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		For me, the kitchen pantry is one of the most intimate places in the home. And it’s more socially acceptable to peep into someone’s pantry than their medicine cabinet. Everything—from the spices to the packaged goods to the dried herbs stuffed into ziplock bags—tells a story about what someone values and where they’ve been. So naturally, to begin the story of my family and our food, you’ve got to start with our pantry.

		If you poked your head into the kitchen cupboards of the tiny Oakland apartment where I grew up, you’d be hit with the piquant, floral scent of black peppercorns. The spices we bought didn’t come in fancy jars, but rather plastic pouches that you’d tear the tops off of, so their smells escaped freely, mingling with each other to form a vaguely Southeast Asian bouquet. Your nose would wrestle with the competing aromas of the spice mixes my mom—my Mẹ—kept on-hand to make phở bò (this page), phở gà (this page), canh chua (this page), and other Vietnamese soups. You’d see peeling brick-colored labels on cans of beets, anchovies in tomato sauce, and other mysterious, very American things that Mẹ picked up from the food bank. There’d be sugar dispensers—the kind you see on greasy-spoon diner counters—filled with white granules of MSG and reused SunnyD jugs of ferments, both culinary and medicinal.

		Mẹ sourced what she could from the big-box grocery store near our home, but the rest of the goods were harder to get. Whenever we got a chance to visit Vietnam, our luggage would be filled with bottles and spices for the return flight. But it’s not like you can book a flight to Vietnam every time you run out of pepper. So how do you cook a dish when you can’t get the important ingredients, like lemongrass and bitter melon? Save the seeds, otherwise impossible to find in the United States, from an old fruit or rustle some up from your friends with their own gardens, and you can just grow it yourself, just like my mom did. Her garden, grown out of a strip of dirt on the side of our building, had everything the grocery store didn’t: Thai pomegranates, passion fruit, brown sugar cane, bird’s eye chiles, and so much more. The yield from her garden made its way into ferments, spice pastes, and baggies stuffed into the freezer. When I graduated from high school, they finally bought a house with a backyard where my mom could really expand her operation.

		When I was a kid, there were weeks when, if you really looked closely, the only substantial ingredients you’d find in our pantry were rice and packages of Top Ramen. During those times, the pantry told another story. The hard times my family lived through, whether in a Thai refugee camp in the ’70s or in our Oakland apartment in the ’90s, made their mark on the way we ate and stored food. The jars, the preserves, and even the garden came into being to protect us from the hunger my parents knew all too well. And they didn’t rest when we had enough food to go around: Instead, they used the time to prepare for the next time we didn’t.

		In the summers, when the fishing haul was good and the sun was the closest to Earth it’d be all year, you’d find the roof of our apartment building covered in trays of fish slowly drying in the blazing heat. Nets, made by my mom from bits of scrap fabric, kept the flies off (mostly). My parents would be in the kitchen for hours: my mom, constantly stirring a pan of peppercorn-studded fish sauce caramel; my dad—my Ba—using a sharp knife to butterfly dried fish fillets, then slathering them with the caramel. Left on repurposed fridge racks for 3 to 5 days, this Cá Khô | Fish Jerky (this page) would become moist and sweet, with a concentrated blast of ocean salt in each bite. It filled our freezer for months. My parents’ adherence to this seasonal going-through-the-motions, from my mom’s knowledge of just how far to take the caramel to the way my dad inspected each fillet as it dried on our roof, connected them to Phú Quốc, where fishermen have done the exact same thing for generations.

		My mom’s pantry sprouts multiple roads to Miền Tây, the western region of Vietnam also known as the Mekong Delta. The Delta is the ecological nerve center of that part of the world and runs through the Cambodian border to the west and the coastal community of Vietnamese islands known as Kiên Giang, which includes Phú Quốc. The land in the lower delta floods during the rainy months, making it the ideal place to grow rice—in fact, the Delta is where most of the rice in Vietnam is grown. And its connection to the sea has made Miền Tây a center of regional trade since the first century CE, when it was a key stop for merchant fleets transporting spices, jade, and other goods throughout the Indian Ocean. That history is why we put bird’s eye chiles, descended from Mexican peppers, into our fish sauce and how the dosa-like bánh xèo got its iconic turmeric-yellow coloring. With so many cultural influences in our history, the people of Miền Tây have developed a taste for big, explosive flavors and a deep knowledge of how to build them.

		All of these components, painstakingly gathered and grown, made up the foundation of our palates at home. They also reflect the fact that, for a long time, my parents couldn’t just go to the store and buy whatever ingredients they wanted: They had to rely on their ingenuity to recreate the dishes they grew up eating. The raw materials of a meal, including whatever my parents could scrounge up from the butcher shop or the sea, would become familiar with a dash of Phú Quốc fish sauce or a sprinkle of minced lemongrass from the garden. Doing all of that labor to stock the pantry was, in a potent way, how we maintained and reinforced the memory of taste, and it was with deep gratitude that we ate the food my parents longed for.

		So there’s the “why” of the pantry: Here’s the “what.” I’ve organized these lists to walk you through some of the things you’d find in my parents’ kitchen, which of course include most of the ingredients you’ll need to cook the recipes in this book. There are also a handful of recipes at the end of the chapter for pantry staples, such as my foolproof techniques for cooking rice (see this page).
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		Spices

		I’m not gonna judge you for buying pre-ground spices, but do keep track of their age, as they go rancid faster than whole spices. Buy small amounts at a time and swap them out every six months.

		Five-Spice Powder

		A balanced blend of sweet, bitter, sour, salty, and savory spices, Chinese five-spice powder has the something-for-everybody appeal of an iconic boy band. It’s perfect for adding depth to meat marinades and rubs, like what you’d use for Bánh Hỏi Heo Quay | Woven Noodles with Crispy Pork Belly (this page) or Sườn Chiên | Caramelized Pan-Fried Pork Chops (this page). My mom would always buy five-spice in those 99-cent pouches they have at Asian markets, but I’d nudge you to use my own blend, Chef Tu Phở Seasoning (distributed by Spice Tribe) instead.

		Gochugaru

		I started using these Korean chile flakes a lot when I met my wife, Jean, who made kimchee stew religiously when we first moved in together. With its fire engine-red color, gochugaru is a great addition to chili crisps and seasoning mixes. Gochugaru does change the character of a dish since it’s spicy, but I love the visual impact.

		Knorr Brand’s Hạt Nêm

		I spent a long time trying to figure out what the “secret ingredient” was in all of my relatives’ cooking. Turns out this green bag was what my mom and all of my aunties were stashing deep in their cabinets. Knorr’s hạt nêm is pretty much MSG on steroids: It’s a concentrated powder made from pork bone marrow and meat. If you’d rather not add anything porky to your recipes, look to mushroom-based equivalents, like Nom Nom Paleo Magic Mushroom Powder.

		Monosodium Glutamate (MSG)

		I love MSG in all of its beautiful forms, and the kind I always keep in the pantry is the Aji-No-Moto brand. To be honest, my parents actually demonized it, saying it would over-stimulate the tastebuds. But even as they disparaged it, they still used it—a dash of MSG was always in our phở. MSG is key to adding savory depth to dishes, but it’s also true that, similar to white sugar, it can be abused as a way to cut corners when it comes to flavor.

		Organic Cane Sugar

		When I was in high school, my mom suddenly got really into organic ingredients (thanks to her new Costco membership, I think). Her first step into that world was with cane sugar. So this is what I try to use in any recipe that calls for a basic sugar. Since it’s not as refined as white sugar, it leans closer to the caramelly notes you’d find in palm sugar, making it a better fit for Vietnamese recipes when you don’t have palm sugar available. If you can find palm sugar where you are, default to that. But otherwise, this is what you should use whenever I mention “sugar” in a recipe.

		Palm Sugar

		Like maple syrup, palm sugar comes from the sap of the source tree. The sap is boiled down and reduced until it becomes concentrated and thick. I like that palm sugar imparts a different taste than commercial white sugar: It’s not straight-to-your-veins sweetness; rather, it has complex fatty, caramelly, and coconut-like flavor notes as a result of the cooking process. This makes palm sugar a natural fit for recipes that call for a darker caramel flavor, like Gỏi Cá Trích | Herring Salad (this page) or Nước Mắm Me | Tamarind Fish Sauce (this page). In wet markets throughout Southeast Asia, you’ll find artisanal palm sugars of all shades for sale, heaped in woven baskets or concentrated into bricks. If you’re stateside, you might find it for sale crystallized in pyramids or blocks, in a semi-liquid caramel form, or as a paste. Look for either straight-up palm sugar or coconut sugar. Store at room temperature in a sealed container or bag.

		Sesame Oil and  Sesame Seeds

		I learned a lot about sesame from my wife: One of her many talents, honed through a lifetime of eating Korean food at home, is sensing when sesame seeds are just about to go rancid. Her family uses toasted sesame oil like southern Italians use olive oil, so you could say they’re kind of connoisseurs of the stuff. While high-quality organic toasted sesame oil, like that from the Korean brand Ottogi, might seem pricey, it’s so much better to have a small amount of a great oil versus a lot of a not-so-great oil. Check the label before you buy: Sesame should be the only ingredient.

		For sesame seeds, I prefer the round, teardrop-shaped ones since they give the final dish a crunchier texture than the flatter kind. Toasted sesame adds nuttiness to a dish, and it’s totally worth it to toast the seeds yourself over low heat in a sauté pan. Keep tossing them continuously so that all sides are toasted, and stop once that nutty, roasty perfume hits your nose. It should take about 10 minutes. Pre-toasted seeds are convenient, but they’ll go bad more quickly.

		Star Anise

		A key player in Chinese and Indian spice blends, star anise has a warm and licorice-y flavor. In southern Vietnamese cooking, it’s essential for phở.

		Tamarind Pulp

		My favorite dishes that I had in Phú Quốc were basically anything glazed in tamarind—“me” in Vietnamese. The pulp, which comes in brown, beanlike pods from the tamarind tree, adds a pleasant sweet-and-sourness to seafood like shrimp (this page) and mussels and goes great with salty ingredients like fish sauce. At stores, you’ll find the pulp, seeds and all, pressed into dense blocks that you’ll have to boil to soften so that you can remove the inedible seeds. After boiling, the pulp becomes a glaze that you can use in any recipe that calls for tamarind. A block of tamarind pulp will generate a lot more tamarind glaze than you’ll need for a single recipe, but I suggest processing a whole block in one go and keeping the glaze in a jar. It keeps in the fridge for a very, very, very long time.

		Turmeric

		Introduced to Vietnam by way of India, turmeric has found its way into a few iconic Vietnamese recipes, including Bún Kèn | Curry Coconut Noodles (this page), the stunning soup-salad hybrid in which turmeric-tinted fish tumbles over fresh shredded papaya and rice noodles. The powder lends a sunny yellow color in batters, while whole fresh turmeric root can be steeped with other ingredients for flavor (or pulverized and served as juice “shots” for way too much money). When buying the powder, look for single-origin turmeric from companies like Spice Tribe and Diaspora Co.

		Vietnamese Black Pepper

		In Phú Quốc, black pepper is synonymous with what’s called Khmer pepper. (It’s Cambodian in origin, but to plants, national borders don’t really matter. In fact, Kampot, the city known for growing Cambodia’s best pepper, is less than 20 miles from the island.) The pepper is grown in mineral-rich red clay soil that makes the pepper berries shine bright, and climate-wise, the pepper plants thrive in that region. It’s pungent, with citrus notes that make your mouth water. Unlike some pepper varieties that might just taste spicy, with nothing else to them, these Vietnamese peppers have real flavor to them.

		Vietnamese White Pepper

		I’ve always resented the French culinary convention of only using white pepper with white fish—so as not to clash with the color, they say. Look: White pepper is about so much more than its color. It’s floral and sharp, with hints of pine and enough heat in a single pinch to flavor a whole pot of congee. Much of the world knows commercial white pepper as pepper berries that have had their skins removed, often through soaking.
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		Condiments

		Putting together a strong collection of condiments is essential to making just about any Asian food, and most people I know take their brand loyalty extremely seriously. This is obvious at any big Asian grocery store, where sauces for stir fries, marinades, and dips can take up multiple aisles.

		Commercial Fish Sauce

		When I say “commercial,” I’m talking about the big brands you’ll find in American stores: Squid, Three Crabs, and Thai Kitchen. Like olive oil, there are definite grades of fish sauce on the market, with some being great for finishing dishes and others being better suited to background work. Commercial fish sauce is muskier than the artisanal stuff, since it uses an extract made from not-so-fresh ground-up fish, guts and all. A well-stocked Vietnamese kitchen will have a few kinds of fish sauces, so keep a commercial brand on-hand for general seasoning. Toss a couple of dashes into your spaghetti sauce, or use it in a marinade.

		Fried Garlic and Shallots

		A sprinkle of fried alliums adds an ineffable “oomph” to salads and vegetable dishes, especially Gỏi Gà | Vietnamese Chicken Salad (this page). Paired with raw herbs like mint and rau răm (also known as Vietnamese coriander), a fried shallot is a nice counterbalance to the natural astringency of greens. If you have the luxury of time and a well-ventilated kitchen, go ahead, Martha Stewart the hell out of your fried garlic and shallots and make them from scratch (this page). But I’m just gonna tell you now that store-bought will save you a lot of tedium and mess. Buy them in small containers (3.5-ounce jars are typical) so they don’t sit too long and get stale.

		Hoisin Sauce

		To me, hoisin sauce is the most magical form of soybeans, the embodiment of their peak potential. Like, if X-Men psychic Jean Grey were a soybean, hoisin would be her reborn form, Phoenix. Maybe natto is Dark Phoenix. This metaphor is getting away from me. Anyway, hoisin is a fermented bean sauce with origins in Cantonese cuisine, where it’s a key ingredient in char siu. It’s versatile, with lots of uses in wok cooking and general barbecue, too. There’s a bottle of hoisin on every table at southern Vietnamese phở shops, where you can either squirt some into your broth or have some on the side for dipping your meat. (I prefer the latter.)

		Maggi Seasoning Sauce

		I used to think Maggi was straight-up soy sauce until I went to culinary school. And when I learned it was actually Swiss, and not Vietnamese? My mind basically melted. Vietnamese cooks use Maggi as a general seasoning: It can add different salty notes to a dish, and you don’t need a lot of it. In my family, we’d have meals with small dipping bowls of Maggi on the side, some crushed chiles steeped within. You’ll also find Maggi seasoning in places like Mexico, where it’s sold with a higher acid content, making it great for sprinkling onto grilled spring onions served with tacos.

		Oyster Sauce

		I’d compare oyster sauce to miso, another ingredient that’s a really important savory building block in marinades and sauces. Its base is oyster extract, and the texture is pretty thick, like hoisin sauce. In lighter dishes, like the steamed greens you always see on dim sum menus, oyster sauce adds more weight to the taste. When I was a kid, I lived for my mom’s caramelized pan-fried pork chops (this page), which she’d marinate with oyster sauce, sugar, and other aromatics. After the chops were done, my dad, wasting nothing, would fry rice or pasta in the leftover pan drippings.

		Premium Fish Sauce

		The Cadillac of fish sauce—to me, at least—is the stuff my mom’s family has been making since 1895. It smells like dried anchovies—it’s not fishy per se, but has a dark, almost wooden whiskey barrel–like aroma. It’s comparable to what an aged soy sauce would smell like: deep and dark. My mom’s family makes it in the traditional way, using just anchovies, salt, and water, and aging it for 12 to 15 months. (Commercial fish sauces tend to bulk up their product with additional ingredients and flavor and color additives.) Until recently, it’s been nearly impossible to find fish sauce of this caliber in stores in the United States. To me, Son brand fish sauce, made on neighboring Son Rai Island, is a dead ringer for my family’s.

		Sa Tế

		Sa tế is Vietnamese chile sauce, but it’s more than just a blend of spicy peppers. Minced lemongrass adds citrus notes, while shallot gives it body and fragrance. I’m wild about Tiger Saté, which is handcrafted in small batches in Houston, Texas. The creator behind Tiger Saté, An Dao of Pantry by Nature, immigrated to the United States from Vietnam with her family when she was young. Like most Vietnamese in the diaspora, food was a way for her to connect to her memories of home. To capture the flavors of her grandmother’s cooking, she created this sa tế from her memory of taste—and it’s amazing. Use it as a final-step seasoning in soups like phở.

		Sambal Oelek

		Sambal is Sriracha’s fruitier, lacto-fermented cousin. It’s bright, with a very short list of ingredients: red chiles, vinegar, and salt. It pops with fresh pepper flavor, almost like you crushed them yourself, so it’s an easy shortcut for dips and dressings. I’d eat it in just about any context. It’s got its own flavor profile, but in most applications, it’s still fairly interchangeable with Sriracha: I see the difference between the two as similar to the difference between apple cider vinegar and rice vinegar. Some recipes call for chrouk metae, a similar, Cambodian-style sauce, but you can swap in sambal oelek, which is easier to find at most supermarkets.

		Sriracha

		The sauce we know as Sriracha in the United States was invented in the 1980s by Huy Fong Foods’ David Tran, a Chinese-Vietnamese American refugee. It’s relatively young, as far as sauces go, but it’s now a bona fide institution in Viet restaurants everywhere. In this sauce, the flavors of hot red peppers, fermented garlic, vinegar, and sugar are held in a delicate balance, making it the versatile “little black dress” of cuisine. You’ll find it swirled into phở broth (this page and this page), and, yes, mixed with mayonnaise at your local Asian fusion spot. A lot of American food companies have integrated Sriracha into their dishes, and I think it’s because every restaurant keeps a giant bottle of the stuff in the back for the line cooks.

		Vinegar

		Acid is critically underutilized in the cuisines of the Global North…unless you count pickles. You see that human craving for sourness with every squeeze of lime into a bowl of phở. In northern Vietnam, they swap limes for dishes of white vinegar steeped with garlic—a similar effect, but subtler. A hint of vinegar is enough to slash through rich meats, keeping the salt and fat from overwhelming your palate. It’s good to diversify your vinegar collection, too, since each kind adds a different character of acid to your dishes. Rice vinegar, made from fermented rice, is less sharp than distilled vinegar. (Anytime I call for rice vinegar in a recipe, it’s the unseasoned kind by default.) Coconut vinegar and apple cider vinegar have fruity undertones that are well-suited to balancing out meat dishes.

		Canned and Dried Goods, Rice, and Noodles

		For some rice products, like short-grain rice and glutinous rice flour, I generally recommend Koda Farms, a small-scale producer based in South Dos Palos, California. But among my mom and aunties, Three Ladies Brand is considered the crème de la crème. Stick with that one for Southeast Asian varieties of rice, including broken jasmine rice. You’ll find my basic rice recipes on this page.

		Bánh Tráng (Rice Paper Wrappers)

		Rice paper wrappers are made from rice flour batter that’s been steamed on top of woven mats, which creates the distinctive basketweave pattern imprinted on the surface of each sheet. It’s a must-have for wrapping summer rolls (this page and this page), of course, and a new generation of Vietnamese street food vendors have started to fry them, turning them into crunchy salads and tostada-like snacks. To use as a wrapper, soak in lukewarm water for just a few seconds right before using. Keep it wet for too long and it’ll disintegrate.

		Broken Rice

		I think if you asked the international community to define the national dish of Vietnam, they’d say phở, summer rolls, or spring rolls, because those are the things that are most popular outside of the country. But I feel strongly that if you ask anyone in Vietnam, in the cities, they’re gonna say cơm tấm—broken rice. There, especially in Saigon, broken rice is often served flanked by fish sauce–marinated grilled meats, egg meatloaf, pickles, and other accompaniments. It’s my rice of choice for Sườn Chiên | Caramelized Pan-Fried Pork Chops (this page). Far from being a simple byproduct of milling, broken rice has taken center stage as something desirable on its own. See, Vietnam is jasmine rice country. And to produce those perfect and slender grains of rice, you need to beat them out of the stalks. Naturally, that process leaves behind a lot of imperfect, broken-off grains that you can’t sell at the same high price. (Besides, a mixture of broken and unbroken rice wouldn’t cook evenly.) Since it was an affordable alternative, broken rice became a staple food—the stuff people survived on through decades of wartime food rationing. It tastes the same, but the texture is less fluffy and a bit drier.
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		Coconut Milk

		Miền Tây is rife with coconut trees, so the people of that region really make use of the fruit. Coconut milk has an unmatchable cooling effect that’s super necessary for life in a tropical climate. One of the great coconut milk dishes is Bún Nhâm Hà Tiên | Coconut and Fish Sauce Rice Noodle Salad (this page), a simple dish that’s just swimming in the stuff. My family used a lot of canned coconut milk when I was growing up; but once in a while, when she was feeling really ambitious, my mom would make her own from fresh coconuts. If you’re feeling ambitious, too, you can find instructions on squeezing your own coconut milk on this page.

		Coconut Soda

		Coco Rico is 100 percent my jam. Carbonated and flavored with coconut extract, it’s got a slightly creamy texture with a totally clear color. Even though it’s Puerto Rican, you’ll find the green cans in a lot of Vietnamese and Cambodian American kitchens, where people use the soda in a lot of interesting ways, such as in the pork belly–braising liquid in thịt kho and even to add sweetness to Nước Mắm Tỏi Ớt | Chile Fish Sauce (this page).

		Dried Seaweed

		Like beans, seaweed is also a dessert ingredient in Vietnamese cooking. Kombu, a dried kelp, is often reconstituted in water and served with a plethora of ingredients (lotus seeds, plumped basil seeds, kumquats, and more) and flooded with ginger syrup (this page). In terms of sustainability, seaweed is one of the best ingredients you can eat: It’s carbon-hungry, nutrient-dense, and requires very few resources to thrive. You can buy big dried sheets of the stuff at most grocery stores now.

		Dried Shrimp

		The analogy I like to use for dried shrimp is that it’s as integral to building flavor in Vietnamese cooking as kombu is in Japanese cooking. Dried shrimp adds an element of oceanic salinity and amino acids that translate to umami flavor. Really, shrimp can turn a flat-tasting broth into something with real muscle behind it. The main varieties you’ll find are going to come from the South China Sea or Louisiana. I recommend the ones from Kho Market, which ships nationwide from New Orleans.
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		Flours

		My mom always kept little baggies of different flours in her pantry. They’re the foundation of the vast library of “bánh” dishes: cakes, breads, and Bánh Ít Trần | Sticky Rice Dumplings, Tu and Jean Style (this page). The main ones to keep on hand are bột năng (tapioca starch), bột nếp (glutinous rice flour), bột gạo (rice flour), and bột ngô (cornstarch). Koda Farms sells a great glutinous rice flour, called Mochiko, which democratized mochi-making for home cooks. If you’re at an Asian store, look for Erawan brand flours (with the three-headed elephant as its logo). Otherwise, Bob’s Red Mill has good organic versions of all of these.

		Glutinous Rice

		You’ll often encounter glutinous rice in desserts like Xôi Xoài Thái | Thai-Style Sticky Rice with Mango (this page). At Vietnamese parties, there’ll more than likely be some platters of steamed sticky rice, dyed in a rainbow of colors and sprinkled with a mixture of toasted sesame seeds, sugar, and salt. It’s also an essential ingredient in bánh tét, a Lunar New Year treat where it’s steamed in a banana leaf with marinated pork and mung beans.

		Mung Beans

		The bean sprouts that you see piled onto garnish plates at phở joints are all born from mung beans. But in most Vietnamese recipes, split, dried mung beans are what we go for. My mom would steam them in a tray, while I prefer to boil them in a pot. Depending on their texture, the beans have different uses. In the savory version of Bánh Ít Trần | Sticky Rice Dumplings, Tu and Jean Style (this page), the springy parcels are stuffed with mixture of mashed potato–soft mung beans and pork.
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		Noodles

		What is a life without noodles? A well-stocked Vietnamese pantry has a diverse collection of noodles in it, with each fulfilling its own culinary niche. Dried rice noodles are the heavy hitters here, and it takes a bit of finesse to get them right. Boil them just until they get tender, and make sure you’re ready to shock them in cold water once they come out. Otherwise, the starch will glue the hot noodles together as they dry. A lot of noodle recipes in this book, like Bún Chả Giò Khoai Môn | Taro Spring Roll and Rice Noodle Salad (this page), are all about cold noodles, anyway.

		Dried bún, otherwise known as rice vermicelli, is a slippery noodle best suited to salads. Somewhat similar in thickness is bánh hỏi, most often presented in dried or fresh rectangular sheets. It’s also made from rice flour, but the batter is fermented, giving the noodles a slightly sour taste. Another rice noodle we use a lot is bánh phở, the thin, flat noodles used in soups. These are easiest to find in dried form in the United States, but the fresh ones are worth seeking out: They’re springy, supple, and not as chewy. Cryovac-sealed noodles need a quick blanch in boiling water to prep, while the softer ones sold on Styrofoam trays can be served as-is.

		Another fresh noodle I like to use is bánh canh, a chewy and soft tapioca flour noodle. Sometimes they’re also made with rice flour. Tapioca makes the noodles super elastic and bouncy—think boba. They’re easy to make fresh (see this page) if you can’t find them in a store. Otherwise, you can swap in Japanese udon.

		The recipe for spring rolls (this page) also makes use of non-rice noodles, like miến, or bean thread noodles. Made with mung bean or sweet potato starch, miến become transparent when cooked and add a nice chewy texture to meat fillings.

		Pasta

		I know—you’re like, wait, pasta? What kind of Vietnamese book is this? But Vietnamese people use the hell out of some dried pasta, which we call “nui.” It’s not necessarily fusion, like miso carbonara or something; most of the time, we use short pasta, like macaroni or shells, to bulk up soups. A lot of home cooks prefer tricolor rotini for the texture and appearance. If we didn’t have cooked rice on hand at home, my parents would sometimes use pasta to soak up the pan drippings from Sườn Chiên | Caramelized Pan-Fried Pork Chops (this page).

		Pineapple Juice

		My family would always keep those cocktail-size six-packs of Dole pineapple juice on hand to throw into soups like canh chua (this page), where that acidic flavor is essential. Any brand will do; just make sure there’s no sugar added, or else you’ll have to adjust the recipe.
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		Preserves

		These are ingredients that my family would either buy from the store or process at home for long storage. Some are simple, like the corn silk we’d dry in the oven overnight, while others, like the caramel-glazed fish jerky, are hours-long productions.

		Dried Corn Silk

		The shiny fibers that stick out from the tip of a corn cob are usually thrown away in pursuit of the plump yellow kernels, but my mom would no doubt holler at you if she saw you doing that. Corn silk is actually full of antioxidants, and it’s been used as a diuretic in folk medicines and teas in Latin America for millennia. The easiest way to keep it is to dry it overnight on a baking sheet in a gas-powered oven—just let the pilot light do all the work. Once it’s brittle, you can make a tea out of it or chop it up and add to other things—dumplings, stir fries, soups—to give them more heft. Since it’s all dried out, you can keep it at room temperature pretty much indefinitely.

		Dried Fish Jerky

		My parents used this recipe to preserve fish when our access to it was plentiful. I’ve seen my dad make fish jerky with giant skate (similar to sting ray) that he’s fished underneath the Bay Bridge. Fish jerky was also a good way to make use of the rockfish and sole that he brought home from his work as a fishmonger. I have to say, the jerky flavored with my parents’ special fish sauce caramel, Nước Mắm Sánh Kẹo, is incredibly delicious. It’s best kept in the freezer and pulled out as needed. See this page and this page for recipes.

		Dried Shiitakes

		A plant-based way to build savory flavors in soups, shiitakes are concentrated fungal forest essence. My mom would always buy them from the Chinese medicine store in Oakland’s Chinatown, where they spoke both Vietnamese and Cantonese. You need to rehydrate them in cold water, but afterward, you can use the leftover shroomy water to add flavor to broths and sauces. When cooked, shiitakes have a firmer, meatier bite than fresh mushrooms. Sliced shiitakes will rehydrate faster and will be slightly more expensive.

		Dried Squid

		One of my favorite Vietnamese street foods is dried squid, flattened into a long, crispy sheet in a mechanical press, then toasted over hot coals and served with Sriracha. Its briny flavor and jerky-like texture, combined with Sriracha’s sweet garlic spice, is 100 percent my shit. At grocery stores, you’ll find dried squid sold as a tangle of fibrous meat and as a sheet—grab the latter for my recipe for Gỏi Xoài Xanh Khô Mực | Green Mango and Dried Squid Salad (this page).
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		Vietnamese Medicinal Ingredients

		Ginseng, jujubes, and goji berries were always in circulation at home. Sun-dried, then kept preserved in the freezer or above the fridge, these ingredients often went into home remedies. My parents kept a collection of jars filled with medicinal tree bark, rice wines, and these ingredients. Influenced heavily by traditional Chinese medicine, this indigenous herbology lives on in the ointments prepared in my family’s kitchen.
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		Garden

		My mom’s garden has always been her happy place. We were so lucky to live in the East Bay, with its blazing sun and Mediterranean climate. The weather granted her garden abundance; and in so many ways, my family’s collective well-being depended on it. It gave us food and medicine, sure, but it was also a pocket of beauty in a world that didn’t always have much beauty to spare.

		Banana Leaves

		In the non-tropical climate of Oakland, our banana tree never really thrived—let’s just say, it survived, at least. It would drop a flower maybe once a year, and forget about any bananas. But the leaves of a banana tree are just as useful as the fruit. In Vietnamese cooking, they’re used for wrapping ingredients, like sticky rice (this page) and fish, before steaming. The leaves impart a subtly sweet, comforting aroma into the finished product. You can find them at Latin American and Asian markets, most often in the freezer section.

		Ginger

		What can’t ginger do? One of the first breakout stars of the international spice trade, the fragrant root is used in everything from Jamaican ginger beer to Thai curry paste to Scandinavian gingersnap cookies. Vietnamese cooks will throw a smashed knob of ginger into soups to perfume the broth or mince it up to mix with fish sauce (this page) or Mỡ Hành Gừng | Ginger and Green Onion Sauce (this page). To peel ginger, I like to use a sharp paring knife. If you’re not super comfortable with your knife skills, scraping the thin skin off with a metal spoon will work, too. Keep the skins, since they add a lot of flavor to stock.

		Green Onions

		During the pandemic, a lot of people got into growing green onions from discarded roots on their windowsills, though I wonder how many people have kept up the practice in the years since 2020. (They lose flavor over time, so hopefully no one’s still nursing the same plant.) The cool thing is that a lot of folks learned it’s not hard to maintain green onions. They regenerate quickly, and you can just snip the tops off to use as garnishes in other dishes. I cut the stalks differently depending on how I want to use them. For classic Mỡ Hành | Green Onion Sauce (this page), I cut them into thin rounds; for garnishes that need a little more flash, I slice them on the diagonal, in what Chinese chefs call the horse’s ear cut.

		Lemongrass

		People always ask me how they can best use lemongrass. It’s a tricky herb, and I think that since it’s so labor-intensive to prepare, it’s tempting to underutilize it. But you have to use a lot to get the big citrus flavor that most recipes call for. The bunches of lemongrass sold at grocery stores will yield too much for a single recipe, so I would prep them all at once and freeze for later. Make it all into dán sả (this page), an easy-to-use paste that you can stir into soups and marinades. Some recipes call for bruising the stalk to release the flavorful oils inside, so here’s how you do it. Roll a heavy rolling pin over the lemongrass stalk from top to bottom to squeeze out the base, which is the woodiest part. Throw out the woody bits, or save them for tea or stock. Continue to roll over the lemongrass stalk to bruise it—you can even smack it if you need to—like you’re trying to even out a lumpy piece of pie dough.

		Makrut Lime Leaves

		Known as chanh sác in Vietnam, the Makrut lime grows throughout Southeast Asia. Its leaves have a cool hourglass shape and a gloriously evocative citrus smell. They’re often used as a flavoring in curry pastes and soups, where regular citrus juice flavor might get muddled. Keep a batch of leaves in your freezer. If you can’t find these leaves, swap in half a teaspoon of regular lime or lemon zest per leaf called for in the recipe.

		Yellow Onions

		The yellow onion was the one vegetable I knew my family would almost always have in our pantry, no matter how dicey our food situation got. Meat was seldom available, and fish scraps were always a “maybe.” Onions, though, were the building

		Herbs

		
		
		Hybrid Bird’s Eye Chiles

		
		Kumquat

		
		Lisbon Lemons

		
		Passion Fruit

		
		Pomegranates
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		Specialty Tools

		
		
		Asian Peeler Knife

		
		Circular Cutting Board

		
		Coconut Shredder

		
		Coffee Grinder

		
		Dehydrator

		
		Large Wooden Mortar

		
		Steamer (metal or bamboo)

		
		
			Recipes for Pantry Staples
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			Fish Sauce Contains Multitudes

			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		Everyday Fish Sauce
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		Salt, Pepper, and Lime Dipping Sauce
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		Green Onion Sauce
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		Ginger and Green Onion Sauce

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		Pickled Carrots and Daikon
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		Fresh Coconut Milk
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