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			All About the Sauces

			Sốt

			Spicy, flavorful, sticky sauces to dip, toss, or cook with
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			When I was on Top Chef: All-Stars, I was fascinated to discover that when presented with a challenge, many chefs conceptualized their dishes around sauces. Sauces were the inspiration they started with and everything else was created to complement them.

			Sauces may not be the focus of Vietnamese dishes, but they’re still an absolute requirement. They help create the balance that’s essential in avoiding ngán, the condition of being bored with the repetitive flavors of a dish. When I’m deciding which sauce I want to use, I ask myself, “Do I need something on the sweeter and spicier side? Something aromatic and allium-heavy? A sauce that’s deep and dark in flavor and roasted? Or something more acidic, bright, and green? What flavors are needed to add balance?”

			And whether you cook with a sauce or use it to dip your food in afterward, sauces can elevate the simplest of dishes. For instance, I keep a jar of Roasted Nước Mắm Sauce (this page) in the fridge for glazing everything from pork ribs to brussels sprouts. You could steam a chicken and it would taste delicious with Mở Hành (this page), a mixture of green onions in oil. In other words, sauces are the ultimate đặc biệt tool.

			Vietnamese sauces are also really simple. In fact, they generally consist of only five ingredients—chili, garlic, sugar, lime juice or vinegar, and fish sauce or shrimp paste—presented in different combinations or ratios. And these sauces stay fresh for ages, so you can make a big batch to keep in the fridge all year long, like my grandma’s Nước Mắm Chấm (this page).

			Once you see how basic Vietnamese sauces are, you’ll realize that the cuisine is totally within your grasp. Sure, there’s a bit of an intimidation factor when it comes to anything you’re not familiar with, but I’m telling you—if you can put fish sauce, sugar, and chilies in a bowl, you can make Vietnamese food.

			
				Crushed Sauces →

			

			Traditional Dipping Sauce

			Nước Mắm Chấm
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			If you’re going to make Vietnamese food, the very first thing you should learn is nước mắm chấm (which is so commonly used that we refer to it as just “nước mắm,” which literally means “fish sauce”; the word “chấm” means “dip”). So nước mắm chấm specifically refers to this condiment, although most Vietnamese speakers usually refer to the dip as just nước mắm. If what you’re really after is straight-up fish sauce, you’re better off asking for nước mắm nhĩ.

			This sauce is kind of like our ketchup, because it goes with anything, and we use it on everything. We dip things in it, we put it on salads…I especially like pickling carrots in it. And since it can live in your fridge for a long time, it’s worth making a lot all at once. My grandma from my dad’s side always prepares this sauce by the gallon. Whenever she visits from Georgia, she makes a ton and everyone hoards it. Even if I’m not due to come home for months, my dad will set aside a little container for me.

			My version is inspired by hers in that it’s very concentrated. I use equal ratios of sugar, fish sauce, and lime, so it’s in your face and super potent…as opposed to more traditional versions, which are usually diluted with coconut soda or water. You’re welcome to dilute yours too—which is what I’d do for more delicate dishes—but I personally love the intensity in this version, especially on a salad. My friends have been known to pick up a bowl and drink whatever’s left. Because you totally can.

			Makes ¾ cup

			2 large garlic cloves

			1 to 2 whole Thai chilies (depending on how hot you like it)

			¼ cup granulated sugar

			¼ cup fish sauce

			¼ cup freshly squeezed lime juice (about 2 to 3 limes)

			Note » To make this vegan, substitute the fish sauce with either a vegan fish sauce or 3 tablespoons of soy sauce and 1 tablespoon of water.

			1 Using a mortar and pestle, add the garlic and chili(es) and crush into a paste. You’re still going to have some fine chunks of chili and skin left, so don’t worry. It’s more important to get the garlic as pulverized as possible.

			2 Add the sugar and continue to mix into a paste, until the chilies are as crushed down as you can get them and the sugar is pink.

			3 Add the fish sauce and lime juice and mix with a spoon until the sugar is dissolved.

			4 Taste and adjust the seasoning if needed with more sugar, fish sauce, or lime juice to taste.

			5 Store the sauce in an airtight, nonreactive container or bottle in the fridge for months (if it lasts that long)!

			
				Make It Đặc Biệt » Instead of white granulated sugar, you can go the more traditional Vietnamese route by using palm sugar in your sauces. But don’t buy the hard pucks—instead, choose the softer stuff in the jar. It’s a bit less sweet than granulated sugar, and will lend your dishes a faint caramel taste. Palm sugar also has a syrupy consistency when cooked down or mixed with liquid, which results in sauces that really “hug” whatever you pair them with.

			

			Ginger Dipping Sauce

			Nước Mắm Gừng
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			We always had the regular nước mắm chấm around the house for everyday use. But if my grandma made nước mắm gừng, I knew there were people coming over. It’s like a brightened-up, đặc biệt, version of nước mắm, because instead of garlic it’s made with spicy ginger and a bit of extra lime.

			Grandma would plant a mortar and pestle in front of me and say “beat on this” while she’d get to work on something else. It was so satisfying seeing the bits of ginger break up in the bowl, and exciting knowing that we were getting ready for a company-worthy meal. And that it would probably be seafood, my favorite!

			Nước mắm gừng is especially popular in the coastal cities of Vietnam, where you can order whatever fresh seafood you want and they’ll cook it right in front of you, either fried with salt and pepper or simply grilled and served with this sauce. Try nước mắm gừng as a dip for shrimp or calamari, brush it over grilled fish served with lettuce wraps, or spoon it on top of light meats like chicken.

			
				Make It Đặc Biệt » Here’s a great way to add a “very special” element to sauces that include fresh lime…use finger limes instead! The pulp consists of tiny little balls filled with juice—kind of like citrus caviar—that not only contribute a bright burst of acid, but create an awesome popping sensation in the mouth.

			

			Makes ½ cup

			1 tablespoon fresh ginger, finely minced

			1 Thai chili, thinly sliced

			3 tablespoons fish sauce

			2 tablespoons granulated sugar

			3 tablespoons fresh lime juice

			1 Using a mortar and pestle, add the ginger and chili and crush together into a paste.

			2 Add the fish sauce, sugar, and lime, and stir to combine.

			3 Store in an airtight container in the fridge for up to 5 days.

			Fermented Shrimp Paste Sauce

			Mắm Tôm or Mắm Ruốc
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			Eating this sauce over vermicelli noodles was my idea of heaven as a kid. My grandmother’s friends would come over and be shocked. Let’s just say it’s an acquired taste, not a go-to lunch for kids. But it hits all the right notes. It’s sweet, it’s sour, it’s spicy, and yeah, it’s funky, with a pungent stinky smell.

			A little goes a long way when it comes to mắm tôm. It’s most traditionally used as a dipping sauce in Vietnam…I used to dip salted eggplants in it. You can also try it over tofu, or mixed with noodles (like me), or take a page from my grandma by dipping grilled fish wrapped in lettuce and herbs in it.

			
				Make It Đặc Biệt » As with fish sauce (nước mắm), the name for straight-up fermented shrimp paste and the sauce made with shrimp paste is the same (mắm tôm). So don’t get confused—if you need to clarify, say “mắm tôm chấm,” which means “fermented shrimp paste dip.” And just like with fish sauce, I’d recommend purchasing a high-quality brand. My grandmother only uses Lee Kum Kee brand shrimp paste and she is the boss.

			

			Makes ½ cup

			2 large cloves garlic

			1 to 2 Thai chili peppers (depending on how hot you want it)

			2 tablespoons fermented shrimp paste

			3 tablespoons granulated sugar

			3 tablespoons fresh lime juice

			1 Using a mortar and pestle, add the garlic and chili and crush together into a paste.

			2 Add the shrimp paste and mix well.

			3 Add the sugar, lime juice, and 2 tablespoons of water, and stir to combine.

			4 Use right away.

			Crushed Chili in Salt

			Muối Ớt
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			This is the Vietnamese cure-all for disappointing fruit—if you find yourself with lackluster pineapple or underripe mango. This simple condiment counters sour flavors with a touch of salty, spicy, and sweet.

			I like pairing muối ớt with slices of green apple, but any firm fruit with a bit of acidity is great. You can also use leftovers to rim a cocktail, or as a dry rub for meat or seafood such as shrimp.

			
				Make It Đặc Biệt » When it comes to chilies, it’s fun to play around with red versus green. Or use a blend of both, because they have completely different flavors. When I’m creating a dish that’s spicy and warm, I gravitate toward red. But when I’m playing around with bright, grassy, citrusy elements, I prefer green. And since chilies only grow fresh in the summer, stock up and store them whole in a ziplock bag in the freezer, so you can make sauces all year round.

			

			Makes 2 tablespoons

			2 tablespoons kosher salt

			½ teaspoon granulated sugar (optional, but I think it rounds out everything)

			1 Thai chili, green or red

			1	Using a mortar and pestle, add the salt, sugar, and chili and crush to combine. The salt should turn an even shade of pink and the chilies should be as fine as you can get them.

			2 Use within the day.

			Spotlighting the Mortar and Pestle: Vietnam’s Most Essential Tool

			I’m staring at my mortar and pestle as I write this, as if I’m talking to it. It’s the one tool my grandmother really trusted me with as a kid. And it’s the gateway to learning to cook as a Vietnamese child.

			There are a lot of households that don’t have electricity outside of the major cities of Vietnam. No stoves. No spice grinders. They need to build fires to make their dinner. And they process ingredients using basic tools like mortar and pestles.

			It’s a primal style of cooking, and one that takes a lot of work. And a lot of work translates into a lot of care and a lot of love. If you grew up in a family that regularly used a mortar and pestle—whether you’re Vietnamese or Mexican or Thai—you probably remember a mom or aunt or grandma sitting down and laboriously crushing a soon-to-be meal and realizing the time and effort that went into it. That’s the beauty of a mortar and pestle. Smashing the spices, releasing the oils, and marrying everything together…people can really taste the difference.

			How to Choose a Mortar and Pestle » I like a “V” shaped mortar and pestle, like the Thai-style used for making papaya salad. It is my everyday, all-purpose mortar and pestle. The mortar (the bowl) is made of clay and the pestle (the stick) is made of wood. Now, if I were to make something like a mole paste or a curry paste, I would want something a little more heavy-duty. That is where mortars made out of granite or volcanic rock come in. Ideally, the pestle should be harder than the ingredient you are trying to crush, so if you are trying to make a thick paste, go for a stone mortar and stone pestle combo.

			As for the size, aim for something that can hold at least three cups. Nothing is more annoying than trying to crush something while it keeps falling out of the bowl, or the bowl isn’t big enough for the job. Another key to crushing things effectively is to make sure the pestle is wide enough for the bottom of the mortar; otherwise, you will spend a lot of time chasing ingredients around the mortar.

			How to Use a Mortar and Pestle » You’ll want to start by crushing your hardest and most fibrous ingredients first. For instance, you’d definitely want to lead with lemongrass, followed by chilies, then garlic, then sugar, then fish sauce and lime. And don’t chase after your ingredients. Resist the urge to pound around the bowl trying to capture that stray clove of garlic. If you keep slowly beating in the same place, everything will eventually fall to the center and turn into a paste. If things keep moving around, sprinkle a little salt or sugar to help ingredients stay put.

			How to Clean a Mortar and Pestle » I tend to just soak in warm water, rinse, and dry. But if you really want to get smells and flavors out, you can use diluted white vinegar.

			What to Substitute for a Mortar and Pestle » You can always use the flat side of your knife to smash things like garlic, or a food processor or blender to make larger quantities of sauces. Although honestly, any kind of muddler—like a rolling pin—and a bowl will do. I’ve done that plenty of times in a pinch!

			
				Cooked Sauces →

			

			Fish-Sauce Caramel
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			This sauce really gained popularity because of a Portland, Oregon, restaurant named Pok Pok (R.I.P.). A Vietnamese cook of theirs made these very classic fish-sauce-caramel–coated chicken wings, and suddenly interest in that flavor profile exploded.

			I mean, who doesn’t love something sticky and tacky and glazed and absolutely bursting with umami? The fish sauce and caramel combo may sound a bit strange but its savory quality balances the sweet and spicy and rounds everything out.

			Plus it’s so versatile, and a little goes a long way. It’s an instant way to turn anything sort of boring into something extremely flavorful. Try using it as a glaze for salmon, tofu, or brussels sprouts, or dripping it over fried foods such as fish or shrimp, finished with a squeeze of lime and a sprinkling of cilantro.

			Makes 1 cup

			1 large clove garlic, minced

			⅔ cup granulated sugar

			⅓ cup fish sauce

			2 teaspoons crushed red pepper flakes (can be any kind…Italian, Mexican, as long as it’s in flake form)

			
				Cooking Tip » Here’s how you’ll know if you’ve achieved the right consistency for your caramel. It should coat the back of the spoon and hold its shape when you run your finger through it without running or dripping. If it’s too hard, just add a bit of warm water to loosen it.

			

			1	In a small bowl, add the minced garlic to ⅓ cup of hot water. Let it soak for 5 minutes.

			2 Heat a small stainless-steel saucepan over high heat and add the sugar. Let it melt and start to turn a faint amber color around the edges, around 30 seconds. Just be careful not to let it burn. You can swirl the pan a bit to help move the sugar around but don’t stir it, which will cause crystallization.

			3 Once the sugar is melted and just starting to turn color, remove it from the heat and add the garlic-water mixture, the fish sauce, and the red pepper flakes. Stir to combine.

			4 Place back over high heat and bring the mixture to a boil, stirring, until all of the sugar is dissolved, about 3 minutes. If any major clumps of sugar remain, you can fish them out with a spoon.

			5 Remove from the heat and let cool to room temperature before using.

			6 You can store the caramel in an airtight container in the fridge for a few months. Just microwave it for about 10 seconds to loosen it, or stir in 1 tablespoon of hot water at a time until you’ve achieved your desired consistency.

			Lemongrass Chili Oil

			Ớt Sa Tế
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			If you like chili crisp, you’ll go crazy for this. Since it’s crunchy, spicy, and savory, ớt sa tế is awesome anywhere you’d want a bit of texture, like on noodles, stir-fries, soups, or even pizza. I love stirring it into cream cheese.

			We grew up eating a lot of dim sum, and Chinese restaurants that catered to Vietnamese clientele always put their version of this on the table. It became a family habit to try the ớt sa tế first, because if the restaurant took the time to perfect their sauce, you knew that everything else would be good.

			
				Cooking Tip » If you’re working with a whole stalk of lemongrass that hasn’t been trimmed, only use 6 to 8 inches from the root. If it’s fibrous and woody and doesn’t have a tight center, you’ve gone too far.

				And always smash your garlic, which releases the flavor and makes it easier to peel and chop. Bang the whole head on the table to separate the cloves, then smash each clove with the flat side of a cleaver or chef’s knife.

			

			Makes 1¼ cup

			1 cup neutral oil

			2 medium shallots, diced

			2 lemongrass stalks, thinly sliced

			Cloves from 1 full head garlic, minced

			6 tablespoons crushed red pepper flakes

			1 teaspoon fish sauce

			1 tablespoon granulated sugar

			1 In a small saucepan set over medium heat, add the oil and heat until shimmering but not smoking. Add the shallots and cook, stirring, for about 30 seconds.

			2 Add the lemongrass and continue cooking for 1 minute or until the shallots just begin to turn translucent.

			3 Add the garlic and cook, stirring, until all of your aromatics are a light golden brown, about 3 minutes.

			4 Turn the heat off. Add the red pepper flakes, stir, then add the fish sauce and sugar.

			5 Turn the heat back to medium and cook for about 1 minute until everything sort of tightens up in the pan and the sugar is dissolved.

			6 Store in an airtight container on the counter for up to 2 weeks.

			Scallion Oil

			Mở Hành
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			Okay, generally I refer to these as green onions. But scallions just sounds better for this recipe! Tomato, tomahto, they’re still the same thing.

			Mở hành is so versatile, because you’ve basically got three sauces in one. You can use it as is, for seasoning rice or rice noodles with a nice onion smell. And I like to spoon it over scallops or oysters in the shell, grill them, and top them with crushed peanuts (this page).

			You can also use the infused oil by itself, for cooking with or whisking into dressings, and reserve the green onions as a garnish for grilled pork chops over rice. Like so many Vietnamese sauces, this is really a great multipurpose player to make and keep in your fridge.

			Makes 1 cup

			1 bunch scallions (green onions), thinly sliced

			½ teaspoon kosher salt

			1 cup neutral oil

			1 In a heatproof bowl, add the scallions and salt.

			2 Add the oil to a small saucepot set over medium-high heat. Heat the oil until 375°F (or until it just begins to bubble at the edges) and pour over the scallions. This will cook the green onions and make them bright green.

			3 Cool to room temperature and store in an airtight container in the fridge for up to 1 week.

			Ginger Scallion Sauce

			Sốt Gừng Hành
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			Okay, okay, I know that I’ve said I keep a lot of sauces in my fridge at all times, but this might be my second-most-important sauce (nước mắm chấm is always number one). What can I say? I am a condiment queen. This is a sauce that can make dinner in just a few minutes, and it is incredibly easy to make.

			Slather this on some steamed fish (this page) or chicken (this page) or put it over rice with some scrambled eggs. In fact, scramble or fry eggs in the sauce. This sauce can do no wrong.

			Makes 1⅓ cup

			1 bunch scallions (green onions), sliced

			4-inch piece ginger, peeled and chopped

			1 cup neutral oil, but you can use less if you want a chunkier sauce

			1 teaspoon sugar

			½–1 teaspoon salt (to taste)

			1	Combine all ingredients in a blender and pulse until ginger pieces are small.

			2 Heat a skillet on high heat and pour the sauce into the pan. Cook for 1 minute or until oil is bright green, and then transfer to a bowl to cool.

			Roasted Nước Mắm Sauce
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			I created this sauce for a challenge on Top Chef: All Stars. We were supposed to make and bottle a signature condiment and sell it, with surprise help from a loved one. My mother surprised me by being my partner and we came in a very close second. My mom totally questioned what I was doing to the classic, beloved sauce, but once she tasted it, she was a believer!

			It’s definitely different. All of the components are roasted or fried instead of fresh, which adds deep, toasty, and complex flavors. There’s rice vinegar instead of lime juice for the acid as well as Louisiana cane syrup, which has an earthy sweetness that lends itself really well to the sauce.

			It checks all the boxes—spicy, sweet, salty, and sour, with tons of umami flavor. I brushed it over slow-cooked and broiled ribs (this page) for the challenge, and Tom Colicchio kept coming back for more. I’m really proud of it, because it’s very much a marriage of Vietnamese and New Orleans flavors. It’s a condiment that Vietnamese people will approve of (like my mom), and everyone will love.

			Makes 1 cup

			4 tablespoons crushed red pepper flakes

			¼ cup neutral oil

			5 cloves garlic, coarsely chopped

			½ cup Louisiana cane syrup (Important!! But you can also substitute Lyle’s Golden Syrup)

			¼ cup unseasoned rice vinegar

			½ cup fish sauce

			4 tablespoons dark brown sugar

			1 In a heatproof bowl, add the red pepper flakes.

			2 In a saucepot set over medium-high heat, add the oil and heat until hot but not smoking. Add the garlic and fry until light golden, about 1 minute.

			3 Using a spider or slotted spoon, transfer the garlic to a plate. Carefully pour the oil into the bowl with the red pepper flakes.

			4 In the pot you used for the oil, add the cane syrup, rice vinegar, fish sauce, and brown sugar. Stir to combine and bring to a boil over medium-high heat.

			5 Add the red pepper flakes and the oil back into the pot and cook for a few minutes or until the glaze coats the back of a metal spoon.

			6 Add the fried garlic and stir to combine. Remove from the heat.

			7 Let cool to room temperature before storing in an airtight container in the fridge. This will keep for a few months. If it gets too firm, just stir in a bit of hot water before using.

			8 Brush over broiled, roasted, or fried meats, vegetables, or tofu.

			Embracing Flavor

			Vietnamese food is very delicate, while New Orleans cuisine is a lot more seasoned, to say the least. Living in New Orleans, my family naturally began dialing up the flavor in the dishes they made, and once I started working at restaurants, I began pushing the envelope even further than that!

			When seasoning foods, you always have to take into account how everything is being eaten. Will it be just a few bites of a dish? Will it be eaten with rice or a starch of some sort? Or will it be eaten all in a bowl mixed together? It is helpful to keep in mind all of the components of the final dish and imagine them eaten together.

			With tasting menus, each tiny dish contains approximately three to six bites, which means you have to make each bite as intensely flavored as possible so the diners’ brains can register exactly what they’re eating. Chefs used to tell me that you have to season the food until it pops. But what they really meant was that you have to season your food just to the point before it is salty. This is a skill that requires a lot of practice. And if you have seen any episode of Top Chef you would know that improperly seasoned food is a big no-no.

			Living in Louisiana and being Vietnamese, we eat a lot of rice. So when you make your gumbo or a caramelized pork in fish sauce, you need to factor in the rice when seasoning.

			Seasoning is all about achieving balance. You don’t want to go too far, but you also don’t want to stop short. Sauces are essential in Vietnamese cuisine, because they help create the equilibrium we’re after. By itself, nước mắm chấm may taste incredibly strong—especially mine. But think about what you’re pairing it with. Vermicelli bowls, for instance, consist of unseasoned noodles and raw vegetables. You need a super intense sauce to elevate those ingredients, and you need those basic ingredients to neutralize the sauce. The goal is to even everything out. There’s actually a Vietnamese saying to this effect: “When you eat it with rice it will be balanced.”

			
				Blend-It-in-a-Bowl Sauces →

			

			Sweet and Spicy Fish Sauce

			Nước Mắm Đường

			
				[image: ]
			

			This is my go-to dip for green mango. Using fish sauce instead of salt really takes things to the next level, because it creates a sweet and funky liquid that clings to the fruit. You don’t even need to worry about fully dissolving the sugar.

			You can brush nước mắm đường over seafood to glaze it, or use it as a super simple swap for fish-sauce caramel. It comes together in seconds without having to deal with a mortar and pestle or do any cooking.

			
				Make It Đặc Biệt » All fish sauces are not created equal. They’re actually graded by quality. The letter “N” refers to the number of grams of nitrogen per liter of fish sauce, which directly relates to the protein level. The best-quality fish sauces have a number greater than 30, meaning they contain more actual fish than salt. One of my favorite brands, Red Boat, has a grade of 40N. That’s why I consider it to be my EVOO, and use it in any situation where the flavor of the fish sauce is really front and center. For everyday cooking purposes, I go with brands like MegaChef which has 30N, is more subtle in fish flavor, and is more affordable.

			

			Makes ¼ cup

			2 tablespoons fish sauce

			3 tablespoons palm or granulated sugar

			1 fresh Thai chili, thinly sliced

			Mix ingredients together in a bowl. That’s it!

			Peanut Sauce for Spring Rolls

			Tương Chấm Gỏi Cuốn
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			There’s a certain comfort level to peanut sauce. It’s kind of the gateway drug that turns a lot of people on to Vietnamese food. Which is cool. Whatever gets you there! Of course, peanut butter isn’t actually a thing in Vietnam. Our peanut sauce is actually more of a thinned-out hoisin sauce, mixed with crushed peanuts. But there’s a time and place for everything.

			I like using peanut butter in sauces meant for neutrally flavored spring rolls, with fillings like boiled pork or shrimp. Besides having a lot of flavor, it gives the sauce a thicker texture that really allows it to cling to spring rolls. You can also thin it out with some vinegar and use it as a marinade or a dressing for salad.

			Makes ¾ cup

			¼ cup peanut butter

			2 tablespoons hoisin sauce

			1 tablespoon sambal + more to taste

			1 tablespoon rice vinegar

			1 teaspoon sesame oil

			1 teaspoon soy sauce

			1 tablespoon crushed peanuts (optional)

			1	In a bowl, add the peanut butter and hoisin sauce and mix to combine.

			2 Add 1 tablespoon of sambal and the rice vinegar, sesame oil, and soy sauce. Mix well.

			3 Add ¼ cup of boiling water and mix well.

			4 Add extra sambal if you like, as well as crushed peanuts for texture.

			5 Store in an airtight container in the fridge for up to 5 days.

			Salt, Pepper, and Lime Sauce

			Muối Tiêu Chanh
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			At Vietnamese restaurants, they’ll often bring you a little bowl of salt and pepper accompanied by half of a fresh lime. You’re supposed to combine them at the table to eat with fattier dishes like fried calamari tossed with onions and peppers or bò lúc lắc, also known as shaking beef.

			Sometimes a touch of MSG or a pinch of sugar is added. Mix them all together, and you have an intense condiment that adds a welcome acidic bite to rich and savory meals of all sorts, or a lift to simple proteins. In fact, this is what my grandma would serve with raw onions and shredded free-range chicken—referred to as gà đi bộ, “the chicken that walks”—left over from making cháo gà, a Vietnamese chicken-and-rice porridge.

			Makes 1½ tablespoons

			1 teaspoon kosher salt (or roasted salt, if you can find it)

			½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

			1 pinch granulated sugar or MSG

			1 tablespoon fresh lime juice

			In a bowl, add all of the ingredients and mix to combine. Use right away.

			Vietnamese Aioli

			Bơ
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			We call this “bơ” (butter) for good reason. This aioli (fancy name for mayo with garlic) is rich and extremely savory. In Vietnam, butter was a luxury as dairy was not readily available, so this aioli was created to mimic the deliciousness of butter. Traditionally, it is only used when bread is involved, but I encourage everyone to use it anywhere you would use a homemade mayo.

			American mayo doesn’t really appeal to the Vietnamese palate because it has vinegar in it. The acidity disrupts the balance we’re trying to achieve in dishes like bánh mì, which already come with pickles. That’s why any decent bánh mì begins with bơ instead of mayo, because bo is pure fatty and savory richness—no acid involved.

			Makes 1 cup

			1 large egg

			1 large clove garlic

			½ teaspoon fish sauce

			¼ teaspoon kosher salt

			1 cup neutral oil

			
				Make It Đặc Biệt » Give this aioli an extra level of savoriness by using, instead of a neutral oil, the oil from the scallion oil recipe or the oil you may have used to fry shallots.

			

			If using an immersion blender

			

			1 In a tall jar or large heavy-duty cup, add all ingredients along with 2 tablespoons of water and let them sit for 3 minutes.

			2 Place the tip of the immersion blender at the base of the cup and blend for 30 seconds, or until all of the oil gets incorporated and the aioli is emulsified and creamy. It is important to make sure NOT to bring the immersion blender up from the base of the cup until it gets thick and creamy. Moving it up too fast will break the mayo and it will not get thick.

			If using a food processor

			

			1 In the bowl of the food processor, add the egg, garlic, fish sauce, salt, and 2 tablespoons of water.

			2 Pulse to combine, then slowly pour in the oil in a steady stream, blending as you go, until all of the oil gets incorporated and the aioli is emulsified and creamy.

			For both methods

			

			Store in an airtight container in the fridge for up to 5 days.

			Spicy Avocado Sauce

			Nước Mắm Bơ
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			In Vietnamese cuisine, avocados are generally used only for sweet applications, like for making smoothies with ice and condensed milk. Which is why it took me a while to understand and enjoy them in savory dishes…it just didn’t compute in my brain!

			It was Mexican cuisine that made me look at avocados in a whole new light. Especially since the country shares so many ingredients and flavor profiles with Vietnam. Essentially, this is a thinned-out guacamole/avocado nước mắm (if you haven’t put fish sauce in your guac, you haven’t lived a full life), and there’s literally nothing it doesn’t go with. I crave it on tacos, on salads, on grilled meats, and on the shrimp burger I’m eating while writing this.

			Makes 1 cup

			1 large avocado

			2 to 3 green Thai chilies

			⅓ cup fresh lime juice (around 3 limes)

			⅓ cup chopped cilantro, leaves and stems

			2 tablespoons fish sauce

			1 teaspoon sugar

			1 Place all ingredients into a blender along with ¼ cup of water and blend until smooth.

			2 Store in an airtight container in the fridge for up to 2 days.

		

	
		
			2

			Drinking

			Snacks

			Món Nhậu

			The art of the party
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			Loosely translated as “the art of eating and drinking for no particular purpose,” everyone in Vietnam is down to nhậu. And everyone in New Orleans is too, for that matter.

			A nhậu consists of two or more people, and as a social custom, was a term most traditionally applied to men gathered at a tavern or women socializing at home. Nowadays, it’s often thrown around by younger folk out for a night on the town. But as long as there are snacks and drinks, you can nhậu just about anywhere.

			As a kid, if there was ever any sort of get-together at my grandmother’s house, I was in charge of passing out the snacks. It’s likely the thing that kicked off my love of the hospitality industry. I’d have a little tray like a server and offer everyone food, starting from the eldest people in the room, working down to the youngest, and ending with myself. For most kids in this position, it wasn’t unusual to be left without. But I always managed to sneak some, because you know, I had an “in” with the chef.

			So from Crispy Fish-Sauce Caramel Chicken Wings (this page), to Beef Carpaccio with Herbs, Citrus, and Sesame Crackers (this page), to Dried Squid with Lime and Hot Sauce (this page), these are the salty, snacky, flavor-packed bites that are used to kick off a celebration—or are the celebration themselves!
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				Một, Hai, Ba, Dzô! (1, 2, 3, Cheers!) » I love to pair these crowd-pleasing wings with Thai-basil rum daiquiris—the classic kind, not the frozen kind. The acidity in this cocktail really balances out this dish, which otherwise covers all the bases of sweet, spicy, salty, and umami.

				Thai Basil Daiquiri

				1 cup simple syrup (¾ cup water + ¾ cup sugar, heated over medium heat so that the sugar dissolves fully, and then cooled to room temp)

				1 cup Thai basil leaves

				2 ounces light rum

				¾ ounce fresh lime juice

				1 lime wheel

				1 Blend the simple syrup with the Thai basil and strain. This will make extras, which you can store in the fridge for up to 5 days.

				2 To make one cocktail, shake the rum, ½ ounce of the Thai basil simple syrup, and the lime juice together, and strain into a coupe glass. Garnish with a lime wheel.

			

			Crispy Fish-Sauce Caramel Chicken Wings

			Cánh Gà Chiên Nước Mắm
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			If you have a jar of Fish-Sauce Caramel waiting for you in the fridge, pulling this party favorite together is a snap. The cornstarch coating gives the wings a great crackly texture on the outside but seals the juices in so the chicken stays moist. And besides having insane amounts of flavor, the Fish-Sauce Caramel is nice and sticky, so it hugs the wings instead of sogging them up and acts as a magnet for fresh cilantro and fried garlic.

			Yeah, they may make your house smell a little funny, but
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