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Dedication

TO MOM,

I’m sorry. I’ll never be able to be the doctor that you’ll be able to brag about to your friends. However, at least you can tell them that your son came out with this cool cookbook. Thank you for being my first introduction to cooking. When I first started making cooking videos, you were confused but still showed your support by helping me with the dishes while I edited on my laptop. Those memories back in the mobile home will stay with me forever. Hopefully by the time this book is released, you’ve already beaten cancer and I’ve bought you the house you’ve always wanted.
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Introduction

[image: ]

Is cooking hard, or are you just being lazy?

NAHHHH, I’m just playing. I saw an opportunity to start the book off with a little gaslighting, and had to do it. In all seriousness though, everybody is capable of cooking. It’s as easy as building IKEA furniture. First, gather all the parts, screws, and Allen keys. Then, open up the instruction manual and boot up your English 2 reading skills. Do what the instructions tell you to do, and you’ll end up with a nice and sturdy piece of Scandinavian furniture. Cooking is essentially the same thing, except the end result of your work isn’t limited to only one culture.

I wasn’t always passionate about cooking. Seeing my persona online and how much I dedicate myself to cooking content, you would think I’ve been doing this for a long time. Perhaps my parents bought me an Easy-Bake Oven as a kid, I fell in love with it, and the rest was history? Maybe I was on MasterChef Junior and had dreams of becoming the best chef in the world ever since I was a kid? Absolutely not.

Don’t get me wrong, I was always around food—but had more interest in eating it than making it. My mom is a talented Vietnamese cook who worked at numerous Vietnamese restaurants ever since she came to America in the 90s. My early encounters with great food were all the times I came home from school, excited as I walked up my mobile home stairs because I could smell the delicious dinners that my mom was preparing for our family. You know the smell that I’m talking about. Onions and garlic sautéed in a pan? Ughh . . . bottle it, turn it into a perfume, and spray it all over me. (Pause.)

I got my first taste of cooking when I started to sell Spam musubis in high school. Spam musubis are these Hawaiian snacks of sushi rice packed into a rectangle, topped with furikake and Spam, then fried and caramelized in a sweet teriyaki/barbecue sauce. At least, this was how I made my Spam musubi, which is far from authentic, but authentically mine. Back then, I wanted to keep up with my friends who had new shoes, cool cars, etc., and there was no way in hell I was going to ask my parents, who were already trying their best to support my sister and me, for money. So, what did I do? Every night, my mom and I spent three to four hours making and wrapping eighty Spam musubis. The next morning, we would warm them up and give them to two employees (my friends) to sell in between classes and at lunch. My mom and I did that together, every school day for three years.

After high school, I worked even closer to food. My first job? Making pretzels at Auntie Anne’s in a theme park. To this day, I remember it as one of my favorite jobs because I would secretly eat all the pretzels that we were required to throw away at the end of the night. I only worked there three months though, until I got a job working as a busboy/server/bartender/janitor at a Vietnamese restaurant/bar. It was at this restaurant that I was truly able to see how food went from ingredients being delivered to dishes enjoyed by restaurant goers. Many nights were spent watching the amazing kitchen staff prepare the meals for our customers. I loved watching them do their thing. The propane fires that lit up the woks, the head chef calling the shots and directing the line cooks, the insane chaos and stress that comes with working in this type of environment—I loved it all. But it still wasn’t enough for me to get cooking.

Life works in mysterious ways. Sometimes it can feel like the world is against you, and then the next moment, all the stars line up to lead you to your destiny. I fell into depression at 20 years old. Balancing being a full-time college student, working closing shifts at a restaurant, and battling severe acne, eczema, and alopecia that almost took both of my eyebrows, I’d had enough. I quit my job. If I wasn’t at school, I would be at home on my bed watching cooking shows on Netflix and Twitch streams. This was my life for a year straight. I had no purpose and motivation, and gave up on myself.

By my 21st birthday, I was tired of feeling sorry for myself and wanted change. At this point, my sister was gaining weight rapidly because she worked three jobs and ate only fast food to save time. She needed someone to prepare meals for her. Having watched about a dozen cooking shows on Netflix and YouTube, I felt ready to challenge myself. I cooked a new recipe every day, for thirty days straight, so that my sister would have healthier meals, packed in to-go containers, ready for her to take to work. I did it. I felt accomplished seeing that cooking for my sister helped her change her life and live more healthily.

I didn’t start making cooking videos right away though. I transferred schools and pursued a business degree. I still spent my free time watching more and more cooking videos and shows. I learned everything from different ways to cut vegetables to making stews, and about ingredients from all around the world. It wasn’t until Popeyes came out with their Spicy Chicken Sandwich that I decided to get in front of a camera. If you remember the craze, you know that people were lining up around the block for the sandwich. And in my city, people were selling them out of their cars in parking lots. Disgusted by people’s lack of access to fried chicken sandwiches, I took matters into my own hands. I filmed and posted a cooking tutorial on how to make a spicy chicken sandwich at home, and the rest is history.

“Okay, you just gave us your whole life story. That’s great. But what the hell does that have to do with this book?”

CHILLLLL!!!! I’m getting there. Let me cook. The reason I wanted to come out with a cookbook is because, since I began posting videos, people would comment, “I wish I could cook as well as you.” You can. I truly believe that anyone is capable of anything they put their mind to. I’m not anyone special. I wasn’t born with insane cooking skills. I didn’t attend a fancy cooking school like Le Cordon Bleu. I wasn’t ever on a cooking competition show. I was just once a depressed kid, in his room, binge-watching cooking shows underneath his bedsheets. If I can learn how to cook, so can you.

I also wanted to make a book that was dedicated to kids who are in the same situation as I am—children of immigrants, and first- and second-generation Americans. Having immigrant parents means that you grew up eating your culture’s food every day. For me, Vietnamese dishes like Caramelized Fish (Cá Kho Tộ), Phở, and Chicken Congee (Cháo Gà) were dinner staples that I ate for the majority of my life. But, I wasn’t only limited to what my parents knew how to cook. Growing up in California, which is a melting pot of all cultures, I picked up some favorite foods, like Korean Short Ribs (Galbi), Thai Basil Chicken (Pad Krapow Gai), and Carne Asada Tostadas, along the way. For this book, I sat down with myself and had a “that’s so Raven” moment. If I was going to write a book, I would need each recipe to have a purpose and a story. What foods made an impact on me as a kid? What stories can I tell? What would I want to see in a recipe book?

To me, this book is a “coming of age” cookbook. At the core, I’m Vietnamese, so we have to include my mom’s recipes for the Vietnamese food that she’s been making since I was a little kid and that now serve as the antidote for whenever I’m feeling homesick. I’m also American, so we tap into foods that are popular in the States, like smash burgers, vodka pasta, and chicken Parmesan. (I know the latter two are Italian.) As a San Jose native, I wanted to pay homage to my city with Mexican eats like elote, birria tacos, and the famous orange sauce (salsa roja) from La Vic’s. Then we move on to the first city that I moved to, Los Angeles, where I’m constantly being spoiled by some of the best Korean, Thai, and Japanese food. This book highlights my food journey throughout my life, taking inspiration from the many cultures that I’ve been exposed to. If you can put me into a book, I think this would be it.

So, instead of relying on cup ramen to survive, take my hand. Let’s walk through these recipes together and learn how to cook for ourselves. We got this.
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1

Opening Acts




When you go to a concert, the main act never performs first. Absolutely not. Otherwise, all the people that arrive fashionably late would miss everything and arrive just to clean up the trash left behind. Every show needs an opener. Someone that’s capable of easing the audience and getting them into the right mood so that when the main performance arrives, everyone is hyped and ready to party the night away. For a proper meal, that opener would be the starters, sides, and soups.

Here, you’ll find appetizers that I personally love to make and order at restaurants. For me, plain bread with butter as a starter is too boring. What’s not boring, however, is garlic confit bread, wonton soup, and great hummus. All of these recipes can stand on their own, but some, like Garlic Mashed Potatoes and French Fries, are great paired with a main act, like Red Wine Braised Short Ribs or Smash Burgers.




Hummus
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I’m not a bean person. Whenever I eat beans, I get gassy to the point where it’s detrimental to my health and those around me. No amount of air freshener can save the room. However, I love hummus. Do you see the problem here?

Hummus is one of those dips that I discovered in my twenties, and I wish someone had told me about it sooner. It’s high in fiber, is a great source of protein, and has healthy fat. Basically, you should be eating hummus because it’s good for you. Not only is this recipe very easy to make, but it yields some of the smoothest hummus I’ve ever had.

FYI, chickpeas and garbanzo beans are the same thing. I just wanted to make that clear because the first time I made hummus, I spent 30 minutes at Whole Foods, stressed out, because I couldn’t find the chickpeas. I even asked a worker to help me out and he was just as lost as I was.

MAKES ABOUT 2 SERVINGS


	One 15-ounce can chickpeas (aka garbanzo beans)

	½ teaspoon baking soda

	½ cup tahini

	5 tablespoons lemon juice

	2 tablespoons cold water, plus more as needed

	8 cloves Garlic Confit

	1 teaspoon ground cumin

	1 teaspoon kosher salt

	Paprika, for dusting

	Chopped fresh parsley




	Drain the chickpeas in a strainer, rinse, and transfer to a medium saucepan. Add enough water (about 3 cups) to cover the chickpeas by an inch. Add the baking soda and mix well. Bring to a boil over medium heat, then reduce to a simmer and cook over medium-low heat for 20 minutes. Drain and set aside.

	In a food processor, combine the tahini, lemon juice, cold water, garlic confit, cumin, and salt. Blend until the mixture is fluffy and airy, 1 to 2 minutes. In two or three separate additions, add the chickpeas to the food processor and blend in 15-second increments. Depending on the consistency desired, keep blending, incorporating 1 tablespoon of cold water at a time, until the hummus reaches the desired smoothness. The more water you add, the smoother/runnier the hummus will be.

	Transfer the hummus to a plate, dust with paprika, and sprinkle with chopped parsley. Serve with lavash or naan.





Goodbye Grainy Hummus!

Why simmer the chickpeas with baking soda? And why simmer canned chickpeas, if they’re already cooked? Smooth hummus. Although canned chickpeas are already cooked, they’re not nearly soft enough to make a smooth hummus. If you use them straight from the can, you’ll get a hummus with a grainy texture. You might’ve heard people swearing by soaking chickpeas overnight, or spending copious amounts of time and effort peeling the skin off of each individual bean. Although that method works, this is a much more efficient way to address the skins. When cooked together, baking soda helps break down the skin of the chickpeas, and allows for the beans to cook faster. The resulting beans and their skins are very soft and blend out smoothly. Goodbye, grainy hummus! You won’t be missed.
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