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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my dad, “Pops.”

Thank you for instilling the love of food in me.
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Introduction
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Welcome! Before we get to the good stuff, let’s answer the excruciatingly controversial question on everyone’s mind: What qualifies as a sandwich? The USDA describes a sandwich as “a meat or poultry filling between two slices of bread, a bun, or a biscuit.” No shade, but the USDA dropped the ball a little here. A sandwich can be and is so much more. If the ingredients are stackable with a flour/bread component (yes, including tortillas and cookies), and if it can be eaten out of your hands (or sometimes with a fork and knife), it’s a sandwich in my (literal) book.

In July 2021, I posted my first recipe video, shrimp toast, on the social media platform TikTok. The entire world was in a state of lockdown amid a global pandemic nobody saw coming, and I was less than one year out of college, in the midst of transitioning from one entry-level job I didn’t care much about to another I cared even less about. Shrimp toast is a recipe that has been published online thousands of times over, but my recipe video was different. It didn’t include a laundry list of ingredients or step-by-step instructions. It focused on sound. The chef’s knife slicing through and pounding shrimp until it’s smushed to paste; the cracking of an eggshell, then the yolk plopping down atop water chestnuts, celery, scallion, and cilantro; the sizzling of shrimp-topped bread in a 375ºF/190ºC pool of vegetable oil: audible sensations anyone who’s ever stepped foot in a kitchen didn’t know they could fall in love with, delivered to their smartphones on a social media app best known for preteen dance videos. That video received 250,000 views in two hours.

Since video #1, millions of followers across the internet have listened to me cook and watched me bite into countless “epic” sandwiches across social media. Though, until now, only a select few friends knew food is my culture, heritage, and upbringing.

I have always been incredibly fortunate to be surrounded by delicious food. I was born in Milan, Italy. And for the first six years of my life and every summer thereafter, I spent thousands of hours in my nonna’s (grandmother’s) kitchen in a little village in Tuscany called Pascoso, where the population was and remains a two-digit number. Thanks to an insatiable appetite and lack of Wi-Fi or video games, entertainment growing up meant watching Nonna prepare enormous meals for our large family and a seemingly never-ending lineup of friends and neighbors from the surrounding area who would come to enjoy her masterful dinners. In Pascoso, I fell in love with cucina povera, or “peasant cooking,” which refers to the traditional Italian mentality of using humble ingredients to yield extraordinary meals. This phenomenon is responsible for the inception of many of the greatest Italian dishes in existence: bruschetta, ribollita, panzanella, and biscotti—as well as many staple recipes Nonna would go on to share with me, including sugo di pomodoro (see Nonna’s Meatball Sandwich), pork roast in milk gravy (arrosto di maiale al latte), pastas laden with rich ragù or meaty Bolognese, pork-studded carbonara, turkey legs braised in vegetables and wine, and homemade pizza from her outside oven.

As evidenced by the plump-looking six-year-old Owen Han in childhood photos you won’t find publicly available, tasting was where my exploration of the culinary arts started and ended at this point in my life. Tired of watching me grow fat but enthralled by my love of food, Nonna reached out to a local village restaurant owner-chef and asked that she allow her grandson the opportunity to receive some formal training in the kitchen. Chef Daniella owned and operated La Fonte. Considering less than a hundred people live in Pascoso, it’s amazing to me that I’ve yet to taste a better pasta dish in all my years dining out in Los Angeles. I wish I could tell you Chef Daniella was a stern, hard-hitting teacher who would cuss and scream at me like I was a Gordon Ramsay TV show contestant—it would certainly make for a more interesting read. But the truth is, her teaching style emulated the charm of the tiny village: quiet, patient, and caring. Ultimately, I owe my nonna and my dad the world for instilling in me a lifelong passion for food.

I tell the story of having been raised in Italy under the tutelage of a grandmother who frequently catered the entire village’s dinners because it paints a picture of half of my culinary upbringing. The other half stems from my Chinese heritage, the Han family. While my mother and her family are from Italy, my father and his family are from Shanghai, China. Italy certainly exposed me to fresh ingredients, early culinary education, and Italian cuisine, though it was really my father who gifted me the passion of sharing and bonding over food. In the years following my family’s immigration to the United States, my father would encourage my brothers and me to invite our close friends to our home to enjoy Chinese-inspired feasts.

On the menu? Egg rolls; homemade dumplings; my favorite, “red-cooked” pork hock simmered in soy sauce; and many Chinese dishes my father and his parents would serve that the average American children would turn away from while we enthusiastically dug in. My pops truly had a passion for hosting and instilled in me the value of bonding with people over food throughout my entire life. Sharing home-cooked meals with my friends and father are some of my most cherished memories. Many of the recipes and techniques I draw from in this book stem from my late father and his parents’ Chinese culture.

Later in life, I would go on to attend the University of Southern California, where I studied economics, nutrition, and health promotion. Upon graduation, I landed a job at a hospital in Los Angeles, where I assisted patients with meal ordering and deliveries. I assumed my career would eventually lead me to becoming a dietitian. However, 2020 proved to be a pivotal year for the entire world that would ultimately change many of our lives forever. To date, the novel coronavirus has claimed the lives of millions of loved ones around the world, and on April 8, 2021, my father included. Following my father’s passing, returning to work at a hospital where I was constantly surrounded by families undergoing similar hardships and pain was extremely difficult. At that point in time, a typical workday consisted of me crying in the bathroom for hours while neglecting my work. I was in a lot of pain, felt aimless, and knew I needed a change. After leaving my job at the hospital, I committed to starting a new job as an operations associate for a popular restaurant franchise in Los Angeles.

A week or so prior to officially starting my new gig, my roommate H Woo Lee, who had found success posting recipe videos on TikTok, encouraged me to do the same. Remember that shrimp toast? It was a recipe from Ma (Grandma) Han’s cookbook that my father gifted to me before his passing. Watching that video go explosively viral brought some much-needed joy to one of the darkest periods in my life. And as a result, in an act of impulsiveness, I let my new employer know I would be withdrawing my acceptance of their position so I could commit my full time and energy to online recipe content creation. The following years’ worth of sandwich recipe videos would accumulate billions of views and become the catalyst for a career in food media.

This brings us to today and, more specifically, this book. The recipes here have a marked difference from the ones online, which are more sketches than full-blown formulas and rely on the visual and aural aspects of cooking to make their points. I have carefully tested these recipes to provide you the details and information you would expect in a cookbook. While I have included some fan favorites from my social media feeds, the majority are brand-new recipes. I offer you tips on how to make that elusive perfect sandwich, give information on ingredients, and tell you about what makes my favorite sandwiches. I share with you some of the behind-the-scenes particulars of how I produce my videos. I tell the fascinating (for fellow sandwich nerds) stories behind iconic sandwiches. Now, put down your phone, grab your knife, get some bread, and LET’S MAKE SOME SANDOS!

Owen Han



A Brief Sandwich History

The average American eats about two hundred sandwiches a year. In a study that ended in 2012 (the last statistics available), 47 percent of adults in the US ate a sandwich that day, usually for lunch, but about 19 percent had one for dinner. Grilled cheese is the favorite sandwich in our country.

The sandwich has been around in some form and by various names ever since humans have baked, but it took a celebrity to give it a name that stuck. That person was the Earl of Sandwich, Montagu, who was a famous London society figure in the late 1700s. The legend says that the Earl, a notorious gambler, did not want to leave the gaming table during a winning streak, so he sustained himself with sliced beef between bread. It gained popularity among the British smart set, and the word finally showed up in the US press in 1816.

It wasn’t long before non-meat fillings (like cheese, mushrooms, and eggs) became known. And some combinations became so popular that they are recognized by name. Examples include the Reuben (hot corned beef, sauerkraut, and cheese on rye with Russian dressing), the Club (named for the Saratoga Club House in New York), and the Dagwood (a towering “everything but the kitchen sink” concoction named for the beloved comic strip character of the 1930s and beyond, who loved tall, overstuffed sandwiches). The most recent innovations on sandwich menus include an interest in vegetarian and vegan options, breakfast sandwiches, and international influences.






1. The Sandwich Kitchen
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My kitchen is where the magic happens. I’m going to share my pro tips with you so you can make the best sandwiches you have ever eaten in your life.




Equipment

When you supply your kitchen with the right tools, you will have fun and success making my recipes—and anytime you cook. Everyone has to make do with what they have, but cooking can be frustrating if you are not equipped to some degree. Most people don’t feel that they have enough kitchen space. Although I admit my kitchen is pretty large, even by LA standards, I often feel the same way. So, I look to get multiple applications from the kitchenware that I own.

Pots and Pans
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These are the implements that hold the food while it cooks. If you are purchasing a new pot, pan, or skillet, always get the best you can afford, and it can last a lifetime.

Cast-iron skillet: If you have a nonstick skillet, why do you need a cast-iron one, too? The heavy metal construction of an old-fashioned cast-iron pan retains heat extremely well and gives a superior sear to meats. It also does a good job browning burritos and wraps and is an excellent choice for deep-frying.

Cleaning cast-iron pans requires a different approach than other pots and pans. Don’t wash cast-iron with soap because it will remove the protective coating that has built up from the cooking. When that coating is gone, the iron will rust. To clean cast-iron skillets, scrub out the skillet with a paste of salt (any kind) and hot water and a sturdy soap-free scouring pad. The scouring will remove the cooked-on food and the salt will kill bacteria. Rinse and dry the skillet well, then put it over high heat for a few minutes to evaporate any remaining moisture. Rub the skillet with a little vegetable oil on a paper towel. Never cover cast iron for storage, and just leave it in the open air.

Dutch oven: Usually made of enameled cast iron, this heavy pot is perfect for long-simmered meats and sauces because it holds the heat beautifully. It should have a capacity of 5 to 7 quarts/4.7 to 6.6 L. Oval Dutch ovens are great because they will hold elongated roasts without crowding.

Grill pan: This skillet has rows of raised ridges on its surface. I use it to toast bread for sandwiches and make appetizing brown sear marks on meat. (The marks add flavor, too.) Combined with a sandwich press (see below) or a flat pot lid, this is the pan for toasting panini.

Griddle: The large surface of a griddle is perfect when you want to cook a few sandwiches at once. Griddles are made in a range of metals and weights. If you are purchasing one, look for models that are flat on one side and ridged on the reverse side to act as a grill pan. While cast-iron griddles are great, they are unwieldy, and I’ve seen some lighter and thinner versions work just as well. (And when you want to make pancakes, you will be glad you have a griddle.) I recommend buying the size that best fits your storage area. Electric griddles and frying pans are good, too, but you usually get more cooking surface from stovetop models.

Utensils and Tools

As with my pots and pans, I am very selective about my kitchen tools. I don’t collect gadgets or appliances. I like hardworking devices that can do a few different jobs.

Chopping board: You want a relatively large, solid chopping board (either wood or hard plastic) for chopping ingredients (of course), but also for cutting finished sandwiches. When slicing freshly roasted meat, it is very helpful to have a carving board, which has a shallow well around the perimeter to catch the carving juices. (Of course, a carving board can also serve as a chopping board.) I suggest two boards, one for prepping produce and another dedicated to meat products only or one board that can be flipped over to do double duty for both uses.

Blender: I love my high-power blender with its big jar and powerful ability to pulverize food. It is much faster than smaller, standard blenders. But the smaller models do a good job, too. I find powerful high-capacity blenders to be worth the investment, especially if you like smoothies. Important tip: If you puree hot food (say, tomato soup) in a blender, drape a kitchen towel over the blender jar instead of covering with the lid while blending so the steam can escape. If you don’t, the steam will build up and blow the lid right off, potentially burning you, and definitely making a mess in your kitchen.

Box grater: This is the granddaddy of grating tools. As much as I like my Microplane for zesting citrus or finely grating Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese, the clunky, four-sided box grater is still a good tool to own. The large holes will grate onions smaller than you can chop them, which is perfect for some ground meat fillings. There is a slot for slicing cheese, one set of small holes for grating hard cheese, and a set of smaller and sharper holes for miniscule grating of garlic, ginger, and the like.

Electric meat slicer: There are various reasonably priced electric meat slicers for home users that passionate sandwich owners will want to have for French dip, Italian beef, and other classics that require thinly sliced meat. Sometimes a high-quality electric knife does an acceptable job, but the slicer will always win out in a showdown.

Food processor: For prepping salsas and other chopping, grating, and slicing jobs, this machine is hard to beat. I don’t use one a lot, but when I do, I’m glad I have it. One thing to watch out for: Don’t use the chopping blade for onions, as the fast rotation will knock out too much juice, and the onions will be too wet to brown properly. The slicing and grating blades (for thinly slicing cabbage for slaw or prepping potatoes for hash browns or potato pancakes, respectively) do not have the same problem.

[image: image]

Garlic press: Some cooks hate garlic presses because they admittedly have only one function. But when you want a garlic puree (as opposed to the tiny nibs of minced-by-hand), it does its job very well. You can also puree the garlic with a chef’s knife: Mince the garlic as finely as you can and sprinkle it with some of the salt from the recipe; using the side of the knife, smash and smear the garlic onto a work surface until it is crushed into a paste. If I am feeling lazy, I will default to the garlic press.

Half-sheet pan: A baking sheet is a baking sheet, right? Nope. The half-sheet pan is the king of baking sheets. A full-sheet pan, measuring 18 × 26 inches/45 × 66 cm, is a professional item and only fits into a large commercial oven. A half-sheet can be used in a home oven and measures 18 × 13 inches/45 × 33 cm. Made to hold up under heavy use, it has 1-inch/2.5 cm tall sides to contain liquids. Half-sheet pans are fairly heavy, whereas cookie and baking sheets can be lightweight and flimsy and don’t always have four raised sides. Their thinness encourages burned cookie bottoms, and without sides, drips can run into the oven. A half-sheet pan can be useful for much more than just baking cookies, and once you start, you will never go back to Grandma’s cookie sheets. The half-sheet can also be pulled into play to become a good-sized tray for holding all the components in your mise en place. When size isn’t important
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