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To my fans: 
Thanks for believing in me and 
booking me, so I can eat my way 
around the world.









[image: image]











[image: image]











[image: image]











[image: image]









I’ve always been in love with food.

Food has never ghosted me, cheated on me, or shown up late (unless we’re talking about delivery apps, but that’s another story). From my childhood, which stretched across two continents, to my career jet-setting as a drag queen, I’ve learned that food is more than just calories and carbs—it’s culture, history, and, most important, a delicious excuse to avoid small talk.

When you start to dig into the way a dish is prepared in any corner of the world, you’re not just tasting food—you’re tasting the story of their traditions, climate, religion, trade, colonization (the audacity!), and survival. Basically, every bite is an edible Wikipedia entry, minus the boring footnotes. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned from dragging my suitcase through unforgettable small towns, crowded night markets, and hole-in-the-wall spots, it’s that the best meals are found where you least expect them—just like a fierce drag performance at your local bar on a Monday night. (Support local drag!)

I was born in Lansing, Michigan: the heart of the Rust Belt of the United States, which is as unglamorous as it sounds. When I was five years old, my dad finished his PhD and moved our family back to Korea to work as a professor. That’s where I first learned that food isn’t just something you eat—it’s an event and an experience. All of my earliest memories started there, where I was surrounded by the spices, sauces, meats, vegetables, and seafood central to Korean cooking. Dishes like Birthday Seaweed Soup (here) and Bossam (here) still send me right back to my childhood. Korean cooking is like drag: bold, unapologetic, and always leaving you wanting more.

When we moved back to the United States when I was twelve, well, let’s just say it was… a vibe. Michigan didn’t exactly roll out the red carpet for my taste buds. Suddenly, I was in a land where people thought “seasoning” meant adding more ranch dressing. Not only did I have to learn a language I had left behind, but I also had to learn how to relate to American culture and eat with an American palate.
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But, being the enterprising queen I am, I wasn’t about to let bland food get the best of me. I saved my allowance, skipped lunch at school (trust me, I wasn’t missing much), and started exploring restaurants around town with my “dining budget.” I convinced my friends to try Thai and Ethiopian restaurants, places that were exploding with new flavors. I was lucky to have a diverse group of friends whose families invited me over for dinner, introducing me to Indian and Mexican home cooking that was better than any restaurant—and better than the Midwestern staples that were a true culture shock to my system… and my stomach. My mom worked nights at a Korean restaurant while she raised my little brother and me. Which meant I had to take on the role of family chef—which actually meant I experimented on my brother with whatever recipes I could half remember from culinary field trips. (He had to do the dishes, so he resented some of my saucier experiments.) Yogurt Rice (here) and Dal Tadka (here) were a few of my earliest specialties. I was learning and my brother didn’t die, so I’ll call it a win.

At age nineteen, I left home and moved to Chicago for art school. After school ended, I began working as a graphic designer while also supporting myself as a server in a fine-dining restaurant, aka the city rent hustle. When you’re working in fine-dining, part of the job is tasting all the food the kitchen serves so you can accurately represent every component of every dish to every diner. The work was tough, but that exposure to chef-driven cooking—and ingredients I had definitely never tried back in Michigan—was my first real training in all things culinary, and it began to expand the way I see food and educate my palate. (My recipe for Pulled Pork Cornbread Benedict, here, is a love letter to my time there.)

Just like waiting tables was never part of the plan, my journey into drag wasn’t exactly on the menu either. But what is life without a plot twist? Like many queens before and after me, drag first came into my life on Halloween. A friend and I decided to go all out, bought clown makeup at CVS (classic), and accidentally stumbled into a drag show. The booker loved our looks and asked us to come back to perform the following week. Of course we said yes! I didn’t have a performance background, so I was terrified. I lip-synced to “Stop” by the Spice Girls, and I should have taken the message of the song more seriously. If I were to describe that first performance with two words they would be: A Mess. But I guess I looked cute enough, because soon I was hosting parties around town, which basically meant dressing up in a fierce look, bullying your friends into coming to the event, and walking around high on the power of drink tickets. You know how it is—one minute you’re a server, the next you’re the queen of Boystown.

About a year and a half into my new drag career, on a whim, I applied for season eight of RuPaul’s Drag Race. I had been a huge fan of the show from the start, and two close friends of mine had already been on it. (I won’t name names, but they rhyme with Pixie Unwell and Hurl.) So I thought, why not? The audition process was more straightforward during my season, so I put together my audition tape in a week and sent it in. I was shocked when I got selected. Anyone who has been on the show (or probably any competition reality show) will tell you the stress of filming makes the entire experience a total blur. Drag Race was a small show on a premium cable channel, and drag was still growing in public consciousness, but from the moment the cast was announced, I was no longer just a drag queen. I was a Ru Girl. And I was about to travel all over the world.

During filming, donuts accidentally became my brand. In the first episode, there’s a clip of me joking around with one of the producers in the confessional room. Apropos of nothing, I said, “Donut come for me…” just to make everyone laugh. The clip made it to air, and suddenly everywhere I went, at every gig and every hotel, boxes and boxes of donuts were waiting for me. (I hope you’re not disappointed that there’s no donut recipe in this book. I need a break. Thank you for respecting my privacy at this time!) This was the first time drag and food intersected for me, but it was only the start.

After season eight ended, my life became a blur of no sleep: bus, club, another club, another club, plane, onto the next place; repeat. I was zigzagging across North and South America, all over Asia, and touching down in Europe on the way to the next stop. Because of the hectic schedule—sometimes arriving, performing, and leaving all within twenty-four hours—I was eating every meal out. I started to plan my travel so I’d have at least one afternoon or evening to myself in each location. Even when the accumulated jet lag and late nights wanted to win, I fought to find the energy to get out and explore each city. I’ve always wanted to tour the world on someone else’s dime, so I wasn’t going to waste a second.

The chance to try the street food, restaurants, and specialties of each place made me feel more connected to where I was in those moments, however fleeting they were. Food is one of the strongest ways to build memories, and those memories became my treasured souvenirs. Eating my way around the world became the best part of my career. I was obsessed with finding new textures, flavors, and styles I hadn’t yet experienced. Dishes like Custardy Soft Scrambled Eggs (here) in Paris or Laksa Noodle Soup (here) in Singapore forever changed my palate. And between shows, on all those endless flights, I was basically a research machine. Believe it or not, Twitter was my secret weapon—ask the fans for recs and they’ll always pull through.

When the pandemic hit in 2020, my travel came to a sudden stop. No more planes, no more hotel rooms, no more greasy late-night bites. (Trust me, queens know their way around a twenty-four-hour diner menu like nobody else.) Instead, I was stuck at home, like so many others, rediscovering the kitchen. It was the first time in years that I actually had time to cook, and, as dramatic as it sounds, it was life-changing. I started re-creating all the incredible meals I’d had around the world, and my monthly trip to the grocery store was the best form of retail therapy. Cooking took me back to those moments, like a chippy-shop-style order of Curry and Chips (here) after the club in London. Searing skewers of Moo Ping (here) made me feel like I was at a bustling, smoky Thai street stall. I started writing down my ideas, inspirations, and recipes so I would be able to take myself everywhere without going anywhere whenever I felt like it. I didn’t know it then, but those notes were the beginning of this book.

It’s funny how drag and food overlap. Both are about creativity, storytelling, and, most of all, a little drama. When it comes to blending eyeshadow or blending spices, I want everything to be just right. But what really ties drag and food together is the way they both unite people. Let me tell you, nothing will get your friends over faster than the promise of a Cheesy Bread Bowl Fondue (here) or a steaming pot of Budae Jjigae (here). When I’m in the kitchen, I like my cooking the way I like my drag: bold, colorful, and always with a touch of humor, because whether I’m serving up a lqqk or a whole meal, I always want it to be full of flavor, personality, and heart.

This book is a collection of recipes and stories that mean the world (literally) to me. From the Korean dishes that remind me of my childhood to the global flavors I’ve picked up during my travels, these recipes represent my journey, my heritage, and my love for food. While, of course, every country on basically every continent has its own delectable and distinctive food culture, these are simply all of the countries I visited while on tour and some of my favorite meals I had on those visits. Some are simple comfort foods that you’ll love to make on a lazy Sunday. Others are a bit more extravagant, perfect for a dinner party that calls for extra drama (and maybe a wig or two!). Just like drag, cooking is all about experimenting, making mistakes, and laughing at yourself along the way. Whether you’re an experienced home cook or just getting started, I hope these recipes inspire you to get in the kitchen, try something new, and, most important, have fun. Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned from drag and from cooking, it’s this: The messiest moments usually end up being the most memorable.
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Crouching Queen, Hidden Condiments

My fridge and pantry are a revolving door of whatever I’m craving at any given moment, but there are a few staples that always make the cut. I think of them as my go-tos, my secret flavor weapons that can pull double or triple duty, no matter what I’m cooking. No need to wade through a sea of ingredients—I’ve got my top ten all-stars ready to glam up your kitchen and keep your cooking exciting:

SALT: All the recipes in this book were developed with Diamond Crystal kosher salt. (If you’re using Morton coarse kosher salt, fine sea salt, or table salt, use half of the listed amount.) Salt is the lifeline of all cooking, the ultimate flavor enhancer for everything sweet and savory. When something’s off, a pinch of salt is almost always the right answer (unless, of course, it tastes too salty). And when something needs a crunchy, salty finishing touch, I use a flaky sea salt, like Maldon.

WHITE PEPPER: When I want something smoother than the sharp, overwhelming flavor of freshly cracked black pepper, I reach for my jar of white pepper instead. Sold as a ground spice, white pepper has a softer and more floral flavor than black pepper, and less bite. It can slip into any dish without much fanfare and help season the dish more evenly.

GARLIC: This is the world’s great unifier. No matter what cuisine you’re cooking, garlic is probably involved in some capacity. I have multiple types in stock at all times: full bulbs, pre-peeled cloves, minced in a jar, pureed in a tube, even frozen and cubed. I use them all in rotation. Get whatever is most useful to you and the recipe you’re following.

AVOCADO OIL: This is extra-virgin olive oil’s harder-working cousin. It has a gentler, more neutral flavor than olive oil, plus a much higher smoke point—which means it’s perfect for high-heat pan-frying, roasting, grilling, and even baking. But it can also be used just like olive oil in dressings and dipping sauces. Throughout the book, I’ll say “olive oil,” but just know I’m secretly using avocado oil—feel free to use an alternative like safflower or grapeseed oil.

GRANULATED SUGAR: Cooking is all about balance, so even savory things benefit from a little sweetness. I like granulated sugar because it has a subtle flavor and dissolves quickly, making it easy to mix into dry rubs, sauces, and creamy dressings.

SOY SAUCE: Put it to work marinating meats, enhancing Thanksgiving gravy, upping the umami in marinara sauce, seasoning burgers, roasting nuts—anything that needs a savory saltiness can use a splash of soy sauce! If regular soy sauce is too salty for you, just thin it out with a little water or rice vinegar.

FISH SAUCE: Another savory powerhouse, I add a splash of fish sauce to enhance soup broths, add balance to vinaigrettes and dressings, replace anchovies in a pasta sauce, and give steamed vegetables an umami punch.

UNSEASONED RICE VINEGAR: I may be biased, but this is the best all-purpose vinegar. It has a sweet, subtle flavor, which means it can add acidity without taking over. It’s always in my vinaigrettes, marinades, homemade pickles, and sauces, but it’s also perfect for a little acidity in cocktails or splashed over hot, crispy french fries.

GOCHUJANG: This Korean fermented chile paste is a miracle of savory, sweet, and spicy flavors. I like to mix it into barbecue sauces, toss with hot chicken wings, rub on vegetables before roasting, or whisk with mayo for a spicy dipping sauce.

GOCHUGARU: Korea’s signature red pepper flakes are fruity, smoky, and sweet, giving everything a much more complex flavor than the red pepper flakes hanging out in most pantries. I use these in the exact same way: to build flavor in soups, stews, and stir-fries; whisked in scrambled eggs; and even sprinkled on popcorn and pizza. A little goes a long way.

BONUS: KIMCHI! This goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway: Kimchi is the center of my universe. I put it on everything—tacos, fried rice, hot dogs, eggs, soups, grilled meats. But most of all, I love to serve it as a small side dish (known as banchan in Korean) to enjoy alongside any meal.








KIM CHI’S
 QUICK KIMCHI

When most people hear the word kimchi, they think of one of two things: me or cabbage. But did you know you can kimchi almost anything? When I’m in a rush (or just too hangry to wait), I make this quick and easy tomato kimchi. It’s tangy and refreshing, packing all the flavor of traditional kimchi without the wait. Plus, the burst of juicy tomatoes makes it the perfect side dish for just about any meal. Try it once and you’ll be saying, “Cabbage who?”



In a large bowl, whisk the gochugaru, fish sauce, sugar, maesilaek, and garlic to combine. Add the tomatoes, onions, and chives and toss to coat in the sauce. Sprinkle a generous amount of sesame seeds on top. Cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap and refrigerate for at least 2 hours and up to 1 week before serving.




Makes 1 quart

¼ cup gochugaru

¼ cup fish sauce

1 tablespoon sugar

1 tablespoon maesilaek (see Note)

8 garlic cloves, minced

6 beefsteak tomatoes, cut into wedges, or 3 cups cherry tomatoes, halved

1 large white onion, diced

Handful of chives, cut into 1-inch pieces

Sesame seeds, for garnish





NOTE: Maesilaek, a sweet and sour syrup made from fermented green plums, can be found in Korean grocery stores or online. It can also be substituted with apple juice or pear juice.
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Break the Rules, Make It Delicious

My favorite part of traveling is the exposure to flavors and ideas that I’ve never experienced before. My souvenirs are the memories of what I ate, and I try to re-create that feeling in my own kitchen. That’s all to say: These are not authentic recipes! They are my take on dishes I love, but nothing in this book is a hard and fast rule. I wrote these recipes to share the experiences I’ve had, and also to encourage you to expand your palate and learn new culinary techniques, all while using ingredients and methods that are within reach of the average home cook.

You know how everyone thinks their mom’s version of something is the best version? That’s how everyone thinks in every country, which means there are thousands of “correct” ways to make any traditional recipe. The most important thing is that the outcome tastes good to you, and even better if it’s something you want to eat again. Add sugar and salt where you feel like you need it. If you’re sensitive to spice, leave it out. Don’t stress about finding every last ingredient—swap in something you already have or skip it. Take bits and pieces from different dishes to Frankenstein your dream dinner. Recipes are meant to develop and change with time as you make them over and over, adapting and substituting until they become your own.

I did say there are no hard and fast rules in this book, but I forgot there is just one: Cook from your heart! Food should be a joyful experience that you’re excited to share with the people you love. That’s the best way to take a recipe and turn it into a tradition of your own.
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