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Dotorimuk (acorn tofu) served in a restaurant near Seoul (Shawn Overstreet).
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Acorns As Food in the Republic of Korea

Shawn Overstreet, Seongmin Choi?, Chan-Ryul Park3, Dowon Lee? Thomas Gradziel'
1. University of California 2. Seoul National University
Davis, CA 95616, USA Seoul 08826, Republic of Korea

3. Korea Forest Research Institute
Republic of Korea
*corresponding author: smoverstreet@ucdavis.edu

The Korean Peninsula is one of the last regions on Earth where widespread acorn harvesting
and consumption is still common. Oak groves were traditionally managed to provide food in
years when the rice harvest was poor. These traditional oak groves, however, are threatened
with development and a subsequent loss of traditional knowledge.

To preserve and analyze this traditional knowledge, fifteen village elders, highly
experienced in acorn production and use, were selected via purposeful sampling. Elders
were selected in locations across all nine political provinces and all five ecological provinces
of the Republic of Korea (ROK) in order to capture any regional variation in knowledge.
Structured interviews were conducted in summer/fall 2014 to document their traditional
acorn knowledge. Interview data was analyzed in two categories: acorn production practices
and acorn food uses. These were defined as being widely practiced if the number of citations
exceeded 50% of the interviews using a Binomial Distribution Test (P<0.05).

The acorn production results showed that wild-collecting acorns from the ground was
the most common practice comprising 39% of all citations, and was the only one that was
widely practiced. The other practices mentioned were somewhat trivial or of recent origin. It
is therefore concluded that a body of traditional knowledge about acorn production does not
currently exist in the ROK.

The acorn food-use results showed that making acorn tofu (dotorimuk) was the most
common use comprising 31% of all citations and was also the only one that was widely
practiced. Making acorn tofu is a complicated process in which there was much variation
between interviewees. Additionally, the other uses of acorns for food were diverse and mostly
non-trivial. It is therefore concluded that a body of traditional knowledge about acorn food
uses continues to exist in the ROK.
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Why Acorns?

# Historically, acorns have been used on four continents
as food and fodder (Bainbridge, 1986)

# They possess however, the modern-day potential to

Hypotheses

4 H,: Abody of traditional knowledge about acorn
production exists in South Korea

4 H,: Abody of traditional knowledge about using acorns

help mitigate climate change. for food exists in South Korea
4 Acorns are borne on oak trees that provide long-term
atmospheric carbon sequestration. M th d
4 Such tree “grains” are a compelling climate-friendly e o s
alternative to annual cereal grains.
# First step in assessing the potential of acorns as a * Selectefj fifteen villagg elders, highly axp(_arienoed in acorn
commercial crop is to understand traditional production production and use, via purposeful sampling
and utilization practices. 4 Structured interviews were conducted in summer/fall 2014

to document traditional acorn knowledge
4 Interviews were conducted across all nine political
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Figure 2 — Interview sites in South Korea

4 Two indices were computed to measure the relative
importance of acorn production management practices
and of the various acorn food uses:

1. Management Diversity Value (MDV) = Mcx/Mct =
Number of citations for a given management practice
(Mcx) divided by the total number of citations for all
management practices (Mct).

2. Use Diversity Value (UDV) = Ucx/Uct = Number of
citations for a given acorn food use (Ucx) divided by
the total number of citations for all acorn food uses
(Uct).

4 Management practices and food uses are defined as

being Widely Practiced if the number of citations exceeds
Figure 1— Common Korean acorn foods 50% of the interviews using a Binomial Distribution Test
(P<0.05).
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Results

Acorn Production Practices

& Wild-collecting acomns from the ground was the most
important management practice comprising 39% of all
management citations and was the only one that was
Widely Practiced.
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Figue 3 — Acorn Management Praclices

Acorn Food Uses

& Making acorn tofu (dotorimuk) was the most important
acorn food use comprising 31% of all food use citations
and was the only one that was Widely Practiced.
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Figure 4— Acorn Food Uses

Conclusions

4 H,: Abody of traditional knowledge about acorn
production exists in South Korea is REJECTED because
the most important and only Widely Practiced technique

| is wild-collection of acorns from the ground. The other

practices are somewhat trivial or of recent origin.

4 H,: Abody of traditional knowledge about using acorns
for food exists in South Korea is ACCEPTED because
the most important and only Widely Practiced use of
acorns for food is the making of acorn tofu, a complicated
process in which there is much variation between
interviewees. The other uses of acorns for food are
diverse and mostly non-trivial.

Despite a 500-year history of | rii'ainl&éliiii'ig oak groves as

an emergency food source, it is interesting that not

.muda Iradltlnnal knowledge about acorn production

T [ ut about acorn use does. [tis
ections with traditional acorn

possibl

groves broke down during the Japanese Occupation,
'Korean War, and postwar deforestation period
(1910-60), and acorns became s 'met_hmg that were
‘gathered randomly from what te
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