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I grew up in a neighborhood where I was one of the few minorities in a sea of WASPs. I remember being embarrassed at lunch when kids would turn their noses at the lunch my mom had packed me – usually some multi-grain rice with a side of stir-fried anchovies, egg-battered zucchini slices, and spinach seasoned with pungent garlic and sesame oil. I would pick at it with my Hello Kitty chopsticks, taking measly bites while I watched my friends constructing pizzas and ham and cheese cracker sandwiches from their Lunchables. Oh, how I longed for the cold, stale, highly processed “pizza.”  Fast forward a few years and I’m a college student at the University of California, Davis who wants nothing more than the soul-warming feeling that follows the first sip of Samgyetang, Korean chicken ginseng soup. 
Sacramento, the nearest metropolitan city, is considered the farm-to-fork capital of America has considerably some of the best restaurants in the United States. However, the Korean population in Sacramento is as sparse as the amount of hairs on the head of a balding man and the number of Korean restaurants is even more limited. 
I started my journey at the single Korean restaurant in Davis, Manna. Despite all the negative reviews I saw on Yelp, I thought to myself that this might be my gem, hidden in plain sight. When I received the banchan, side dishes that come along with every Korean meal, I looked down in disappointment. There were only five side dishes 
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that came out — limp fish cakes swimming in oil, black beans drenched in soy sauce, kimchi that                  appeared to be painted red, matchstick cut boiled potatoes sautéed in soy sauce, and seaweed saturated with a vinegary concoction. Somehow, all these banchan existed in a limbo where they were simultaneously bland and over seasoned. It’s almost customary to judge a restaurant based on the quality of their banchan — it’s how you distinguish a mediocre restaurant from an amazing restaurant. The banchan are often overlooked because it’s only a side, but at the best Korean restaurants, the banchan given such importance to that you could finish a bowl of rice with just the banchan provided.
I knew that Manna was going to rank somewhere in the lower echelons. It was a step up from instant Korean food, but it definitely didn’t provide with the same feeling as chicken soup on a cold, rainy day. 
	And so, my search continued.
Instead of using Yelp, I thought it would be a better idea to look on Korean food and travel forums online. I searched through a sea of self-proclaimed “foodie” accounts and discovered that Koreana Plaza in Rancho Cordova had a food court inside the market. This was a good sign. The most authentic Korean markets all had food courts inside. It’s where all the middle-aged women went while their kids were at school to snack on warm walnut pastries and gossip about whose kid was accepted to which college and whose daughter got married to whose son – typical middle-age Korean women talk.
I made the forty-minute journey out to come across a mammoth of a market. Turns out, Koreana Plaza was not just your typical ethnic Safeway, but rather a Frankenstein-like Eurasian hybrid. As I walked through the vast aisles of ramen, chips, kimchi, pierogis, and pre-packaged blini, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of nostalgia. The seemingly out-of-place Eastern European foods reminded me of the grocery stores I would run through as a child. All Korean markets had at least one aisle dedicated towards western foods, containing not only some of the typical brand name snacks such as Cheetos and Lays, but more obscure                                   foods like white mushroom and sour cream chips.
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In a sense it catered not only to the Koreans in the neighborhood, but the pockets of other ethnicities 
who craved the food of their home. 
	I picked up some packages of instant ramen, some chips, and a box of Sweet Potato Oh-Yes, individually wrapped chocolate-dipped cake squares that had sweet potato filling between the layers. These were my go-to recess snack way back in the days I ruled the tetherball courts. I snapped out of my nostalgic trance and made my way over to the “food court” that hundreds of people on Yelp had mentioned. In actuality, it was just one large stall food court stall with an impressive thirty plus dishes, ranging from phó to pierogis and other national staples from the countries that littered the stretch from Vietnam to Russia. 
	Whenever I’m at a Korean market’s food court at home, I always order a bowl of Jjajangmyun, fermented black bean noodles originating from China but changed to suit the Korean appetite. I followed suit and ordered the Jjajangmyun at Koreana Plaza. As I waited for my order, for a moment, I felt like I was back home. The hustle and bustle of the people around me, the free-flowing conversations in Korean, the sticky “marble” table, and rickety straw-and metal-chairs transported me back to the hot summer afternoons of my formative years. My mom used to scold me about the dirty tables while I waited, both arms stretched across the table, for the buzzer to buzz notifying us that the food was ready. 
	Bzzzzzzzzzzz
	The food was ready. 
	I picked up my order from the counter. Maybe I was intoxicated by the atmosphere, maybe the food was legitimately good, but the noodles were exceptionally chewy, the sauce was perfectly balanced, the cucumber garnish crisp and perfectly refreshing. This was it. I sent a picture to my mom, mid slurp, black bean sauce all over my face. “Umma umma umma look!” Seconds later I got a response back, “Is it good? Jjajangmyun!? Where are you?” “Yes, yes, and a Korean market in Sacramento!!” I responded back. She immediately called me. I don’t know who was more excited. She transferred money to my bank account and told me to stock up on all the Korean snacks I had been                     
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craving. I left Koreana Plaza with a full belly and two bags filled to the brim with snacks.

I was satisfied – until I ran out of snacks.

A week later, I somehow ended up at the Sacramento Korean Presbyterian Church in Rancho Cordova. I had heard about this church from a few friends in Davis who sung praises about the food. In the United States, Christian churches are places of worship and gospel. In the United States, Korean Christian churches are places of worship, gospel, food, and gossip. It’s like the Korean market’s food courts, but with a sprinkling of Holy Water. 
Most churches in Korea serve meals after service, even in megachurches where thousands of people attend. When Koreans immigrated to the US, that tradition followed too. Korean churches became not only centers for worship, but places where people came together to eat, make friends, and just be in the company of their fellow countrymen. It made a foreign land seem less intimidating. 
At the church, I was greeted enthusiastically by ahjumas, middle-aged women, who spoke in rapid-fire Korean. During the service itself, I felt guilty for dozing off, but the pastor spoke with a heavy Kyeonsangdo satoori, a dialect spoken specifically by people from the Kyeongsang province. Surprisingly this was also very reminiscent of my childhood. I started attending American churches during middle school, but in elementary school, I would follow my mom to Korean churches where I would just fall asleep on her lap while the pastor droned on about the miracles of Christ in Korean. I mumbled a prayer and apology to God and left the chapel early so I could be one of the first ones to get lunch.
The menu for the day was Kimchijjigaem, Kimchi stew with canned tuna with a few banchan and mixed grain rice. A classic. I sat at a table, staring in awe at the meal. I dunked a spoonful of rice in the soup, placed a slice of the stewed kimchi atop the spoonful and gulped it down. It burned my throat as it made its way down to my stomach. A middle-aged woman sat down next to me and struck up some conversation. I reminded her of her 
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daughter who graduated college and was now living in New Jersey. She spoke to me as if she was speaking to her own daughter, asking about my health, whether I was eating enough, how college was treating me, and told me that I was welcome back to church anytime. Tears started to well up in my eyes. Here I was, sitting at a white plastic table, chewing on anchovies, swallowing my tears.
	As soon as I got back to my car, I called my mom and the waterworks immediately followed.  
I ended up agreeing to attend more services and I’ve been going back ever since. Not just for the food, but for the community and the connection to home. I finally understand why so many non-Christian Koreans end up going to church. 
Growing up around White Americans, I always tried to erase my Korean heritage as much as I could. Admittedly, I looked a lot different from them, but at least on the inside I could pretend to not be. When I had Korean school on Saturdays, I would tell my friends I was at golf lessons. I would act as if I only spoke English and was embarrassed of my mom’s accented English. I used to be proud when other Koreans called me banana, yellow on the outside, white on the inside. It never came across as shameful like they tried to mean it to be. Now I look back at myself and laugh. It’s funny how when you’re younger, you take things for granted and you don’t really notice the importance it has until you grow older and look back. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]At the end of this unexpected journey of sorts to find the best Korean food in the Sacramento area, I think it’s safe to say that the Sacramento Korean Presbyterian Church wins this battle. Not only are the meals made with love by the ahjumas that volunteer their time, but it’s free, and you end up saving hundreds of dollars in therapy bills. All jokes aside though, what first started as a need to satiate a craving became a growing hunger to reconnect with my roots.
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