers. New modes 

of food culture, such as next-morning 

delivery, are fast-accepted and adopted 

here. There’s so much to benchmark, 

so much to talk about. New ‘in’ districts 

rise instantly, and other districts fall 

‘out’ and quickly decline. Seoul is a 

dynamic place, but change here can be 

heartless. Anyone who succeeds here 

is bound to do well anywhere else.
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Dooki Topokki is taking the world 

outside by storm.  We opened our first 

overseas store in Shanghai in in 2015. 

Today we have 56 stores in Taiwan, 

Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam and 

Indonesia. That's not counting the many 

stores soon to open. This year the first 

Dooki Topokki stores in New York and 

Sydney are set to open. Domestically, 

we have 240 stores. Combined revenue 

from all our franchise stores was 200 

billion Won in 2019, our overseas stores 

accounting for the majority. 

It’s intriguing that foreigners will line 

up to eat Korea’s favorite snack food.  

Tteokbokki is reaching new heights 

daily all across the world, including all 

over Southeast Asia. The number of 

stores is fast increasing in Vietnam and 

Taiwan, where the average wait time 

is two hours. Abroad, Dooki Topokki is 

considered a ‘Korean family restaurant.’ 

While we enjoy tteokbokki as a snack 

food, here, it’s a food you go out for on 

special occasions. Offering unlimited 

helpings of a variety of foods, we're 

appreciated for great value for money.

Tteokbokki seems a pretty obvious 

food. What did you do differently?  

Dooki Topokki is a ‘do it yourself 

tteokbokki buffet’ where customers 

make their own food on a self-serve 

basis. Diners can choose from an 

assortment of rice cakes, vegetable 

toppings and noodles, cooked in their 

choice of sauce from among the 

classic gochujang to jjajang, Chinese 

mala and cream sauce. Hundreds of 

different tteokbokkis are possible, 

depending on the combinations. 

The forte of Dooki Topokki is that the 

recipes aren’t fixed; the dish becomes 

whatever you want it to be.

Korean-style tteokbokki cooked at 

the table must be very foreign to an 

international audience.  That’s very 

true. Many refer to the hotpot-like dish as 

‘Korean Suki’ or ‘Korean Huŏguō (foko)’. 

Most are drawn in by the Korean wave 

or are just curious diners eager to try 

new things. Then they get used to the 

flavors of tteokbokki and develop a liking 

for the culture. It's these new tteokbokki 

fans who keep our popularity up. These 

days, social media is making it easier and 

faster for the news to get out. 

How did you go about localizing the 

flavors of Seoul?  We kept the Dooki 

Topokki concept and flavors intact, but 

added ingredients locals are used to. 

Depending on the region, our spread 

will include ingredients like cilantro, 

pineapple, fish balls and chicken. By 

adding familiar ingredients to tteokbokki, 

a dish they aren't accustomed to, we're 

making it more readily approachable. It's 

thanks to these additional ingredients 

that foreigners are able to enjoy the 

flavors of Korean tteokbokki.

Dooki Topokki has successfully 

globalized tteokbokki. From where 

you are, do you think globalizing 

‘the flavors of Seoul’ is feasible?  We 

can’t force what for us is the best food 

in the world onto foreigners without 

first having a deep understanding of 

a country’s environment and culture. 

It's paramount that the approach 

be tailored to local circumstances. 

Otherwise you'll scare people away. 

Obviously there's always the dilemma 

: ‘do variations on Korean cuisine really 

count as Korean?’ But once foreigners 

get used to a variation and it becomes 

established as part of culture, fans will 

naturally seek out the original theme. 

People always come to appreciate the 

originals. It just takes time. 

I’m curious where Dooki Topokki is 

headed now.  Our target has been 

the global market from the start. The 

idea of a ‘self-serve tteokbokki buffet’ 

franchise where you don’t need a chef 

was devised to bring Korean tteokbokki 

to the world. We wanted to get this 

culture where anyone can cook, eat and 

enjoy out to the global audience. Our 

slogan is ‘tteokbokki in all corners of the 

globe’, and we dream of opening Dooki 

Topokki stores in every country on 

the planet. Once tteokbokki becomes 

established as part of Korean food 

culture, reaching out to Europe and 

their gourmets can’t be that difficult.Ph
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Tteokbokki as a Global 
Favorite
Kim Kwanhun, CEO of Dooki Topokki

Dooki Topokki is elevating the status of Korea’s 

favorite snack food abroad. People will happily 

wait in line for an hour or two to get a taste.
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Honey butter almonds are an item 

foreign visitors will literally ‘sweep’ 

off the shelves.  A large part of 

our sales come from stores in the 

Myeongdong area, as well as the Lotte 

Mart at Seoul Station and duty free 

stores across the city. Foreign tourists 

account for about half of domestic 

revenues. We currently export to 16 

countries including China, Japan, 

Thailand, Hong Kong, Singapore, and 

the UAE. One thing that's certain is 

we've become a must-buy items for 

foreign visitors in Korea.

They should really be called ‘Seoul 

Almonds’ at this point.  That’s very 

You opened Gilim’s flagship store 

‘HBAF’ in Myeongdong last year. 

The store features not only your 

almonds but a vast range of related 

goods as well; very ‘Charlie & 

the Chocolate Factory’-like.  It’s a 

warehouse store where we can sell 

exclusively our products, and where 

we can immediately put new products 

to the test. Visitors can taste and 

purchase all of our almond products, 

and we also sell our character goods. 

The store is not only producing real 

sales, but is also instrumental in 

raising awareness of the brand. 

What’s in the future for Gilim and 

your almonds?  We're just getting 

started. While foreign visitors are 

enthusiastic about our product, there 

are still people who’ve never tried our 

honey butter almonds, and some have 

only tried out one or two flavors. Of 

course, our outlook is positive. Gilim’s 

almonds are a type of product that 

once you taste, you have to come 

back for seconds. With better brand 

awareness, we expect our customer 

base to grow. With jelly, there’s 

‘Haribo’. We want everyone to think 

‘Gilim’ when they hear ‘almonds’. 

Personal goals?  I’d like to see Gilim 

almonds go global. The first step is 

succeeding in the American market. 

In the market for nuts, the U.S. is 

without rival. If we make it there, then 

we'll make it anywhere. Provided, that 

in the American market, we want to 

focus more on localizing the flavors. 

Someday I see us running our very 

own almond plantation stateside. 

Maybe one day Alex Trebek will 

read “This Korean company is the 

world’s largest producer of almonds” 

on Jeopardy! and a contestant will 

scream out “WHAT IS GILIM?” 

25 flavors of almonds is impressive. 

I'm guessing some are rather 

eccentric.  Honey butter, wasabi and 

our recently launched corn-on-the-cob 

are the top three sellers. The corn-

on-the-cob product has that grilled 

corn flavor we all love plus actual corn 

kernels to give a special texture and 

crunch. Some of our flavors most 

consumers will appreciate, such as 

caramel, toasted liver, tteokbokki, 

buldak, and sweet bean flour, while 

there are other flavors like yoghurt, 

mango banana, strawberry, red bean 

and honey ginseng people have a 

hard time imagining will work with 

almonds. In addition to our lineup of 

seasoned almond snacks, we have a 

range of more developed products like 

our popping candy almonds, green 

tea latte puffballs, cookies & creme 

almonds, and black sugar milk tea 

almonds.

What’s the most important 

consideration when developing 

new flavors?  We don’t specifically 

target foreigners or Koreans when 

developing flavors. We aim for 

flavors that make sense and which 

anyone can enjoy. We keep asking 

ourselves the simple but important 

question “So does it taste good?” in 

the development process. Another 

important element is how genuine the 

flavors are. We don’t want our product 

to taste ‘like’ something; we try to be 

spot-on.

flattering. Honestly we didn’t expect 

such a reaction from foreigners. There 

wasn’t much of a PR effort either. Our 

products just gradually grew popular 

among travelers. 

What was it that got foreigners 

hooked?  Nowhere in the rest of the 

world have they seen almonds with 

such a range of flavors. Even in the 

U.S., a massive market for almonds, 

few companies are interested in 

processing almonds. They’re generally 

eaten raw or simply roasted overseas 

- hence the fascination with our 

almond products. 

The idea of coating almonds in 

seasoning is brilliant.  In late 2014, 

Haitai Confectionery and Foods 

launched their Honey Butter Chips. 

These were so popular and in such 

short supply that an actual black 

market for them developed. Until 

then, Gilim was focused on importing 

and selling almonds, but we made our 

own brand and tried out the idea of 

throwing seasoning on our almonds. 

The sweet and salty flavors worked 

well with the nuts, and it was an 

instant hit. We grossed 100 million 

Won in the first month, and 1.5 billion 

Won just two months later.

You’re launching various new 

flavors as well.  Our revenues soared 

thanks to the honey butter almonds, 

but we knew we couldn’t keep it up 

with just one flavor. So we followed 

up with wasabi-flavored almonds, 

which were also a big hit. A handful 

of consumers get hooked on the 

piercing wasabi followed by a sweet 

aftertaste. Those who appreciate the 

flavors just can’t stop! We've launched 

a total of 25 flavors to date, and will 

be introducing in excess of 40 new 

flavors within the year.

Seoul - Think Almonds
Yun Munhyeon, 
CEO of Gilim International CO., LTD

Gilim’s almond series are as ‘Seoul’ as any 

souvenir. Many foreign travelers leave with 

suitcases stuffed full of Gilim’s honey butter 

almond snacks.
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Seoul is a metropolis of Internet food platforms, but 

critics will point out most of the benefits are reaped by 

the platform providers. Perhaps it’s naive to suggest the 

solution lies in the human virtues of Seoul’s people. But 

perhaps not.

Food Platforms:
Live and 
Let Live

At 6 in the morning, I I walk out of 

my apartment to start my commute. 

Making my way over to the elevator 

I notice the neighbors next door are 

moving out. Boxes, stacked chest-

high in front of their door. I did a bit 

of snooping. ‘Next-morning Delivery, 

‘Rocket Delivery’, the stickers on them 

read. They were mostly Styrofoam. 

Hmm. Must be food. Come to think 

of it, I'd never seen the people next 

doors go out for groceries. “Hoarders,” 

I thought to myself as I got in the 

elevator. Outside the lobby I see the 

security guard breaking down boxes 

for recycling, a stack of Styrofoam 

towering above. 

COVID-19 has everyone staying indoors 

: It’s Netflix and chill all weekend long. 

Come Monday, everybody’s asking 

whether you saw that new show on 

Netflix. What’s wrong with “How was 

your weekend?” That scene in the hall 

in the morning comes to mind and I 

ask my colleagues where they do their 

groceries these days.

“Coupang has the best prices.” “But 

SSG has the best product.” “Kurly’s 

a bit pricey; only when I have to.” 

Nobody was going to the usual 

traditional markets or supermarkets. 

The youngest in the office says she 

can’t even be bothered to cook these 

days. “They even deliver samgyupsal 

on Baemin (Baedal Minjok). Grilled 

With rice and ssam and everything.” 

Most foods these days make their 

way onto delivery motorcycles. It's 

not just consumers who depend on 

Internet deliveries; restaurants do too. 

Dialing up a number on a business 

card some sales rep handed you to 

stock up your restaurant is so last-

decade. Restaurateurs today, like their 

consumers, do their shopping online.

The key to Korea being such a 

‘delivery nation’ lies in, first of all, the 

urban structure. In the Americas or 

Europe, their sprawling residential 

neighborhoods are in the suburbs. 

But here, we have high-rise apartment 

forests right in the heart of the city. 

One advantage of this arrangement 

is convenient delivery. Having people 

lived concentrated in the city centers 

makes delivery that much more 

efficient. The parcel delivery guy can hit 

30 to 50 addresses before noon. That 

drives down the cost of delivery.

Our after-work culture has changed 

too. These days people go home early 

and spend their time there. With the 

low birth rates, most families are small. 

Oftentimes doing the groceries to cook 

for such a small number of people will 

cost more than just having the same 

food delivered. And so home meal 

replacements and delivery foods are 

on the rise.

The last piece of the puzzle is 

the communication networks 

we have here. Our blazingly fast 

communications, overwhelming 

smartphone penetration, unique urban 

structure and social institutions have 

been very receptive to having 1.5-ton 

trucks and scooters poke about all 

corners of the city. On the consumer 

side, these changes are natural. It’s 

as if it’s always been this way. But the 

same reality must have very different 

implications for suppliers.

The ‘Internet food platform’ is 

ultimately the basis for transparent 

and instant information sharing. Before, 

there was such a thing as a ‘hidden 

gem’ of a restaurant. These were 

establishments whose product was 

under-appreciated. Today few gems are 

hidden. Before, information on good 

eating was in the hands of experts, 

gourmets. Today that information can 

be obtained by anyone, with the least 

bit of effort and a bit of time. Expressed 

otherwise, the scope of competition 

has gotten huge. People with the 

information will skip the average place 

nearby and make the journey to some 

place better, if a bit far away.

Most Internet platforms give registered 

establishments some space to market 

themselves. Enter the Baemin app, 

and one sees a list of delivery joints 

subtitled ‘Ultra Call’ or ‘Open Listing’. 

These are the establishments that get 

first exposure. Pay more to advertise 

yourself, and you go up the list. That 

isn’t all. The shrewder consumers will 

comb through your customer ratings 

and comments. As a restaurateur, one 

has to constantly ‘manage’ these as 

well. See a bad comment, reply and 

apologize. Gone is the romantic era (if 

there ever was one) where good food 

automatically translated into good sales.

In this light, the dining scene seems so 

typical of the Korea we know : endless 

toil and little space to just breathe. 

But this picture of the future can’t be 

all bad. No longer does one have to 

pay extortionate rent and foregifts to 

run an establishment along the city’s 

thoroughfares with even a chance of 

making it in the business. The virtual 

space which is the Internet allows 

physical limitations to be overcome 

to a degree. Korea’s unique delivery 

systems with their clear division of 

labor grant access to quick delivery 

networks. This comes at a slight cost, 

but one needn’t hire anyone. For 

consumers, this means more options.

At the end of the day, what will 

complete the system isn't faster 

Internet or 5G tech, but a smidgen 

of human virtue. One reads those 

abusive comments giving a place hell 

for charging a delivery fee on a stupid 

box of chicken, and sees the number 

of upvotes on a comment complaining 

another charges too much for delivery. 

One reads on the news that it costs 

the same now as a decade ago to 

have a parcel delivered. You draw 

the conclusion that no matter how 

advanced a technology is and how 

innovative a social institution, the 

manner in which the same is used 

or abused depends ultimately on the 

character - or moral competency - 

of those who make up a society. 5G 

telecommunication signals may rip 

through the air all they want, but it's 

people we have driving your food to 

you. That’s a person there handing you 

your meal at your door. Forget that, 

and as convenient these Internet food 

platforms might make it for us to go 

about the act of eating, it isn’t a better 

world to live in.

The author, Jung Donghyeon, graduated from the College of Business Administration at Seoul National 

University and started out working for a large distribution company. One day before turning thirty, he 

quit and got himself into a culinary school in London. He channeled his passion for the culinary arts 

into a professional cook’s career which took him on a tour of establishments across Australia. The late-

bloomer cook tells culinary tales of the war zone that is the restaurant kitchen, tossed in music, drizzled 

with film and garnished with literature. As of 2019, he works with the F&B Team at the Shinsegae 

Group. He is the author of <The Chef’s Red Notebook>. Ill
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thin milky broth may seem the same wherever, but 

closer examination reveals countless variations on 

flavors.

Third is ‘naengmyeon’, the city’s gourmet pastime.

Seoul is a naengmyeon paradise. It isn’t found 

just at specialty restaurants steeped in heritage. 

Snack bars and grill houses all over serve it 

too. Naengmyeon is both a dish in itself and a 

frequent partner to the likes of suyuk, pyeonyuk, 

samgyupsal, bulgogi, and galbi. 

Through these dishes is driven through a 

conspicuous color that is of naengmyeon. Such 

exceptional vibrancy of flavor lain within is depictive 

of Seoul. Like the dish, Seoul readily blends with 

all things. 

Fourth is ‘gimbap’, rushed yet adaptable.

Gimbap is everywhere in the city: at subway 

station exits, underground arcades in her office 

districts, around schools, where her youth gather, 

and in convenience stores. Gimbap embodies 

the pace of Seoul and the flexibility with which it 

copes. Gimbap is a food served quickly, and eaten 

the same. Rolled into gimbap is a full table’s worth 

of food. Often incorporated are whole dishes : 

bulgogi, donkkaseu, what have you. Rolled into 

gimbap is the at-ease nature of Seoul’s people, 

who are always busy but flexibly so.

The stories brought by these four symbolic foods 

of Seoul draw a picture of her flavors. We see the 

lives of its people dragged along by the pace of the 

city’s many upheavals. 

The tenacity and accommodating nature of Seoul’s 

people who doggedly brought together the flavors 

of the metropolis also emerge. The blast furnace of 

flavors that is the city shines through. 

The Seoul Metropolitan Government convened 

several meetings of an expert advisory council in 

2016 to name certain foods representative of the 

city. The council first established reference points 

for nomination, laid down a list of Seoul’s most 

famous foods, and went about debating whether 

or not each dish had sufficient inherent significance 

to represent her. Thus four dishes were chosen. 

These representatives of Seoul food selected with 

painstaking care were however never officially 

announced. It is only to write this piece that I 

have gone back to retrieve my notes from then. 

Forecasting how Seoul's flavors will change first 

requires identifying the contexts in which the 

flavors of Seoul today became established. As 

history is the future we have already traveled, here, 

the stories of those dishes we selected then may 

yield some small hints. 

The first, ‘bansang’. We have our bap (cooked rice), 

guk (soup), jang (condiments), and banchan (side 

dishes). 

Seoul is a metropolis made up of migrants brought 

to the city by industrialization. These people hailed 

from all corners of Korea. Most Seoulites lived the 

lives of laborers, and the food served them outside 

was not unlike the food of any household. This we 

called ‘baekban’. Bansang takes after the tumult 

from which Seoul has emerged. It is in dynamic 

correspondence with reality, and is a proactive 

design oriented towards tomorrow.

Second comes ‘seolleongtang,’ an old-time friend 

of Seoul's people.

The Imperial Japanese occupation was ‘the age of 

the cow’. This is because the Japanese invaders 

encouraged the raising of cattle. Foods like 

seolleongtang, gomtang, bulgogi and grilled galbi 

became established as go-to items for dining out. 

Seoul was noted for its seolleongtang; a visit to the 

city wasn’t complete until you had had a bowl. The 

In two words, Seoul is a ‘migrant city’. A city built 

by people come from all across the peninsula to 

eke out an existence. Migrants are ill-attached 

to their current abode. While citizens of the 

city, these have little affection for the various 

cultures of Seoul. Therefore they lack interest in 

Seoul’s flavors. They will eat Seoul food in Seoul’s 

establishments but all the while talk of the foods 

of the hometowns they left behind. 

The children of Seoul’s migrants were born here. 

The second generation of these migrants was born 

1970 to 1980. These people are today raising the 

third. This third generation calls Seoul home. By the 

time they were born, Seoul was already a massive 

and globalized city. This generation was free to 

travel the world, and so their cultural experience is 

worlds apart from that of preceding generations. 

They are central force of Seoulite culture today. 

The time has finally come for those who call Seoul 

home to bring about variation in the city’s flavors.

These young descendants of migrants whose 

hometown is here have globalized tastes. They are 

without the compulsion to stand watch over their 

everyday culture - food, fashion, music - in the 

name of preserving tradition. So in their city things 

will readily mix. Things Korean, Japanese, Chinese 

and Western. The food market of Seoul is like a 

testing ground for world cuisine.

While I am curious what Seoulite flavors will 

emerge tomorrow, any conjecture on my part 

would just be blind guesswork. I belong to that 

first migrant generation, and to me Seoul still is 

a strange land. My sensibilities are far removed 

from those of the generation that drives the food 

culture of Seoul today. Think BTS v. Bee Gees. I 

will say this, though. The tenacity and adaptability 

of the people living here will endure. As they have 

until now, Seoul’s flavors will dynamically mix and 

converge. It's what happens here.
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Hwang Gyoik is a ‘flavor columnist’ who writes on food. 

The discourse set forth in his pieces relates not only to the 

flavors carried by food but also their historical context and 

social import. He runs the Youtube channel ‘Hwang Gyoik TV’ 

where he tells unique tales of taste.

We’re 

curious about 

Seoul’s Future
Seoul is a metropolis where people have 

gathered through the tumult of the times 

and taken on distinctive colors.

Flavor columnist Hwang Gyoik describes 

the city as a ‘blast furnace of flavors’ and 

asks : What lies ahead for the flavors of 

Seoul? 

Hwang Gyoik of 
Flavor Columnist
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