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Introduction

My relationship with food is complex. It is intimate and purposeful, sometimes challenging but more often than not, rewarding. I’m proud of how far I’ve come. I immigrated to the United States when I was eight years old. My parents enrolled me in school right away and I found making friends to be very difficult. I didn’t know how to read or speak English. The customs and cultural practices of living in America were all new to me, but I picked them up over time. I learned English by watching a lot of TV, especially SpongeBob SquarePants and Anthony Bourdain: No Reservations. I also read a lot of books even when I didn’t know what the words meant. I read them out loud to practice speaking English. Eventually, I made my way through A Series of Unfortunate Events by Lemony Snicket and piles of mystery books. After that, pursuing a career in food wasn’t always easy with parents who didn’t support what I wanted to do.
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In high school, my parents wanted me to become a nurse, so my goal was to go to nursing school. Senior year came around and when everyone else was sending off their college applications, I felt hesitation all the way down in my gut about nursing school. It felt like the wrong decision for me, so I didn’t go. I knew I had to do something, so I asked myself, “What do I really like doing?” Fam, the answer was: I love to eat. I didn’t know how to cook because my mom hated having people in her kitchen. I decided to go to culinary school because it was something that genuinely excited me. Even though my mom didn’t teach me how to cook, she taught me what good food tastes like through her dishes. When I cook, the only approval I need is from her.

Once I finished culinary school, my first few jobs in the food industry didn’t pay very much and I was surrounded by a lot of toxic masculinity and egos in the kitchen. Being a chef is my career, but cooking is the passion that fueled my self-actualization. I was able to discover who I am in this world through food. Food has allowed me to express myself through flavors and presentations, every dish as concise and purposeful as its creator. I attribute the inspiration for my dishes back to my culture, as I have always placed Vietnamese heritage at the very forefront of everything I do in my career. I am honored to be a vessel for the people who look like me, and who resonate with my story. I can only hope that I continue to do so. In this moment, I am proud I am able to support myself and my family by doing what I really enjoy: cooking and sharing food. My internet handle, @TwayDaBae, stemmed from my friend Gabe in high school. His username at the time was “gabethebabe,” and I thought that it was a catchy naming convention. I chose to start accounts on TikTok and YouTube because those were (and still are) the platforms that I use the most to consume content.

My mom’s classic Vietnamese cooking has inspired me heavily as a chef and I credit her influence throughout this cookbook. In Vietnam, she had her own hair salon and when she immigrated to the United States, she worked as a nail technician. So how did she become a great cook? When you get married in Vietnam, the bride goes to live with the groom’s family to cook for them. To earn their acceptance, she had to find her own way around the kitchen. And the rest is history! She has always been into beauty as her profession, but I found the beauty in her homemade food, in spite of our early clashes over my career choices. I honor her and her hardworking hands that brought me here. I’ve also always been responsible for taking care of my younger sister ever since she was born. She is a huge part of what has inspired me to create this cookbook, so shout-out to her! Writing this collection feels extra special because I look at these recipes as something I can pass down to her.

    Vietnamese flavors are bold: a web of salty, sour, sweet, and spicy. Fish sauce is a common flavor enhancer over a salt shaker, while lemongrass, garlic, shallots, and chili peppers add aromatic pungency. We’re not shy when it comes to fresh herbs and vegetables, either. Mint, cilantro, and crunchy lettuces are ever present. My goal has always been to show the world how amazing my Vietnamese culture is; that’s why I make Vietnamese cooking videos, have a Vietnamese restaurant, and wrote this cookbook filled with Vietnamese recipes. Organizing group trips to Vietnam is the ultimate way for me to educate and immerse people in the culture I love so much. Imagine the constant honking of motorbikes and street vendors hawking their wares, while the smell of delicious Vietnamese street food wafts through the air. The traffic can be insane. Among the hubbub, cars and buses compete for space on the roads, too. It’s chaotic but all part of the adventure of exploring this dynamic and exciting country. All these sensations of Vietnam are now distilled in my pop-up hits like Cánh Gà Chiên Nước Mắm and Cháo Gà. I am determined to stay true to myself and don’t water my menus down, never ever shying away from the scent of durian.

I understand that the technicalities of cooking can be intimidating, especially when you’re just starting out. This cookbook encourages you to expand your horizons, whether it be in your palate or skill set. Since I’ve always believed that food is an opportunity for connection, I hope that these recipes instill the same sense of excitement and happiness when it all comes together, whether you’re making it for yourself or your loved ones. As you go through this cookbook, you’ll find simplified recipes that still pack the bold flavors that encompass the essence of the Vietnamese dishes I know and love. I believe in accessibility, in the knowledge that anyone and everyone can learn how to cook, whether you’re a seasoned chef or a food lover just learning how to hone your cooking skills.

This cookbook is the embodiment of who I was, who I am, and who I am yet to be. I have put my heart and soul into these recipes, giving you a glimpse of my journey—not just as a chef but as an individual. I hope you see the person that I was as well as who I am continuing to become. These recipes tell a story.

One of nostalgia: depicting flavors and tastes of Vietnam, the practices that I grew up with and will honor for the rest of my life.

One of love: for appreciating the passion that has brought me to incredible heights and the feeling that washes over me when someone takes their first bite of my food.

One of redemption: for the girl who once upon a time didn’t have a sense of direction, who is now leading an international community of food enthusiasts.

This book is the culmination of every pivotal moment of my life and I’m grateful for the opportunity to share it with you.
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Vietnamese Pantry Items

Broken rice is a type of rice that is broken into small pieces during the milling process. It became popular in Vietnam due to its affordability and practicality. It is the base of a dish called Cơm Tấm, in which the broken rice is served, typically, with grilled pork, a fried egg, pickled vegetables, and fish sauce. Today, cơm tấm is a ubiquitous dish in Vietnamese cuisine and is enjoyed by Vietnamese communities around the world. The dish has become an important part of Vietnam’s culinary culture and is a testament to the resourcefulness of Vietnamese cooks in transforming a humble ingredient into a beloved dish.

Chinese sausage refers to the many different kinds of sausages originating from China. They are usually categorized into two kinds: liver-based sausage and red mixed-pork sausage. I prefer the latter, lap cheong, in my Viral Fried Rice. When you fry it up, it’s sweet and full of umami.

Coconut milk is a creamy liquid that is extracted from grated coconut flesh. It’s an essential ingredient in Vietnamese cuisine, used in a variety of dishes, from curries to soups to desserts. It adds a rich, nutty flavor and creamy texture to dishes. To store it, simply keep it in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to a few days or freeze it for longer storage. Before using, give it a good stir or shake, as it can separate and solidify at lower temperatures.

Fish sauce is a pungent, salty condiment made by fermenting fish, typically anchovies, with salt. It’s a key ingredient in Vietnamese cuisine, where it’s used in everything from marinades and dipping sauces to soups and stir-fries. A lot of my recipes have fish sauce, so make sure to add this to your pantry before you start cooking. The sauce adds a deep umami flavor to dishes and is often used in place of salt to season food. You can find fish sauce in most Asian grocery stores. When shopping for fish sauce, look for one that’s made with high-quality fish and has a deep, amber color. Check the label; it should only have two ingredients: anchovies and salt (like Red Boat Fish Sauce)! Avoid fish sauces that have added preservatives or artificial flavors. To store fish sauce, keep it in a cool dark place, like a pantry or cupboard. Once opened, it can be stored at room temperature, but keeping it in the fridge will prolong its shelf life.

Herbs are a vital part of Vietnamese cooking. All of the herbs here can be piled high on a side plate and enjoyed with Bánh Xèo, all my braises, and soups.


Fish mint, or diếp cá, is an herb known for its cooling sensation and slight fishy flavor when you chew it. Try it in my Bún Chả and Pickled Garlic Shrimp Ceviche. When you can’t source it, plain fresh mint leaves are suitable.

    Lemon balm, or kinh giởi, is an aromatic from the mint family that is grown for its mildly lemon-scented leaves.

Mint is a widely known and generally available fresh herb. It has a more distinct, numbing flavor in comparison to its spearmint counterpart.

Perilla leaf, or tía tô, is an intense aromatic from the mint family. Its flavor is somewhere between mint and basil. Perilla is a common ingredient in Korea, Japan, Thailand, and, of course, Vietnam. Try it with seafood and salads.

Rice paddy herb, or ngò ôm, tastes like a cross between earthy cumin and citrus. Unlike the other herbs on this list, you can eat the soft stems. I chop them into 1-inch sections for Canh Chua.

Sawtooth herb, or ngò gai, is sometimes referred to as a stronger, sturdier alternative to cilantro. They are both part of the Apiaceae family but are not the same plant. You might see sawtooth herb labeled as culantro or recao in Latin American grocery stores.

Spearmint, or húng lũ, is an herb with a light, vaguely sweet flavor when compared to plain fresh mint leaves.

Thai basil, or húng quế, is a native basil to Southeast Asia. When you compare it to sweet grocery store basil, Thai basil is hardier and can withstand the high temperatures of phờ broth. Its anise flavor is also stronger. I prefer Thai basil in my Lemongrass Chili Oil Noodles and Pickled Garlic Shrimp Ceviche. But if you can’t locate any at your local Asian grocery store, regular sweet basil leaves are a good substitute.

Vietnamese coriander, or rau răm, is a member of the knotweed family. Its flavor is simultaneously sweet, grassy, peppery, and sour. I love it in Gỏi Gà. If you have trouble finding it, fresh cilantro will be just fine.
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Jasmine rice is different from other rice varieties by its distinctive fragrance, flavor, and texture. Unlike plain white rice, jasmine rice has a delicate, slightly floral aroma that is reminiscent of pandan leaves or popcorn. It also has a subtle, sweet flavor that complements savory dishes well. In terms of texture, jasmine rice is slightly sticky and tender, but not overly chewy or starchy. This makes it ideal for dishes where the rice should be a supporting element rather than the focus. Additionally, jasmine rice has a long, slender grain shape that sets it apart from other types of rice, such as short-grain sushi rice or medium-grain Arborio rice used for risotto.

Kosher salt is not Vietnamese, but I use it to support other stronger flavoring agents like fish sauce and soy sauce. I use Diamond Crystal brand in these recipes for its larger grain size and ability to stick on to proteins better. Be careful when substituting other types of salt like iodized, sea salt, or other brands of kosher salt; the grains are smaller and can lead to overly salty dishes. It’s best to use less salt if you don’t have kosher, and taste as you go.

Lemongrass is a fragrant herb that’s commonly used in Southeast Asian cuisine, including Vietnamese cuisine. It has a lemony, slightly sweet flavor, and a distinctive aroma. You can usually find fresh lemongrass at Asian grocery stores or in the produce section of many supermarkets. When shopping for lemongrass
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