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			To my dear husband and our two amazing children
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					Fresh vegetables and fragrant herbs fill stalls to the brim at a lively Malaysian pasar.

				
			
		

	
		
			Introduction

			Food has always been at the core of my life. I love to eat! Tasting and savoring new flavors, textures, and aromas—whether a tangy calamansi squeeze or a smoky chili paste—is as much a part of my creative process as cooking itself. My kitchen has evolved with me through every stage of life, from my childhood to the family I cook for today. I grew up in Malaysia, an ethnically diverse country where the warm air was always scented with the smells of sizzling food, of lemongrass, turmeric, and coconut spilling from hawker stalls and fragrant herbs piled high in wet markets. In Malaysia, food is life, and this shaped my earliest memories.

			My heritage is a blend of Teochew and Cantonese, both groups from southern China’s Guangdong province. Teochew cooking is characterized by light, fresh notes—steamed fish kissed with ginger, soothing rice porridge—while Cantonese food offers indulgence—rich dim sum and roasted meats dripping with savoriness. As a child, I lived with a Hakka family, whose rugged mountain roots introduced me to dishes like hearty stuffed tofu, and I later married into a Hokkien clan from Fujian province, masters of noodle stir-fries and umami-packed braises.
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					Little me with Mom and my brother, my food-loving buddy; we always bonded over meals during our younger years off-frame.

				
			
			I was surrounded by incredible home cooks: my mother, aunts, and grandmothers, and my Hokkien mother-in-law, who I call Mama. Their kitchens were my classroom, and their pots clanged with lessons. Some of my aunts ran food stalls, where I’d perch amid the busy pasar malam. Watching the hustle of these markets instilled in me a deep respect for the art and craft of cooking. As the eldest in my family, I took to cooking for small celebrations, experimenting with pandan or tamarind to re-create childhood favorites. The kitchen became my playground and sanctuary, a place to connect with loved ones and pour myself into my food.
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					Papa and Mama, my beloved in-laws, fueled both my cookbook and life lessons with love and culinary magic.
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					Little me (far right) with my grandmother, a cherished cooking inspiration, surrounded by our loving family.

				
			
			After moving to the United States—where I attended college in Oklahoma, then settled in Dallas—I faced a new challenge. Malaysian food was hard to find. As I learned to build the flavors from my roots, blended with local ingredients and multicultural twists, I crafted an East-meets-West cooking style that’s now my signature. I have no formal culinary training—my skills grew from years of hands-on experience. Burnt rice and overseasoned dishes were my teachers, which over time helped me develop an intuitive understanding of cooking beyond recipes.

			In 2002 I started volunteering at my Buddhist temple in Dallas, where I watched venerables craft plant-based meats like soy “chicken” and tofu “fish,” sparking my passion to veganize traditional Asian classics. Many of my recipes reflect that shift—Eggplant “Unagi” (this page), Roast Mushroom “Chicken” (this page), Sweet and Sour “Fish” (this page), and Lion’s Mane Mushroom Rendang (this page) reimagine dishes from my youth, while keeping their traditional names because they hold meaning for me. It’s my way of showing that flavors can be enjoyed by everyone, without losing their essence.
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					My husband and me, diving into new flavors with endless love. He’s my fearless food explorer and the talented photographer of this book.

				
			
			I’ve also included a section in this book on everyday home cooking—in chapter 2, “From Mom’s Roots to My Kitchen”—with dishes that might not be found in restaurants but are the soul of my home cooking. These are the meals I grew up with, like my mom’s Lotus Root Soup (this page), Spicy Tempeh Goreng (this page), Onion Fried “Egg” (this page), and Nai Yau Gu (this page), the ones that bring a family together around the table. And there’s a taste of Malaysian street food too, bringing the sizzling aromas of pasar malam and kopitiam (café-style) fare into your kitchen, like Char Kuey Teow (this page), Apam Balik (this page), and crispy Roti Empat Segi (this page).
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					My husband and children, my true recipe testers and critics, savored every dish in this book with love.

				
			
			One of the most exciting additions to this book is the Sichuan section, inspired by the past few years when my family and I moved to Chengdu, China. The bold and aromatic mala flavors of the local cuisine left a lasting impression on me, and I wanted to bring dishes like Lao Gan Ma Thousand-Layer Tofu (this page), La Zi Ji (this page), and Chao Shou (Wontons in Chili Oil, this page) to your kitchen. These recipes are a tribute to the Sichuan dishes that have captivated me, and to the locals who I’ve shared these dishes with.
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					A market scene in Chengdu, my true inspiration for Sichuan food, where I’ve loved cooking and living.

				
			
			My life has always revolved around food—not just as a necessity, but as a source of happiness, creativity, and connection. My hope is that this cookbook serves as a guide and a resource, a collection of recipes and techniques that inspires you to cook with confidence, try out new dishes and flavors, and create meals that bring joy and nourishment to your loved ones. The Vegan Asian Kitchen is the culmination of what I’ve learned and lived so far, but it’s also an ongoing journey. I’m excited to see how it becomes a part of your own culinary adventures!

		

	
		
			Essential Pantry Ingredients

			Wet Seasonings

			Soy Sauce

			Growing up, I often heard “si yao lou fan” (Cantonese for a poor man’s meal of soy sauce with rice) used to describe something basic, but to me, it was heaven. I’d happily dig into a bowl of rice with just soy sauce. Now, I use it both as a seasoning and for cooking, tossing it with noodles or adding a splash to build flavor in stir-fries. I stick with Chinese soy sauce—a dark, salty liquid made from fermented soybeans, wheat, and salt. Lee Kum Kee Premium is my go-to. For Thai stir-fries and noodle dishes, I reach for Golden Mountain brand seasoning sauce, a variant of soy sauce that’s my secret weapon. It adds a depth of flavor that makes a Thai dish taste like a Thai dish, in my opinion.

			Dark Caramel Soy Sauce

			Dark caramel soy sauce, or lou chao in Cantonese, is thicker, less salty, and sweeter than regular soy sauce, with a caramel note that turns dishes a rich brown. My mama always reached for it when braising or stir-frying in the wok, thanks to its appetizing color and savory depth. It can taste bitter straight from the bottle, but heat transforms the flavor. I recommend Cheong Chan Dark Soy Sauce, also labeled Cheong Chan Cooking Caramel, for its thick, syrupy texture, perfect for the majority of recipes calling for dark caramel soy sauce. For a thinner, saltier variety (which I just call “dark soy sauce”), I love Lee Kum Kee Dark Soy Sauce, especially in Si Yao Wong Chao Min (King Soy Sauce Fried Noodles, this page).

			
				
				[image: Photo of a person in a brown apron and gray jacket standing beside large yellow clay vats of dark, foaming soy sauce, holding a black plastic bottle over one open vat, with other covered vats and plastic containers surrounding them in an outdoor production area.]
			

			Vegetarian Oyster Sauce

			Oyster sauce, traditionally a glossy brown reduction from oysters, brings intense umami and mild sweetness. It’s thicker than soy sauce, with a velvety, briny note Chinese cooks call xian. In my kitchen, we use Lee Kum Kee’s Vegetarian Oyster Flavoured Sauce, a mushroom-based version that matches the savory richness. Before vegan oyster sauce was common, I once re-created a similar sauce with mushrooms—now, it’s easy to find at grocery stores or Asian markets.

			
				
					[image: Photo of nine Asian pantry sauces and condiments standing in a row on a green surface, including bottles of Lee Kum Kee vegetarian oyster flavoured sauce, selected soy sauce, selected dark soy sauce, Chinkiang vinegar, Kadoya roasted sesame oil, Yuen Chun thick caramel sauce, and two red-lidded jars of chili bean and soybean pastes, all labeled in a mix of English and Chinese.]
				

				
					Some of my must-have sauces, brimming with flavor.

				
			
			Sesame Oil

			Sesame oil, pressed from toasted sesame seeds, is a dark amber oil with a deep, nutty aroma, used throughout this cookbook whenever recipes call for it, like Ginger–Sesame Oil Fried Rice (this page). I love its distinct scent and prefer Kadoya Toasted Sesame Oil for its roasted intensity. Use sesame oil as a finishing touch—it is potent when drizzled over stir-fries, soups, or chilled dishes.

			Chili Paste

			Chili paste, a thick mash of ground chiles, varies from raw to ready-to-eat. Boh Chili Paste, raw and lightly seasoned, is my shortcut for sambal when I’m short on time—just cook it down with other ingredients (check if it’s vegan, as some may include shrimp paste). Fully cooked versions are handy condiments, ready to spoon onto dishes straight from the jar.
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					An artisan stirring a vat of rich chili bean paste at the Pixian doubanjiang museum in Pidu.

				
			
			You Po La Zi (Chili Oil)

			You po la zi is a spiced chili oil loaded with aromatics like garlic and star anise, delivering smoky, tingling heat. I was introduced to this magic condiment in Chengdu—it’s basically chili oil on steroids. An effortless way to add irresistible flavor to dumplings, noodles, or rice, like in the sauce for Chao Shou (Wontons in Chili Oil, this page).

			Lao Gan Ma

			Lao Gan Ma is another shortcut condiment that adds a savory punch to any dish. There are many kinds, but my favorite is the variation with fermented black beans. It’s especially tasty with tofu (see Lao Gan Ma Thousand-Layer Tofu, this page).

			Bean Paste

			Bean paste is a flavor powerhouse. Here’s the breakdown of the main types:

			
					
					Doubanjiang (Pixian/Sichuan): Spicy, salty, and packed with umami, this dark red paste is made from fermented broad beans (fava beans) and essential for Sichuan dishes like Mapo Tofu (this page). Its earthy savoriness delivers heat and a rich color.

				

					
					Taucu (Yellow Bean Paste): Milder and slightly sweet, this Malaysian favorite is made from fermented yellow soybeans, with whole beans for extra texture. Use it for stir-fries, sauces, and stews like Yong Tau Foo (this page).

				

					
					Tianmianjiang (Sweet Bean Paste): This sweeter, northern Chinese cousin of bean paste is a fermented concoction of wheat flour, soybeans, sugar, salt, and water. It’s rich and slightly sweet, and often used in spring rolls or to enhance marinades.

				

			

			Chinese Black Vinegar

			Chinese black vinegar, aged from fermented rice and grains, is dark and aromatic, with smoky, earthy notes and a subtle sweetness that makes my mouth water. It’s less sharp than rice vinegar, cutting richness in braises or adding brightness to hot and sour soup and dumpling dips, especially paired with ginger. I recommend Chinkiang or Zhenjiang black vinegar, or Baoning vinegar (a wonderful Sichuan variety) if you can find it.

			Coconut Milk

			Creamy from pressed coconut flesh, coconut milk brings richness and a tropical fragrance to curries, nasi lemak (this page), or kuih muih (see this page). In the US, look for the canned or boxed version, not the thin sweetened drink in beverage cartons. In Malaysia, it’s called santan, and the best coconut milk is thick and fresh from markets or pressed at home, with a nutty depth that clings to rice or simmers into gravy. My mama’s mi hoon kuih wouldn’t be as fragrant without it. Coconut cream is a thicker, richer version of coconut milk, but both serve the same purpose in most recipes. I use full-fat coconut milk like Nature’s Charm or Thai Kitchen, and always simmer it gently in dishes. Never a hard boil, as my grandma taught, or the oil will split.

			Shaoxing Cooking Wine

			Shaoxing cooking wine, an amber fermented rice wine, has a nutty, caramel taste with a strong alcohol scent and savory depth. My mom splashes it into stir-fries to cut bitterness or boost savoriness, especially for vegetables like gai lan. I use it for marinades, sauces, and deglazing; dry sherry works as a sub.

			Mijiu

			A clear rice wine that’s a staple in my pantry—lighter and milder than Shaoxing cooking wine, with a clean, sweeter note that lifts dishes without overpowering them. I reach for it in rich preparations like San Bei Tofu (this page) to round out flavors and add subtle aroma.

			Calamansi

			Calamansi, a tiny citrus fruit with green skin and orange flesh, blends tart lime-lemon sourness with sweetness. I squeeze it over spicy Curry Laksa (this page) to balance the heat. During Chinese New Year, my grandmother preserved calamansi from nursery trees—symbols of prosperity—to use in refreshing drinks we enjoyed long after.

			Tamarind

			Tamarind, or asam, is a sticky, sour fruit with a complex acidity. As a kid, I snacked on dried tamarind rolled in sugar, eating the membranous pulp and spitting out the seeds. For cooking, I use asam jawa blocks: soak the paste in hot water, mash, and strain the pulp for a juice to flavor sambal or curries. It’s a sourness that citrus can’t quite replicate.

			Dry Seasonings and Spices

			Kosher Salt

			I stick with Morton kosher salt as the standard for my recipes, since it’s the easiest to find in most stores. If you’re using Diamond Crystal brand kosher salt, which is lighter and less dense, you’ll need to bump up the volume a bit, roughly 1.5 times. So, for every 1 teaspoon of Morton, use 1½ teaspoons (or ½ tablespoon) of Diamond Crystal. Always start on the lighter side with salt, then adjust as needed to suit your taste.

			Mushroom Seasoning

			Mushroom seasoning or mushroom bouillon powder, derived from dried mushrooms, is my trick for succulent plant-based dishes. The fine granules are packed with natural glutamates, bringing concentrated umami to soups, stir-fries, and veggies. A little goes a long way; I use Po Lo Ku Mushroom Seasoning from Taiwan and bump down the salt.

			White Pepper

			White pepper makes frequent appearances throughout this book. It’s paler and subtler than black pepper, and a dash or two delivers a cleaner, sharp pepperiness with a faint musky note, lending warmth to soups, stir-fries, and rice. Any brand works, but I personally love Sarawak White Pepper, a Malaysian brand.

			Sichuan Peppercorns

			Tiny husks with a citrusy, numbing buzz, used either whole or ground.

			
					
					Red Sichuan Peppercorns have a warm, earthy flavor with a citrusy tingle. I like to grind them into powder to sprinkle easily over dishes like Mapo Tofu (this page).

				

					
					Green Sichuan Peppercorns are unripe and vibrant, with a fresh, floral aroma. They’re more fragrant than red peppercorns and bring a strong numbing kick.

				

					
					Teng Jiao: A distinct green variety, found fresh or dried, they pop with a zesty, pungent sting that’s less numbing than green.

				

			

			To grind peppercorn powder, lightly toast the whole peppercorns in a dry pan and then blitz in a coffee grinder or blender until fine. Sift through a fine-mesh sieve to remove any husks and store in an airtight container for maximum freshness. When buying dried peppercorns, look for bright red or green peppercorns that have cracked open—these are freshest and most potent in aroma.

			Curry Leaves

			These small, glossy leaves add a pungent, citrusy warmth: Just one sprig can transform a curry. Fresh or frozen is best, but dried works in a pinch. Store fresh leaves in the fridge and let them dry naturally to extend their life.

			Pandan Leaves

			Long, green blades that smell like tropical vanilla and infuse rice or desserts with a sweet, nutty fragrance. This flavor is the essence of many desserts and curries I grew up with (my neighbor had a potted pandan plant, a gift that kept giving!). Tip: When you find fresh pandan leaves at the market, buy them in bulk, wash them, and freeze them. This way, you’ll always have pandan leaves on hand.

			Chai Po (Preserved Radish)

			Chai po, preserved radish (cai bu in Mandarin) or salted radish, is a crunchy pickle with a sharp bite, made by salting and drying daikon radishes. Store-bought varieties come in salty and sweet varieties, sold either whole or in pre-minced packets. It’s eaten with porridge, or used to add a salty crunch to Chai Po “Egg” (this page) or Chwee Kuih (this page). Be sure to rinse it thoroughly to remove excess salt before using.

			Suan Cai (Pickled Mustard Greens)

			Mustard greens that are salt-preserved, pickled in brine, and sold in packets or jars, used widely in Chinese cuisine and a Teochew staple. Some include chiles for kick. Their refreshing acidity brightens rich dishes like Suan Cai Yu (this page) or noodle soups. I like to rinse them first to reduce their saltiness.

			Chinese Black Mushrooms

			The first thing I packed when I moved to the US was two big bags of dried shiitake mushrooms! They are essential in my kitchen for flavor: The dark, meaty caps have a woodsy, umami depth. Soak them until plump for soups or braises, and save the flavorful soaking water for stock.

			Wood Ear Mushrooms

			A jet-black and crinkly fungus usually sold dried, these mushrooms are slippery and mild in flavor with a snappy crunch. I toss them in vegetable stir-fries and braised dishes once rehydrated. Just a heads-up: Don’t overcook them in soups, as they can turn slimy when boiled.

			Dried Chiles

			Whole dried chiles pack smoky, sweet heat. Snip into pieces for stir-fries like La Zi Ji (this page), or soak first for making sambal. The dark ones are milder, and the brighter ones generally hotter. Wear gloves when handling.

			Chili Powder

			Ground dried chiles like aromatic Sichuan chili powder or vibrant red Korean chili powder (gochugaru) are essential for making chili oil. As a seasoning, these have more flavor than the dried crushed red pepper flakes you might use on pizza.

			Banana Leaves

			Waxy and broad, banana leaves add a wonderful aroma to dishes as they steam. They’re used to wrap rice dishes like Nasi Lemak Bungkus (this page) or Kuih Seri Muka (this page).

			Butterfly Pea Flower (Bunga Telang)

			Dried butterfly pea petals, which stain foods a vivid blue, are used in kuih muih (see this page) and kerabu, an iconic Malaysian blue rice dish. To extract the natural coloring, simply boil the dried flowers in water and strain out the tea. Add a splash of lemon juice (or other acid) to turn the blue to purple. Find dried petals online at Amazon or at Asian groceries.
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			Types of Tofu

			Tofu, pressed from coagulated soy milk, is a shape-shifter in the kitchen. It can be mild and creamy or firm and chewy, depending on the variety. I call soybeans the “mighty bean” for their versatility. Here are the kinds I like to use:

			Soft/Silken Tofu

			Silky and custard-like, it jiggles like pudding with a delicate, almost milky taste that melts on the tongue. It’s fragile—handle it gently. Use for velvety soups or Mapo Tofu (this page).

			Medium-Firm Tofu

			Soft yet sturdy, with a tender bite and subtle soy flavor that’s faintly nutty. It holds its shape in San Bei Tofu (this page), soaking up sauces without crumbling.

			Firm Tofu

			Dense and meaty, it’s got a satisfying chew—pan-fry it golden for a crisp shell in Pad Kra Pao Tofu (this page) or blend for stuffing in Yong Tau Foo (this page).

			Frozen Tofu

			Frozen firm tofu turns spongy and porous when thawed—like a chewy honeycomb. It drinks up the sauce in Sweet and Sour Tofu “Pork” (this page).

			Smoked Tofu

			Firm, smoked tofu with a dark, woody rind and a bacon-like savoriness that lingers. For dishes like Stir-Fried Celery with Carrot and Konnyaku (this page), slice it thin for a chewy, meaty bite.

			Tofu Puffs

			Golden, deep-fried cubes, airy and spongy inside with a craggy, oil-kissed skin that crackles faintly. They soak up curry sauces like a dream (see this page).

			Tofu Skin

			Thin sheets skimmed from the surface of boiling soy milk, they’re nutty and chewy with a slight sweetness—like a soy crepe that bends to your will. They come in a few forms:

			
					
					Dried Tofu Skin (Fu Zhu): This is crisp and golden when dry, like fragile parchment, and softens into a chewy, wrinkled layer after soaking—great for braises or stir-fries.

				

					
					Semi-Fresh Tofu Skin: Found pliable and slick in the frozen section—not fully dried, with an oilcloth feel and a glossy sheen—it crisps at the edges when fried, or steams into a tender wrap for Sin Jyuk Guen (this page).

				

					
					Fresh Tofu Skin (Dou Bao): Soft and velvety with a milky soy taste, this Chinese-style tofu skin is available in the US fresh or frozen, used for steaming in Dou Bao “Fish” (this page).

				

			

			Pressed Tofu Sheets (Gandoufu)

			Leathery and compact, pressed between cloths—sometimes spiced or smoked as doufugan—they’re dense with a firm, almost jerky-like bite and a concentrated soy taste. Slice them thin for salads after a blanch in hot water (see this page) or stir-fries—they’re tough enough to toss in the wok.

			
				
				[image: Photo of four bamboo and wooden trays holding different tofu products, each labeled: at top left, wide translucent sheets labeled “Semi-Fresh Tofu Skin”; at top right, folded pale yellow rectangles and a nest of thin strands labeled “Pressed Tofu Sheets”; at bottom left, glossy brown scored slabs and thin strips labeled “Smoked Tofu”; and at bottom right, crinkled beige folded pieces labeled “Dou Bao” beside a solid white rectangular block labeled “Bai Ye.”]
			

			Bai Ye

			“Thousand-layer tofu” isn’t true tofu, but a soy protein with a bouncy, seafood-like snap and faint fishy tang. Pan-fry it oil-free—it puffs up, then shrinks—and it’s perfect for mimicking fish cakes in thousand-layer tofu (this page).

			Fermented Tofu (Fu Yu)

			Firm tofu cubes fermented with salt, rice wine, and sometimes red yeast rice that turn creamy, pungent, and funky—like a salty ripe cheese. It’s the star in Fu Yu Ung Choy (this page), lending a rich, savory depth.

			Flours and Starches

			Rice Flour

			Refers to finely milled rice flour. It’s powdery and light and turns sticky when you add water. I use it for dumpling skins, tender noodles, or Curry Chee Cheong Fun (this page). Thai-style Erawan Three Elephant is my pick—it’s water-milled for a silkier feel than gritty Western brands.

			Tapioca Starch

			Made from cassava root, tapioca is a fine, starchy powder that gels into a stretchy, glossy consistency. It’s magic for making bouncy doughs and chewy noodle strands, or for thickening sauces.

			Wheat Starch

			Cheng fen, a pale, airy starch sifted from wheat, gives dumpling wrappers their translucent, soft yet snappy skin, hugging around fillings. Store extra starch in the freezer to keep it fresh.

			Noodles

			Rice Vermicelli

			These thin noodles made from rice flour arrive dried and pale—almost translucent—but turn soft and white once soaked. Rehydrate until they’re pliable, and if stir-frying, add splashes of water to the pan since they absorb liquid quickly. Once cooked, they’re tender and slurpable, with a light chew.

			Yellow Oiled Noodles

			These are wheat-based noodles, treated with alkaline water for a distinct flavor and yellow color—some brands sneak in eggs too, so check the ingredients. They are par-cooked and coated with oil. I recommend a quick blanch in hot water to wash off the oil. They star in dishes like Mee Goreng (this page) or Mee Jawa (this page).

			Ramen Noodles

			Stealing my heart with their alkaline tang and springy texture, ramen noodles are usually made with wheat flour, egg, and a touch of alkaline water. My favorite vegan brand is Sun Noodles—it nails that yellow color and chew and is found fresh in the refrigerated section in Asian supermarkets and major grocery stores. To cook, loosen the bundle, boil until just past al dente, shock in cold water, and then reboil in hot water. This cuts the bitterness and boosts that QQ (aka chewy, springy) bounce—try it in Malaysian-Style Wonton Mee (this page).

			Udon

			Steps in for the thick yellow noodles I can’t find in the US for KL-Style Hokkien Mee (this page). Made simply from wheat flour, water, and salt, they can be found fresh or frozen in packs. I pick the thicker ones for their hefty chew—they’re ideal for soaking up dark, rich sauces.

			Mung Bean Vermicelli

			Delicate threads made from mung bean starch, glassy and translucent when dry, softening into a slippery, chewy bite after soaking. I use them in Pad Woon Sen (this page), where they absorb Thai flavors like a dream. Soak them in warm water until flexible—don’t overdo it or they’ll turn to mush—then stir-fry quickly for that perfect, slightly bouncy texture.

			
				[image: Photo of four uncooked Asian noodle types arranged on woven trays: at top left, a wooden platter holding a loose pile of curly fresh ramen noodles labeled “Fresh Ramen Noodles”; at top right, a round bamboo tray filled with thicker, pale coils labeled “Yellow Oiled Noodles”; at bottom left, a flat bamboo tray with a tangled mound of thin white strands labeled “Rice Vermicelli”; and at bottom right, a compact bundle of glossy, translucent threads labeled “Mung Bean Vermicelli,” all on a dark mottled surface.]
			

			Asian Greens and Vegetables

			Yu Choy (Choy Sum)

			Yu choy, or choy sum in Malaysia, is a leafy green with tender, mild leaves and sometimes little yellow flowers. I love stir-frying it or pairing it with Malaysian-Style Wonton Mee (this page) or Pan Mee (this page) for a fresh, gentle bite.

			Taiwanese Cabbage

			Taiwanese cabbage, my pick over the standard kind, is usually flatter with a hollow core and leaves like a croissant’s flaky layers. Sweeter and crunchier than green head cabbage, it holds up in the wok without turning soggy—great for stir-fries or as a crisp side.

			Eggplant

			Japanese eggplant, with its tender flesh, tiny seeds, and thin skin, is my go-to. Look for slender, light ones with smooth purple skin and a white brim. I also use round eggplants, diced small, in potstickers (this page) with other vegetables.

			Mung Bean Sprouts

			Sprouted from mung beans, these crunchy delicate sprouts are crisp and mild, starring in noodle dishes or in a stir-fry (this page). They are sold in pre-packaged portions or in bulk at Asian supermarkets. (Note: These are smaller than soybean sprouts.)

			Water Spinach

			Known as kangkung in Malay and ung choy in Cantonese, water spinach has long, hollow stems and arrow- or heart-shaped leaves with a juicy, slightly earthy taste. I grew up eating it stir-fried with sambal at hawker stalls, but my Fu Yu Ung Choy (this page) recipe pairs it with fermented bean curd for a funky, savory twist. It cooks fast, staying tender-crisp.
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				When I started sharing my recipes on Instagram back in 2018, I soon realized that the sauces I relied on at home weren’t always easy to find in stores, making it tricky for people to re-create my dishes. I decided to take matters into my own hands and develop some recipes for basic sauces from scratch.

				One of the first was a Vegan Fish Sauce (this page), which I reverse engineered by studying the label on a bottle of Vietnamese vegetarian fish sauce. My husband, who’s got an exceptional palate, was my go-to for taste testing. He can tell you exactly when something is missing or when a flavor is just a bit too much. While this fish sauce doesn’t have the strong briny taste of seafood, it’s the one I use for all my Thai dishes and more to amp up their umami.

				Malaysian cuisine has always been at the heart of my cooking, and sambal is a staple in my fridge. Making it at home requires just a handful of ingredients, and it’s wonderfully versatile. Use it in curries and rendang, to spice up tempeh and tofu, or mixed with tomato and onion to create a sambal base for Nasi Lemak Bungkus (this page). If you’re in the mood for something savory at breakfast, try slathering it on toast and topping it with cucumber slices for a quick bite.

				My husband and I are also absolutely hooked on my homemade XO Sauce (this page). Packed with umami from mushrooms and with just enough heat to keep things interesting, it’s a condiment that begs to be eaten with fried rice and noodles. This section also contains elements that are found in the recipes for many other dishes in this book, like Basic Vegetable Stock (this page), Chili Oil (this page), and Pickled Green Chiles (this page). Once you start using these building blocks, you’ll wonder how you ever cooked without them!

			

		

	
		
			Basic Sambal

			
				
				[image: Photo of a shallow beige bowl filled with a mound of chunky, deep-red sambal chili paste surrounded by a pool of red oil, sitting on a rustic wooden surface with scattered dried red chiles, a wooden spoon, and a textured gray cloth nearby.]
			

			Makes about 1 cup (240 ml)

			

			Sambal is far more than just a chili paste in Malaysian cuisine—it’s a flavor base and a finishing accent packed with heat and complexity. I stir it into rich curries, spoon it over fragrant nasi lemak, or spread this spicy condiment on toast. It’s my go-to for adding depth of flavor to whatever I’m cooking. The foundation of a good sambal is all about the chiles: fresh chiles for vibrance and dried chiles for a smoky, layered depth. Traditionally, sambal leans on belacan, a pungent fermented shrimp paste, and plant-based alternatives were hard to track down in the past. So I turned to kombu instead, a dried seaweed with a slightly briny taste that gives the sambal just the right savory body.

			Making sambal from scratch takes patience, but the payoff is worth it. You cook the chili paste low and slow, stirring constantly so it doesn’t burn, until the oil separates and rises to the top—a stage called pecah minyak, or “breaking oil.” That curdled look signals that the flavors have melded into a rich, beautiful texture. Keep it in an easy-to-find spot in the fridge; it’s the kind of condiment you’ll grab often.

			

			1 cup (25 g) dried chiles

			1 golf ball–sized clump (35 g) of tamarind paste

			¾ cup (190 ml) hot water

			8 ounces (225 g) fresh red chiles, such as Fresno or red jalapeños, stems removed, flesh roughly chopped

			One 4 by 6-inch (10 by 15 cm) piece of dried kombu, soaked in warm water until soft (10 to 30 minutes, depending on the kombu’s thickness)

			5 large shallots, peeled, or 3 tablespoons (45 ml) store-bought shallot purée

			¾ cup (180 ml) cooking oil

			1 tablespoon palm sugar

			1 teaspoon kosher salt

			¼ teaspoon mushroom seasoning

			

			
					
					Soften the chiles: Rinse the dried chiles, remove their tops, and shake out the seeds. Bring a large saucepan of water to a boil, then add the chiles and cook until they soften, 3 to 5 minutes.

				

					
					Make the tamarind juice: In a small bowl, combine the tamarind paste with the hot water and let it soak for 5 to 10 minutes. Strain out the solids, reserving ½ cup (120 ml) of the tamarind juice.

				

					
					Make the sambal: In a high-speed blender, blend the softened dried chiles, fresh chiles, softened kombu, shallots, and the reserved ½ cup (120 ml) tamarind juice until smooth, about 1 minute.

				

					
					Heat the cooking oil in a large nonstick pan over medium-low heat. Carefully pour in the blended paste (it may sputter). Cook, stirring occasionally, until the oil begins to separate from the chili paste (a stage known as pecah minyak) and the mixture appears curdled, about 30 minutes.

				

					
					Stir in the palm sugar, salt, and mushroom seasoning. Cook for another minute to fully incorporate the flavors, then remove from the heat and allow the sambal to cool.

				

					
					Store: Transfer the sauce to a clean, sterilized jar, ensuring that the oil completely covers the solids—this will preserve the mixture and extend its shelf life. When using, always scoop out the sambal with a clean spoon to maintain its freshness. The sauce will keep for up to 2 weeks in the refrigerator, or frozen for up to 2 months.

				

			

		

	
		
			“Chicken” Rice Chili Sauce

			
				
				[image: Photo of a hand holding a white ceramic spoon, lifting chunky bright orange “Chicken” Rice Chili Sauce from a patterned bowl, with whole red chiles and small green limes resting on a rustic wooden surface in the background.]
			

			Makes about 2 cups (480 ml)

			

			I call this “Chicken” Rice Chili Sauce—not because there’s chicken in it, but because it was the very first chile sauce I came across as a kid, and it was always served with chicken rice. So now, whenever someone in my family asks for red chile sauce, they know exactly which one they’re getting.

			What sets this sauce apart is its simplicity. It’s just fresh red chiles blended with aromatics and tart lime juice and vinegar—no cooking required. The result is a condiment with a bright burst of lime and vinegar that cuts through the richness of dim sum and carbs, adding a little heat to just about anything. You can serve it with stir-fried noodles, drizzle it on Ginger-Garlic Butter Rice (this page), or use it as a dipping sauce for taro cake (this page) or pan-fried daikon cake (this page). The original recipe calls for calamansi, a slightly sweeter citrus available at Asian groceries, but if you can’t find it, lime works as well, with its more straightforward acidity.

			

			7 ounces (200 g) fresh red chiles, such as red jalapeños

			One 2-inch (5 cm) piece (15 g) fresh ginger, peeled and roughly chopped

			3 garlic cloves, roughly chopped

			¼ cup (60 ml) calamansi lime juice (see Note)

			3 tablespoons (45 ml) rice vinegar or distilled white vinegar

			2 tablespoons maple syrup

			2 teaspoons kosher salt

			½ teaspoon mushroom seasoning

			

			
					
					Prepare the chiles: Trim off the tops of the chiles, and if you prefer a milder sauce, remove the seeds and cores. Roughly chop the chiles and place them in a high-speed blender.

				

					
					Blend the sauce: Add the ginger, garlic, calamansi lime juice, vinegar, maple syrup, salt, mushroom seasoning, and ½ cup (120 ml) water to the blender. Blend the mixture on high speed until it becomes a smooth paste, about 1 minute. Stop and scrape down the sides of the blender with a spatula if necessary to ensure everything is well incorporated.

				

					
					Store: Pour the blended chile sauce into a clean, sterilized jar, sealing it tightly. Store in the refrigerator until ready to use. When using, always scoop out the sauce with a clean spoon to maintain its freshness. The sauce will keep for up to 2 weeks if unopened or scooped with a clean spoon.

				

			

			

			Note:

			Calamansi is less acidic than lime and the juice is slightly sweet, almost like a cross between a lime and a tangerine. If you can’t find calamansi, you can substitute 3 tablespoons (45 ml) fresh lime juice (from about one large lime).

		

	
		
			Basic Vegetable Stock

			
				
				[image: Photo of two glass jars filled with golden vegetable stock lying on their sides on a rustic green wooden surface, with a round bamboo tray holding whole shiitake mushrooms and pale yellow soybeans behind them and a piece of white daikon radish in the foreground.]
			

			Makes about 8 cups (2 L)

			

			This is my go-to stock recipe, as easy as it is versatile. I love this golden broth because it adds depth to just about anything, especially when it comes to noodle soups that feature Asian flavors. Daikon radish brings a subtle sweetness, mushrooms add that deep umami hit, and soybeans round it out with complexity. The longer you let the stock simmer, the more the flavors concentrate. It’s on the lighter side, which makes it perfect as a base for my hand-torn noodle soup, Pan Mee (this page), or other soups and stews that call for a light but flavorful broth.

			

			½ cup (90 g) dried soybeans

			2 pounds (900 g) daikon radish, peeled and cut into 1½-inch (4 cm) cubes (see Note)

			5 dried shiitake mushrooms, rinsed and dried

			1 teaspoon kosher salt, plus more as needed

			½ teaspoon mushroom seasoning, plus more as needed

			

			
					
					Soak the soybeans: In a large bowl, rinse the dried soybeans a few times under cold water. Drain, then cover the soybeans with 2 inches (5 cm) of cool water and let soak and absorb the water for at least 4 hours, or until the beans are plump and swollen.

				

					
					Make the stock: In a large pot, bring 1 gallon (4 L) water to a boil. Add the soaked soybeans, radish, and mushrooms. Stir in ½ teaspoon of the salt. Once the water returns to a boil, reduce the heat to a medium simmer, cover the pot, and allow it to simmer for about 1½ hours. The slow simmer allows the flavors to concentrate and develop.

				

					
					Strain out the solids. Season the broth with an additional ½ teaspoon salt and the mushroom seasoning. Taste the broth and adjust the seasonings if necessary.

				

					
					Store: Allow the broth to cool to room temperature and then transfer it to a clean, sterilized jar or container. Store in the refrigerator until ready to use. When using the broth in recipes, you can dilute it with more water if needed.

				

			

			

			Note:

			Feel free to toss in any old vegetables you have lying around, such as carrots, cabbage, napa cabbage, cilantro stems, leeks, pea pods, turnips, corn cobs, etc. They will add a slight sweetness and mild flavors to the broth.

		

	
		
			Pickled Green Chiles
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			Makes about 1 cup (240 ml)

			

			Pickled green chiles are a familiar sight at noodle stalls, dai chow restaurants, and pretty much any place selling hot food in Malaysia. You’ll find them in jars sitting alongside other condiments, waiting to be spooned over your meal. Whether you’re diving into Wat Dan Hor (this page), Malaysian-Style Wonton Mee (this page), or Economy Bihun (this page), this condiment is indispensable.

			I find that green jalapeños work best for this recipe. They’ve got a good balance of peppery warmth and flavor. The pickling process is straightforward: Remove most of the seeds first, if desired to keep the heat in check, then a quick blanch in hot water softens the chiles just enough to soak up the brine.

			

			7 ounces (200 g) fresh green chiles

			Boiling water, for blanching

			¾ cup (180 ml) hot water, plus more as needed

			½ cup (120 ml) distilled white vinegar (see Note)

			3 tablespoons (40 g) sugar (see Note)

			1 teaspoon kosher salt

			

			
					
					Blanch the chiles: Wash the chiles thoroughly and dry them with a clean towel. Trim the ends and slice the chiles crosswise into ⅛-inch (3 mm) rounds. Place the slices in a large, heatproof bowl and cover with boiling water. Let the chiles sit for about 10 minutes to loosen most of the seeds, which will start to sink to the bottom of the bowl.

				

					
					Using a sieve, scoop up the chile slices, leaving the seeds behind. Shake the slices well to remove any excess water.

				

					
					Pickle the chiles: In a clean, sterilized jar, combine the hot water, vinegar, sugar, and salt. Stir until the sugar dissolves completely.

				

					
					Add the chile slices to the pickling liquid, ensuring they are fully submerged (add more hot water if not). Let the jar of chiles cool completely and then cover tightly with the lid and refrigerate for 1 to 2 hours.

				

					
					Store: The pickled chiles can be consumed after the initial 1- to 2-hour refrigeration period, or they can be stored in the fridge for up to 3 weeks, unopened, to use as a condiment or in other recipes as needed.

				

			

			

			Note:

			Feel free to adjust the vinegar and sugar quantities to suit your taste. For a tarter pickle, increase the vinegar; for a sweeter balance to the heat, add more sugar.

		

	
		
			Chili Oil

			
				
				[image: Photo of a shallow white-and-blue patterned bowl filled with deep red chili oil, its surface dotted with golden sesame seeds and chili flakes, with a white ceramic spoon scooping up a mound of the thick, seedy chili sediment from the center.]
			

			Makes about 2½ cups (600 ml)

			

			Chili oil was something I didn’t come across until I moved to the States. I was eating at a dim sum restaurant when it was served alongside a plate of steamed cheong fun, and I remember digging to the bottom of the jar for the richest, crunchiest bits of sediment. My appreciation deepened further when I visited Chengdu and locals showed me how authentic Sichuan chili oil was made from freshly ground dried chiles and cai zi you, a roasted rapeseed oil that gives it a distinct flavor. When you make your own, you can customize the heat level by choosing your own peppers.

			In my recipe, you start by heating up ginger, star anise, and some other aromatics in the oil to build a foundation of flavor. (If you’re into that numbing sensation, add some Sichuan peppercorns.) Then comes the fun part: pouring the hot, infused oil over the chili powder. The second it hits, it sizzles, releasing an incredible aroma. The scent of black vinegar mingling with the oil is enough to make your mouth water. This chili oil continues to develop flavor as it sits, so I recommend tasting it after 24 hours.

			

			1 cup (100 g) chili powder (I used Sichuan ground chiles)

			2 teaspoons sugar

			½ teaspoon kosher salt

			1 tablespoon black Chinkiang vinegar

			1½ tablespoons toasted sesame seeds

			2 cups (480 ml) high-smoke-point cooking oil, plus more as needed

			1 small onion, thinly sliced

			3 garlic cloves, lightly pounded

			5 slices peeled fresh ginger

			2 scallions, tied into knots

			2 star anise

			
			
			

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			

			Note:
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