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When Cuong Pham, the founder of Red Boat Fish Sauce, first immigrated to America, he missed the tastes of his childhood. He thought what he missed was his mother’s cooking, but when his mother later joined him in the US, they discovered that a fundamental component of her cooking—fish sauce—just wasn’t the same here as it was in Vietnam. That set Cuong off on a journey to find what he and his family remembered so acutely. With this collection of 100 recipes, learn how to punch up flavor in Vietnamese favorites like Bún Chà and Sugarcane Shrimp, as well as in American classics like chicken wings, pork roast, and Thanksgiving turkey. With behind-the-scenes stories in every chapter spanning Breakfast, Appetizers & Snacks, Kho, Pork, Chicken & Beef, Feasts, Sweets & Drinks, and more, this book encompasses a true American story and is the perfect guide to using the incredible pantry staple.
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For my mother and father,
Cái ThI Kim VÂn
and Ph3m T1n Nam
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Introduction


I launched Red Boat Fish Sauce in 2011 in northern California, but the true origin story of Red Boat starts decades earlier on an entirely different continent. It starts, really, in Việt Nam, with my mother.

My mother grew up in Rạch Giá, the capital of the Kiên Giang province on the southwestern coast of Việt Nam. Her father (my grandfather) developed land nearby in An Biên—he was so well-known that he was informally considered the mayor of the area. I still have family there, in fact, some still living along the very same road where our ancestral home is located.

My mom’s interest in food and cooking began at a very young age. This did not go unnoticed by my grandfather, who embraced her love for all things culinary and arranged for her to receive formal French training in Sài Gòn. It was there her natural talent blossomed, and she became an amazing cook.

My mom eventually moved to Sài Gòn, which is where I grew up. She was a teacher at the grade school just a few steps away from our home, but outside of school, she was always cooking. In fact, her cooking was so well known that our house was a de facto gathering spot where my friends and my siblings’ friends would pop by during the holidays or in time for lunch, dinner, or snacks after school. Her Tết (Lunar New Year) spread was legendary: Weeks before the holiday, a relative would drop by with a few liters of fish sauce—and not just any fish sauce, but fish sauce from Phú Quốc island, which was well known then, as it is now, as being home to some of the best fish sauce in the world. With that crucial ingredient delivered, she began prepping. There were carrots and radishes to pickle, lotus roots to slice for salads (see Vietnamese Lotus Root Salad), and big pots of my favorite, thịt kho trứng (caramelized pork braise with eggs, see Holiday Thịt Kho Trứng) to simmer. And while my mom pulled out all the stops for Tết, the rest of the year was just as delicious as she whipped up things like cháo bồi (a shrimp and crab rice soup) and nem nướng (grilled pork meatballs).

In retrospect, I realize I took the great food that came out of her kitchen for granted. I didn’t consider how she managed to feed us six kids after the end of the war in 1975. I took what seemed like an unlimited supply of beautiful fish sauce for granted, too. In my youth, I couldn’t have fathomed the ways in which the war, global consumer demand, and intense competition would radically change the fish sauce industry in the decades to come.


Four years after the end of the war, my mother made a monumentally difficult decision: It was time to leave Việt Nam and find a better future elsewhere. My mom decided we would all go, but to be safe, we’d go separately. I’d be the first in the family to go.

In February 1979, just a few days after Tết, I set out. The plan was for me to hide out on a designated fishing boat, wait for my other siblings to join me, and then, hopefully, we’d all ship out. For two weeks, I hid and waited, hid and waited; meanwhile, the boat was a destination for others, too, and as the days passed, it filled with more and more people following their own plans of escape. None of my siblings turned up though, and after about two weeks, we got word that some people were getting caught on their way to the boat. No longer safe to wait, we lurched into the water. Including the time I spent in a refugee camp in Pulau Bidong in Malaysia—which was being used exclusively as a camp for refugees— it was nine months before I finally touched ground in the United States. I was twenty years old.

As it turns out, I was the first in my family to leave Việt Nam, but not the first to arrive in the US. Two brothers arrived in the States before I did; I briefly stayed with one in Boston before joining my other brother in the Bay Area. There I earned my degree in management information systems and, in 1984, landed a job as a systems engineer for a guy named Steve Jobs at what was then his small computer company, Apple.

I started right around the storied launch of its Macintosh computer and wound up staying for over a decade. Steve was ousted from the company just a year after I arrived, but in that short period of time, I learned so much from him. Most significantly, I was inspired by how much he believed in his products and how truly innovative he was. Apple was a smaller player than it is now, and its products were expensive relative to the rest of the market, in part because its technology was so ahead of its time. But Steve forged ahead anyway, trusting that so long as he provided the right tools, people would see the value in his work. Even after Steve left, the company continued to work on projects he started, and I stayed with Apple as long as I did because I believed in his vision for the company. During that next decade, I watched as the company grew from a few hundred to several thousand employees, and it was a thrill to work there as it became one of the most influential companies in our time.

Meanwhile, most of my other siblings made their way to the US, and we began the paperwork to sponsor our mom’s immigration. In the interim, we missed her and her cooking so much that she sent us her recipes. We picked up fish sauce at our local markets as she directed, but those bottles never smelled like the fish sauce we were used to, and our meals never smelled like home and didn’t taste like it either. But we didn’t think we had an ingredient problem. We thought we were the problem: No one can cook the way Mom cooks.
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After years of wrangling and red tape, my mom finally joined us in 1990, ferrying with her a small handwritten book of recipes she eventually passed down to us. Her cooking remained delicious, but dishes like thịt kho just didn’t have the same fragrance as they once did in Việt Nam. That’s when we finally figured it out: The fish sauce here just wasn’t the same as the fish sauce there. The version in the States was one-dimensional and smacked of a harsh saltiness. We flipped to the ingredient list and saw fish extract, salt, sugar, other additives and preservatives. That explained it. It didn’t taste like the fish sauce we grew up with because it wasn’t the fish sauce we grew up with. The fish sauce that we knew had fish and salt—that’s it.

Nonetheless, being the great cook she was, my mom adapted her recipes to use the fish sauce that was available and figured out that even non-Vietnamese dishes like pasta sauce could be boosted with a drizzle of fish sauce. It was more than good enough for us at the time, though we still reminisced about the old fish sauce. If only, we said, we could get our hands on it stateside.
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The Barrel House

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the Internet and tech boom started to really take off worldwide. In 1997, I left Apple to seek new challenges. And I got some new challenges indeed—just not at all where I expected to find them.

I was consulting as a solutions architect, working with Verizon and other telecom and electronics companies. My work took me all over Southeast Asia and, whenever I had some down time, I visited Sài Gòn. I heard Phú Quốc’s fish sauce producers were still making amazing fish sauce, so I toured a few local factories on the island. I was able to taste samples of nước mắm drained from the barrel, before it was blended with other ingredients. This first, pure extraction, is so significant that it has a name: nước mắm nhỉ. And wow. This was a flavor I had not tasted in over twenty years. It brought me back to being a kid in my mom’s kitchen, and the aroma of her thịt kho wafting from the stove. I got enough nước mắm nhỉ to fill a bottle, stowed it in my luggage, and took it home to my mom. She took one whiff and cried.

I went back to Sài Gòn several more times, each time looking to buy retail bottles of nước mắm nhỉ, similar to what I tasted in Phú Quốc. I came up empty. At the time, most fish sauces available outside of Phú Quốc were industrialized, with the fish sauce made in large volumes to sell at low prices. Often the same batch of anchovies went through multiple rounds of extraction, with the extracted liquid blended with sugars and other additives to compensate for the loss of flavor and color. That industrialized fish sauce was what I saw on American shelves, too. A producer might make a limited bottling of that first extraction, but those bottles of nước mắm nhỉ were too precious to sell. Instead, they were gifted to family or friends.

In 2006, I met the owners of a fish sauce factory in Phú Quốc who wanted to stabilize and expand their business. I struck a deal: I’d invest in their factory if they would repay me in jugs of nước mắm nhỉ. As long as I had enough to keep our family pantry stocked and my mother happy, I’d be happy, too. When I returned from Việt Nam and told my daughters, Tracy and Tiffany, that I bought into a fish sauce company, they thought I was having my own version of a mid-life crisis!

I thought I made a fine investment . . . until about six months later, when the owners abruptly decided they wanted to get out of the fish sauce business altogether. Suddenly, I found myself with the keys to a sixteen-barrel fish sauce facility. And no idea how to make fish sauce.

As it turns out, it is pretty easy to make fish sauce once you have all the suppliers and equipment in place. You get the fish from some fishermen or suppliers, you salt it if it already hasn’t been salted, then you pile it into big ten-foot barrels and ferment it. But making good fish sauce, the kind that would bring a Vietnamese mother to tears? That’s another story.
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Forty Degrees of Nitrogen: The Red Boat Process

The quality of the fish sauce we made during our first few years of production was incredibly hit or miss. Some barrels produced great fish sauce; others not as much. I was advised to salvage the bad batches with sugar and additives, but that’s not what I wanted to do. Rather, I wanted to make pure fish sauce with only anchovies and salt. It had been done before. Why not now?

Fish sauce can be made with a variety of fish, but the black anchovies in the waters of Phú Quốc are exceptionally flavorful when properly fermented. To realize their flavor potential, the anchovies have to be salted with the right type of salt, in precisely the right ratio of salt to fish, immediately after they’re pulled out of the water, or else they’ll lose their freshness and risk spoilage. The anchovies then need a very expensive ingredient to fully develop their flavor: time.

That was the centuries-old way of making fish sauce. Fish sauce has been a central part of Vietnamese cuisine for hundreds of years; history abounds with stories about fish sauce being gifted to kings and offered as tribute to other rulers. Fish sauce producers during some dynastic eras were required to give a portion of their production to the government. Phú Quốc in particular has long been known for its fish sauce, with generations of master fish-sauce makers who possessed and passed on hard-won knowledge about the meticulous process of fermentation. In fact, Phú Quốc’s fish sauce was so highly regarded that the island’s producers had to protect their stock from theft using the then-equivalent of a Brink’s armored security truck! As Erica J. Peters writes in Appetites and Aspirations in Vietnam: Food and Drink in the Long Nineteenth Century, the producers would ship their precious liquid “on specially guarded vessels to favored customers on the mainland.”

What makes Phú Quốc’s fish sauce so special is the combination of three crucial factors: the umami-rich wild black anchovies in its waters, the process of salting the fish, and the humid climate especially conducive to fermentation.

As I explored the ins and outs of the business, I realized the reason that, despite the island’s rich history and fertile environment, precious few producers made fish sauce with only salt and anchovies, and especially not for an overseas market: Past trade embargoes, the industrialization of the fish sauce industry, and byzantine import/export laws had made this old way of making fish sauce simply too expensive and too time-consuming.

I was determined to figure out a way to make the fish sauce of my childhood. But if I wanted to make fish sauce with just salt and anchovies, I needed to control the process from the very beginning, making sure the fish were salted immediately after the catch, with just the right amount of salt. I started measuring the fish sauce for nitrogen: The higher the nitrogen level, the more protein, the higher the umami, and the deeper the flavor. The higher nitrogen level, then, is a marker of quality. I wanted to make the highest quality of fish sauce I could make using proper fermentation techniques and only the first press of the sauce.

It took three long years and many frustratingly bad batches of fish sauce until we produced a fish sauce with a deep amber glow, smelling of the sea, and redolent with umami. The nitrogen level clocked in at 40 degrees per liter, the highest on the US market at the time and by a large margin at that—most fish sauces on the market measure around 20 degrees of nitrogen. That number also was significant because of what it represents: Fish sauce that measures 40 degrees of nitrogen (or above) could only come from Phú Quốc. No other region in the world has the island’s unique climate and access to black anchovies. Combine that with careful salting and fermentation techniques, and you have fish sauce that has no parallel.

When our most important taster, my mother, tried it and gave it her thumbs up, I knew I had it. A great fish sauce made with just wild-caught black anchovies, salt, and time? I had finally cracked the code.
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25,000 Miles and Gallons of Fish Sauce

After investing a substantial amount of time untangling the complex laws and regulations governing food imports, I hauled in those first great batches of fish sauce, decanted them into big jugs, slapped a label with my name and 40°N on it. (I figured those familiar with fish sauce would know immediately what that meant. Those who didn’t, I hoped, would give me a chance to start a conversation about fish sauce.) I packed them all into my SUV and drove up and down California, visiting supermarkets and distributors, logging some 25,000 miles of driving that first year. Nam Hoa, a small market in Little Saigon in Orange County, was one of the first markets to stock my fish sauce. The proprietors, Mai Hà and Mai Hoàng, were of the generation who could discern nước mắm nhỉ from the imposters—they knew exactly what I had. I left boxes there on consignment. I just knew the fish sauce would find a home with others in Little Saigon who missed nước mắm nhỉ.
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But Nam Hoa was far and away the exception. The vast majority of markets and retailers I approached flat out rejected the fish sauce without even tasting it. The issue, according to purchasing managers and distributors, was my price point. There was no way they could convince consumers to buy fish sauce at $7, they said, when every other bottle on the shelf was $3 or less. One distributor kindly but bluntly suggested I get out of the business altogether.

That first year was difficult. Sales were incredibly slow, and I was losing heart. Maybe there was a reason why no one made fish sauce this way. On top of everything else, I still had my day job working full-time with Verizon.

What kept me going was the encouragement I received, especially from my family. My mother spread the word about the fish sauce to her friends. Ann, my wife, supported my fish sauce obsession from the very beginning, helping me with everything from order fulfillment to shipping. A relative in southern California was a mentor, joining me as I went door to door in Orange County, fish sauce in tow.

Customer feedback also was thrilling. Older Vietnamese folks bought my fish sauce by the caseload, dragging heavy boxes to their cars because they weren’t sure if they’d ever see it again. I even received notes from Americans whose first taste of fish sauce was during the war when they were stationed in Phú Quốc; they too were nostalgic for nước mắm nhỉ and ecstatic to find a stateside source.

I also fell back on something I learned from my days at Apple: belief in the product. Steve was convinced that if he provided the platform, people would find him and be empowered to create things from it, even if his products were more expensive than other companies. Similarly, I knew I couldn’t compete in the market in terms of price, but I knew I could best it in terms of quality. I knew once cooks learned about my fish sauce, they, like my mom, would find that it had an irreplaceable flavor that boosted many dishes, no matter the cuisine.

After that initial brutal year, I took a step back to reevaluate. Following the advice of a mentor, I rebranded. Because the most important part of the entire fish sauce making process—salting the anchovies—happens on the boat, I decided our brand name and logo should reflect that as well. Thus, Red Boat and our logo: a twin-sailed fishing boat. The boat also has a very personal symbolic meaning to me: The moment I became an adult was the moment I left Việt Nam, and my family, on that fishing boat. We relaunched our fish sauce under the Red Boat label during Tết (Lunar New Year) in early 2011.

At that point, most of our sales came from direct orders on our website. My phone pinged every time we had an order; if I got five pings a day, I was happy. Late in the evening on July 12th—I’ll always remember the date—my phone pinged. Then it pinged again. And again. And again. I thought something was wrong with my phone. My phone was fine. Florence Fabricant at the New York Times had gotten her hands on a bottle of Red Boat, and her brief post about our fish sauce had just gone live. The next day, the story ran in print. And just like that, I was flooded with orders.

With the help of my family, we converted our living room into a fulfillment center just to handle the volume of orders we received from that one article. It took us at least a week and careful navigation of a mountain of post office boxes to pack and ship out those orders.

That was the turning point. Soon the Los Angeles Times mentioned us. Saveur put us on their year-end “Saveur 100” list. Ruth Reichl mentioned she liked Red Boat, and we caught the attention of food writers like Andrea Nguyen. Le Bernardin connected with us, and that was the beginning of our relationship with the chef community. And we found an unexpected home in the Whole30 and paleo communities, who discovered our fish sauce as a great way to add flavor without sugar or additives. Those years of frustration, stress, and self-doubt were starting to pay off.

In late 2011, my mother fell ill, and I quit my job with Verizon to care for her. During those last few months, I reflected on how much she had shepherded me through so much, from preparing me for my journey out of Việt Nam to cheering me on through all my frustrations with making fish sauce. She passed in March 2012, happy to see me succeed in my quest.

Red Boat today is the legacy of my relationship with my mom. I started this journey because I wanted to make her happy. And Red Boat’s fish sauce, I think, did just that.
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Red Boat Today: A Phamily Business

Today, I’m proud to say Red Boat has become a true “Phamily” business. My daughter Tracy manages sales and finance. My son, Kevin, is the production supervisor, and my youngest, Tiffany, handles marketing and food safety compliance.

A lot has changed since Red Boat officially launched in 2011. Our barrel house has grown from 16 barrels to 190, each capable of holding up to 14 tons of salted anchovies. In addition to our signature 40°N Red Boat Fish Sauce, we also occasionally bottle fish sauce that measures a stunning 50°N. As I spent more time in Phú Quốc, I became obsessed with the island’s famed aromatic peppercorns as well as delicious palm sugar from Cambodia. We now work with local farmers to bring both to the US.

What hasn’t changed is our amazing community of Red Boat Fish Sauce fans. Many of our fans have been seeking us out since those early days when I carted around my fish sauce in unwieldy jugs. We are so, so fortunate to have garnered such a loyal following of fish sauce aficionados.
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Our Phamily Recipes

In writing this cookbook, we pulled together recipes from a few different sources. First and foremost, my mother. We adapted and updated a number of her recipes—the same recipes in the notebook she brought with her when she immigrated to the US—including a few of my favorites growing up, like her cháo bồi and thịt ba rọi cuốn (pork roast). We also included favorite dishes from my own family table, plus new favorites that we’ve developed at Red Boat over the years. And, finally, a few of our chef friends generously contributed a few recipes, too.

Taken together, the recipes in this book reflect the myriad of ways Red Boat Fish Sauce can be used. They also reflect its versatility: We’ll show you how we use fish sauce from breakfast to dinner, and in Vietnamese and non-Vietnamese dishes alike. The vast majority of our recipes use fish sauce in one way or another, but we also have a handful of recipes that showcase our palm sugar. It makes such a big difference in dishes like kho and in certain desserts that it’s worth saving a spot for it in your pantry, too.

As you cook through the book, you’ll notice a mix of quick dishes that take less than an hour to get to the table, others that are weekend projects, and still others that could benefit from many hands pitching in to wrap or roll. If you need assistance on selecting what to make and when, flip to the back of the book and use our Menu Planning suggestions.

Throughout these pages we’ll take you on a few side trips: to evaporation ponds where salt is harvested; to our barrel house in Phú Quốc where the freshly caught anchovies ferment for over a year; and to the buzzing streets of Sài Gòn where I grew up.

Whether you grew up with fish sauce like I did or you’re a fish sauce novice, we hope our cookbook will inspire you to find new ways to incorporate our fish sauce into your everyday cooking.

It’s been a decade since Red Boat officially launched in 2011, meaning this cookbook comes just as we’re celebrating our ten-year anniversary. On behalf of myself and everyone at Red Boat, thank you for making room in your pantry for us over the last ten years. We can’t think of a better way to celebrate this milestone anniversary than to share our family recipes with you.





Phamily Pantry Favorites


The majority of the ingredients you need to make the dishes in this book can be found at your local Asian or Southeast Asian markets, or at large supermarket chains. This isn’t an exhaustive list of everything we use in the book; rather, we hope these notes on sourcing, selecting, preparing, and storing our favorite ingredients will help you as you cook through our recipes.

Bánh Tráng (Rice Paper Wrappers)

Dried rice paper in rounds or squares are used to make wraps and egg rolls. For fresh rolls, bánh tráng made with both rice and tapioca will be especially pliable so you can more easily fold it over your fillings. For fried rolls, bánh tráng with only rice, salt, and water will result in a better fry. Out of the package, the dried rice paper is brittle. To use, dip it in warm water for just a few seconds to rehydrate, then lay it flat on your plate. Pile on the fillings, then roll.

Bean Sprouts

Use mung bean sprouts, the most common bean sprout you’ll find at most markets. Look for sprouts that are bright and firm; avoid limp or dry sprouts. Store them in the fridge in a container of water and change the water every other day.

Butter

We use unsalted butter in all our recipes.

Coconut Milk and Coconut Cream

Coconut milk is extracted from the flesh of mature coconuts and blended with water. Coconut cream has less
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