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			To my dear Ah Ma (paternal grandmother), who introduced me to baking. I love and miss you so much,  every day. I wish we got to say goodbye.

			To Ah Gong (maternal grandfather), the “Great Alexander.” I wish I had baked for you, at least once. You once told me I’d be a 女強人 (career woman) and that I’d achieve anything I set my heart on, and you were right.
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			Ah Gong holding Philip in Manhattan, 2014



			To ZeZe (paternal grandfather), who made me the foodie I am today. I wish I had picked your brilliant mind more. Thank you for telling me how “even kings need advisors.” Because of your words, I never hesitated to ask for help when needed.

			To Ah Po (maternal grandmother), who cooked the most delicious meals for her family and gave me quarters every time she saw me. I love and miss you.

			And as always, I dedicate this book to you, dear reader.
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INTRODUCTION

			
			Dear friend,

			One night when I was eleven years old, I put together a most peculiar treat: Chips Ahoy! cookies sandwiched with a mountain of Reddi-wip, rolled in pork floss (or dried shredded pork). I didn’t realize it then, but each sweet, savory, and chaotic bite reflected my third-culture identity. If you’re not familiar with the term “third-culture,” it means growing up caught between two (or more) cultures: one being from the homeland of your parents and the other being the environment where you were raised. In my case, I was born in Canada to a Chinese mother from Hong Kong and a Chinese Vietnamese father from Vietnam. They found each other in Montreal and raised me in the rougher parts of Coney Island. 

			Every week, my parents took me and my younger sister food shopping. It was always Pathmark for Western groceries and Chinatown for Asian staples. Our kitchen was a blend of cultures and collision of flavors. It became my creative, safe space. Outside, the world during the nineties often felt too unkind. 

			Racists would mock the shape and size of my eyes, tell me to “go back to China” (even though I’d never even visited China as a child), or assume I didn’t speak any English. During these moments, I honestly hated being Asian. Then there were times when I felt I wasn’t Asian enough. I couldn’t read Chinese characters or speak fluent Vietnamese. I wasn’t thin like my cousins or all the Asian celebrities my relatives idolized, the same relatives who called me an ABC (American-born Chinese), like it was a bad thing. (And technically, I was born in Canada.)

			All that toxicity weighed heavily on my young mind, but one bite of that sweet-savory cookie sandwich melted my worries and sadness away that night. 

			Even though my moment of solace was brief, it was a sweet one. That’s the quiet power of cookies, formidable little warriors in the baking world. Beyond bringing comfort, cookies are compact powerhouses. Why? Because the cookie is a shapeshifter as much as it is a storyteller. Dress it up or keep it simple. Load it with nuts, mochi, or chocolate chips or strip it back to just its basic, buttery goodness. This very adaptability endears the cookie to the masses, and it’s no wonder that everyone I’ve polled has a favorite cookie  (or two).

			Some people prefer the basics: they’ll immediately say their favorite cookie is the classic chocolate chip. Snickerdoodles have many fans, and I have one for you (here) where five spice powder, not cinnamon, is the star. Personally, the cookies I find hardest to resist are the delicious and chewy Taiwanese Snowflake Crisps, Your Way (here). They’re QQ (or boba-chewy, in texture) and not-too-sweet (the ultimate East Asian compliment!).

			Admittedly, I also love a good ol’ chocolate chip cookie, but it can’t be basic. I’m a chaotic kitchen wizard, after all, someone who thrives on pushing boundaries when developing new recipes (hello, pork floss whipped cream cookie sandwich!). I also love adding unexpected flair to classic recipes. For example, you’ll find non-traditional ingredients and hints of umami in my Fudgy Soy Sauce–Chocolate Chip Cookies (here) and my Bourbon and Fish Sauce Cookies (here), both chocolate chip cookies with savory, Asian twists. 

			You might think that with all these fun recipes and three cookbooks under my belt in just four years, that I’ve been baking my whole life. I wish I could tell you I had a formative “cookie phase” or that growing up I had baked cookies on Sunday mornings with a gentle mother. Or that I had discovered a treasure trove of handwritten cookie recipes in an attic one magical afternoon.

			Well, I never lived in a house with an attic and the truth is, I only started baking in 2017, deep into my thirties when I unearthed a vintage Sunbeam Mixmaster tucked away  in our garage. It was a cherished heirloom from my  阿嫲 (Ah Ma, my paternal grandmother), a mixer that had traveled with me from Montreal to NYC to Seattle. Even then, it wasn’t until 2020 that I baked my very first cookie from scratch. 

			I know this will sound cliché, but baking has not only healed me: it saved me. During the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, I felt so burnt out as a doctor of physical therapy, thirteen years into a career my parents had chosen for me shortly after high school. 

			Then in 2020, I watched my beloved father, once so full of life and energy, take one final sharp exhale, and then he was gone. You always believe you will have more time with the people you love, but that is rarely true. His sudden passing plunged me into a deep depression.

			I mourned, tears running deep, in my kitchen. Some days, I would call Ah Ma, who lived in Montreal, and talk to her about my father, her son. We would commiserate and cry, then take turns telling each other not to cry. 

			“Nothing hurts more than when a white-haired person mourns a black-haired person,” she told me in Cantonese, meaning it’s painful when an older person grieves the death of a younger person. 

			“But Dad also had white hair,” I replied, hoping humor would quell her tears. It did. To lighten the mood, we’d talk about food. Ah Ma used to bake and cook a lot when she was younger, especially back in Hanoi. I told her I was learning to bake on my own, using her mixer, and she encouraged me to keep going at it. And I did. 

			When her Mixmaster eventually tripped the circuits in my kitchen and broke down, I mourned it for a while before replacing it with a KitchenAid. Then with each milk bread, chiffon cake, and cookie I taught myself to bake, I felt myself healing as I stirred my dreams into batter and molded them into dough. I tested recipes, played around with ingredients, and filled notebook after notebook with my own treasure trove of recipes, which I now share with you in 108 Asian Cookies.

			Throughout these pages, I’ve left you pieces of my spirit and parts of my soul. Sprinkled bits of my heart [image: emoji heart]. Some of the cookies here reflect my experience as a third-culture kid, like that pork floss cookie sandwich and my Black Sesame and Brown Butter Rice Krispies Treats (here). Rice Krispies Treats are classic American snacks I enjoyed as a child, and one of the only Western snacks my mother made. ;As an adult, I’ve given them an Asian twist, incorporating miso, black sesame (my mother’s favorite),  and sesame oil.

			Other cookies in the book mesh flavors and stories from across Asia and its diasporas. And some recipes, like Sharon’s Sakura and Strawberry Biscotti (here) and the Ondeh-Ondeh Macarons (here), are by members of Subtle Asian Baking (SAB), the global online group I founded in 2020. SAB began as a small virtual community of passionate bakers. Today it has grown into a vibrant platform for sharing Asian-inspired creations, fostering creativity, celebrating culinary heritage, and fundraising for causes important to our community.

			Like how SAB isn’t just about sharing recipes, this book isn’t just about introducing black sesame, pandan, miso, and ube into the cookie lexicon. Some cookies here are new creations while others are timeless recipes passed down through generations. I must admit, however, that I have only scratched the surface here. It is important to acknowledge that this cookie book is not an exhaustive encyclopedia of all Asian and Asian-inspired cookies. Rather, it is a necessary first step, and I’m glad to have taken this step with a truly dream-come-true project.

			[image: ]
			Subtle Asian Baking members at the 2023 Very Asian Sunday Funday in Bellevue, WA


			I wrote 108 Asian Cookies for two main reasons. First, to address the homogeneity and lack of diversity in baking cookbooks, especially cookie-themed ones. When I pitched this book in 2023, I filled two pages of my proposal with photos of cookie cookbook authors. I kid you not, they were all white. It’s important to uplift and support diverse voices, and while we’ve made incredible strides, there’s still a long way to go. And second, to celebrate and showcase ingredients like furu, star anise, cardamom, yuzu, and butterfly pea flower beyond their mislabeled “exotic” or “alien” tags. Instead, they are warm, familiar, and increasingly accessible. They deserve to be the star ingredients on a diverse culinary stage. Likewise, I deserve to be a star in the food world and it's time for voices like mine to shine.

			In baking cookies, developing new recipes in the kitchen, and pouring my heart into my cookbooks, I’ve found my true calling, a destiny that began to unfold the night I created those Chips Ahoy! and creamy pork floss cookie sandwiches. Cookies had brought me solace and comfort as a child, and as an adult, baking has mended some of the wounds I’ve carried. I’ve also found it gently coaxing out my inner child and nurturing her. 

			I wish the same for you, that whenever you’re in need of a little comfort or healing, you’ll find it in baking. The whisk is your wand, and 108 Asian Cookies your spell book. I am so honored you’ve welcomed us into your precious space. As we bake these sweet (and not-too-sweet) cookies together, I hope you’ll find what you’re looking for: be it solace, to create new memories, to celebrate victories, or just to satiate a craving. We’re here for you. So, let’s get ready to bake something beautiful together.

			[image: ]
			I always wanted to be a writer. I think this was my 20th birthday when my friends bought me The Complete Idiot’s Guide: Getting Published.


			

		

	

			
WHY 108 (一百零八)?

			Dad always loved the number eight and I’ve inherited his fondness for the number. In Cantonese, the term for “eight” (八, pronounced “baat”) is a homonym for the word for “fortune” (發, pronounced “faat”), making it an auspicious number.

			[image: ]

			Whenever Dad balanced his checkbook, he always made small adjustments, transferring money around so he’d always end up with the number eight. The first home he purchased in Brooklyn with my mother? Its address was 2838 West 25th Street. On weekends, Dad would wager on racehorses, and he would always pick the ones that bore the number eight. He played the lottery religiously and would always choose the numbers 8, 18, 28, and so on.

			After Dad passed away in 2020, I got a tattoo. I had the number 8 etched into my left bicep. If you see it, you’ll probably think of the infinity sign, a symbol of my everlasting love for my father. And as a further homage to Dad’s lifelong love for the number eight, this book presents precisely 108 sweet and not-too-sweet cookies split across eight lucky chapters. [image: emoji heart]


				唔係太甜 or “not too sweet,” by the way, is quite the compliment, especially in Cantonese mom- or auntie-speak, especially for sweet treats, including the salty-sweet kinds.





	

			
MSG and Cookies?

			If you’re wondering whether monosodium glutamate (MSG) belongs in cookies, my answer is heck yes. I even have an entire chapter called Umami Unleashed that is dedicated to sweet and savory cookies, many of which use MSG. While MSG is as safe as common pantry staples like salt, sugar, and pepper, society has unfairly demonized and stigmatized it for decades. The root of this? Misinformation, xenophobia, and simply, racism.

			In 1968, The New England Journal of Medicine published a letter titled “Chinese Restaurant Syndrome.” This publication started a chain effect that built mistrust around MSG and Chinese cuisine. The letter speculated that MSG consumption may have caused symptoms like numbness, heart palpitations, and headaches, even though the doctor writing to the journal pointed out that he had also consumed cooking wine and salt. Then a flawed study in 1969 linked these symptoms exclusively to MSG, branding it as a toxin. It wasn’t until 2020 that Merriam-Webster updated its definition of “Chinese restaurant syndrome,” finally labeling it as “offensive” and “outdated.” Despite this change, the enduring misconceptions had already cast a long shadow of stigma over MSG, and subsequently, Chinese and other Asian cuisines for decades.

			MSG’s demonization is emblematic of a broader pattern of discrimination and misunderstanding in food culture, particularly against non-Western or “foreign” cuisines. Non-Western cuisines are frequently left out of the conversation of “healthy” eating or are always seen as “cheap eats,” reflecting a form of systemic racism. In America, it is common to pay $31 for a plate of pasta, but people often balk at an $18 bowl of pho. This inherently implies that Asian cuisine is inferior to Western cuisine. This also mirrors history, like when French colonizers in Vietnam pushed their European cuisine as superior, forcing the Vietnamese, like my grandparents, to learn to cook Western foods. The colonizers saw Vietnamese local dishes as dirty and subpar. 

			The cookbook industry historically compounds this problem. There’s a notable disparity in representation, leading to homogeneity and a society that favors Western cuisines and white authors who often, mostly unintentionally, whitewash, misrepresent, appropriate, or oversimplify non-Western ingredients and cuisines.  You get “bánh mì bowls” made with  Thai ingredients and rice-less, fish-less “sushi.” There’s also a cascading effect on how the wider public perceives and accepts “foreign” foods. An ingredient  like pandan is trivialized as “the vanilla of Asia," downplaying the unique characteristics of a traditional Southeast Asian ingredient while also ignoring the complex, often problematic history of vanilla cultivation involving child slavery. (Few people know the origins of vanilla in America and the ingenuity of an enslaved child named Edmond Albius, who discovered the painstaking way to hand-pollinate and proliferate vanilla flowers.)

			Before I digress further, let’s get back to pandan. Pandan can turn food vibrantly green and it adds a distinct floral and young coconut flavor that’s very different from vanilla. Therefore, pandan is so much more than the “vanilla of Asia.” This minimization of Asian ingredients seems to happen every time an ingredient goes mainstream. 

			Aside from ingredients, even specific dishes such as Taiwanese snowflake crisps are oversimplified and stripped of their cultural context, being labeled merely as “Asian Rice Krispies Treats.”

			These examples illustrate the broader trend of cultural reductionism, homogeneity, and commodification in food publishing and food media. In 2023, I watched, agape, as two well-known white chefs ridiculed fish sauce on a live taping of a television show. I was livid. All this just continues to cast Asian food and ingredients as undesirable or inferior.

			When I confronted one of the chefs, his answer was, “I love fish sauce!” If this were the case, why did he compare fish sauce to “gym socks,” while not making similar comments about the other pungent ingredients, like the Parmesan cheese and balsamic vinegar, on  the table?

			These days, my use of ingredients like fish sauce and MSG goes beyond being a trend or enhancing flavors; it’s about challenging stereotypes, altering perceptions, erasing stigma, and reclaiming a narrative. I hope to dismantle outdated norms and elevate diverse, often overlooked voices and narratives in the culinary world. Through this book, I aim to break free from the conventional norms, one Asian-inspired cookie at a time. And I thank you for being here on this incredible journey with me. [image: emoji heart]



	

			
How to Use This Book

			Whether you are a wizard with the whisk or just started baking cookies from scratch, you’ll find (I hope!) that these recipes are approachable and adaptable, as well as fun and exciting. Of course, some recipes will be more step-packed and time-intensive than others (turn to here for Cute Pineapple Tarts if you’re looking for a challenge). I make note of this so there are no surprises. Each recipe also comes with a difficulty rating, as well as prep and cook times.

			
					—Read the recipe and practice mise en place.
			Before preheating the oven or reaching for the flour, take a moment to read through the entire recipe. By first reading the recipe from start to finish, you will avoid unexpected surprises, like realizing halfway through you’re missing a pan, don’t have enough time to complete the dish, or have run out of brown  sugar. Then, practice what the French call mise en place—getting all your ingredients gathered, measured, sifted, and chopped, and finally readying all your tools. 

		

					—Line your baking pans and sheets.
			To make your life easier, always line your baking pans and sheets with parchment paper (not wax paper). While I prefer parchment paper, reusable silicone mats work just as well.



					—Mix the dry ingredients together first. Same goes for  the wet ingredients.
			Unless otherwise specified, first combine all dry ingredients, including chemical leaveners like baking soda and baking powder, to ensure they’re evenly dispersed. The exception is sugar, which is usually creamed with butter separately. Similarly, mix all wet ingredients together before combining them with the dry mix. This method ensures an even and quick mix for the final batter or dough, resulting in uniformly textured cookies.



					—Be flexible when  it comes to the flavors, ingredients, and tools.
			If you do find yourself missing a particular ingredient, I’ve included variations and substitutions for flexibility. I designed my cookbooks as friendly guides meant to spark your creativity. After you try one of my recipes for the first time, I encourage you to tweak it to make it your own. Since we all have different baking tools and environments (like humidity, altitude, or a hotter oven), your results might vary from mine, and that’s perfectly okay. For this reason, you’ll see I use the word “about” in my recipes.



					—Be precise with  the measurements.
			While each recipe in this book comes with measurements in both cups and grams, using a scale to measure ingredients significantly enhances the accuracy, consistency, and quality of your cookies. A cup of flour can differ in weight depending how you scoop it, or if it’s packed in the measuring cup. In contrast, 100 grams of flour is always 100 grams, regardless of these variables. (Unless, of course, Earth’s gravity suddenly shifts!)



			—Remember that I’m here to help guide you.
			I’ve structured my recipes in clear, easy-to-follow steps, with each stage of the process detailed enough to help even the most novice bakers produce great cookies. With stories, pictures, and tips sprinkled throughout, you are never baking alone.



					—Store the cookies properly.
			You can store most of my cookies in an airtight container at room temperature for 3 to 5 days, and up to a week in the refrigerator. Cookie dough and cookies, when properly covered, can be frozen months to a year. If you freeze baked cookies, thaw them on the counter in their storage container, then enjoy. Or you can warm them in the microwave for 10 seconds or reheat them in the toaster oven for a few minutes.



					—Ready, set, bake!
			Baking with a new cookbook is always a fun journey, filled with fresh discoveries and lots of learning along the way. Not everything will pan out the first time. And that’s okay. Above all, have fun creating, tasting, and sharing these 108 delicious Asian cookies with loved ones!



			



	

			
Tools and Equipment

			Baking sheets (two or three 18 by 13-inch  half-sheets)

			Frying pan  or skillet

			Parchment paper  (not wax paper)

			Bench knife or scraper

			Knife

			Pastry brush

			Candy thermometer or digital thermometer

			Mortar and pestle

			Piping bag and tips

			Chopsticks

			Measuring cups and spoons

			Rolling pin (roller)

			Containers (airtight)  for cookie storage

			Mixing bowls (two or  three different sizes)

			Rubber/silicone spatula (two)

			Cookie cutters and scoopers

			Mooncake molds

			Sifter or sieve

			Cooling racks  (one or two wire racks)

			Offset spatula

			Stand mixer

			Digital scale

			Oven mitt

			Steamer basket

			Food processor or blender

			Whisk

			Wooden spoon
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My Asian Cookie Pantry Essentials

			I still feel like a kid whenever I step into an Asian supermarket. It seems like there’s always something new and trendy from Asia, from ice cream shaped like peaches and mangoes to frozen mochi bread that looks like purple sweet potatoes. Then, there are the staples I recognize from my childhood, like the soy sauce and chicken powder from Lee Kum Kee, Huy Fong’s sriracha, Three Crabs’ fish sauce, Ajinomoto’s MSG, Koda Farm’s mochiko, and Kikkoman’s panko.

			Once only available in large cities like Montreal, New York, and San Francisco, Asian supermarkets and grocery stores have become more widespread in the West. If perusing Asian groceries feels overwhelming, here’s my tip to you: Ask a friendly Asian auntie or uncle for their recommendations. I still do this when I’m struggling to decide between different types or brands of noodles or rice paper. You also can’t go wrong with a little experimentation, so be like a kid in a candy store while in an Asian supermarket. 

			Dry Ingredients and Leavening Agents

			Baker’s ammonia Due to its strong odor, the Chinese call baker’s ammonia “stinky powder” or 臭粉. Most, if not all, of the stench dissipates in a hot oven. Still, only use a scant amount when you bake with baker’s ammonia to make Cantonese-style cookies (like the Chinese Walnut Cookies here and Old-Fashioned Cantonese Shortbread here) extra crispy and flaky, or sung faa (鬆化). You can find baker’s ammonia online.

			Baking powder vs. baking soda: For crispy cookies that spread, use baking soda. For puffier cookies with more volume, use baking powder. I like to use a mix of both in my cookies. Be aware that too much baking soda can leave a bitter, metallic aftertaste.

			Custard powder A light-yellow powder popularly used in many East Asian desserts, this ingredient is shelf stable and adds creamy, eggy flavor.

			Glutinous rice flour Not to be confused with rice flour, this gluten-free flour is made from ground sticky rice (mochigome). When mixed with liquid and cooked, the resulting texture is gummy and glue-like, hence, “glutinous.” Glutinous rice flour is a must for making mochi and desserts with a mochi texture, like mochi brownies. 

			Panko Crispy, crustless milk bread breadcrumbs from Japan, panko can be mixed into cookie batter or used as a topping to add crunchiness. Kikkoman produces a gluten-free version.

			Rice flour Made from finely ground long- or medium-grain rice, rice flour can be used as a gluten-free substitute for wheat flour. While you can use rice flour as a thickener, you will never achieve the mochi consistency or texture you get with glutinous rice flour.

			Sago A gluten-free starch made from the spongy pith of palm stems, sago is usually found as a powder, pearl, or flour.

			Tapioca flour (or starch) Commonly used to make boba and other chewy goodies, tapioca flour is gluten-free and made from cassava root. It can be somewhat tricky to work with: when you add too much liquid it can become a Newtonian fluid, or something that looks like it came out of a horror movie (like The Blob).

			Fats

			Butter Throughout this book, we’ll use unsalted butter unless otherwise indicated. I prefer baking with high-fat European-style butter, like Plugrà.

			Lard Commonly used before butter became accessible, it makes baked goods tender and flaky. You should be able to buy rendered lard in the supermarket or from local butchers. 

			Margarine Usually made from plant or vegetable fats, margarine is commonly used in Asian baking, especially as a spread or filling for desserts.

			Neutral cooking oils These include canola, vegetable, corn, and safflower oils. Unlike sesame oil and extra-virgin olive oil, neutral oils impart little to no flavor.
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Fruits, Vegetables, and Herbs

			Calamansi Green when young and orange when ripe, calamansi has notes of mandarin orange and lime and subtly bitter undertones. 

			Curry leaves Native to India, curry leaves are aromatic, citrusy, and a little spicy with notes of star anise. I love frying curry leaves or drying them to add to snacks and savory bakes, like my Salted-Egg-Yolk Cornflake Haystacks (here). 

			Durian My favorite fruit, period. From Southeast Asia, durian is fragrant, creamy, and rich, like nature’s ice cream. If you can get past the aroma, you’ll be a forever fan, like me.

			Haw flakes I ate these as a child. They’re thin, disc-shaped candies made from sweet and tangy hawthorn berries. You can find them in many Chinese supermarkets, especially during Lunar New Year time, as they are popularly given to children during the holidays. 

			Lychee Native to China, this juicy, fleshy fruit (with a large seed in the middle) tastes a little like grapes, pears, and rose. In the US, Hawaiian farmers are the predominant growers of lychee.

			Pandan A fragrant and aromatic leaf found in Southeast Asia, pandan imparts sweet, young coconut, and vanilla notes. You can usually find leaves in the frozen aisle or look for extracts in an Asian supermarket.

			Sakura Japanese for cherry blossom, sakura is the pink flower of cherry trees, commonly used in making desserts and drinks in Japan. You can find sakura online in powder, pickled (petals and stem), or dried petal forms. 

			Taro A little nutty, with earthy and chestnut notes, taro, a starchy root vegetable, becomes lightly purple and gray when cooked and is delicious when made into lattes, cookies, fillings, and frostings.

			Thai basil Native to Southeast Asia and with reddish-purplish stems and dark green leaves, Thai basil has peppery-tasting notes of anise and licorice. It retains more flavor than Italian basil after cooking and baking. Thai basil really shines in my Chocolate Sandwich Cookies with Thai Basil (here).

			Ube The heirloom produce of the Philippines, ube is a purple yam that has subtle vanilla and nutty notes. Fresh ube is hard to find, even in the Philippines, and you’ll probably only be able to access ube in extract, powder, frozen, or halaya (jam) forms in the West. Note that ube extract has food coloring that will turn your treats a vibrant, striking purple. You can find ube halaya in Asian supermarkets or online. My cookbook Modern Asian Baking at Home has a great ube halaya recipe. 

			Yuzu Floral and aromatic, this citrus fruit blends lemon, tangerine, and grapefruit notes and is common in Japanese cuisine. You won’t find fresh yuzu in American supermarkets due to import laws, but you can find yuzu extract and juice to incorporate into your baking and cooking.

			Nuts and Seeds

			Black sesame paste A strikingly black, rich, velvety spread usually made from ground black sesame seeds, sugar, and sometimes a touch of oil. 

			Nuts I like to use a mix of nuts such as cashews, peanuts, walnuts, almonds, pecans, and pistachios to make my cookies. Feel free to use your favorite nuts.

			Sesame seeds Packed with nutty flavor, these crunchy seeds come in white or black. Toast or dry-roast them for more flavor. 

			Tahini A staple in Middle Eastern and Asian cuisines, tahini is a creamy, rich, nutty paste made from ground white sesame seeds.

			Savory Seasonings

			Chicken powder (or bouillion): Made from dehydrated chicken stock, salt, and other flavor enhancers like MSG, this seasoning has been a staple in my household for decades. The vegan alternative is mushroom powder.

			Doenjang This Korean fermented soybean paste is brackish and chunky, and like miso, can be used as an umami booster in cookies and desserts.

			Fish sauce After using fish sauce to make glaze and caramels, I’m a strong believer that this umami bomb belongs as much in desserts as it does in pho broth and dipping sauces. Quite pungent, it’s made from fermenting fish or krill with salt.

			Furikake A Japanese seasoning blend that reminds me of crunchy sweet and salty sprinkles, furikake tastes amazing as a dessert mix-in or topping. Some blends are vegan, while others may include salmon and bonito flakes. Try a sprinkle over popcorn, or swap out sea salt flakes with furikake when garnishing cookies.

			Furu (fermented bean curd): Salty, subtly sweet, pungent, and soft, furu is fermented bean curd. Growing up in Hong Kong, my mother had no access to cheese, so she would pretend furu was the cheese she so yearned to eat. I love using it in my marinades and stir-fry sauces, and now as the salt component in my desserts. If you find red furu, it’s actually nam yu, and the redness is due to red yeast rice added during the fermentation process.

			Hoisin sauce Fragrant, sweet, and umami-laden, hoisin sauce can bring flavor and balance to very sweet glazes or frosting. 

			Miso A smooth, fermented soybean paste from Japan, miso adds a pleasant salinity. If you’re gluten sensitive, look at the labels because not all store-bought miso is gluten-free. 

			Monosodium glutamate (MSG): A naturally occurring food additive, a dash of MSG can bring out salty and umami notes in your savory-sweet desserts.

			Salted duck egg yolks Savory and full of umami, salted duck egg yolks can be grated over cookies, incorporated into fillings, and used as fillings themselves. You can find whole salted duck eggs and ones packed in salted charcoal, but I usually only buy the vacuum-pack sealed precooked salted duck yolks.

			Soy sauce Some soy sauces, like kecap manis from Indonesia, are sweeter than others. For the recipes in this book, use the all-purpose or light soy sauce you normally use to cook with or to make dumpling dipping sauces, like a bottle of Kikkoman or Lee Kum Kee. You can also swap soy sauce one-to-one with tamari.
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			Spicy Seasonings and Condiments

			Chili crisp (aka chili crunch): A versatile spicy condiment made from hot oil, spices, aromatics, chilis, and crispy shallots (or garlic or onion), chili crisp tastes amazing when drizzled over ice cream, mixed with chocolate, or incorporated into desserts. 

			Doubanjiang Spicy, umami-rich, and salty, this paste made from fermented broad beans, chilis, and soybeans is a Sichuan staple and commonly used to make mapo tofu. 

			Gochugaru Korean red pepper flakes that also come in powdered form, gochugaru adds a vibrant redness, gentle heat, and subtle sweetness, making them perfect for dusting over or incorporating into cookies and other baked goods. You can also dust spicy desserts with gochugaru, like I do with my recipe for Chocolate Mochi Bars with Sambal Oelek (195). 

			Gochujang A Korean fermented chili paste, gochujang has notes of sweetness and caramel, along with potent heat and umami. Gochujang adds rich depth to desserts, especially chocolate ones.

			Laksa paste You can find jars of laksa paste, a concentrated blend of shrimp paste, garlic, lemongrass, turmeric, and other spices in Asian supermarkets. 

			Sambal oelek The Vietnamese lady in me says you can never have enough spicy condiments at home, and you should definitely not skip stocking up on sambal oelek, a flavorful raw Indonesian chili paste made from crushed chili peppers, salt, and vinegar. A little goes a long way in cookies and desserts.

			Sriracha A bright red chili sauce from Thailand, sriracha has complex flavors, making it the perfect condiment to mix with chocolate or add to cookie dough, frosting, or even whipped cream to add heat.

			Thai chili sauce Garlicky, tangy, packing a little heat, and predominantly sweet, Thai chili sauce is a popular Southeast Asian dipping sauce. Try using it as a glaze or to add heat to icing or frosting.

			Wasabi You’re probably thinking about sushi now. A paste made from grated Japanese horseradish, wasabi doesn’t numb the tongue or taste like hot sauce; instead, it clears the sinuses with a shocking sensation that goes away as quickly as it comes. 

			Spices

			Cardamom This aromatic Indian spice has notes of mint and citrus. It adds an unforgettable depth and warmth to desserts. We’ll mostly be using ground cardamom versus the whole green or black pods.

			Five spice A spice blend usually made of ground star anise, cloves, cinnamon, fennel seeds, and a fifth spice, like Sichuan peppercorns, five spice originated in China and represents the five fundamental flavors: sweet, bitter, sour, salty, and savory. The aromatic blend adds a warm, complex, and distinctive flavor to baked goods.

			Garam masala A blend of ground spices used in Indian cuisine, garam masala typically includes cinnamon, cardamom, cloves, cumin, and coriander.

			Vietnamese cinnamon Bold, sweet-spicy, and warm, Vietnamese cinnamon is a cassia cinnamon and is stronger than Ceylon cinnamon, which is sweeter and brighter.

			
Sweeteners

			Gula aren (palm sugar) Made from palm tree sap, this sweetener is an essential ingredient in many dishes and desserts across Southeast Asia.

			Sweetened condensed milk: Usually made from cooking down milk or coconut milk with sugar, this thick sweetener is creamy and rich. For the recipes in this book, you can use the vegan and dairy versions interchangeably.

			Tea Powders

			Hojicha A roasted green tea from Japan, hojicha is toasty with light caramel notes, lending warmth and depth to lattes and baked goods. It is one of my favorite teas, after Earl Grey.

			Matcha The Japanese grind dried young green tea leaves into a fine vibrant green powder that is rich, nutty, and earthy in flavor. You can use matcha to make cookies, frosting, cakes, and glazes. Honestly, there are few desserts that matcha can’t be a part of.

			Milk tea powder Boba tea made milk tea powder popular across East Asia and Asian diasporas. Usually, the powder comes sweetened and can be mixed with hot water or milk to make instant milk tea.

			Thai tea Made from a blend of black tea and star anise, Thai tea is warmly spiced and rich. You can find Thai tea mixes in Asian grocery stores or online, and order iced Thai tea in many Asian restaurants and cafes. 



	

			
Recipe Notes

			Unless otherwise specified:

			All eggs are large  (about 2 ounces,  or 50 grams, each).

			Always sift your dry ingredients, such as flour, confectioners’ sugar, and larger amounts of cornstarch, milk powder, or cocoa powder, before using.

			All dairy milk, cream cheese, Greek yogurt,  and crème fraîche are whole or full fat.

			Instead of vanilla extract, I use Japanese whisky, bourbon, or rum. If you can’t use alcohol, or don’t like the flavor, it is okay to omit it.

			All butter is unsalted (unless otherwise noted). I prefer European-style butters with 82% butterfat.

			Leave your butter out on the counter for 20 to  30 minutes before creaming it. This way, it will come  to room temperature and soften to the right consistency for creaming. If your kitchen runs warm, the butter will soften quicker.

			All salt, other than sea salt flakes, is non-iodized kosher or table salt  (e.g., Morton).

			For consistency and accuracy, all ingredients in the recipes, including liquids, are measured in grams using a digital scale. I recommend following the weight measurements, as they are more precise than their approximate volumetric conversions. When no quantity  is specified, quantities are flexible and discretionary to your taste.

			All food coloring is gel.

			For perfectly round cookies, immediately after baking, place a round cookie cutter or biscuit cutter slightly larger than the cookie over it and gently move it in circular motions to shape the edges while the cookie is still warm.

			When I bake and cook,  I mainly use red miso. For baking, white is okay too. If you don’t have miso, swap it out with a pinch of kosher salt instead.

			→ ADDITIONALLY . . .  A Note About Chinese Characters

			Because I am Chinese and fluent in Cantonese, I’ve included Chinese characters in the titles of the Chinese dishes I grew up eating, but I didn’t do the same for the Korean and Japanese recipes, as I don’t have the same personal cultural or linguistic connection to those cuisines.
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Cookie Box Essentials

			Essential and everyday cookie recipes, perfect for a cookie box worth gifting.

			
					Cowboy Cookies, But Asian

					Best Chocolate Chip Cookies Ever

					Butter Flower Cookies

					Simple Shortbread with Miso

					Matcha, Macadamia Nut, and White Chocolate Monsters

					Ube Linzer Cookies

					Cheesecake Cookies with Black Sesame

					Kat’s Favorite Cookie: Taiwanese Snowflake Crisps, Your Way

					Lace Cookies with Miso Caramel and Sesame

					Cheat Code Chinese Peanut Cookies

					Chocolate Sandwich Cookies with Thai Basil

					Lychee Frosted Sugar Cookies

					Snicker­doodles with Five Spice

					Amaretti Cookies with Pandan and Pistachios

					Oatmeal Cookies with White Mulberries

			

			
			When I dreamed up this chapter, I imagined a cookie box filled with some of the best cookies the world has to offer, all with Asian twists and spins, some subtle and others bold. For example, you’ll use ube halaya, a Filipino jam and staple, to make Ube Linzer Cookies (here). You’ll add Thai basil, a popular Southeast Asian herb usually added to pho or other noodle soups, to Chocolate Sandwich Cookies (here) to give them a different kind of minty spin.

			Each cookie here is familiar, yet surprising. You’ll find crunchy white mulberries, which are native to China, in my Oatmeal Cookies (here). Five spice powder is the star of my Snickerdoodles (here). As you explore these recipes, you’ll discover how miso is a key ingredient in many of my cookies, replacing salt to add balance and temper sweetness.

			The cookies in this chapter are also not too complicated to make. While baking is a science, it’s meant to be fun and as stress-free as possible. Make one or two of the recipes when you have a craving or explore a few to build a cookie box. My goal here is that when you do build that box, the person you gift the cookies to will greet it with eyes full of wonder. Everyone will have warm and fuzzy feelings. Oh, and you might not hear it, but their inner child will be squealing with delight.

			



			
Cowboy Cookies, But Asian



			
			Makes

			about 21 large cookies

			Prep Time

			15 minutes

			Inactive Time

			At least 1 hour

			Cook Time

			16 to 17 minutes

			Difficulty

			★★★★★ (It’s a relatively forgiving cookie.)

			

			Think of a cowboy. He’s probably wearing a wide-brimmed hat, jeans, and boots, walking into a saloon and asking for a whiskey with a drawl. But no matter what you pictured him wearing or doing, you probably didn’t envision him as an Asian dude. For much of my childhood, I didn’t either. Leafing through American history textbooks at school, I never saw vivid portrayals of the diverse cultures that shaped the Old West. But I later learned that Asians, including Chinese migrants and laborers, were instrumental in building the Transcontinental Railroad. There were, in fact, Asian cowboys. Even today, you can find Asian American cowboys in the Midwest.

			I dedicate these cookies to the unsung heroes who played a key role in the United States’ westward expansion. According to legend, cowboy cookies sustained the cowboys of the Old West. To give the oat- and pecan-packed treats an Asian spin, I include aromatic cardamom and ground ginger to add fragrant depth. Miso replaces salt, bringing subtle umami. The choice of walnuts, a major Chinese export, is a departure from the traditional pecans. I like to imagine these big and chewy cookies might have comforted the forgotten migrants and laborers. This recipe is my small way of celebrating Chinese railroad workers and Asian cowboys. (Pictured here.)

			
					1 cup (120 g) all-purpose flour

					1 teaspoon baking powder

					1 teaspoon baking soda

					1 teaspoon ground cardamom

					1 teaspoon ground ginger (optional)

					½ cup | 1 stick (113 g) unsalted butter, softened

					½ cup (100 g) granulated sugar

					½ cup (110 g) packed brown sugar

					1 tablespoon red miso

					1 large egg

					1 cup (170 g) semisweet or dark chocolate chips

					1 cup (about 100 g) broken Pocky sticks

					⅔ cup (75 g) toasted walnuts, chopped

					⅔ cup (50 to 55 g) sweetened or unsweetened coconut flakes

					Sea salt flakes, for topping

			

			
					Whisk the flour, baking powder, baking soda, cardamom, and ground ginger, if using, together in a medium bowl. Set aside.

					Using a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment (or in a large bowl with a hand mixer, whisk, or spatula), cream the butter, sugars, and miso together until light and fluffy. Scrape down the sides and bottom of the bowl. Add the egg and mix until well incorporated. Add the flour mixture and mix on low speed just until a cookie dough forms. Fold in the chocolate chips, broken Pocky sticks, walnuts, and coconut flakes. Cover the dough with plastic wrap and refrigerate for at least 1 hour, or overnight.

					
About 25 minutes before baking, adjust two racks to the upper- and lower-middle positions of the oven. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Line two baking sheets with parchment paper.

					Scoop about 3 tablespoons (or up to ¼ cup) of dough per cookie and shape roughly into a ball, making about 21 balls. Place on the prepared baking sheet, spacing at least 2 inches apart.

					Bake all the cookies, switching the sheets between the top to bottom racks and rotating front to back once halfway through, until the cookie edges begin to brown, 16 to 17 minutes.

					Let the cookies set for 5 minutes on the baking sheet, then transfer to a wire rack to cool completely. Finish with a sprinkle of sea salt flakes.

			

		
				Cookie Tip

			Dry-roast or toast the walnuts first in a frying pan for more flavor.

			Variation

			Instead of the crushed Pocky sticks, use 1 cup crushed hard pretzels or old-fashioned rolled oats.

			Storage

			Store the cookies in an airtight container at room temperature for up to 3 days.
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Best Chocolate Chip Cookies Ever


		
	Makes 

			about 24 cookies

			Prep Time

			15 minutes

			Inactive Time

			30 minutes

			Cook Time

			10 to 12 minutes

			Difficulty

			★★★★★ (The hardest part is putting these down!)

		

			My son, Philip, has declared these to be my best cookies ever. They’re his absolute favorite. During one taste test, he channeled his inner food critic mid-bite and said, “You need to put this recipe in your cookbook so other people can try it, Mom.” Philip didn’t have to tell me twice. It is, after all, unthinkable to write a whole cookie book without a standout chocolate chip cookie recipe.

			While I dedicate this recipe to my son, these cookies are an homage to members of the Asian diasporas who, like me, grew up on the rich, malty goodness of Milo or Ovaltine. During the wintertime, my mom always ordered those hot drinks for me. I wanted to maintain this tradition with Philip, but even when it’s cold, he only wants boba tea! So, these cookies are my way of sneaking the flavors of my childhood into his favorite treat.

			Thus, these really are my best chocolate chip cookies ever, not just because my son loves them, but also because they have everything I adore in one bite. The middles are melty. There’s umami from miso and a subtle tang from vinegar that slices through all the sweetness. You’ll find these rich, layered cookies not only live up to my child’s high praise but can delight almost every palate. 

	
			1 cup (120 g) all-purpose flour

			¼ cup (35 g) Milo or Ovaltine chocolate malt mix

			½ teaspoon cream of tartar

			½ teaspoon baking powder

			¼ teaspoon baking soda

			6 tablespoons (85 g) unsalted butter, softened

			⅓ cup (71 g) packed dark brown sugar

			⅓ cup plus 1 tablespoon (76 g) granulated sugar

			1 tablespoon molasses or honey

			1½ teaspoons red miso

			1 large egg

			1 ½ cups (255 g) semisweet chocolate chips

			Sea salt flakes (optional)

	

		
					Line two baking sheets with parchment paper.

					Whisk the flour, Milo or Ovaltine, cream of tartar, baking powder, and baking soda together in a medium bowl. Set aside.

					Using a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment (or in a large bowl with a hand mixer, whisk, or spatula), cream the butter, sugars, molasses or honey, and miso together until light and fluffy. Scrape down the sides and bottom of the bowl. Add the egg and mix until well incorporated. Add the flour mixture and mix on low speed just until a cookie dough forms. Fold in the chocolate chips.

					
Transfer the dough by the tablespoonful onto the prepared baking sheets, spacing them about 3 inches apart, and making about 24 cookies. These cookies like to spread, so chill in the refrigerator for 30 minutes.

					While the dough is chilling, adjust two racks to the upper- and lower-middle positions of the oven. Preheat the oven to 375°F.

					Bake all the cookies, switching the sheets between the top to bottom racks and rotating front to back once halfway through, until the edges are golden brown, 10 to 12 minutes.

					Allow the cookies to set on the baking sheet for about 5 minutes, then transfer to a wire rack: You can let them cool completely, although these cookies are best when warm and the insides are gooey.

			

	
		Cookie Tip

			Do not overbake these cookies; they set quickly once out of the oven.

			Substitutions

			Swap out the Milo or Ovaltine for cocoa powder or Horlicks (a malted milk powder) one-to-one.

			Storage

			Store the cookies in an airtight container for up to 2 days. 
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Butter Flower Cookies


			
			Makes

			18 to 24 cookies, depending on how big you pipe them.

			Prep Time

			20 minutes

			Inactive Time

			About 30 minutes

			Cook Time

			About 25 minutes

			Difficulty

			★★★[image: ][image: ]★ (The hardest part is piping the cookies.)

			

					Established in 2005, Jenny Bakery quickly became an iconic Hong Kong landmark, known for its ridiculously long queues, famously terrible customer service (that’s the Cantonese way!), and delicious, worth-the-wait cookies—especially Butter Flower Cookies. These cookies have not only captivated locals and tourists alike, but have even fueled bootleg Jenny Bakery shops, cookie hawking, and a cookie “black market” across Hong Kong and Shenzhen.

			Whenever friends or family visit Hong Kong, they never fail to return with a cartoon-bear-adorned tin of Butter Flower Cookies from Jenny Bakery. My mom, who is from Hong Kong, treasures these cookies, which inspired me to re-create their acclaimed, buttery, melt-in-your-mouth magic. (I may be in my 40s, but I still live to please my mother!) Jenny Bakery offers three flavors: original, coffee, and chocolate. Here, I’ve added personal flair by infusing the dough with freeze-dried strawberry powder for a subtle pink blush color (my favorite). 

			Tuck these in an elegant cookie jar or tin that reflects the spirit of Jenny Bakery’s revered originals, perfect for gifting to loved ones. Or, of course, you could also always keep them for yourself.

			
					1 cup (120 g) cake flour

					About ½ cup (65 g) bread flour

					About ½ cup (65 g) cornstarch

					½ teaspoon baking soda

					½ teaspoon baking powder

					2 tablespoons freeze-dried strawberry powder (optional)

					About ⅔ cup | 1 ⅓ sticks (150 g) unsalted butter, softened

					About ¼ cup (50 g) lard

					½ cup (57 g) confectioners’ sugar

					3 tablespoons (45 g) heavy cream

					1 teaspoon miso (red or white)

			

			
					Line two baking sheets with parchment paper.

					Whisk the cake flour, bread flour, cornstarch, baking soda, baking powder, and strawberry powder, if using, together in a medium bowl. Set aside.

					Using a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment (or in a large bowl with a hand mixer, whisk, or spatula), cream the butter, lard, sugar, cream, and miso together until smooth and well incorporated. Scrape down the sides of the bowl as needed. Add the flour mixture and mix on low speed until a smooth dough forms.

					
Transfer the dough to a lightly floured work surface and knead with your warm hands until pliable and smooth. This step helps soften the dough, making it easier to pipe later. Divide the dough into two equal portions.

					Fit a piping bag with a ½-inch Ateco or Wilton closed star tip and fill with half of the dough.

					Hold the bag vertically about 2 inches above one baking sheet and pipe the dough into 1 ½-inch wide and tall cookies, using a wavy motion for height. If the dough is too stiff to pipe, warm it in your hands—or use a cookie press for easier handling. Repeat with the remaining dough, spacing the cookies an inch apart on the sheets. Chill in the freezer, uncovered, for at least 30 minutes.

					About 25 minutes before baking, adjust two racks to the upper- and lower-middle positions of the oven. Preheat the oven to 300°F.

					Bake all the cookies, switching the sheets between the top and bottom racks and rotating front to back once halfway through, until the bottoms and the edges of the cookies turn golden brown, about 25 minutes. Remove from the oven (and note, it’s natural for the cookies to spread and deflate). Allow the cookies to set on the baking sheets for 5 minutes, then cool completely on a wire rack.

			

	
		Cookie Tip

			If you can’t find strawberry powder, pulse about a cup of freeze-dried strawberries in a food processor until a fine, dusty powder forms. You can also use a mortar and pestle. Store any extra powder you have in an airtight container as long as it remains dry or for up to one week.

			Variations and Substitutions

			For the strawberry powder, you can swap in matcha, black sesame powder, or cocoa powder for different flavors. If you don’t have lard handy, substitute an additional 4 tablespoons (50g) unsalted butter.

			Storage

			Store the cookies in an airtight container at room temperature for up to 3 days.
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Simple Shortbread with Miso


	
		Makes

			about 32 cookies

			Prep Time

			10 minutes

			Inactive Time

			About 30 minutes

			Cook Time

			30 to 35 minutes

			Difficulty

			★★★★★ (A good beginner cookie to try.)

	

			To me, shortbread is the ideal cookie canvas. It’s beautifully simple in composition, and all you need to start are three foundational ingredients: fat, sugar, and flour. Some people will subsequently add salt and eggs (or at least the yolks), but let’s just Keep It Simple, Silly (KISS). As a novice physical therapist, I remember one of my managers telling me to KISS whenever I explain new exercises to my patients. Keeping things simple these days translates to what I do in my kitchen. For this simple shortbread, however, miso replaces the salt for a subtly Asian twist on the classic cookie. Miso’s umami also serves to balance the shortbread’s sweetness. For a pop of color and added texture, let’s toss in chopped pistachios, which resemble little jade fragments.

			 Once you’ve mastered the basic shortbread, you can make almost any variation. Introducing mix-ins can diversify the flavor, texture, and appearance of your shortbread cookies. Honestly, I could make 107 other cookies using this base recipe and call it a day, but Vivian, my editor, would have a heart attack, LOL.

			
					1 cup (226 g) unsalted butter or ¾ cup (about 170 g) vegan butter

					⅔ cup (135 g) granulated sugar

					1 tablespoon miso (red or white)

					2 cups (240 g) all-purpose flour

					1 tablespoon yuzu or calamansi juice (optional, to add subtle citrus flavor)

					½ cup (60 g) roasted, unsalted pistachios (or any other nuts of your choice), chopped or pulsed (optional)

					Granulated or turbinado sugar for sprinkling (optional)

			

			
					Using a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment (or in a large bowl with a hand mixer, whisk, or spatula), cream the butter, sugar, and miso together until light and fluffy, about 2 minutes. Scrape down the sides and bottom of the bowl.

					Add the flour and yuzu or calamansi juice (if using). Mix on low speed just until the mixture starts to form large crumbs and clumps. If you like, fold in the chopped pistachios or other nuts.

					
For cookie rounds, divide the dough into two equal portions and shape each into a log about 8 inches long and 1½ inches in diameter. Use your hands to more firmly press the dough into log shape if it's too crumbly.

					Cover the dough with plastic wrap and refrigerate for at least 30 minutes.

					
 About 20 minutes before baking, adjust a rack to the middle position and preheat the oven to 300°F.
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