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Praise for The Nourishing Asian Kitchen

“Having watched Sophie’s journey over the years, I’m not surprised at the professional detail and sheer culinary breadth of this marvelous book. Far more than a cookbook, The Nourishing Asian Kitchen brings the rich, authentic nourishing heritage of Asian foodcraft to all our tables. The theme is nutritional integrity; the result is health and delectable dining. Following this book’s recommendations will turn you into a menu superstar for your family and friends.”

—Joel Salatin, cofounder of Polyface Farm; author, Everything I Want to Do Is Illegal

“Finally, an ethnic cookbook that truly celebrates the nourishing qualities of traditional diets! Through The Nourishing Asian Kitchen, Sophia Nguyen Eng empowers the home cook to rely upon ferments, broths, high-quality fats, and even offal to create authentically healthy dishes. This book is exactly what we need to help confront a global foodscape that has been cheapened by the industrial food system to the point that it is making us sick.”

—Dr. Bill Schindler, author of Eat Like a Human: Nourishing Foods and Ancient Ways of Cooking to Revolutionize Your Health

“I have been waiting a long time for an author who unapologetically celebrates traditional flavors enjoyed across Asia using the familiar fresh ingredients we can find in any grocery store. Traditional food is health food, and Sophia Nguyen Eng invites the novice and the expert into a culinary adventure that encapsulates generations of healing knowledge. It is sure to bring joy and health to you and your family for years to come.”

—Cate Shanahan, MD, New York Times bestselling author of Deep Nutrition and The FATBURN Fix

“Let’s face it, we’re not going to effect positive changes in nutrition without corresponding appeals to our taste buds and our hearts. In this exciting book, Sophia Nguyen Eng and her delightful family link wholesome, whole, and nutritious ingredients with pleasures for the palate and the warmth of tradition and community.

“A big ‘thank you’ to Sophie Eng and her lovely family for the consummation of this marriage between whole foods and the savory delights of traditional Asian cuisine. If you’ve sacrificed your favorite Eastern condiments on the altar of clean, additive-free food, take heart; these healthful and delicious recipes give them back to you, better than ever.”

—Shawn and Beth Dougherty, authors of The Independent Farmstead; owners of Sow’s Ear Farm

“The best recipes are often those handed down from parents to their children—the dishes you learn to cook in your mother’s and grandmother’s kitchen. Sophia Nguyen Eng brings that culinary heritage to the forefront in her gorgeous cookbook. The Nourishing Asian Kitchen is a beautiful celebration of flavor, family, and nutrient-dense cooking. Her Bún Bò Huế has become a fast favorite in our home.”

—Jennifer McGruther, NTP, author of The Nourished Kitchen, Vibrant Botanicals, and Broth and Stock from the Nourished Kitchen

“What an extraordinary book! I’d say cookbook but this truly is so much more. Eng doesn’t just say ‘Here’s my food and gorgeous photographs,’ she takes us into the most intimate of places, her home, and shows us how we too can feed our families in ours. Packed not just with delicious and practical recipes, it also has important, and oft-overlooked, advice on nutrition, sourcing, indigenous medicines, and closed-loop systems.”

—Jeremy Umansky, coauthor of Koji Alchemy; James Beard Award finalist; chef/owner of Larder: A Curated Delicatessen & Bakery
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To Mẹ, whose kitchen ignited my love for nourishing Asian cooking, and to Emily and Natalie, the bearers of our heritage and future traditions. May you savor the seasons and the flavors that connect us across time.
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Foreword


These days, we’re seeing a lot of interest in traditional diets—not only which foods healthy people ate in earlier times, but also how they prepared them. This shift in consciousness—from “what we eat doesn’t matter” to “nutrient-dense traditional foods are the key to good health”—is occurring not just in the United States but worldwide.

Because the truth is, modern processed foods have invaded not just our own country but all areas of the world—from Africa to Beijing, processed foods based on rancid industrial seed oils, refined sugars, and fake flavorings like MSG fill the aisles of the supermarkets and hang from the rafters of rural markets and outdoor stalls. They have replaced the traditional offerings of street vendors and upstaged Mom’s cooking at the family table.

Along with these modern ingredients come modern chronic diseases … and, little by little, citizens of the world are realizing that traditional foods did not cause such havoc, and that it’s worth the effort to prepare the foods of our ancestors from scratch and to pay a little more for high-quality ingredients. Modern medicine produces many miracles, but true health is achieved only by providing our bodies with the nutrients they need.

Traditional diets embrace a number of important principles: the use of whole natural foods, including meat, eggs, raw whole-dairy foods, whole grains, fruits, and vegetables; the inclusion of nutrient-dense organ meats; the use of traditional natural fats, like butter, lard, poultry fat, and tallow; proper preparation of grains; and the inclusion of gelatinous bone broths, lacto-fermented foods, and unrefined salt.

Sophia Nguyen Eng’s delightful cookbook shows us that these principles dominated traditional cooking in Asia as well as in other parts of the world.

The Nourishing Asian Kitchen focuses on traditional ingredients and preparation methods. Eng emphasizes the importance of using fresh, whole foods and teaches readers how to make their own seasonings and condiments. She includes sections on cooking techniques, such as stir-frying using traditional animal fats, fermentation to create delicious pickles, and preparing rich bone broths for satisfying soups and sauces. The chapter on organ meats is especially welcome.

The recipes in this cookbook draw on the rich culinary traditions of Vietnam, China, Japan, Korea, and other Asian countries and are designed to be nourishing as well as delicious. From comforting noodle soups and flavorful stir-fries to refreshing salads and sweet treats, there is something for everyone in this cookbook.

Whether you are a seasoned home cook or a novice in the kitchen, The Nourishing Asian Kitchen is perfect for anyone looking to explore traditional Asian cooking. The recipes are easy to follow, and the author provides helpful tips and tricks throughout the book to help readers achieve the best results possible. Best of all, your family will readily come to the table to enjoy these delicious offerings.

Sally Fallon Morell, President,
The Weston A. Price Foundation
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Introduction


“Eat to live, do not live to eat!” was a lesson my grandfather taught me when I was a little girl following him around his backyard garden in San Jose, California. He was a man who didn’t speak much and always had a serious demeanor, so I soaked in those moments when he did speak. And although I didn’t know it at the time, his few simple words were setting a positive trajectory for our family’s health for generations to come.

I am a first-generation Vietnamese American. My parents fled Vietnam by boat with my older sister, who was then two years old, the night before the fall of Saigon on April 29, 1975. My maternal grandparents followed four years later. Both generations—my parents and grandparents—settled in San Jose, first living together in the same house and later in the same neighborhood, a block apart.

[image: ]
Family photo, 1983.


Life wasn’t easy for our immigrant family adjusting to a totally different life in California, but my parents always ensured that our family’s basic needs were met. Our home was always filled with the aroma of delicious and nutritious food and, although both of my parents worked long hours to make ends meet, my mother made it a priority to feed us well. Whenever she wasn’t taking overtime shifts, I could find her in the kitchen.

My mother cooked nose-to-tail before it was a thing, using every part of an animal to cook delicious, nutrient-dense meals and leaving nothing to waste. She could stretch a whole broiler chicken into multiple meals: cooking down the head, neck, and bones for several hours to make porridge, the dark meat for cabbage and chicken salad, the breast meat for chicken phở—and even hot and spicy chicken feet and delectable chicken heart appetizers.

[image: ]
My first ducklings, 1984.


Growing up in Silicon Valley, I often felt like an outsider at the school lunch table. While other kids were munching on Lunchables and Fruit Roll-Ups, my mom had packed me pork floss, a finely shredded dry pork that other kids called “animal hair.” For my fifth-grade field trip, my mother packed me bánh mì with chicken liver pâté (page 231) that made my backpack smell like a wet dog. But even while I was pining for Lean Cuisine, Coke, and strawberry-flavored gummy bears as an afterschool snack, I always jumped at the opportunity to go to the grocery store with my mother and help her prepare our family meals. I loved watching her pick out the freshest fruit, vegetables, fish, and poultry or negotiate for a better price. Alongside my grandfather’s simple philosophy to eat to live, not live to eat, I absorbed these practical skills from my mother and carried them with me to college, my career, marriage, and motherhood.

[image: ]
My grandfather, mother, and daughter, Emily, with opo squash from the backyard garden, 2013.


In school, I was highly motivated by two goals: I wanted to attend a prestigious university and then get a high-paying job so I could one day repay my parents for the hard work and sacrifices they made for our family. I also wanted to study medicine so that I could help others attain health and healing; there was, I thought (and still do), no greater aspiration. After I graduated from high school, I enrolled in an accelerated seven-year dual BA/MD program at The George Washington University (GWU) in Washington, DC. I thought I was well on my way to achieving both goals.

[image: ]
Sophia, speaking at Google Headquarters in San Francisco, CA, 2017.


But the best-laid plans are often disrupted by reality, and mine were no exception. After I launched into my studies at GWU, I began looking more carefully at the details of the program. There was only one class in nutrition! Doctors, I learned, receive minimal training in nutrition. When they counsel patients, if at all, most offer only outdated recommendations for a standard American diet (SAD)—the same dietary patterns that have coincided with a massive surge in diabetes, obesity, and chronic disease. I realized, somewhat painfully, that I’d received a better education in health and healing from my upbringing than I ever would in medical school. And so I decided to change course.

I completed my undergraduate degree in biology and a master’s degree in clinical psychology, then moved back to the Bay Area to start a career in the tech industry. I led growth marketing campaigns at startup companies with few resources to achieve growth by as much as a factor of ten. Once again, I realized how valuable my upbringing had been: I applied my mother’s humble art of stretching a budget for some of the most powerful and profitable companies in the world using my educational background in science and psychology.

Around this time, I crossed paths with Tim, a young man I’d attended high school with in San Jose who had just graduated from West Point and was beginning a career as a second lieutenant in the United States Army. We were both ambitious and organized and shared similar values and visions for our lives. But we also had big differences, specifically around food. While I grew up on nose-to-tail cooking, Tim grew up on Rice-a-Roni. During the early years of our marriage, most of our disagreements were related to comfort food—specifically Tim’s nightly habit of munching on Nacho Cheese Doritos and Coke with two heaping scoops of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream on the side.

[image: ]
Tim and me on our wedding day, August 8, 2008.


Despite the unhealthy habits from his upbringing, Tim understood the importance of nutrition. He’d struggled with eczema for his entire life, ever since childhood. It was common for him to have white scratch marks all over his body from itching. Early in our marriage, sometimes I would wake up in the middle of the night thinking we were being hit with one of California’s famous earthquakes, only to discover that it was Tim scratching in his sleep and shaking the bed! We intuitively knew there was a dietary or lifestyle component to his condition, so we began experimenting with eliminating various foods and changing certain household products. Lo and behold, when we switched from grain-fed supermarket beef to grass-fed and -finished beef, he immediately experienced relief from eczema. This was enough for Tim to get on board with a lifestyle change—which is not to say it was easy. Even as a West Point grad and army veteran, Tim says that his most challenging battles were not fought in the deserts of Baghdad but at home, around food, nutrition, and the struggle to change the eating habits he grew up with.

In 2010, self-described “lunatic farmer” Joel Salatin gave a talk at Google Headquarters in the Bay Area. Joel owns Polyface Farm in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley and became famous when Michael Pollan devoted a chapter to him in his bestselling 2006 book The Omnivore’s Dilemma. Pollan described how Joel integrated animals into his farming operations in ways that have resulted in healthier food, happier animals, less waste, and an efficient, closed-loop farming ecosystem. Salatin calls himself a lunatic farmer because the evangelical Christian frequently finds himself at odds with regulatory recommendations and requirements, as well as modern agricultural practice. As Joel says, everything he wants to do is illegal—and yet his many loyal customers routinely travel great distances and pay a premium for his delicious, nutritious, and ethically produced food. Joel Salatin, Polyface Farm, and Michael Pollan shined a bright light on how broken the industrial agriculture system is, as well as the failures of regulatory bodies such as the USDA, FDA, and state health agencies.

At Google, Joel reminded us that, until relatively recently, there were no garbage trucks to cart waste away or landfills to dump trash in someone else’s backyard. Chickens were the garbage disposal salvage operation on the homestead! When food spoils, you feed it to the chickens, and they give you eggs in return. What a gorgeously efficient circular system! Too many Americans “go green” by throwing their banana peels on a diesel-powered dump truck that travels to an off-site composting operation. Joel told those of us in the audience that if we really wanted to be “green,” we should attach a chicken house to our corporate cafés so that the scraps go right out to the chicken house, the eggs come right back in, and we don’t have to truck our garbage away or buy eggs from somewhere else.

Everything Joel Salatin said in that talk resonated with me—the systems-thinking efficiency, the commonsense frugality, and his respect for the land and the animals. It reminded me of the simple frugality of my mother and the common sense of my grandfather. Good food, good agriculture, and good health are inseparable, and traditional wisdom is often a much greater value than so-called modern improvements.

Since both Tim and I lacked farming experience, we enrolled in several workshops and conferences organized at Polyface Farm. We learned how to process meat chickens and rabbits and how to improve land for pasture. Our aim was to gain practical, hands-on experience and learn from the experts. And who better to learn from than Joel himself, the renowned farmer and practitioner of sustainable agriculture?

[image: ]
With my parents and Joel Salatin, 2022.


These hands-on workshops gave us the confidence to move out of Pleasant Hill, California, and purchase six acres in Lincoln, north of Sacramento, along with our own chicken processing equipment and tractor. This homestead included chickens, goats, and sheep, which was a far cry from our urban backgrounds growing up in San Jose. In 2022, we moved our family and homestead to eastern Tennessee, where we built upon our successes and lessons learned in California. We even expanded our livestock and skill sets by adding dairy cows to the mix!

[image: ]
Our family with Sally Fallon Morell, 2022.


Joel’s philosophy around food, farming, and nutrition quickly led me to the work of another renegade thinker: Sally Fallon Morell, author of Nourishing Traditions, founding president of the Weston A. Price Foundation, and founder of A Campaign for Real Milk. Sally is passionate about health and has made it her mission in life to advocate for a diet based on nutrient-dense foods and raw milk. Nourishing Traditions, based on the work of Weston A. Price, confirmed the teachings of my mother and grandfather about eating traditional foods.

Dr. Weston A. Price was a Canadian dentist who lived and practiced in Cleveland, Ohio, during the early part of the twentieth century. In his dental practice, Dr. Price noticed that the dental health of his patients, and children in particular, had been declining over time, and he suspected that it had something to do with the increasing availability of processed foods in the American diet.

Weston A. Price was a man on a mission. Driven to understand the surge in tooth decay, palate malformations, and other deteriorations in dental health, he embarked on a series of remarkable journeys to isolated regions around the world. From the villages of Switzerland to the Outer Hebrides, Africa, Australia, and Polynesia, he sought out communities where people still relied on their native diets of traditionally grown, raised, and prepared foods. These diets were a far cry from the processed industrial foods that were becoming increasingly popular in North America in the early twentieth century. Instead, they were rich in animal foods such as organ meats, shellfish, eggs, and butter, and packed with vital nutrients like fat-soluble vitamins A, D, E, and K, water-soluble vitamins like B complex and C, and a host of essential minerals.

With meticulous attention to detail, Price documented the foods people ate, how they were produced on the farm, and how they were prepared in the kitchen. And what he found was astonishing. In communities where people continued to rely on traditional foods, dental health was strong and overall health was robust. But in communities that had been introduced to processed industrial foods such as white flour, vegetable oils, and white sugar, the health of the people had deteriorated rapidly.

Price’s research revealed a remarkable correlation between a diet rich in traditional nourishing foods, including high-quality meat, milk, grains, fruits, and vegetables, and optimal dental and overall physical health. This groundbreaking work inspired Sally Fallon Morell to co-found the Weston A. Price Foundation in 1999 with the goal of restoring “nutrient-dense foods to the human diet through education, research, and activism.” Fallon’s acclaimed cookbook Nourishing Traditions has sold millions of copies and presented a bold critique of the food pyramid, mainstream nutrition guidelines, the standard American diet, the low-fat fad, and the increasing reliance on processed foods. In line with Dr. Price’s research, both Morell and Salatin advocate for humanely raised animals as an essential component of agriculture and human nutrition, emphasizing the importance of locally sourced meats, milks, cheeses, and fats from grass-fed/grass-finished and pasture-raised animals.

As an Asian American family striving to prioritize nourishing traditional foods, Tim and I encountered a challenge: the research of Dr. Price, upon which we based our approach, did not include studies on Asian countries. China and Japan in the 1930s, in particular, did not fit his criteria of isolated, nonindustrialized groups with diets based on indigenous foods and limited imports. Despite being considered “traditional” at the time, both nations had extensive histories of trade with other countries and already had established industries, including food production. This posed a dilemma for us as we sought to honor our cultural traditions while embracing a nourishing diet.

Take one example from our own family: Vietnam’s rich culinary culture has been shaped by a variety of influences, including French colonialism in Indochina. The introduction of French flavors, ingredients, and cooking techniques transformed traditional Vietnamese dishes, creating a new and distinct flavor profile. The French introduced the baguette to Vietnam, which the Vietnamese adapted using rice flour to create bánh mì. (In fact, I am part French, which explains why I love Vietnamese and French food so much.) Many common vegetables, such as potatoes, artichokes, carrots, asparagus, and onions, were also introduced to Vietnamese cooking from the West. French influence extends beyond ingredients to cooking methods, with the use of butter, cheese, and wine all reflecting French culinary traditions. Even beef dishes like bò 7 món, a seven-course meal of beef, were created by French expats to celebrate the new availability of imported beef during the French colonial era. Vietnamese cuisine remains uniquely flavorful and diverse, a testament to the country’s rich culinary history beyond French influences.

All of this meant that identifying the most nourishing traditions for our family was … complicated! Our family’s cooking traditions included a lot of Vietnamese foods, of course, as well as a blend of Chinese and Taiwanese cooking from Tim’s background. But over the years, our family’s palate was shaped by where we lived in California and being exposed to some of the best Asian cuisine in the world, from Korean BBQ and Indian curry dishes to Thai noodles and fresh Japanese sashimi and more.

On top of all that, Tim and I had three (very different) generations under one roof. As my parents reached retirement age and began to have health issues, my mother and father left their home in San Jose and moved in with us. In 2011, we welcomed our first-born daughter, Emily, followed four years later by our daughter Natalie. Over the years, a lot of processed foodstuffs—especially condiments, marinades, and spices—had made their way into our pantry. We were a busy young family surrounded by four Whole Foods Markets and we loved our delivery of their Sperlonga bread.

One day, I decided to purge our pantry of these highly processed foods so we could start fresh with real, wholesome foods. My mother walked into the kitchen right as I opened the refrigerator and tossed a bunch of condiments and marinades into a big black garbage bag.

“If you throw away all of these condiments, what will we cook with?!” she exclaimed.

“I don’t know yet, but we will figure it out!”

I knew that adopting Salatin’s approach to agriculture and Fallon’s approach to nutrition would serve our family well, but I wasn’t entirely sure how to do it in the context of a modern first- and second-generation immigrant family. I was beginning to suspect that we were going to have to make it up as we went along.

When I explained to my mother why I was throwing out our processed soy sauce and hoisin sauce, however, she quickly got on board with the same kind of determination I’d witnessed when she bargained with the fishmonger for a better price on mackerel. Focusing on a few key staples was the first step in a years-long journey we took together to re-create the Asian dishes our family loved so they would be more nourishing and nutrient-dense.
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As we saw with Tim’s eczema, the proof of better health was all the evidence we needed to dedicate ourselves to this way of life. Over time, ailments that my parents suffered from improved. For my mother, that meant her hypertension diminished and congestive heart failure resolved. My father struggled with depression and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), both of which also improved after we began eating real food as close to its natural state as possible.

I now believe that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to food, health, and nutrition. It’s probably true that every family must grapple at some level with honoring their culinary traditions while rebuilding them for better nutrition, especially in the context of a convenience-driven modern society. I don’t claim to have all the answers. This book is simply my offering of our family’s beloved Asian recipes through the lens of nutrient-dense Wise Traditions principles. The Wise Tradition principles are not a diet, per se, but more a framework for making the best food choices for the human body, based on what has worked for humankind for millennia.

In other words, it is my attempt to fill a gap where Weston A. Price left off, as well as a passion project to spend as much time as I can in the kitchen with my mother in order to capture her recipes and preserve them for her grandchildren. This book and the homemade recipes in it were inspired by her and, while I enhanced them with everything I’ve learned from Joel Salatin, Sally Fallon Morell, and the Weston A. Price community, they all required her thumbs-up when she tasted each dish. And Mom did not go easy on me, I assure you! From our kitchen to yours, I hope you and your family enjoy these recipes as much as we do.


Scaling Up

Tim and I were living in a small urban farmhouse on a corner lot with my parents and two daughters in the affluent city of Pleasant Hill, California, when we realized that if we were going to feed our family the most nutrient-dense food, we needed to learn how to grow it and produce it ourselves. In 2019, we started a quarter-acre homestead with a permaculture garden and five chickens in the middle of the San Francisco Bay Area.

A couple years later, we scaled up to six acres in Lincoln, California, just north of Sacramento, where we brought home our first sheep and goats. Tim began to focus on animal husbandry, while I specialized in growing vegetables using regenerative methods to improve soil health. We began rotational grazing with the animals, practiced no-till with the vegetable beds, incorporated cover crops and bio amendments to build soil organic matter, and planned and planted perennial polycultures with several different types of plants. This integrated approach fostered soil that was healthy and alive and enabled us not to use any pesticides on our land.

[image: ]
Our quarter-acre backyard urban homestead in Pleasant Hill, CA, in 2020.


We continued to scale up: In addition to our sheep, goats, and laying hens, Tim tended to meat chickens, ducks, geese, and turkeys. Within one year, I produced more than 150 pounds of watermelon and hundreds of pounds of our own vegetables. With such abundance, we were determined not to let anything go to waste. This is when I really dug in to learning about fermentation, making krauts and kimchi. We also began eating our animals nose-to-tail to ensure that we (and our children) were receiving all of the available nutrients while minimizing waste. Everyone in our family could feel the difference in our physical and mental health as we became more and more nourished with foods such as nutrient-dense broths and fermented food from our own land.


[image: ]
Our Boer goats and East Friesian sheep on our six-acre homestead in Lincoln, CA, in 2021.
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One hundred ducklings and two guard geese on our homestead in Lincoln, CA, in 2021.
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Emily in the watermelon garden in Lincoln, CA, 2021.
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Tim with a watermelon in Lincoln, CA, 2021.
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A 34-pound watermelon from our garden in Lincoln, CA, 2021.





Journey Toward Self-Sufficiency

On March 16, 2020, California went into a lockdown—complete with curfews—due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Although I already had an organic backyard garden in place at our home in Pleasant Hill, I knew our family needed a source of protein, especially if there was no guarantee we’d find what we needed on grocery store shelves. I had already been in contact with a “chicken lady” in Mill Valley, north of San Francisco, and could secure three egg-laying hens … for nearly $1,000! We bought them anyway because we didn’t know how long the lockdown would last or what lay ahead, but from that point forward we seriously began our journey to truly understand the power of having a self-sufficient homestead.




Different Dialects and Different Dishes

Growing up, I had wondered why my mother and father spoke different dialects of Vietnamese. My father’s family came from Da Nang, a coastal city in Central Vietnam, whereas my mother’s family was from Hanoi in the North. (During the early Vietnam War in the 1950s, members of both sides of my family fled south to Saigon, and my parents were the first of their families to ultimately leave Vietnam for the United States in 1975.)

[image: ]

In addition to speaking different dialects, my parents also craved different dishes—those they were accustomed to from their own childhoods. For example, my father favors spicy food from the city of Huế food; one of his favorite dishes is bún bò Huế, a spicy pork noodle soup. My mother loves anything “bánh,” which refers to a wide variety of sweet or savory cakes, pastries, and other baked or steamed goods. In northern Vietnamese cuisine, bánh is particularly prominent and can be found in many forms, such as bánh mì (a type of sandwich made with a crusty baguette), bánh cuốn (steamed rice flour rolls stuffed with ground pork and mushrooms), bánh bao (steamed buns filled with pork and other ingredients), and bánh xèo (crispy rice flour crepes filled with pork, shrimp, and bean sprouts). These dishes can vary in preparation, ingredients, and shape depending on the region of Vietnam and the specific recipe.
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CHAPTER 1
Getting Started



Our family’s traditional foods have been passed down through generations of our Asian ancestors. I was fortunate to grow up with the vibrant flavors and textures of Vietnamese and French cuisine, while Tim’s palate was shaped by the nuanced tastes of Chinese dishes. Despite our distinct cultural backgrounds, Tim and I have always shared a love for delicious food that continually draws us to explore the diverse culinary scene throughout California and wherever we travel to bring the flavors back to our home.

Since having children, we have come to appreciate the importance of preserving our family’s traditional foods and culinary practices. Over the past twelve years, our family has rediscovered our Asian roots by incorporating traditional foods into our modern lifestyle. I believe that traditional foods are a cornerstone of our cultural heritage, and they offer numerous health benefits that we want to be able to share with others. By adopting a modern approach to our family’s traditional foods, we can enjoy the best of both worlds—the flavors and nutrition of our ancestors’ cuisine combined with the convenience and variety of today’s food options. It’s similar to what you may experience if you ever tried an Asian fusion restaurant, except our family ensures that each ingredient is cleanly sourced.

In many Asian societies, food is not just sustenance but also a fundamental part of cultural and social identity. As an Asian American, I sometimes worry about losing my ancestral heritage, so I love that I can help preserve it through making and eating these delicious dishes! Traditional foods are often associated with particular festivals, rituals, and ceremonies and are prepared with great care and attention to detail. There is no single correct definition for traditional food, much like there isn’t one for sustainability.

However, since this cookbook is a compilation of recipes for what I consider to be traditional foods, I feel it’s important to share my own definition of the term. My understanding of traditional foods is that they are the foods that have been consumed by certain cultural groups for many generations and have contributed to their good health and well-being. These foods are often simple and haven’t been altered by modern agricultural or industrial processes. They are nutrient-dense and wholesome.

Traditional diets don’t exclude meat and dairy and the saturated fat these foods provide. Instead, they emphasize the consumption of high-quality animal products from pasture-raised animals that are minimally fed with grains. Simple foods such as broth, eggs, fermented vegetables, and greens are essential parts of traditional diets.

My approach to nutrition is based on a holistic and sustainable perspective that values both taste and health. I don’t believe in extreme diets that focus exclusively on animal-based or plant-based foods, as they don’t align with how humans have traditionally eaten over the course of history. Instead, I advocate for a balanced approach that combines traditional practices with evidence-based research. By embracing this approach, we can cultivate a nourishing diet that promotes overall health and well-being.


Rediscovering Our Asian Roots: A Modern Approach to Our Family’s Traditional Foods

Growing up in an Asian household in America, I was immersed in a rich tapestry of traditional foods that reflected my family’s cultural heritage. From sourcing high-quality ingredients to preserving their freshness and nutritional value through fermentation, I learned the importance of culinary traditions passed down from generation to generation. The art of food preparation and cooking techniques taught by my mother emphasized efficiency without compromising on quality or presentation, a cherished legacy that has shaped my approach to food.

Incorporating traditional Asian foods into our daily meals has not only been a way to honor our heritage, but also a means to maintain our health and well-being. Many of these foods are nutrient-dense, packed with essential vitamins, minerals, and other antioxidants that support a robust immune system and reduce the risk of chronic diseases. This philosophy is in line with the groundbreaking research of renowned nutritionist Sally Fallon Morell, as detailed in her influential book Nourishing Traditions, and the pioneering work of Dr. Weston A. Price.

Drawing from our deep-rooted Asian heritage, this cookbook is a celebration of traditional foods and culinary wisdom. Through its pages, we not only share our family’s treasured recipes, but also highlight the importance of incorporating Weston A. Price–inspired nutrient-dense foods into our diets for optimal health.
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Guided by the principles of the Weston A. Price Foundation, this cookbook aims to rekindle your appreciation for the wisdom of our ancestors and inspire you to embark on a culinary journey that blends cultural heritage with modern health-consciousness. Join us as we rediscover the nourishing traditions of Asian cuisine, one recipe at a time.



Guiding Principles

“Let food be thy medicine and thy medicine be thy food.” —Hippocrates

In my pursuit of promoting healthier living for my family, I have spent years changing our eating habits and experimenting with various elimination diets. However, I found that many of these diets were not sustainable in the long run. In my quest for something that was simple to follow, sustainable for our family, and aligned with our culture and heritage, I discovered the Weston A. Price dietary guidelines as outlined in Nourishing Traditions. Through this process, I thought about my grandfather’s perspective on food as being medicine and sustenance for the body. The Weston A. Price dietary guidelines provide a framework for healthier eating by focusing on how we source and prepare our ingredients so that they are more nutritious for our bodies. The purpose of this cookbook is to showcase how we can easily achieve this by cooking familiar Asian cuisines without compromising on the flavors we love.

The foundation of this book is based on the concept that throughout history, humans have cooked with taste as the primary focus rather than solely for health benefits. This approach has led to our natural taste preferences being aligned with what is most nourishing for our bodies. As a result, we tend to crave foods that are fatty and salty because, in their natural whole food forms, fat and salt are good for us. This book emphasizes the importance of consuming nutrient-rich foods with low toxicity levels, maintaining an appropriate macronutrient ratio, preparing historically appropriate dishes, incorporating natural umami flavors, including a variety of plant parts, and avoiding shortcuts. By adhering to these principles, we can create delicious and healthy meals that align with our natural cravings and support our overall well-being.


What Is Umami?

Umami is considered the fifth taste and is characterized by a savory, meaty, or broth-like flavor. It is found naturally in foods such as meat, fish, mushrooms, and fermented products. While umami is a taste that can be enjoyed by people of all cultures, it is often associated with Asian cuisine.

In many Asian cuisines there is a focus on balancing flavors, including sweet, sour, spicy, and umami, to create a harmonious and satisfying eating experience. This emphasis on balance is rooted in traditional beliefs about health and wellness. In traditional Chinese medicine, for example, foods are categorized by their energetic properties and flavors, and the goal is to achieve balance and harmony in the body by consuming a variety of different foods in moderation. This includes balancing yin (cooling) and yang (warming) foods, as well as the five basic flavors: sweet, sour, bitter, salty, and umami. It is believed that a balanced diet can help maintain physical health, prevent illness, and promote overall well-being.

Similarly, in Vietnamese cuisine, the balance of flavors is believed to promote good health and vitality. For example, sour flavors are thought to aid digestion and stimulate the appetite, while spicy flavors are believed to improve circulation and promote sweating, which can help cool the body in hot and humid climates. Umami-rich foods, such as fish sauce and fermented soy products, are also believed to be healthy, as they are high in protein and other nutrients.





Weston A. Price Dietary Principles

The Weston A. Price Foundation is a nonprofit organization founded by Sally Fallon Morell that promotes a traditional, whole foods approach to nutrition based on the research of dentist and nutritionist Weston A. Price. The dietary principles of Dr. Price, often referred to as the “Principles of Traditional Diets,” emphasize the consumption of nutrient-dense, unprocessed foods and avoidance of modern processed foods.*

First and foremost, minimize processed foods. Modern processed foods that are high in refined sugars, refined grains, artificial additives, and preservatives are the main factors that lead to poor dental and overall health, according to Dr. Price. Instead, replace these with whole, unprocessed foods, such as fresh fruits and vegetables, pasture-raised and grass-fed meats, wild-caught (not farmed) fish, eggs from pastured hens, raw and fermented full-fat dairy products, traditional fats, and properly prepared grains, nuts, and legumes. It is best to grow or raise these foods yourself or source them locally from reputable farmers and food producers who follow sustainable and organic practices.


Environmental Factors

I believe that the growing prevalence of food allergies and intolerances can be attributed to the changes in our modern environment. Due to our disconnection from nature and the ways of living that humans have had throughout history, we are more vulnerable to problematic foods, which can cause adverse reactions.

In the past, people consumed a variety of foods in their natural and unprocessed form. This allowed their bodies to adapt and develop tolerances to different types of foods. However, in our modern world, we are exposed to many new and processed foods that are not part of our evolutionary history. As a result, our bodies may not be able to recognize and tolerate these new foods, leading to allergic reactions or intolerances. Additionally, our modern lifestyle, including a lack of exposure to diverse natural environments and an overreliance on antibiotics and other medications, may also contribute to the rise in food allergies and intolerances.

Throughout human history, people had plenty of exposure to nature, livestock, and a wide range of fresh, seasonal, and naturally fermented foods. However, in modern times, we have moved away from these traditional ways of living and eating. Additionally, industrial farming practices have led to soil depletion, resulting in less nutritious foods. Chronic lack of sleep and constant low-level stress are also contributing factors to a weakened immune system and an increase in food allergies and autoimmune-related health issues. The delicate balance of our gut microbiota, essential for optimal digestion and nutrient uptake, has been compromised by excessive use of antibiotics and antibacterial products. Neurologist Natasha Campbell-McBride





Seek Out Organic, Locally Sourced Whole Foods
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Cooking Fats and Oils

















Dairy
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Essential Ingredients



Fish Sauce




Shrimp Paste




Coconut Aminos




Tamari




Soy Sauce




Avocado Oil




Flours and Starches












Sweeteners




Spices
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Asian Vegetables




Salt






Ginger






Garlic
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Eggs




Seaweed





White Rice














Cooking Tools
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What Makes Asian Food Nourishing?
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