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				Welcome to 
The Choi of Cooking

				What you have in your hands is a book of recipes. An awesome book of recipes, trust. But we’re not stopping there. Because it’s not just an awesome book of recipes the same way the Tao of Jeet Kune Do wasn’t just a book about martial arts: Bruce Lee’s manual was a book about life, about how to approach yourself and others around you. This book is my Tao of Jeet Kune Do: a book of life, a recipe to keep living and be alive. It will fill your life with flavors so vibrant, so good, it will possess you. It’ll teach you how to make things that are good for you and good to you. It’ll make you kiss yourself as your food kisses others—seriously it’ll be that good.

				I mean, that’s the goal.

				I’ve been cooking for you all for a while now, but it took me this long to write this book because it took me this long to live long enough to know I had something to give you. And that’s what you have in your hands: my heart and my soul.

			

			This Book of Life

			Off the top, this is a collection of fun dishes with some thoughts about cooking and living along the way. Some are my takes on classics, others are created from a lifetime of cooking mash-ups. If all you want to do is make some fucking delicious food, I got you. It’s all here. You can just skip all this ramble and preamble and dive right in. A Thai-inspired chowder? This page. Layers and layers of greens hugging slivers of pork belly? This page. Fish tacos? Check this page.

			But if you’re still listening, let me tell you this story about how I got here.

			I spent a long time wrestling with my food demons. Growing up and into my young adult days, I was on a whole other level of champion eating: bundles of Red Vines, gallon-sized milkshakes, whole pizzas, cans of SpaghettiOs, a dozen flour tortillas like they were potato chips, eight portions of soba noodles at a time. The whole tray of Stouffer’s lasagna. I could pound four of those personal Pizza Hut pan pizzas at a time. Who actually eats the whole bread bowl in a clam chowder bread bowl? Me, that’s who. And there is this thing in Korean called ggokbaeggi, which means “extra-large.” Yup. Ggokbaeggi for your boy. All. The. Time. From pho to jjajangmyun.

			Really, though, I was eating my feelings. An evil voice would taunt me when I looked at myself in the mirror, sending me straight to the pint of Häagen-Dazs. On some afternoons when I was so depressed I could barely get off the couch, I almost couldn’t manage getting into the kitchen to microwave a pizza. Then, when I felt like I was getting too heavy, I just…didn’t eat. Instead of eating, I went on benders. Other addictions replaced the food. Sometimes it was drugs; other times, the casinos. I seesawed; sometimes I relapsed and fell into an abyss and had to start all over again. But for the most part, I controlled my weight and eating by ricocheting between the extreme for many years. Because at the time, I thought that’s what it meant to control your weight, to diet.
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			After I moved away from the drugs and the gambling and started cooking professionally and coming up in kitchens, I was constantly on the move. My meals became bits of vegetables and spoonfuls of sauces here and there. I still had my demons, though—they never completely go away—and sometimes they’d get the better of me and I’d spit fire, cook angry, smoke fuming out of my ears, eyes locked in, slamming pan after pan on the sauté station, bam bam bam, then eating angry to feed an animalistic craving that roared from somewhere deep.

			Being in restaurant kitchens is a lot like being at the casino: It can sometimes be like a time warp. You miss chunks of life while you’re in that chamber. I missed all sorts of pop culture diets—cleansing, juicing, paleo, Atkins—but it’s possible I might have been too stubborn to learn them anyway. I thought my way of eating on the go, eating whatever I thought my body was telling me to eat, then not eating when it got too much, was the way. I didn’t understand that so much of what I was eating was just empty of any nutritional value and making me feel worse. At some point a few years ago, I was tipping the scales at 200-plus pounds, feeling unhealthy, hiding in my junk food abyss, falling into old habits, but trying to hold it all together with a broken smile in public.

			I’m stubborn, but even then I knew my way wasn’t working. Something had to give.

			I made up my mind and looked to change up how I cook. I let my chef’s intuition guide me to make stuff I crave and would eat any other day, but intentionally pulled back the meat and upped the vegetables and discovered ways to pull in rainbows of flavor. Big fucking salads with a simple Dijon mustard vinaigrette. Grilled fish with a ginger ponzu sauce. Tofu seared and outfitted with soy, scallions, and buttery kimchi. A noodle salad filled with veggies and draped in a gochujang sauce.

			And the thing is, once I started cooking and eating like this, it stuck. When I cook and eat now, I’m usually thinking vegetables first. More herbs, more aromatics, less meat, less sugar. All almost without even thinking about it.

			The recipes in this book are the result of that journey. It reflects the cooking I do now: vegetable-forward with pit stops of comfort along the way. Those pit stops of comfort are key: I still have my cravings. I know the pull of that burger, of a bomb Philly cheesesteak, of a Taiwanese-style pork chop lightly fried and served over white rice. My philosophy isn’t about denial. It’s about balance. It’s about being kind to yourself. And being kind means hugging the foods that hug us back.
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			So rather than pretending like our cravings don’t exist, I’m going to just ask that you treat them right. When the demons come around to visit me, for example, and I need my greasy fix, then I’ve made a deal with myself: I’ll eat a burger, but it’s a burger that I make so I control every part of it. I’ll treat it like it’s my first and only burger, so I gotta make it a perfect bite because it’ll be my only bite. This means getting the best ingredients I can to really maximize the flavor—and that means just a little bit will go a long way. So, whatever craving you have, put in the care and time to cook it up yourself. I’ll show you how, and I promise it’ll be more rewarding and better for you than hitting the drive-thru.

			That’s why even though this is a book about eating and treating yourself better, it isn’t your typical “healthy” cookbook in that chicken nuggets probably don’t line up with how our culture defines healthy. But fuck that. Healthy means different things depending on who you are. And I’m here to support you wherever you are in your journey.

			Whatever we make together, it’ll be full of flavor layered in each bite, flavors that come from all over. I’m a kid who grew up with one foot in one culture and the other foot in another yet who had to walk a blurred one-way path, intertwined like a trail in a fairytale forest. And I’m not the only one. I see all of you out there—immigrants, Americans, everyone—who were doing and are doing the same right now. So, as we work through these tacos and salads and soups, you’ll see that a lot of dishes in this book are rooted in multiple places, and they’re going to reflect their multiple starting points to create a whole new point on the map.

			I’ll also hit other dishes I grew up with but tweaked in a way that I would have done if I’d known then what I know now. That can mean something as simple as knowing when to be patient and not rush the cooking process so flavors can fully develop, loading a dish with a new sauce, or adjusting the portion size to satisfy cravings without falling back into the abyss. These are dishes that I would have made if I was the one in charge of writing the food in my childhood script. It just took till now to figure out who I really was to even write the lines.

			
				It’s about the food, but it’s also not about the food.
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				As you cook through the book, you’ll see it’s about the food, but it’s also not about the food. My hope is that through this book, you will learn how to cook. Not to follow a recipe, though that is part of learning how to cook. But learning how to cook is more than following a recipe and making the dish look exactly like the photo. It’s empowering yourself with the tools to take control of what and how you approach the food in your life.

				Cooking is tasting and learning what flavors you like. It’s trusting yourself, having patience. It’s making time to cook things right and not looking for shortcuts. It’s bringing who you are into the kitchen, and what you take with you when you leave. It’s sweating the small stuff. It’s learning the rules, then questioning the rules. It’s flow, it’s movement, it’s jazz. It’s rolling with mistakes as you go, it’s knowing how to roll with the mistakes as you go.

				I’ve learned all those things through making mistakes and fucking up and falling down and getting back up again. I’ve spent the last few decades learning the rules of cooking, and then breaking those rules and combining those broken pieces to make a whole new piece. It’s like the Watts Towers, but instead of found objects, my piece is built on scraps of my life experiences and approach to cooking. And by passing what I’ve learned to you, I hope you can learn those lessons, too, without needing to take the long way around. So, embedded in the recipes and throughout these pages are bits of guidance that expand on my cooking style and philosophy. Sometimes it’ll be real practical, like when to use a blender versus a food processor, when to mince instead of chop. Sometimes it’ll be about working with a specific ingredient. And sometimes it’ll be about battling yourself to find yourself. I hope those moments will show you how to not get lost in the weeds even when you’re in the weeds. And all those moments, the lessons, strategies, and ideas you’ll absorb as you cook, will build and accumulate. Soon enough, you’ll be able to riff off my recipes and make your own meals. You’ll be able to nourish yourself—and others, too.

				I lived it so you can live it.

			

			The Choi of Cooking Testament
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			I’m what the youngsters call an OG now.

			I never thought I’d get here and never imagined what I’d feel if I ever did. But being here now, it’s not as embarrassing as I thought it would be. Sure, I’m old, but with age comes wisdom and that wisdom comes from experience. I have found a path where my mind is clear, my body is strong, my heart radiates.

			Remember what I said? The Choi of Cooking is a life book. My Tao of Jeet Kune Do.

			After all these years, I learned that the best cooking comes from a place of love and kindness and generosity for yourself, the ingredients you cook, and those you feed. I know this is gonna change your life because the food in this book changed mine and all those who I feed every day. No cap.

			And that’s all because you trusted me, you trusted yourself. You applied technique, allowed yourself to make mistakes, embraced flavor, took your time, had a sense of humor about things, escaped the rat race, made peace with the demons, and made music for your soul through cooking.

			So what do you say, are you ready for this?

			Let’s go.

			Roy

		

	
		
			
				
					
						The Choi of Cooking

					

					Guiding Lights

					
						There are no hard-and-fast rules to my cooking philosophy. Just a few guiding lights as you cook:

					

					
							
							Love for others and yourself

						

							
							Kindness in your heart

						

							
							Generosity of spirit and giving

						

							
							Flavor for days

						

							
							FUN FUN FUN

						

							
							Vibrancy and vibes

						

							
							Health is wealth

						

							
							Realness of intention

						

							
							Care of earth, technique, and detail

						

							
							Happiness is feeding
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				Find 
Your Own Path

				Whether you’re new to cooking, you want to eat better than you do now, or you don’t need anyone to convince you about the magic of vegetables, The Choi of Cooking is for you. And wherever you are, I’ll meet you there with a few dishes to continue the journey.

				Find yourself here:

				1

				If you’re a couch potato

				If your every day is filled with chips and Red Vines and extra-large everything and you want to take control of what you eat, you can do it. I know it, because I was there once, too. We’re going to take one step at a time. Ease into a new direction with a smoothie or Agua Fresca (this page). Throw together my Tuna Salad Niçoise Bibimbap (this page). Roll up a Bean and Cheese Burrito (this page). When the fast-food craving hits, make yourself a burger or some chicken nuggets (this page and this page).

				2

				If you’re a bit hesitant, with a toe in the water

				If you want to take control of what you eat, but you’re not yet super comfortable in the kitchen, start with a few simple and delicious recipes. Make one of the salsas (this page) or roast some carrots with garlic (this page). Serve yourself some tofu with a soy-ginger sauce (this page), then blend up my Magic Sauce (this page) and spoon it over a bowl of cold noodles (this page). Make a rice ball or a rice bowl (this page and this page). Practice patience with my Korean Steamed Egg Soufflé (this page) or Crispy Mashed Potatoes (this page).

				3

				If you’re on your way to eating better

				If you already heart vegetables, a few ideas to add to your Tuesday night dinners: Grilled Romaine with Creamy Blue Cheese Dressing (this page), Hot Chow Chow (this page), Stir-Fried Pea Shoots (this page), Roasted Cauliflower Steaks with Harissa and Garlic Herbed Butter (this page).

				4

				If you were on your way to eating better, but you relapsed

				If you were on the healthy path but went off road, a Green Juice (this page), Oxtail Brisket Soup (this page), Kimchi Tuna Melt Boats (this page), Veggie on the Lo Mein Spaghetti (this page), some crudités (this page)  or laab (this page) will get you back on track.

				5

				If you’re ready to play jazz like Coltrane

				If you want to scale back the meat or carbs in your diet, riff on my recipes the same way a great jazz player swims between the notes after mastering the fundamentals. You can, for example, play around with the ratio of green beans to chicken in my stir-fry (this page), swap out the meat for tofu in dishes like my Bomb Kha Chowder (this page), or try beans instead of noodles in pasta dishes like my Shakshuka Baked Ziti (this page).

				6

				If you’re a namaste warrior

				If your week is already a balanced mix of health and comfort, take this book and follow your eyes and stomach to mix and match: Have the Kimchi Steak Tacos (this page) for lunch, say, and Crispy.Salmon.Lemon. (this page) for dinner. A Big Fucking Salad (this page) for lunch, Hawaiian-Style Garlic Shrimp (this page) for dinner. You get the idea.

			

		

	
		
			A Note on the Recipes

			
				A few quick pointers about the recipes in this book
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			Serving Sizes

			Servings sizes in cookbooks and recipes are a trip, because everyone’s idea of a serving size is wildly different. It’s even different from meal to meal, day to day, whether you’re feeling super hangry or whether you’re feeling super low. So, take the serving sizes in this book as guidelines and combine them with your own experiences and inner voice to tell you if you’ll need more to feed you and your crew or family.

			Slicing & Dicing & Chopping & Mincing

			Depending on the dish, some ingredients will need to be chopped, others will need to be much more finely cut into a mince. These differences in how big or small you cut the ingredient might seem like a small thing, but there is intention there. How you prepare a clove of garlic or a bunch of cilantro, for example, makes a big difference in the flavor in the final dish. If we’re going to blend everything to make a salsa (this page), say, I’ll suggest that you chop it up in big pieces and let the blender do the work for you so you can focus your time, attention, and energy on stuff that needs your time, attention, and energy. On the other hand, if infusing an oil with garlic, like for my clam pasta (this page), you need to cut the garlic into thin slivers. Go any smaller like a mince and the garlic won’t hold up in the time and heat that it takes for all its flavors to fully extract, and you’ll end up with a muddy, cloudy, sometimes even bitter flavor profile.

			On the other other hand, where I’m looking for a quick, concentrated release of flavor to combine with other flavors, like in a stir-fry (this page), or to meld the flavors into a broth, like in a chowder (this page), I’m going to mince the garlic. It all just depends. And paying attention to these minuscule details can make the difference between a dish you just like and a dish you love.

			Extra Extras

			At the end of a lot of the recipes, you’ll find an extra tidbit or two about a few ways you can spin a recipe. These are labeled:

			Power Up

			I share some favorite comfort foods in these pages, all of which satisfy when cravings grip you from somewhere deep. When you’re ready, modify those recipes in ways that will make them even better for you. Those modifications are labeled Power Up.

			Get In Where You Fit In

			These are moments in this book where you can customize a dish with whatever you want to throw in, or where you can swap out what I use for something else that would suit you better. Get in where you fit in!

			Bonus Rounds

			There are a bunch of recipes in here, especially in the Souper Soups chapter, where you may end up with leftovers…which is exactly where you’re supposed to end up, because that’s just the way the dish is made. So, those recipes really aren’t just for one dish; they’re multiverses that hold countless possibilities. Ideas for how to transform those leftovers into something entirely new or to use them as a base for other dishes are labeled Bonus Rounds.

			Sweatpants Version

			There are a few recipes that take a little bit of extra time to put together, because sometimes you can’t cheat code your way to getting it done sooner or with less prep. But, for recipes where there is a way to shorten the process so you can throw on your sweatpants, make a quick, low-effort meal, and chill out, I’ve highlighted the methods as Sweatpants Versions.

			Choice Words

			Every once in a while throughout the book, we’ll sit down and take a breath and I’ll tell you a story about a recipe, about cooking, about my zigzag journey. Those are Choice Words.

		

	
		
			
				
					You Are Your Pantry, Your Pantry Is You
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				Whether it’s a couple bags of shredded cheese in your fridge or a bottle of fish sauce that you use so often that the cap doesn’t cap anymore, the ingredients you stock, shelve, store, and stash around your kitchen say a lot about who you are and how you cook. And however your kitchen looks right now, it’s great. It’s you. And whatever it looks like now, it’s going to look different by the end of this book, because just as you change and grow with new experiences, your pantry will, too. As you take on those new experiences and explore more, remember: This is The Choi of Cooking. Fill up your cupboards with what brings you joy, and what makes you excited to cook.

				This is a rundown of a few specific things I have in my pantry. Use this as a guide as you build out yours.

			

			Aromatics

			Anytime you start cooking and your tummy begins to grumble, or someone wanders into the kitchen because it just smells so good, it’s probably because you added aromatics to the pan. Aromatics include ginger, garlic, scallions, lemongrass, onions, chile peppers, galangal, bay leaves, celery, carrots—basically, power ingredients that unleash the most amazing fragrances as they cook. They create the foundation of flavor for the dish. Once you can smell these aromatics, you know their flavors are flowing into the pan.

			We use a ton of aromatics in this book, so I won’t list them all here. But I do have a few notes on the ones I use the most:

			Garlic

			I use garlic a lot. A lot. Other than pulsing peeled cloves a few times in a food processor to mince them, there really is no major shortcut to peeling and prepping fresh garlic quickly. It’s just something that takes time. But because garlic is such an important building block of flavor, it wouldn’t be counterproductive to take a moment to focus on building that block. So, maybe give yourself a morning where you set a goal of peeling, slicing, or mincing a few heads of garlic. Once you hit the goal, transfer the prepped garlic to an airtight container and fridge it. Then, when you come home, it’s ready to go just like any other pantry item, ready for use throughout the week.

			That said, I do get it if your life’s too busy or you just don’t have the energy to set aside some garlic time. But don’t let that stop you or keep you stagnant. In that case, do what you can. Use as much garlic as you have time to prepare, or pick up peeled cloves or jarred or frozen minced garlic from the market. No one’s coming to your door if you go this way.

			But if you do go this way, stop a moment. And taste.
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			Obviously, if you use less garlic than what I call for, the garlic flavors won’t be as pronounced. If you use garlic that’s been pre-peeled or pre-minced, the garlic flavor generally will be more muted than vibrant, one dimensional instead of three. Sometimes jarred or frozen minced garlic has a tinny or metallic flavor from the processing, or its flavor is affected by added salt or chemical preservatives.

			So if you use fewer cloves than what’s in the recipe, or you use pre-packed garlic, it may make sense to go off-script and pump up the volume on the other ingredients: Add more chiles or other aromatics, or throw in extra handfuls of herbs. Make the dish pop with lemon juice or another acid. The final result will taste and look different from what I have on the page. That’s fine! That’s what The Choi of Cooking is all about. It’ll still be good. And it’ll be you.

			Scallions

			You can never have too many bunches in the fridge. Unless otherwise instructed, use the whole scallion, both the green and white parts.
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			Lemongrass

			To prepare lemongrass for cooking, you’ll need to first peel off the thicker, dryer leaves on the outside of the stalk until you get to the tender part inside. Then, trim the root and cut off the woodier part of the top. If you want, wash and save those parts and simmer them in some water with other vegetables, including their trimmings and scraps, to make a vegetable broth, or add it to a pot of stock to infuse it with flavor. Otherwise, toss in your compost bin or trash.

			Depending on the dish, I’ll either smash or mince the lemongrass. To smash, lay the prepped lemongrass on a cutting board, grab a pestle or a rolling pin or something pretty heavy, and bash the stalk a few times. To mince, first smash the lemongrass, then slice the stalk very finely with a sharp knife. You also can pick up a bag of frozen minced lemongrass from an Asian market; it’s great to keep in your freezer for those times you don’t have any fresh stalks, or it’s a sweatpants day and you want to save a little time.

			Chile Peppers

			Chiles don’t just bring heat; they also bring flavor, and my cooking wouldn’t be the same without them. I always have gochugaru and crushed red pepper flakes around, and I’m always grabbing Anaheim chiles, chiles de árbol, and Thai bird’s eye chiles when I’m at the market. Charring peppers, whether dried or fresh, will give them a roasty, smoky flavor and bring out some of their sweetness, too.

			In addition to fresh and dried chiles, I always keep a few cans of chiles in the cupboard. Those are great in burritos and in rice bowls.

			Herb Garden

			General rules of thumb: Dried herbs are good for rubs, roasts, and soups. Fresh herbs are always best for vinaigrettes and sauces. A handful of fresh herbs dropped into a dish right before serving will almost always bring something lively to the party, plus they add great pops of color.

			In this book, I sometimes use dried herbs like oregano, but most of the herbs I use are fresh. And of those, the ones I reach for time and time again are cilantro, Italian basil, flat-leaf parsley, plus the following herbs that may need a little extra legwork to source depending on where you are:

			Thai Basil

			This is more pungent and stronger in its licorice flavor than Italian basil. You can find it at many Asian markets, but if you can’t source it, you can swap it out for Italian basil.

			Rau Răm

			Sometimes called Vietnamese coriander or hot mint, this is a grassy, peppery herb with long, narrow leaves. Southeast Asian markets are a reliable source for rau răm, and many Asian markets carry it in their produce sections, too. If it’s not available, you can sub in mint or lemon verbena.

			Perilla Leaf

			A grassy herb with large leaves, you can find this at Korean and some Asian markets. It’s also known as sesame leaf, although it’s actually part of the mint family. Swap it out for shiso leaves or mint.

			
				
				
					[image: Line drawing of the author picking vegetables from tables piled with them.]
				

			

			In the Cupboard,
On the Counter,
In the Fridge

			Black Pepper

			Go with freshly grinding your own pepper if you can.

			Cheese

			Cheddar in blocks or shredded and Parmesan (or Parmigiano-Reggiano) in wedges or grated. Use whatever form works for you, but have them both.

			Citrus

			Lemons, limes, oranges, and yuzu all add bursts of acidity, brightness, flavor. They can transform a dish

			Frozen Fruit and Vegetables

			
			Gochujang

			
			Grains

			
			MSG

			
			Nuts

			
			Oils

			
			
			
			Salt

			
			
			Sauces

			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			Toasted Sesame Seeds

			
			
				
				Toasted Sesame Oil

				
				
				
			

			Tofu

			
			Vinegars

			
			Equipment

			
			Blender

			
			
			Microplane

			
			A Few Pots and Skillets

			
			
				On Blenders vs. Food Processors

				
				
			

			Storage Stuff

			
			Tasting Spoons

			
			
				
					[image: Kitchen tools gathered on a countertop.]
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