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Preface
—


For years I have been asked to write a cookbook, and for years I would come up with excuses—I was opening a restaurant, or my wife was having a baby. But after three kids and six restaurants, I ran out of excuses.

When I finally decided to write a cookbook, I knew I didn’t want it to simply be a collection of recipes, I wanted it to be rich with information. I wanted to introduce cooks to unfamiliar (but widely available) ingredients and expand their cooking repertoire by showing them new ways to treat familiar ingredients. I wanted to teach readers about clay pots and woks, about caramel sauce and lemongrass. And I wanted to share the fundamental flavors that make Vietnamese food so unique and, I think, so good. My hope was—and is—that this book helps cooks understand the Vietnamese aesthetic, our way of cooking and eating.

The book is organized around fundamental cooking techniques, in the hope that by mastering these techniques you’ll become a better, more confident cook. But this organization also reflects the way that Vietnamese people truly eat, building meals that include a stir-fried dish alongside something fried, along with a simple soup and a grilled piece of meat. Many of the recipes here can be served as main courses, but I encourage you to try preparing a meal in the Vietnamese-style, choosing dishes from several different chapters and serving them together as part of a family-style, multicourse meal. It’s what we do at the restaurants, what I do at my house, and what I’d encourage you to try in yours.




“Charles was trained as a potter and architect—it is only by accident that he turned out to be an extraordinary chef. To me he is first and foremost a craftsman, and it makes perfect sense that his first cookbook would be organized around technique—this is really the craft of preparing great food.”

—T. Olle Lundberg, Charles’ architect and drinking partner



 


Eating in the Vietnamese Style

You’ll enjoy the recipes in this book all the more if you start thinking—and eating—like a Vietnamese person.

A Vietnamese meal, unlike a Western meal, is rarely just a single dish. More often, it’s a collection of dishes—some served hot, others cool—that contain a mixture of textures and employ a variety of cooking techniques.

At home, I might pair a steamed whole fish or a clay pot with some stir-fried greens, or maybe some fried chicken wings. Rice is often served with the meal, but noodles usually come at the end, because they are so filling that eating them at the start of the meal would ruin your appetite. And though some dishes are served hot—like soups and braises—other things, like noodles, rolls, and dumplings—are perfectly good at room temperature.

Many of the recipes in this book are suggested as part of a multicourse meal. Choose a few from a variety of chapters and you’ll be well on your way to eating in the Vietnamese style.










“There is video content at this location which is not currently supported by your device. To see this video online, please follow the link below.”


To watch this video online, please visit http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Cw40YdWKBA (2:11)
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Introduction
—


I can still remember the menu: turkey, stuffing, sweet potatoes, green beans, gravy, cranberry sauce, and an apple pie. It was Thanksgiving 1978, and I had just cooked my first major meal in my family’s small kitchen. I was fifteen years old and our family of ten—my parents, five siblings, and my aunt and uncle—had been living in America for only eleven months. We had left Vietnam three years earlier, in April 1975, just before the fall of Ho Chi Minh City. From there we went to Guam, where we spent two years before finally making our way to the United States.

I was the oldest of my siblings and the only one who spoke some English, so I set about trying to assimilate our family to our new life in America. There I was, a kid who had never even seen Brussels sprouts, attempting to create the most American of American meals for my Vietnamese family in our rental apartment in San Francisco’s Chinatown. Thanksgiving didn’t mean much to me, since I didn’t know what was being celebrated, but big family feasts were familiar. I saw cooking Thanksgiving dinner as a way of fitting in, which as a poor, immigrant kid in uncool clothes who barely spoke English I desperately wanted to do. I’d gotten my hands on a copy of Gourmet magazine that featured a Thanksgiving feast and decided to make the entire menu, cooking it all on our white double-oven Wedgewood stove. My family didn’t like the dinner. I remember them saying, “We’d rather eat Chinese food any day.” Thank God I’d cooked rice to go with the gravy.

Both of my parents worked two jobs, so I cooked for our family throughout high school out of necessity, mixing my mother’s traditional Vietnamese recipes with new American ingredients. Along the way, I taught myself some American classics, like chocolate cake and pancakes.

Although I have a growing family of restaurants, I consider myself a glorified home cook. The food that we serve at the restaurants is mostly my (and my family’s) home cooking—like scrambled eggs with pork and chicken porridge—adapted for a restaurant, not the other way around. It is simple and direct cooking, and I think that’s the reason we have so many return guests. The food is interesting without being challenging; it is simple, honest, and straightforward, yet incredibly flavorful. I see this cookbook as an extension of what we do at the restaurants. But it is also an extension of what I’ve done since I was a kid making great food that blends traditions, celebrates Asian recipes, and can be made in an American kitchen, where I have cooked my entire life.

This book is technique driven because I believe that’s the best way to learn Vietnamese cooking. Each technique requires a unique skill set and equipment, but once you’ve mastered the fundamentals, making the dishes will become second nature. Technique, no matter how humble the dish, is important, whether you are wrapping spring rolls or making a crisp- skinned fried duck. Once you are at ease with techniques in these pages, you will be a better all-around cook of Vietnamese cuisine.

You will find recipes here that are so easy that I make them twice a week for my kids, like Ground Pork with Salted Fish; others that I make for special occasions, such as Fragrant Crispy Duck with Watercress; and still others that I eat when it’s just me alone at home with a cold beer, like Fried Rice.

My customers have been asking me to write a cookbook for the last decade, but it has taken me that long to figure out what I wanted to say. At the restaurant, we have broken down the barriers for diners unfamiliar with the food of Vietnam. With this book, I am hoping to do the same for both home cooks and professional chefs. I see this volume as my opportunity to introduce and inspire readers to start and continue to cook flavorful and healthful Vietnamese food in their own kitchens. There is no mystery to the food I serve. My version of the Vietnamese dishes I grew up eating and the ones I serve at my restaurants are yours for the mastering, and this book will show you the way.
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I grew up in the city of Ðà Lat, which lies about 190 miles northeast of Ho Chi Minh City in the country’s central highlands. In the late 1960s and early 1970s my siblings and I weren’t allowed to go out in the streets alone because kids were being kidnapped and forced into the North Vietnamese army. We spent a lot of time inside our home, which was on the second floor above the general store my parents owned. When it was time for breakfast, instead of going out for food, the food vendors would come to us. You could hear them before you saw them, noisily banging together bamboo sticks to get attention and announcing their wares with a shout. Imagine the Good Humor man, but instead of a truck it was a woman with a long bamboo pole across her shoulders. On one end hung a pot of hot stock and on the opposite end were all of the other ingredients for a bowl of pho: noodles, herbs and chiles, pieces of meat.

When we heard the call, we’d all rush to the window. Then, one at a time, we’d lower down the basket with an empty bowl and some money. The soup vendor would fill the bowl and we’d carefully lift it back up. Breakfast was served.

[image: ]

When you eat a bowl of soup in Vietnam, you experience almost everything, culinarily speaking, that the Vietnamese value. Although the number of soups in the Vietnamese repertoire is large, they all share a similar aesthetic. Stock is flavorful and light, never thickened and heavy. Every bowl includes a texturally interesting mix of soft ingredients (like noodles), crunchy elements (mung bean sprouts, fried shallots), and chewy bits (pieces of beef tendon, shredded chicken, spongy meatballs). And every bowl—be it a heartier noodle soup or a lighter first-course soup—is finished with aromatics: fresh herbs, toasted garlic, chile oil, chopped scallions, or even, as was once served to me at a food stall in Hanoi, the secretion from a gland of a specific variety of male beetle, which was dripped onto the surface of my chicken pho, forming a fragrant oil slick that perfumed each bite of the soup.

[image: ]

In Vietnam, there are two classes of soup: filling noodle soups that are most often eaten in the morning or for lunch and are a meal unto themselves, and brothier, lighter soups that are typically eaten at the start of a multicourse meal, usually dinner. In the noodle-soup category is pho, one of the most well-known Vietnamese dishes outside Vietnam. Ask a Korean, Chinese, or American person what he or she knows about Vietnamese food and this soup will probably be the answer. The contrast of silky noodles with crunchy bean sprouts, the full-flavored broth enhanced with the addition of fresh herbs—makes it the perfect one-bowl meal.

There’s a reason that most people in Vietnam buy noodle soups from a vendor. Putting together a bowl of soup isn’t complicated, but it does require some effort. You need a good, rich stock, which takes time to prepare. The meat, whether steamed chicken, stewed brisket, or shrimp-and-pork-filled wontons, must be cooked and at the ready. The noodles must be soaked, and a generous platter of herbs and sliced chiles needs to be prepared and offered alongside, so eaters can customize their bowls. Everyone always talks about being so busy, and making noodle soup isn’t something for the busy person. But if you break up the work over a few days, and if you try to always keep stock in your freezer, you’ll get into a routine, and a bowl of soup will never be too far out of reach.
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When making soup at home, it’s important to prewarm the serving bowls and to bring the stock up to a full boil before ladling it into the bowls so that it’s piping hot when served. In the case of noodle soups, the order of assembly is important: noodles are put in the bowl first, next the meat, and finally the stock is ladled over the top. Herb garnishes and lime wedges are served alongside—and never, ever in the bowl. A bowl of soup should be hot from start to finish, and you should eat it quickly, before it cools or, in the case of noodle soup, before the noodles overcook. And yes, slurping is okay.

The purpose of the brothier, noodleless soups is to stimulate the appetite, much the way a bowl of miso soup is served before a Japanese meal, or a crystal-clear consommé begins a classic French dinner. These soups are often little more than stock—fish, chicken, or beef—with a few vegetables or bits of meat stirred in. They are never blended, never creamy, and never thick. Vietnamese cuisine has no equivalent to cream of broccoli soup or minestrone.

When I was growing up, every meal began with one of these brothier soups. My own record isn’t as good, but when I start a meal with a soup, the whole dinner feels more balanced.

In this chapter, you’ll learn how to make both categories of soups. Some will be familiar, like Wonton Noodle Soup. Others, like the Hot and Sour Shrimp Soup with its tamarind, pineapple, and shrimp, will probably be like nothing you’ve had before. Master the soups in this chapter and you will have mastered one of the most fundamental parts of the Vietnamese diet.




About Stock
—

Although these recipes for chicken and beef stock are hardly the sexiest, most exciting recipes in the book, they are some of the most important. If you are planning to make soup, or thinking about some of the recipes in the braising chapter, you’ll be ahead of the game if you already have stock in the freezer. It’s not worth making pho with canned stock, so don’t even bother. A flavorful broth is absolutely key to the success of the recipe.

It takes time to make good stock, but it’s mostly lazy, inactive time: a pot bubbling away on the stove for the better part of the day, while you watch the Masters at Augusta. Set aside a day of the week as your stock making day, and make two batches at the same time. A classic French stock is made by first roasting bones in the oven to draw out impurities. But because most Vietnamese kitchens don’t have ovens, Vietnamese cooks always first blanch the bones briefly in boiling water, then rinse them thoroughly with fresh water before simmering in more water to make stock. The two techniques, though quite different, achieve the same goal: a clear stock free of impurities. And while a French stock draws roasted flavor and color from the browned bones, a Vietnamese stock is flavored and colored by roasted onions and garlic, which were traditionally blackened over an open flame. Today, we roast the onion and garlic in the oven.
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Pork Stock
—

This pork stock is light in color but rich in flavor. You can use a mixture of any type of pork bones, including knuckle or neck, but do try and find a trotter—it will enhance both the taste and texture of the finished stock.

I always encourage buying humanely raised pork and think it’s especially important here. Good quality pork (and pork bones) will give you a broth that’s meaty and pure. Lesser-quality so-called “commodity pork” results in a stock that has an ammoniated, unpleasant flavor.


• 5 pounds meaty pork bones

• 1 trotter, split lengthwise (ask your butcher to do this)

• 1 large yellow onion, peeled and coarsely chopped

• 1 teaspoon whole white peppercorns

• 1 tablespoon kosher salt

Makes about 4 quarts




1.

Blanch the bones: To ensure the pot is large enough to blanch the bones without boiling over, put the bones in the pot and add water to cover by 1 inch. Then remove the bones and bring the water to a boil. When it is at a rolling boil, add half of the pork bones, return the water to a boil, and boil for 5 minutes.

2.

With a spider or tongs, remove the first batch of bones from the water and place in a colander. Return the water to a boil and repeat with remaining pork bones. When all the bones have been blanched, rinse under cold running water. Rinse the pot and return the bones to the pot.

3.

Add the trotter, onion, white peppercorns, salt, and 6 quarts of cold water to the pot and bring to a boil over high heat, skimming off any scum that forms on the surface. Lower the heat so the liquid is at a gentle simmer and simmer for 2 hours, skimming as needed to remove any scum that forms on the surface.

4.

Remove from the heat and, using a spider or a slotted spoon, discard the large solids. Strain the stock through a fine-mesh sieve into a large container, let sit for a few minutes (or refrigerate overnight), then skim most of the fat from the surface (leave some, as it gives the stock a better flavor and mouthfeel). Use immediately, or let cool completely, then transfer to practical-size airtight container and refrigerate for up to 3 days or freeze for up to 3 months.



Chicken Stock
—

Don’t underestimate the power of chicken stock. Each time my wife was in labor with one of our children, I brought pints of frozen stock to the hospital. Now it is a Slanted Door tradition for pregnant staff members. Nutritious and easy to digest, it’s a perfect restorative, whether you’re giving birth or just under the weather. You will note that the recipe does not contain carrots or celery. We only use roasted onion, ginger, and a small amount of palm sugar to sweeten the stock.

Adding dried squid, scallops, or shrimp to chicken stock is common in Asia. The “secret” ingredient in our chicken stock is dried sea worms. Called sa sung in Vietnamese, they resemble overgrown earthworms and add a savory note to the broth. They can be difficult to find in the United States (though they can be found in Chinatown) so this recipe does not call for them. Not to worry; it’s delicious without them. Don’t simmer the stock too vigorously, or it will end up cloudy.


• 1 large yellow onion, unpeeled

• 3-inch piece fresh ginger, unpeeled

• 7 pounds bony chicken parts such as back, wings, and necks

• 1½ tablespoons kosher salt

• 1½ ounces light brown palm sugar or 2 tablespoons light brown sugar

Makes about 5½ quarts




1.

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Place the onion and ginger on a rimmed baking sheet and roast for about 1 hour, until the onion is soft and beginning to ooze. Remove from the oven and let the onion and ginger cool until they can be handled. Peel the onion and cut in half. Slice the unpeeled ginger into ¼-inch-thick coins.

2.

While the onion and ginger are roasting, blanch the chicken bones: To ensure the pot is large enough to blanch the bones without boiling over, put the bones in the pot and add water to cover by 1 inch. Then remove the bones, set aside, and bring the water to a boil.

3.

When it is at a rolling boil, add the bones, return the water to a boil and boil for 3 minutes. Drain the bones into a colander and rinse under cold running water. Rinse the pot and return the rinsed bones to the pot.

4.

Add the onion halves, ginger slices, salt, sugar, and 8 quarts fresh water to the pot and bring to a boil over high heat, skimming off any scum that forms on the surface. Lower the heat so the liquid is at a gentle simmer and simmer for 4 hours, skimming as needed to remove any scum that forms on the surface.

5.

Remove the pot from the heat and, using a spider or a slotted spoon, remove and discard the large solids. Strain the stock through a fine-mesh sieve into a large container, let sit for a few minutes (or refrigerate overnight), then skim most of the fat from the surface (leave some, as it gives the stock a better flavor and mouthfeel). Season to taste with salt.

6.

Use immediately, or let cool completely, then transfer to practical-size airtight containers and refrigerate for up to 3 days or freeze for up to 3 months.



Beef Stock
—

At the restaurants, we use a variety of different beef bones for our stock because we think the combination gives it the best flavor. Unlike the shank and neck bones and oxtail, the marrowbones don’t get blanched. That’s because the hot water would melt the marrow, and since you discard the blanching liquid, you’d be throwing all that delicious flavor down the drain. If you can get bones from grass-fed beef, use them here. The flavor is probably most similar to the beef available in Vietnam.


• 1 large yellow onion, unpeeled

• 3-inch piece fresh ginger

• 2 pounds oxtails, cut in 2- to 3-inch pieces

• 2 pounds beef neck bones

• 2 pounds beef shank bones

• 2 pounds beef marrowbones

• 1 ounce light brown palm sugar, or 2 tablespoons light brown sugar

• 1 tablespoon kosher salt

• 1 teaspoon ground white pepper

• 3-inch piece Chinese cinnamon

• 1 whole star anise pod

• 1 whole clove

• 1 black cardamom pod (optional)

Makes about 6 quarts




1.

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Place the onion and ginger on a rimmed baking sheet and roast until the onion is soft and beginning to ooze, about 1 hour. Remove from the oven and let the onion and ginger cool until they can be handled. Peel the onion and cut in half. Slice the unpeeled ginger into ¼-inch-thick coins.

2.

While the onion and ginger are roasting, blanch the bones: To ensure the pot is large enough to blanch the bones without boiling over, put the bones in the pot and add water to cover by 1 inch. Then remove the bones and bring the water to a boil. When it is at a rolling boil, add the oxtails, neck bones, and shanks. Return the water to a boil and boil for 3 minutes. Drain the contents of the pot into a colander and rinse under cold running water. Rinse the pot and return the rinsed oxtails, neck bones, and shanks to the pot. Add the marrowbones.

3.

Add the onion halves, ginger slices, sugar, salt, and 8 quarts fresh water to the pot and bring to a boil over high heat, skimming off any scum that forms on the surface. Lower the heat so the liquid is at a gentle simmer and simmer for 4 hours, skimming as needed to remove any scum that forms on the surface.

4.

Add the pepper, cinnamon, star anise, clove, and cardamom and continue cooking, skimming occasionally, for 1 hour longer.

5.

Remove from the heat and and, using a spider or a slotted spoon, discard the large solids. Strain the stock through a fine-mesh sieve into a large container, let sit for a few minutes (or refrigerate overnight), then skim most of the fat from the surface (leave some, as it gives the stock a better flavor and mouthfeel). Use immediately, or let cool completely, then transfer to practical-size airtight containers and refrigerate for up to 3 days or freeze for up to 3 months.



[image: ]

Pho Gá: Chicken Noodle Soup

Pho Gá: Chicken Noodle Soup
—

I eat pho—chicken or beef—almost every morning at the restaurant. It’s also the first thing I eat when I go back to Vietnam. My family left Vietnam when I was twelve years old, and eighteen years passed before I returned. On my first trip back, I landed in Ho Chi Minh City in the morning from an overnight flight. It was disorienting to disembark from the plane into the humid day, stepping into a country that was both intensely familiar and also a distant memory. I went straight to a coffee shop, a noisy shoebox of a space where men were talking over coffee and the owner was dispensing bowl after bowl of pho. I was back in Vietnam.

Bowls of pho are the hamburgers of Vietnam: incredibly popular, eaten every day by a majority of the population, young and old. In the mornings in Ho Chi Minh City, you see commuters sitting astride their parked mopeds, slurping down a bowl before they continue on to work.

Every pho place serves the soup with a plate of garnishes: rau ram, mint, Thai basil, slices of jalapeño chile, mung bean sprouts, lime wedges, and sometimes fried shallots or Chinese Doughnuts. The trick is to add a little bit of each item as you eat your way through the bowl, not to dump them in all at once. You want the herbs to maintain their fragrance, the bean sprouts to stay crunchy—it’s all about aroma and texture, and if you add too much too soon, you’ll end up with black herbs and soft sprouts, which defeats the whole purpose.


• 1 (3-pound) whole chicken

• 6 whole scallions

• 1 thumb-sized piece of ginger, crushed

• 1 tablespoon kosher salt

• 3 quarts chicken stock

• Fish sauce, for seasoning

• 1 (16-ounce) package dried rice vermicelli, cooked according to package directions

• 1 bunch scallions, trimmed and thinly sliced (about 1 cup)

• 1 bunch cilantro, chopped (about 1½ cups)

• Crispy fried shallots

Garnishes

• Thai basil sprigs

• Mung bean sprouts

• Limes, cut into wedges

• Jalapeño chiles, stemmed and thinly sliced into rings

Serves 6




1.

Bring a large pot of water to a boil over high heat. Add the chicken, scallions, ginger, and salt and boil for 15 minutes, then turn off the heat, cover the pot and let stand for 15 minutes. If your chicken is larger than 3 pounds, let stand 10 minutes longer.

2.

Just before the chicken is ready, prepare a large ice-water bath. When the chicken is done, remove it from the pot (discarding the cooking liquid) and immediately submerge it in the ice-water bath, which will stop the cooking and give the meat a firmer texture. Let stand 20 minutes, until the chicken is cool enough to handle easily, remove from the water, and pat dry. Pull the chicken meat from the bones, discarding the bones and skin. Shred the meat with your fingers; you should have about 4 cups. (This step can be done a day ahead.)

3.

In a large saucepan, bring the stock to a boil over high heat. Taste for seasoning and add fish sauce, if needed.

4.

To ready the garnishes, arrange the basil, bean sprouts, lime wedges, and chiles on a platter and place on the table.

5.

Divide the rice noodles evenly among warmed soup bowls. Top each serving with about ¾ cup of the shredded chicken, then divide the scallions and cilantro evenly among the bowls. Ladle the hot stock over the top, dividing it evenly, and sprinkle with the fried shallots. Serve immediately, accompanied with the platter of garnishes.




Crispy Fried Shallots
—

Crispy fried shallots are an essential condiment in Vietnam. They turn up in soups and on salads, sprinkled onto dumplings as a garnish, and minced and added to meatballs. Crispy, sweet, and salty, they are indispensible. You may want to make double batches, as people have a hard time resisting the urge to snack on them. Strain the oil you used to fry the shallots and use it in other recipes or to fry more shallots. The strained oil, called shallot oil, will keep, refrigerated, for several weeks. The shallots should be used the same day they are fried.


• 2 cups thinly sliced shallots (about 4 large shallots)

• 2 cups canola oil

Makes 1 cup fried shallots




1.

In a small saucepan, heat the oil over medium-high until it registers 275°F on a deep-fry thermometer. Add the shallots and cook, stirring, until light golden brown, about 8 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the shallots to a paper towel-lined plate to drain.

2.

Increase the heat to high and place a fine-mesh sieve over a heatproof bowl. When the oil registers 350°F on the deep-fry thermometer, add the once fried shallots and cook just until they are crispy and well-browned, about 1–2 seconds, watching carefully so the shallots don’t burn.

3.

Immediately pour the oil and shallots through the sieve to stop the cooking, then transfer to shallots to a paper towel–lined plate to drain. Reserve the oil for another use. The shallots will keep, stored in an airtight container, for 1 day, but they’re best the day they are made.
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Pho Bò: Beef Noodle Soup

Pho Bò: Beef Noodle Soup
—

One of my favorite spots for beef pho is Pho Hoa in Ho Chi Minh City (pictured here). Everyone knows this place, and when I’m there I order the special, which is loaded with meat, including tripe, meatball, and tendon.

Pho bò usually contains two or more cuts of beef, often cooked brisket and raw slices of top round, along with tendon. But in North Vietnam the soup only contains slices of raw beef. As I have already mentioned, in Vietnam, bowls of noodle soup are built from the bowl up—first the noodles, then the meat, with hot stock ladled over at the last minute and garnishes served alongside. This is especially important with Pho bò because the beef is added to the bowl raw and the heat from the stock cooks it just enough. Hoisin sauce and Sriracha sauce often accompany bowls of Pho bò, but they should never be added to the stock itself because they will ruin the delicate, beefy flavor. Instead, retrieve pieces of meat from the soup and drag them through the sauces just before eating. If you want a spicier broth, add more jalapeño slices. To slice the raw beef paper-thin, freeze the whole piece for 15 minutes before slicing, then pound the slices with a meat mallet or the back of a heavy knife.


• 1 pound beef brisket

• 3 quarts beef stock

• Fish sauce, for seasoning

• 1 (16-ounce) package dried wide rice noodles, cooked according to package directions

• 12 ounces beef top round, thinly sliced

• 1 bunch scallions, trimmed and thinly sliced (about 1 cup)

Garnishes

• Thai basil sprigs

• Mung bean sprouts

• Lime wedges

• Jalapeño chiles, stemmed and thinly sliced into rings

• Sriracha sauce

• Hoisin sauce

Serves 6




1.

Place the brisket in a large pot and add the stock. Bring to a boil over high heat, then lower the heat until the liquid is at a vigorous simmer. Cook the brisket for 30 to 45 minutes, until cooked through. To check for doneness, remove the brisket from the pot to a plate and poke with the tip of a chopstick; the juices should run clear.

2.

Just before the brisket is ready, prepare an ice-water bath. When the brisket is done, remove it from the pot, reserving the cooking liquid, and immediately submerge it in the ice-water bath, which will stop the cooking and give the meat a firmer texture. When the brisket is completely cool, remove from the water, pat dry, and thinly slice against the grain. Set aside.


3.

Return the stock to a boil over high heat. Taste for seasoning and add fish sauce if needed.

4.

To ready the garnishes, arrange the basil, bean sprouts, lime wedges, and chiles on a platter and place on the table and put the Sriracha and hoisin sauces alongside.

5.

Divide the cooked rice noodles evenly among warmed soup bowls. Top with the brisket slices and then with the raw beef slices, dividing them evenly. Ladle the hot stock over the top, dividing it evenly, and top with the scallions. Serve immediately, accompanied with the platter of garnishes.




Noodles
—

Noodles are an integral part of the Vietnamese diet, and there is an astonishing variety of types sold fresh in every market in Vietnam. These same fresh noodles are available in some cities in the States, but not everywhere. Dried noodles, which can be found readily in many stores and online, are a fine substitute.
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Cellophane Noodles

Called mien in Vietnamese, and also known as glass noodles and bean thread noodles, cellophane noodles are typically used in fillings, like the Vegetarian Steamed Buns or the stuffed squid, or in delicate noodle stir-fries. In the United States, they are only available dried, in various-size packages. Check the list of ingredients. You want to find only mung beans and water on the label. Beware of brands that contain other ingredients, as the noodles are usually brittle and of poor quality. Rehydrate cellophane noodles before using by soaking in hot water to cover for 10 to 15 minutes.
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Rice Noodles

There are two basic types of rice noodles, flat and round. The flat noodles are traditionally used in pho. You can find them dried (and in some places, fresh) in thin, medium, and wide widths, but the narrowest ones are best for soup. They are usually sold in 14- or 16-ounce packages. Before adding the noodles to soups or stir-fries, boil them in a generous amount of unsalted water until they are tender yet still have some bite, then drain and rinse with cold water. If you are using fresh noodles, they do not need to be precooked.

Round rice noodles, called bun, are also available in various widths, both fresh and dried. The thinnest round rice noodles, also called vermicelli, are used in spring rolls; either thin or wide round rice noodles form the base of noodle bowls. For a fun weekend project, try making fresh rice noodles at home.

Bún Bò Hue is traditionally made with round rice noodles that resemble spaghetti. They are available dried in various thicknesses, either as straight sticks or in skeins. If the package specifies size, look for “large” or “extra large.” These noodles should be boiled in a generous amount of unsalted water until they are tender yet still have some bite, then drained and rinsed with cold water. The cool noodles are added to bowls, then the hot stock is poured over. Homemade fresh rice noodles can be substituted.



[image: ]

 


Egg Noodles

Although you can buy dried egg noodles, fresh ones are much better and are stocked in both supermarkets and Asian groceries. They are often labeled “Chinese egg noodles” and are available in a handful of thicknesses. For soups and stir-fries, I think the thinnest type (1/16 inch) is best. As with rice noodles, egg noodles should be boiled in a generous amount of unsalted water, then drained and rinsed with cold water. Uncooked packages of fresh egg noodles can be frozen for up to 3 months, so buy a few packages at one time. Thaw them in the refrigerator completely before boiling.
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Wonton Noodle Soup

Wonton Noodle Soup
—

After Pho Gá, this is probably the most popular soup on The Slanted Door menu. It’s what you might call “fully loaded”: Chinese egg noodles (and never rice noodles), wontons filled with a mix of pork and shrimp, and slices of braised pork.

Vietnam has a large number of Chinese immigrants, and an even larger number of people who were born and raised in Vietnam but are ethnically Chinese. These are the people who introduced this iconic Chinese soup to Vietnam. In the States, wontons are often overstuffed—they look like meatballs with a skin wrapped around them. But the word wonton translates as “swallowing cloud,” and the amount of filling should really be about the size of a small marble, an accent to the silky wrapper. If all you have ever eaten is Chinese takeout wonton soup, try this.


Pork and Shrimp Wontons

• 8 ounces shrimp peeled, deveined, and finely chopped

• 4 ounces ground pork

• ⅓ cup fried shallots

• 3 tablespoons shallot oil

• 1⅓ cup finely chopped fresh water chestnuts or jicama

• ⅓ cup finely chopped black trumpet mushrooms

• 2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh cilantro

• 2 tablespoons finely chopped scallion, white and light green parts only

• 1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon oyster sauce

• 1 tablespoon sesame seeds, toasted and ground to a coarse powder

• 1 tablespoon finely minced shallot

• 1 tablespoon Fish sauce

• 2 teaspoons toasted sesame oil

• Pinch of freshly ground black pepper

• 50 square wonton wrappers (1-pound package)

• Cornstarch, for dusting

 

• 4 quarts chicken or pork stock

• 1 pound fresh thin egg noodles

• Lo Soi Braised Pork, thinly sliced

• ½ cup chopped scallions, dark green part only

• ½ cup chopped fresh cilantro

• ½ cup fried shallots

• Pork cracklings, optional

Serves 6




1.

To make the wontons, in a bowl, combine the shrimp, pork, fried shallots, shallot oil, water chestnuts, mushrooms, cilantro, scallion, oyster sauce, sesame seeds, raw shallot, fish sauce, and sesame oil and mix well. The mixture will be loose.

2.

To form each wonton, place a wonton wrapper on a work surface and place ½ teaspoon filling in the center. Pull the wonton wrapper up and around the filling to make a purse, twisting the wrapper slightly to enclose the meat. Transfer the finished wonton to a baking sheet or large tray lightly dusted with cornstarch.

3.

Repeat until you have used up all of the filling. The wontons can be made a day ahead; if making ahead, dust the wontons generously with cornstarch and transfer to a parchment-lined baking sheet. Tightly cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate. They can also be frozen for up to 1 month: arrange them on a parchment-lined baking sheet, cover, and freeze until frozen solid, then transfer to resealable plastic storage bags or other airtight containers and return to the freezer. Do not thaw before cooking.

4.

In a large saucepan, bring the stock to a vigorous simmer. Bring a large pot of water to a rapid boil over high heat.

5.

Add the noodles to the boiling water and cook for about 1 minute, until they are tender yet still have some bite. Drain the noodles and divide them among warmed soup bowls. Top the noodles with the sliced Lo Soi pork, dividing them evenly. Add the wontons to the simmering stock and cook for 3 to 5 minutes, until they float.

6.

When the wontons are ready, using a spider or a slotted spoon, transfer them to the bowls, dividing them evenly. Ladle the hot stock into the bowls and garnish with the scallion, cilantro, fried shallots, and cracklings. Serve immediately.
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Bún Bò Hue

Bún Bò Hue
—

The mention of Hue, a city in central Vietnam, brings up many conflicted memories for me. It was the site of the Battle of Hue, one of the longest and deadliest battles of the Tet Offensive, which began in January 1968, and of the Vietnam War. Although I was just a kid when the fighting took place, the stories that I heard about it during my childhood were frightening.

Hue was the imperial capital of Vietnam for nearly a century and a half, until 1945, and many of the most sophisticated and interesting dishes in the Vietnamese repertoire originated in the region, including this classic spicy beef soup. The light stock, which is made with beef and pork bones, is scented with lots of lemongrass and shrimp paste. Any rice noodle can be used here, but the usual choice is the round rice noodle that resembles spaghetti. In Vietnam, the soup is often served with cubes of coagulated pig’s blood, like the bowl pictured here.


Stock

• 2 pounds oxtail, cut into 2- to 3-inch pieces (ask your butcher to do this)

• 2 pounds beef shank bones, cut into 2- to 3-inch pieces (ask your butcher to do this)

• 2 pounds pork neck bones

• 2 pounds beef marrowbones, cut into 2- to 3-inch pieces (ask your butcher to do this)

• 1 pound beef brisket

• 8 lemongrass stalks

Soup

• 1½ teaspoons red pepper flakes

• 1 teaspoon annatto seeds, ground

• ¼ cup plus 2 tablespoons canola oil

• 1 cup sliced shallots (2 extra-large shallots)

• 1 teaspoon minced garlic

• ¼ cup finely chopped lemongrass

• 2 teaspoons shrimp paste

• 2 teaspoons kosher salt

• 2 teaspoons sugar

• 1 (14-ounce) package dried round rice noodles, cooked according to package directions, or 3 pounds fresh rice noodles (see recipe)

Garnishes

• Thai basil sprigs

• Perilla leaves

• Thinly sliced green or red cabbage

• Lemon wedges

• Lime wedges

• Thinly sliced yellow onion

Serves 6




1.

Make the stock: to ensure the pot is large enough to blanch the bones without boiling over, put the bones in the pot and add water to cover by 1 inch. Then remove the bones and set aside.

2.

Bring the water to a boil. When it is at a rolling boil, add the oxtails, beef shank, and pork bones. Return the water to a boil and boil for 3 minutes. Drain the bones into a colander and rinse under cold running water. Rinse the pot and return the rinsed oxtails, neck bones, and shanks to the pot. Add the marrowbones and brisket.

3.

Cut off the pale, fleshy part (the bottom 4 inches) of each lemongrass stalk and discard the leafy tops. Crush the lemongrass with the side of a cleaver or the bottom of a heavy pan and add it to the pot. Add 8 quarts fresh water and bring to a boil over high heat. Lower the heat so the liquid is at a simmer and skim off any scum that rises to the surface.

4.

After 45 minutes, ready an ice-water bath, then check the brisket for doneness by using the chopstick test: transfer the brisket to a plate and poke it with a chopstick; the juices should run clear. If they do not, return the brisket to the pot and continue cooking, checking again in 10 minutes. When the brisket is done, remove it from the pot (reserving the cooking liquid) and immediately submerge it in the ice-water bath, which will stop the cooking and give the meat a firmer texture. When the brisket is completely cool, remove from the water, pat dry, and refrigerate.

5.

Continue to simmer the stock for another 2 hours, skimming as needed to remove any scum that forms on the surface. Remove from the heat and remove and discard the large solids. Strain through a fine-mesh sieve into a large saucepan. Skim most of the fat from the surface of the stock (leave some, as it gives the stock a better flavor and mouthfeel). Return the stock to a simmer over medium heat.

6.

In a spice grinder or mortar and pestle, grind the red pepper flakes and annatto seeds into a coarse powder. In a frying pan, heat the oil over medium heat. Add the ground red pepper flakes and annatto seeds and cook, stirring, for 10 seconds. Add the shallots, garlic, lemongrass, and shrimp paste and cook, stirring, for 2 minutes more, until the mixture is aromatic and the shallots are just beginning to soften.

7.

Add the contents of the frying pan to the simmering stock along with the salt and sugar and simmer for 20 minutes. Taste and adjust the seasoning with salt and sugar.

8.

To ready the garnishes, arrange the basil, perilla, cabbage, lemon and lime wedges, and onion slices on a platter and place on the table. Thinly slice the brisket against the grain. Divide the cooked noodles among warmed soup bowls, then divide the brisket slices evenly among the bowls, placing them on top of the noodles. Ladle the hot stock over the noodles and beef and serve immediately, accompanied with the platter of garnishes.



Bánh Canh: Pig´s Knuckle Soup
—

I know, I know: pig’s knuckle soup. For some that doesn’t sound good, but don’t let it scare you. Trust me—it is one of the purest, simplest soups in Vietnam, with a clear, full-flavored pork stock and a wonderful mix of textures.

    The literal translation of bánh canh is “cake soup,” which probably refers to the thick, chewy noodles made from tapioca starch or rice flour that are the star ingredient of this otherwise simple soup. Many variations of the soup exist, including one made with river crab, but the noodles are a constant in all of them. The noodles are easy to make (see recipe), but if you don’t want to make them, you can  substitute fresh udon noodles. When ordering your pig’s knuckle, or trotter, ask for the front leg, which is more tender than the back.


• 1 large yellow onion, unpeeled

• 4 pounds pork neck bones

• 1 (2- to 3-pound) pork knuckle (preferably from the front leg), cut crosswise into 6 slices each about ½ inch thick (ask your butcher to do this)

• Fish sauce and/or kosher salt, for seasoning

• 1 (14-ounce) package dried bánh canh noodles, 1 pound fresh udon noodles, or fresh homemade bánh canh noodles

Garnishes

• Thai basil sprigs

• Mung bean sprouts

• Thinly sliced scallions, white and light green parts only

• Coarsely chopped fresh cilantro

Serves 6




1.

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Place the onion on a small rimmed baking sheet or pie pan and roast for about 1 hour, until soft and beginning to ooze. Remove from the oven and let the onion cool until it can be handled. Peel the onion and cut in half.

2.

While the onion is roasting, make the stock. To ensure the pot is large enough to blanch the bones without boiling over, put the bones in the pot and add water to cover by 1 inch. Then remove the bones and bring the water to a boil. When it is at a rolling boil, add the neck bones and knuckle slices, return the water to a boil and boil for 3 minutes. Drain the contents of the pot into a colander and rinse under cold running water. Rinse the pot and return the rinsed neck bones—but not the knuckle—to the pot.

3.

Add the onion halves and 8 quarts fresh water to the pot and bring to a boil over high heat. Lower the heat so the liquid is at a simmer and skim off any scum that forms on the surface. Simmer for 2½ hours, skimming as needed to remove any scum that forms on the surface.

4.

Add the pork knuckle and continue to simmer for about 30 minutes longer, until the knuckle is tender. The meat will still cling to the bone a bit but should be easy to chew. Cut off a small piece to test for doneness. Taste the stock and season to taste with fish sauce and/or salt.

5.

Bring the stock to a boil, add the noodles, and cook until they are tender yet still have some bite, according to package directions. If using udon noodles, cook only until warmed through, about 3 minutes. Meanwhile, to ready the garnishes, arrange the basil, bean sprouts, scallions, and cilantro on a platter and place on the table.

6.

Drain the noodles and divide them evenly among warmed soup bowls. Top each serving of noodles with a piece of pork knuckle. Ladle the hot stock over the noodles and pork and serve immediately, accompanied with the platter of garnishes.




Pork Cracklings
—

We sprinkle these crispy cubes of pork fat as a garnish on the Wonton Noodle Soup. You should be able to get a nice square of solid fat from your butcher; freezing the fat briefly before dicing it makes it easier to get nice clean squares. The cracklings should be used the same day they are made.


• 8 ounces pork fat, in 1 piece

• 2 cups canola oil

Makes a scant ½ cup




1.

Place the pork fat in the freezer until well chilled but not frozen solid, about 1 hour. With a sharp knife, dice the pork into ½-inch cubes.

2.

Pour the oil into a heavy-bottomed saucepan and heat over medium heat to 225°F on a deep-frying thermometer. Carefully add pork fat to oil and fry, stirring occasionally, adjusting the heat as necessary to maintain the oil temperature at 225°F, until the pork fat turns a deep golden brown, about 30 minutes.

3.

With a slotted spoon, transfer the cracklings to a paper towel–lined baking sheet. Let cool 20 minutes. (The pork fat can be prepared to this point up to 3 days before you plan to serve it; store in an airtight container in the refrigerator.)

4.

Reheat the oil over medium-high heat to 350°F on the thermometer. Return the once-fried cracklings to the oil and fry for 2 minutes. With a slotted spoon, transfer to a baking sheet lined with clean paper towels to drain.






Bánh Canh Noodles
—


• 8 ounces wheat starch, plus more for dusting

• 2 tablespoons tapioca starch

• 1½ teaspoons canola oil

• 1¾ cups boiling water

Makes 6 cups




1.

In the bowl of an electric mixer fitted with a paddle attachment, combine the wheat and tapioca starches.

2.

Turn the mixer to low and pour the water in a slow steady stream over the dry ingredients. Add the oil. When it has all been added, increase speed to medium and mix until you have a thick, sticky dough.

3.

Turn dough out onto a work surface lightly dusted with wheat starch. Knead 5 minutes, adding just enough wheat starch as you knead to keep the dough from sticking to your hands and your work surface.

4.

Divide dough into 6 equal pieces. Working with one piece at a time, roll dough into a snake about ½ inch thick and 12 inches long. Using a sharp knife, cut into ½ inch pieces.

5.

On an unfloured surface, using the heel of your hand, roll each piece out into 2-inch lengths, slightly fatter in the middles and tapered at both ends. Transfer finished noodles to a tray or baking sheet dusted with wheat starch. Repeat until you have used all of the dough.

6.

Pour water into a wok or stockpot and set one tier of a two-tiered steamer in the wok or on the rim of the stockpot. Make sure the water does not touch the bottom of the steamer. Remove the steamer and bring the water to a boil over high heat.

7.

Line each tier of the steamer with a round of parchment paper, cut to fit. Spread noodles on each tier of the steamer in a single layer (you may have to cook the noodles in batches), then place over the boiling water. Cover and steam 5 minutes, until the noodles are cooked through and have a springy texture.

8.

Let noodles cool completely. The noodles are best used the same say, or can be covered and kept at room temperature for up to 2 days.
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Cháo: Chicken Rice Porridge

Cháo: Chicken Rice Porridge
—

This is the breakfast of champions, Vietnamese style! Cháo, called congee in English, jook in Cantonese, zhou in Mandarin, kanji in Tamil, and more, depending on which country you are in, is one of the simplest recipes in the Asian repertoire. The most basic version is made with white rice and water, simmered together until the rice breaks down and the mixture thickens. Other versions call for red rice, brown rice, or starchy short-grain rice. Some have meat and bits of fish cooked in them; others are left plain and are garnished at the table. The amount of time you simmer the rice in the water—from 20 minutes to 2 hours—determines the final texture of your porridge.

In the South, there is a particular style of porridge where the rice is cooked in a large quantity of rich stock just until tender, but not thick. It’s typically served with meat and ginger dipping sauce on the side.


• 1 (3-pound) whole chicken

• 6 whole scallions

• Thumb-sized piece fresh ginger, crushed

• 1 tablespoon kosher salt, plus more to taste

• 1 cup jasmine rice

• 3 quarts chicken stock

• 1 (2- by 1-inch) piece fresh ginger, peeled and cut into ¼-inch-thick coins

• Freshly ground black pepper

Garnishes

• Finely chopped scallions, white and light green parts only

• Finely chopped fresh cilantro

• Coarsely chopped roasted peanuts

• Fried shallots

• Chinese Doughnuts (optional), sliced

Serves 6




1.

Bring a large pot of water to a boil over high heat. Add the chicken, scallions, ginger, and salt and boil for 15 minutes, then turn off the heat, cover the pot, and let stand for 15 minutes. If your chicken is larger than 3 pounds, let stand 10 minutes longer.

2.

Just before the chicken is ready, prepare a large ice-water bath. When the chicken is done, remove it from the pot and immediately submerge it in the ice-water bath, which will stop the cooking and give the meat a firmer texture. Let stand 20 minutes until the chicken is cool enough to handle easily, then remove from the water and pat dry. Pull the chicken meat from the bones, discarding the bones and skin. Shred the meat with your fingers; you should have about 4 cups. Reserve 2 cups of the chicken cooking water and strain through a fine-mesh strainer; discard the remaining cooking liquid. Discard bones and skin and set meat aside. (This can be done a day ahead.)

3.

While the chicken is cooking, prepare the rice. Place the rice in a fine-mesh sieve and rinse well under cold running water. In a large pot, combine the rice, stock, ginger, and the 2 cups reserved chicken cooking water. Bring to a boil over high heat, lower the heat to a simmer, then cook, uncovered, for 1 hour. The rice will have broken down and the mixture will have a porridge-like consistency. Season to taste with salt.

4.

To ready the garnishes, put the scallions, cilantro, peanuts, fried shallots, and doughnut slices in separate small bowls. Ladle the porridge into warmed bowls. Top each serving with an equal amount of the chicken and a pinch of pepper. Pass the garnishes at the table.
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Simple Fish Soup

Simple Fish Soup
—

I love this soup, and it’s one I remember my mother making for the family when I was a kid. It’s so simple and easy and cooks in only 20 minutes; no stock is required because you’re using a whole fish—the bones for the broth, and the fillets for the finished soup—a good way to extract flavor from just a few ingredients. The fish head has lots of rich flavor, so make sure you add it to the pot. Even on a hot summer day, this soup is a great way to start a meal. This soup should be made with flavorful tomatoes; don’t make it if your tomatoes taste like Styrofoam.


• 1 (1½- to 2-pound) whole branzino or black bass, cleaned

• 1 teaspoon Fish sauce

• 1 teaspoon cornstarch

• 3 tablespoons vegetable oil

• 1 cup thinly sliced shallots (2 extra-large shallots)

• 1 teaspoon minced garlic

• 2 cups diced fresh or canned tomatoes

• 1 (2- by 1-inch) piece fresh ginger, cut into ¼-inch-thick coins

• 1 Thai chile, stemmed and sliced on the diagonal

• 2 teaspoons freshly squeezed lime juice

• ⅓ cup chopped fresh cilantro

• 1 tablespoon toasted garlic

Serves 6 as an appetizer




1.

Following the directions in the sidebar, fillet the fish. Alternatively, ask your fishmonger to fillet the fish for you, but make sure you keep the skeleton, including the head.

2.

Slice the fillets into 1-inch-wide strips and place them in a bowl. Add the fish sauce and cornstarch and toss to coat evenly. Chop the fish skeleton into thirds.

3.

In a large pot, heat the oil over medium-high heat. Add the shallots and cook, stirring occasionally, for about 5 minutes, until just softened. Add the garlic and cook for an additional 30 seconds. Add the tomatoes, ginger, chile, the fish skeleton and head, and 2 quarts water, increase the heat to high, and bring to a boil. Lower the heat to a steady simmer and simmer for 1 hour. Remove the fish skeleton and head and discard.

4.

Just before serving, add the fish strips and lime juice to the pot and simmer for 3 to 5 minutes, until the fish is opaque throughout. Taste the broth and adjust the seasoning with fish sauce.

5.

Ladle into warmed soup bowls and garnish with the cilantro and toasted garlic, dividing them evenly. Serve immediately.



 


How to Fillet a Whole Fish

To fillet a whole fish, first trim off the tail, then make a cut behind the head, angling the knife toward the front of the fish. Cut down to the bone. Next make a long cut along the backbone of the fish and run the knife blade under the fillet, cutting as close to the bones as possible. Release the fillet from the skeleton. Flip the fish over and repeat on the second side.
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Hot and Sour Shrimp Soup

Hot and Sour Shrimp Soup
—

A version of this soup is made throughout Vietnam, though it probably originated in the south of the country, where tropical fruit and tamarind are abundant. The pineapple gives the soup sweetness while the tamarind lends tartness (vinegar or lime juice can also be used as a souring agent). Bac ha is the stem of the taro plant. It’s a celery-like vegetable that stays crisp even when simmered in soup. It’s fun to look for it in Asian grocery stores, but if you can’t find it, don’t worry—the soup will be just fine without it, though I sometimes add some shredded iceberg lettuce in its place.


• 2½ quarts chicken stock

• 2 ounces seedless tamarind pulp

• 2 Thai chiles, stemmed and halved lengthwise

• 2 tablespoons Fish sauce

• 1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon freshly squeezed lime juice

• ¼ teaspoon kosher salt

• 8 ounces medium shrimp, peeled, deveined, and cut in half lengthwise

• ½ medium pineapple, peeled, cut lengthwise into 6 pieces, core trimmed away, and cut crosswise into ⅓-inch-thick slices (about 1½ cups)

• 3 cups mung bean sprouts

• 1½ cups bac ha, peeled and cut into ⅓-inch-thick rounds, or shredded iceberg lettuce (optional)

• 2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro

• 1 tablespoon toasted garlic (below)

Serves 6 as an appetizer




1.

In a large pot, combine the stock, tamarind pulp, and chiles and bring to a boil over high heat. Lower the heat to a steady simmer and simmer for 15 minutes, stirring occasionally with a whisk to break up the tamarind pulp. Remove from the heat, strain through a fine-mesh sieve, and discard the solids. Return the liquid to the pot.

2.

Stir in the fish sauce, lime juice, and salt and bring to a simmer over medium heat. Add the shrimp and pineapple and cook for about 30 seconds, until the shrimp just turn pink.

3.

Divide the bean sprouts and bac ha among warmed soup bowls. Ladle the hot soup into the bowls and garnish with the cilantro and toasted garlic, dividing them evenly. Serve immediately.




Toasted Garlic
—

This is a frequently used garnish on rice dishes, soups, and salads. Toasting garlic gently makes it crunchy and sweet. Note that this is a recipe for toasted garlic, not burned garlic, so be sure to pay attention when you are frying it, as it can darken quickly. You can double the recipe, but if you want to make more than that, it’s best to do it in two (or more) batches.


• ¼ cup plus 2 tablespoons vegetable oil

• 2 tablespoons finely chopped garlic

Makes 2 tablespoons




In a small saucepan, heat the oil over medium-low heat. Add the garlic and cook, stirring frequently to prevent burning, for about 5 minutes, until the garlic is light golden brown. Don’t overcook the garlic or it will become acrid. Pour into a fine-mesh sieve, reserving the oil, and transfer the garlic to paper towels to drain. Save the oil (it’s great on rice or in salad dressing); it will keep in a tightly covered container for up to 1 week. Use the toasted garlic the same day as it’s made.
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Crab and Corn Soup

Crab and Corn Soup
—

Some Vietnamese dishes clearly demonstrate the influence that the French had on local food. This soup is one of them. Although crab is eaten all over Vietnam (mostly freshwater crabs), corn wasn’t eaten in Vietnam until the French introduced it. This soup demonstrates the intermingling of the two food cultures: using an ingredient common in Vietnam, the crab, but presenting it in a European way, as a light first-course soup rather than a meal-in-a-bowl noodle soup. You can use any kind of crab here. In our restaurants, we use Dungeness, which is plentiful and locally caught. This soup is quick to make, particularly if you buy cooked crabmeat.


• 3 quarts chicken stock

• 2½ cups fresh corn kernels, coarsely chopped, with cobs reserved (from about 2 ears corn)

• 12 ounces fresh-cooked crabmeat (from about two 2-pound Dungeness crabs), picked over for shell bits

• Kosher salt

• Toasted sesame oil, for garnish

• Ground white pepper, for garnish

• ⅓ cup chopped scallions, white and light green parts only, for garnish

Serves 6 as an appetizer




1.

In a large pot, combine the stock and corncobs and bring to a boil over high heat. Lower the heat to a simmer and cook for 20 minutes. Remove and discard corncobs.

2.

Stir in the crabmeat and corn kernels and simmer for 10 minutes, until the corn is tender. Season to taste with salt.

3.

Ladle the soup into warmed soup bowls and garnish each serving with a few drops of sesame oil, a pinch of white pepper, and some of the scallions. Serve immediately.




Variation: Crab and Asparagus Soup

In spring, asparagus replaces the corn in this soup. Asparagus was first planted in Vietnam by the French, and both fresh green and canned white asparagus are still popular there today. Substitute 1 large bunch asparagus for the corn. Snap off the ends of the stalks where they naturally break, and add the ends to the chicken stock in place of the corncobs, then simmer and discard as directed. Slice the stalks on the diagonal into ½-inch-thick pieces and add to the pot in place of the corn kernels. Simmer for 6 to 8 minutes, until the asparagus is tender, then ladle into warmed bowls and garnish as directed.



[image: crabs]




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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