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Haejang-guk/oll&= was something I had ne\vi' perienced
In America. For the most part, Korean dishes in America
were somewhat standardized from city to city and
restaurant to restaurant. I think part of it was materials
for meal preparation and the implications of importing
certain ingredients was just an immense challenge. So
there were some dishes that, although mainstream here in
Korea, were few and hard to find in America. Haejang-
guk/ol &= was one of them. And I still remember the first
time I had 1t when I arrived 1n Korea, It was super savory.
Spicy and rich. It tasted wonderful. It was kind of like a
harder, edgier version of Doenjang-guk/El&=, the much
more mainstream, soybean based soup that most people
are familiar with. It felt more punk rock to me. Soup that
smacks you 1n the face.

Haejang-guk/oll&= comes in a wide variety

of 1ncarnations with different combinations of

Ingredients. My 1ntroduction to this dish had in the

middle of 1t a large burgundy or red colored mass.

Almost brick like and square, this mass was sitting

right in the middle and looked like a small 1sland. I

was first introduced to this mass as “red tofu”. Or

at least this was all I could gather or understand

from the explanation I received. From the little

bits and fragments I could understand with my

level of comprehension, this was the one sentence I

could pull from the introduction of this dish. “Red

tofu”. And perhaps it was the thought of tofu being

red, or just tofu 1n another color. Everything about

this seemed fantastic to me. I thought perhaps this



could have been tofu that was based upovﬁfeans
or kidney beans, which obviously were very common
in America. I thought to myself, “What a fantastic
combination. What a new combination. The expanded
interpretation of tofu in Korea was truly fascinating”,
And so I ate this with great pleasure. It did have a tofu
texture but 1t felt strangely slightly drier. The density
of 1t was both thicker and stronger but the way that
1t dissolved felt more like a drier material. Almost
powder-like. And this almost powder-like nature
was what fascinated me. How could something like
this, which was obviously massed together and also
sitting 1n a soup, maintain a powder-like disposition?
It just did not make sense. In a good way. The results
were magnificent to me. It was tofu that I had never
experlenced before,
My interactions with Haejang-guk/si&= was not so
frequent. It was not necessarily a dish that could be found
on every corner. And with my few social interactions
at the time, not exactly a dish that people went to eat
1n groups. For whatever reason 1t also felt more like a
man or male type of dish, meaning I typically ate this
with a bunch of guys and when I looked around, 1t was
mostly other guys eating this. It had been explained
to me that most of these places were open late or even
twenty four hours and that sometimes the pure intention
of eating this soup was to accelerate hangover healing. Or
something like that. I did notice that the red mass version
of Haejang-guk/all&= was not the version I would receive
every time. But when I did eat 1t, there was always a



particular curiosity from those that I was eaﬁti with

about how I was able to so thoroughly enjoy this version?
Probably the third or fourth time of eating this dish, I
was again with a group of older men. And one of them
that day had explained to me the ingredients of this red
mass. Perhaps he had explained 1t in a simpler way or my
language comprehension had slightly improved during this
time. I had explained to him that 1t had been explained to
me that this was a “red tofu” and he lost it. He had never
heard anything so preposterous. He thought it was both
ridiculous and something new to him, this concept of “red
tofu”. He just lost it. He then explained to me that this red
mass was actually not based on any beans of any kind. But
1t was actually blood. The blood of a cow that had been
congealed together to form this red mass. Looking back
now, this was one of those moments that in literature or
film, one might call a turning point. A point where things
can never be the same again. This dish that I had been
enjoylng immensely had somehow changed 1its concept, 1ts
definition within an instant. It was here that the mind/
body dynamic became real for me. Something that I had
been enjoying with my body had suddenly changed due to
something that I had processed mentally. I'm not sure what
1t 1s, or what 1t was. But the 1dea of consuming blood was
something that I could not process. It 1s a concept that still
remains somewhat difficult to navigate for me. I grew up in
America. A place where vampires and Dracula were part of
our upbringing. And 1n our dishes, the concept of blood as
something to be consumed did not exist. Never had existed.
And so sadly, this dish that I had once enjoyed immensely



would never return to that state. That poy{ier—like texture
that I had found fascinating had taken on a new meaning.
Was this the sensation of blood congealing? Was this
process what created this powder-like texture? Similar to
Julius Caesar, I had now crossed the Rubicon river. There
was no going back.
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