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with priceless editorial contributions  

by Valentina Silva

Miss Kim is a Korean restaurant in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Opened in November 

2017, Miss Kim’s food is rooted in Korean tradition and adapted to showcase 
Michigan’s bountiful produce. Chef  Ji Hye Kim, the restaurant's chef-owner grew 

up in Seoul, South Korea, and now lives in Ann Arbor, Michigan with her architect

-professor husband, her dog and her obsession with ancient culinary texts and 

the finer points of  fermentation. Here Chef  Kim explains her culinary journey.

BY JI HYE KIM

MAKING FOOD AND IDENTITY

ANN ARBOR, MICHIGAN

few months after the 

restaurant opened, my 

husband, Karl, brought 

a Korean-American col-

league to dinner. One of  

the “special” joys of  being an immigrant chef  is 

that you feel mildly terrified when “your people” 
come to dinner. You worry that it’s never 

going to be good enough, authentic enough 

or enough like their mom’s. Needless to say, 

when Karl’s colleague, a man who is more Ko-

rean than American, and his wife arrived with 

Karl, I was nervous. At the time, the menu fea-

tured seaweed chips, a crunchy, sesame-flecked 
snack with ocean-fueled umami and a touch of  

sweetness, which I 

had developed from 

an ancient Buddhist 

recipe. I recall think-

ing, “They’re going 

to think the chips are 

weird,” as I steeled 

myself  for one of  those 

offhand comments that 
sticks in your mind for weeks. 

But the reaction was not what 

I expected. His wife said, 

with obvious pleasure, that 

she hadn’t seen them in 

such a long time, that they 

reminded her of  a bygone era.

A
A year in, I realize I get more compliments from 

older Koreans than younger ones because the 

older ones know more about the origins of  the 

dishes I serve. They understand my interpreta-

tion of  the ancient recipes. Some of  the younger 

ones don’t even think my food is Korean. 

Traditional Korean food is intensely seasonal 

and regional. The Korean almanac lists 24 
seasons, as opposed to the four we’re familiar 

with in the United States. Despite covering a 

relatively small geographical area, Korea has 

multiple and distinct regional cuisines. To me, 

being a Korean restaurant means expressing 

this emphasis on time and 

place by using locally 

sourced, seasonal and 

regional ingredients. 

As a chef, translating 

Korean culinary tradition 

to the terroir of  the United 

States means spending hours 

poring over centuries-old 

Korean cookbooks. When I 

know the story of  a dish, 

inception to evolution, 

I feel equipped to in-

terpret it in a way that is 

respectful of  both Korea and 

Michigan.
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SOUR

The kitchen is the  
place where women’s  

dreams go to die.

SEOUL, SOUTH KOREA

As challenging as it is, figuring out the story of  a 
dish has been much easier than figuring out my 
own story. And, I’ve found, people often fill in 
the blanks for me. When I tell people that I’m a 

chef  and that I grew up in Seoul, they imagine 

that I spent a lot of  time in the kitchen with 

my mother stirring bubbling pots and making 

kimchi and learning everything I know about 

Korean food by way of  some kind of  magical 

cultural osmosis. Some might even picture a 

wizened and wise grandmother who taught my 

mother everything she knows about cooking.  

Neither of  these is true in my case. My mother 

didn’t really ever want to be in the kitchen; 

she only learned how to cook after she got 

married, out of  necessity and not from her 

mother. As a young girl of  ten, I distinctly 

remember asking her to teach me how to cook a 

couple of  dishes. Her response: “You’re born a 

woman. You’re going to end up in the kitchen, 

anyway. There’s no need to learn it now.” In-

stead both of  my parents expected me to go 

to college, study hard, and get good grades—

all to become more desirable to the most 

eligible bachelor. To “catch me a better catch.” 

My family’s attitude didn’t change much when 

we moved from Seoul to New Jersey when I 

was 13—not uncommon for first generation 
immigrants. If  anything, in America my mother’s 

attitude towards cooking became even more 

indifferent. My dad’s income could no longer 
sustain us, and my mother had to get a job. 

Being in the kitchen to make dinner after a long 

day at work became just another thing she had 

to do.
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The kitchen is the 
place where memories 
are resurrected.

The day after the dinner at Miss Kim’s, Karl’s 

colleague said to him, “Your wife’s restaurant 

really messed me up last night.” They had or-

dered the soy butter rice with an egg on top, a 

dish that Karl’s colleague hadn’t had since he 

was a young child in Korea. His mother, who 

had passed away since, used to make it for him. 

Those warm, savory bites, all at once comforting 

and luxurious, made him realize how much 

he missed his mother and how little he had 

appreciated her cooking. And why do I have 

it on the menu? Because, despite her dislike 

of  the kitchen, my mom made it for me. She 

was too much of  a purist to use butter (it only 

came to Korea after the Korean American 

War), but my dad would always sneak some in.
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SEOUL, SOUTH KOREA SWEET 

Hands are meant
for feeding.

KimJang is the making and sharing of  Kimchi. 

It is an annual event at the very core of  Korean 

community. Practically the entire Korean year is 

marked by preparations for this annual ritual. In 

spring, shrimp, anchovy and other seafood are 

set aside for salting and fermenting. In summer, 

sea salt is bought for the brine and a few months 

later red chilli peppers are dried and ground 

into powder. Finally, in late autumn, or the tenth 

moon of  the Korean lunar calendar, it’s 

KimJang time!

KimJang might very well be the one event where 

the cliched imaginations that people ascribe to 

my past in the kitchen are entirely true. I recall 

our kitchen back in Seoul transforming from 

being my mother’s reluctant realm to a 

community space filled with laughter and light-
ness and conversation and camaraderie. Women 

from the neighborhood, aunts and cousins would 

gather in our house and join hands in the hard 

work of  making kimchi for the year. Endless hours 

of  hands cutting, chopping, mixing, grinding, 

and tossing. Endless hours of  chatter. For these 

women, cooking for the other Korean festivals 

invariably meant laboring in the kitchen 

followed by serving the men and elders. But 

there was no one to serve at KimJang, and the 

rigid Korean social and cultural hierarchy didn’t 

matter. At KimJang time, we’re all equals, 

hanging out and having fun. It was so powerful 

to see all these women working together. It was 

their day.

I remember my mother, less stressed than usual 

despite all the extra work, beckoning me to her. 

Fingers glistening crimson with spices, she pops 

bite-sized napa cabbage wraps into my mouth. 

“It’s delicious,” she tells me. It’s a strange way to 

describe the freshly made kimchi filling, because 
before it’s mixed in with the cabbage and given 

time to ferment, it’s way too spicy and pungent 

and salty. I obediently open my mouth anyway 

though, because this is a rarely seen, playful 

version of  my mother, and I would do anything 

she asked me to do. Later that day, we’d have 

the kimchi with braised pork belly for dinner.

All of  my sweetest kitchen memories involve the 

use of  hands like this: eating with hands, feeding 

with hands, making with hands, messy hands. 

Using hands is immediate and honest and basic. 

It keeps you closer to the food. You feel the 

textures and colors, not just see them or smell 

them.  Eating with your hands is especially fun. 

Perhaps I should encourage it in the restaurant!
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NEW JERSEY, U.S.A. SOUR

I don't know what this is. 
I don't know what this looks like. 

My first distinct memory of  a restaurant kitchen 
is the summer of  1997. I was 19. The Asian 
financial crisis had just hit, and I had to 
quit going to school and start working 

to help with the family finances. My 
parents weren’t thrilled about this, but 

viewed it as impermanent, a hiatus. A 

teenager without working papers, I ended 

up waitressing at a Japanese restaurant.

My duties were in the front of  the 

house, but I was drawn to the action 

behind the scenes. I would sneak away 

from the floor and snoop in the kitchen 
as often as I could. The pleasure was 

tainted, though, by a sushi chef, a man 

of  about 50, who would wave a giant 

clam at me, chasing me around and asking 

with laughter, “What does this look like? 

What does this look like? I know you know what 

it looks like.” 

I’d back out of  the kitchen as fast as I could, 

saying I didn’t know what it was, and I don’t know 

what it looks like. He did it over and over. Every-

one saw it. Half  the men there were old enough 

to be my father, but no one ever said a thing. 

The only women in the Japanese restaurant were 

Korean, hired to pickle and make kimchi. Their 

easy banter and constant reassuring motion 

became my safe space. I might have learned 

what really good kimchi tastes like from my 

mother, but I learned how it is made from the 

expert, unconscious rhythm of  these women’s 

hands. The way they mixed and moved. Their 

simple happiness and hard work reminded me 

of  KimJang.

NEW JERSEY, U.S.A.

There was a little solace to be had in the kitchen, 

too. The sushi chef ’s assistant would sometimes 

sneak me cucumber rolls or give me rides home, 

never expecting anything in return. A sous chef, 

an older Korean gentleman, also took me under 

his wing, teaching me the Japanese, Korean and 

English names of  all the ingredients and how 

to figure out whether or not they were of  good 
quality. He was passionate about his craft and 

taught me about the basics, like making sweet red 

bean paste.

SWEET

And yet you always find
kindness and safety.
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ANN ARBOR, MICHIGAN SWEET & SOUR

I don't know if this 
restaurant is going to make it, 

but I really am Korean. 

Eventually my informal culinary education 

was put on pause, and I went back to school. 

After graduating, I did time in the corporate 

world, ascending the proverbial ladder until 

I got tired of  all that climbing. To the surprise 

of  many people in my circle, and maybe even 

myself, I exchanged financial security to work 
behind a cheese counter in Michigan. I learned 

more about food, started a food cart that earned 

a cult following, and popped up at countless 

restaurants. After years of  prepping, cooking, 

and serving in other people’s kitchens, I opened 

my own restaurant in 2017, an homage to my 
past and the present.  I see now that opening 

an “ethnic” restaurant has made me figure 
out my own story and clarify my personal 

definition of  “authenticity” and “tradition.” 

My kitchens, at home and in the restaurant, 

are both Korean and American, but I’ve had 

complaints about the Korean-ness of  my food 

from all kinds of  people, be they Korean or 

not. I recall these two Chinese gentlemen 

who ordered the braised lamb shank and 

insisted that the food was not Korean as they 

licked their plates clean. I tried to explain my 

historical research to them, told them the 

story of  the evolution of  the dishes from cen-

turies ago to our menu today, but to no avail. 

They heard me out but concluded again that my 

food was delicious, but definitely not Korean. 

I had not expected that my interpretation of  

a 19th century rice cake recipe would lead to 

questions about my ethnicity! There is a 

bitterness in having to coach my servers on 

how to answer questions about why they and 

the kitchen staff are not Korean. But here’s the 
wonderful thing: my restaurant is Korean. This 

is America. I am Korean and American. The 

questions that arise when people put those three 

truths together in their minds no longer evokes 

that sour taste. Today, I know that these questions 

about Korean-ness are not questions about the 

food at Miss Kim. They are not even questions 

about the restaurant—my life’s work. These 

are responses of  identity. And I know mine. I 

am a woman who chose to be in the kitchen 

because I love food. I am an immigrant who 

made America her new home. I am a chef  who 

owns a Korean restaurant because I am Korean. 

And I’m a human who thinks it’s a sweet, sweet 

thing to know and embrace your own identity. ■
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