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DEDICATION


THIS BOOK IS dedicated to Má Mười, my loving aunt, who just happens to be an exceptional cook. Má Mười literally translates to “Aunt #10” in Vietnamese; she is the youngest sister of nine siblings. Her story is the stuff of the American dream. Má Mười came to the United States with almost nothing, but she somehow managed to get an excellent education and then went on to run a successful Vietnamese restaurant in San Jose, all while taking care of her husband and son.


Before opening her own restaurant, she traveled for months all over Asia, working as a sous-chef in the best restaurants, picking up many culinary secrets in order to make hers a success. She’s a virtual encyclopedia of Vietnamese cuisine, and I’ve learned so much about my roots and culture, and Vietnamese cooking from her. When I was newly married, Má Mười pulled me aside and said “vợ phải nấu ăn cho chồng mới là hạnh phúc,” which approximately translates to “the best way to a man’s heart (it roughly translates ‘to achieve a blissful marriage’) is through his stomach.” If you’ve read my cookbooks or visited my website with any frequency, you’ll know I took her suggestion to heart.


Thank you for everything, Má Mười. I hope this book makes you proud!









INTRODUCTION


IMAGINE YOU’RE STANDING in the middle of a bakery. The intoxicating aromas of freshly baked baguettes and warm, flaky croissants fill the air. This scene could describe just about any Parisian boulangerie or its copycats across the world. But if you were to look a little closer, in this particular bakery you would also find spring rolls and eggrolls, Asian pearl drinks, and sandwiches filled with the most interesting ingredients.


That’s the beauty of bánh mì shops. The French influence is undeniable, but at the same time these shops are distinct experiences unto themselves. Put another way, a bánh mì shop makes the foreign familiar and the exotic accessible. Bánh mì literally translates to “bread,” so in addition to the French baguette, expect to find croissants, waffles, puff pastries, and other carbohydrate-rich delights. And like traditional boulangeries, bánh mì shops carry breakfast items, pastries, and drinks in addition to the wide selection of sandwiches. If you’ve always wanted to try Vietnamese food but felt too intimidated, a bánh mì sandwich filled with Vietnamese meatballs or chicken salad with pickled mango is a great place to start. Traditional Vietnamese cuisine places tremendous emphasis on a balance of colors, textures, and flavors. Dishes should appeal to all five senses, which means presentation carries quite a bit of weight. These sensibilities extend even to the less traditional bánh mì sandwiches. The bright tones of cilantro and thin strips of pickled carrots and daikon contrast with the earthy hues of the savory meats and bread. Condiments are not an afterthought in bánh mì sandwiches; rather, they play an integral role in creating the desired harmony. As you read through the book, you’ll learn how to prepare a number of colorful, flavorful, and exotic condiments to pair with any number of savory meat and seafood recipes.


If you are lucky enough to live near a bánh mì shop, this book will take you on a tour of many of the culinary delights you can expect to find. And if you don’t, you’ll have all the tools and expertise you need to make a Vietnamese shredded pork–style sandwich, spring rolls, and an avocado smoothie for yourself. You’ll even learn how to make a bubble milk tea for dessert. Now doesn’t that sound a lot better than a turkey sub and diet soda from your neighborhood sandwich shop?







CHAPTER 1

BREAKFAST AND BRUNCH




Meat is an integral part of Vietnamese breakfast foods. Even if you prefer carbohydrates to protein for your morning meal, there are still some delectable treats for you to enjoy. Sesame Beignets (Bánh Tiêu) are very satisfying, out-of-the-ordinary pastries, and Coconut Waffles (Bánh Kẹp Lá Dứa) combine a traditional flavor of Vietnam (pandan) with a breakfast favorite. Deep-Fried Bread Sticks (Bánh Giò Cháo Quảy) are the perfect partner to a rich cup of Vietnamese Coffee (Cà Phê Sữa; see Chapter 7). For the bacon-and-eggs crowd, you’ll find a meat-filled croissant and puff pastry pie, made popular because of the French influence on Vietnam. In this chapter, there’s a breakfast treat for every taste.





CROISSANTS

Bánh Sừng Bò

YIELDS 25 CROISSANTS




What better way to start your discovery of a typical bánh mì shop than with the most envied pastry the French brought to Vietnam? Bánh croissants (also known as bánh sừng bò) are a little labor-intensive, but your effort will be worth it. The tricky part is folding the pastry dough to incorporate the layers of pure butter.





For the dough

3⁄4 cup water

1⁄3 cup granulated sugar

13⁄4 tablespoons active dry yeast

41⁄8 cups all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon vegetable oil

11⁄2 teaspoons salt

1⁄4 –2⁄3 cup milk or water

2 tablespoons flour, for rolling dough

18 tablespoons unsalted butter

For the egg wash

1 egg

2 tablespoons milk

THE NIGHT BEFORE:


	
 For the leavening agent: Warm 3⁄4 cup water to between 105°F–120°F. Combine 1 tablespoon sugar, the active dry yeast, and the warm water. Once the sugar is dissolved, add 1⁄4 cup flour. Mix to form a dough. Cover with a damp towel, place the bowl in a warm spot, and let rest 15 minutes.

	
 Making the dough: Lightly oil the bowl of a stand mixer with a silicone brush. In a mixing bowl, combine the formed dough, the remaining all-purpose flour, the rest of the sugar, the salt, and 1⁄4 –2⁄3 cup milk (or water). Knead the dough at slow speed for 5 minutes until it becomes smooth. If it’s too dry, add 1–4 tablespoons more milk. Score the top of the dough with a criss-cross incision. Cover with a towel, place the bowl in a warm spot, and let the yeast do its magic. You’ll have a nice airy dough in about 90 minutes. Punch down the air bubbles in the dough. Seal it with plastic wrap and chill in the refrigerator for 30 minutes. Sprinkle a flat surface (a marble surface is preferred, so the dough remains cold) with 1 tablespoon flour. Dimple the dough with your fingers to shape it, then roll out the dough to about 1⁄4" thickness and flatten it into 2 (8" × 8") squares with a rolling pin. Cover with plastic wrap and let rest in a warm spot overnight.



THE NEXT DAY:


	
 Preparing the butter: Place the block of butter between 2 sheets of parchment paper or plastic wrap and roll the butter to flatten it into 2 (8" × 8") squares. Place the butter in the refrigerator for about 20–30 minutes. If you don’t have time, place in the freezer for 10 minutes.

	
 Incorporating the butter: Sprinkle a flat surface (preferably marble, so the dough remains cold during the folding process) with 1 tablespoon flour. Dimple the dough with your fingers again to shape the dough, place them side by side, then roll and flatten them together to make one big (16" × 8") rectangle with a rolling pin. Place the squares of butter on top of each other onto the center of the dough (the width of the butter rectangle should be the same as the dough rectangle). Fold the right side of the dough over the butter, then the left side toward the straight opposite edge of the dough. Seal the dough so the butter is totally enveloped. Make sure the folded edge is placed on your right hand side. Roll the dough again lengthwise into a long rectangle (about 16" × 8"). Repeat the same folding procedure (make sure the folded edge is placed on your right hand side), then chill in the refrigerator for 30 minutes. Place the dough vertically in front of you, roll it again into a long rectangle, and fold again. Place in the refrigerator for another 30 minutes. Roll the dough again into a long rectangle, and fold in half. Place in the refrigerator for another 30 minutes. Roll the dough again and chill in the refrigerator again. Divide the dough in half lengthwise and chill in the refrigerator.

	
 Forming the croissants: Cut the rectangle into triangles; the base of each triangle should be 4" and the height 8". (You should have 25 triangles total.) Make a small 1⁄4" incision at the middle of the base of each triangle. Using the dough remnants, form 25 small balls of dough and set them aside. Place a little reserved piece of dough where each incision was made, then using both hands, start from the base of the triangle and gently roll and pull the dough until you reach the point of the triangle. Transfer to a baking pan lined with parchment paper, point side up. Gently pinch and flatten the ends, and push them close to each other, forming a crescent.

	
 For the egg wash: Using a fork, beat the egg with 2 tablespoons milk. Lightly brush the egg wash over the croissants. Make sure to coat only the top and not the borders or the dough won’t rise. Let sit at room temperature for 2 hours until the dough has expanded, then brush with the egg wash one more time. At this point, you can either freeze them for further use or bake them immediately.

	
 To bake: Preheat the oven to 170°F. Fifteen minutes prior to baking, place a large bowl filled with 1 cup chilled water (for a higher humidity rate) in the center of the oven. Remove the bowl, increase the temperature to 375°F, and bake the croissants for 5 minutes. Turn the oven down to 350°F and bake for 10–15 minutes more, or until golden brown.




[image: ]

CROISSANTS: Bánh Sừng Bò



SESAME BEIGNETS

Bánh Tiêu

YIELDS 14 BEIGNETS




Bánh Tiêu is a hollow pastry made of sweet dough dotted with sesame seeds. The secrets for achieving good results are to use bread flour because of its higher level of gluten, which makes it bake better, and to add sugar so it doubles the volume while leavening the dough.





3⁄4 cup water

1 teaspoon active dry yeast

1⁄3 cup granulated sugar, to taste

1⁄2 teaspoon baking ammonia (or baking powder)

21⁄2 cups bread flour

1⁄2 teaspoon salt

1⁄4 teaspoon five-spice powder (or vanilla extract, to taste)

1 teaspoon butter, melted

1⁄4 cup white sesame seeds, plus more as needed

3⁄4 cup peanut oil, plus more as needed

THE NIGHT BEFORE:


	
 For the leavening agent: Warm 1⁄4 cup of the water to between 105°F and 120°F. In a bowl, combine the warm water, active dry yeast, 1 tablespoon of the sugar, and the baking ammonia or powder. Once the sugar is dissolved, add 1⁄3 cup of the flour. Mix to form a dough. Cover with a towel, place the bowl in a warm spot, and let rest overnight.



THE NEXT DAY:


	
 For the sweet dough: In a mixing bowl, combine the dough starter from the previous day, the remaining flour, remaining sugar, salt, five-spice powder (or vanilla extract), 1 teaspoon melted butter, and 1⁄2 cup water. Knead the dough using the dough hook of a stand mixer for 10 minutes until it becomes smooth. If it’s too dry, add 1–2 tablespoons more water. Cover with a towel, place the bowl in a warm spot, and then let the yeast do its magic. You’ll have a nice, airy dough in about 3 hours.

	
 Forming the beignets: Knead the dough manually one more time for 1 minute, then divide the dough into 14 portions. Dimple the dough with your fingers to shape it, then roll and flatten it into disks with a rolling pin. Place the sesame seeds onto a plate and roll the disks into the sesame seeds. Roll out the dough to about 1⁄4" thickness. Cover with a towel and let it sit for another 30 minutes. Roll out the dough one more time, cover again, and let sit one last time for 10 minutes before frying.

	
 Preparing the oil: Cover a cooling rack with paper towels and place the rack on top of a baking sheet (for easy clean-up of the drained oil). In a frying pan, heat the oil for about 2 minutes over high heat. Wait until the oil is slightly bubbly (not too hot, so the beignets will fry to a nice golden color). For optimum results when heating the frying oil, the thermometer should register 345°F–360°F. Test the oil by dropping a teaspoon of the batter into the hot oil. It should float but not swell.

	
 Frying the beignets: Once the oil is hot, lower the heat to medium. Fry for 4–5 minutes until golden and crunchy, flipping each piece using a spider skimmer. The beignets will start to pop up and become puffy. Repeat the same procedure for the rest of the beignets, placing three beignets maximum per batch in the hot oil. Make sure the beignets don’t touch each other while frying. Delicately lift each beignet, draining as much oil as possible, and transfer it to the cooling rack.





BAKING AMMONIA Baking ammonia is called bột khai in Vietnamese. It can be found online or in most Asian specialty markets. It will help the bread become very light and airy. It has a very strong ammonia smell that disappears once it’s cooked. If you want to substitute baking powder, Rumford brand aluminum-free baking powder is an excellent choice. In general, Vietnamese cooking calls for single-action baking powder.
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SESAME BEIGNETS: Bánh Tiêu



SUNNY-SIDE UP QUAIL EGG SANDWICH

Trứng Chim Cút Ốp La

YIELDS 1 SERVING




There is a lot of French influence in Vietnamese cuisine, which is readily apparent in this dish. Ốp la is the pidgin French term for oeufs au plat (the consonant sounds from the French term are swallowed), or sunny-side up eggs. Trứng chim cút (quail eggs) are a very common ingredient in Vietnamese cuisine. They’re great not just for breakfast; ốp la also makes a tasty late-night snack.





4 quail eggs

2 tablespoons vegetable oil

1 green onion, finely chopped

1⁄2 teaspoon palm sugar, freshly grated

1 clove garlic, finely minced

1 red Thai chile pepper, thinly sliced (optional)

1⁄4 teaspoon white pepper, freshly ground

2 teaspoons Fish Sauce (Nước Mắm Chấm; see Chapter 6) or Maggi Seasoning

1 individual baguette

1⁄4 cup sliced cucumber

2 tablespoons củ kiệu, thinly sliced


	
 Preparing the eggs: Crack the eggs into a small bowl, making sure not to break the yolks.

	
 Cooking the eggs: Heat the oil in a small saucepan. Once the oil is hot, add the green onion and sprinkle with palm sugar. Cook for 10 seconds, stirring constantly. Add the garlic and stir-fry for 20 seconds until fragrant and golden. Immediately pour in the eggs and sprinkle with the red Thai chile slices (if using). Cover and let sit for 1 minute. Reduce the heat to the lowest setting. The egg yolks should still be slightly runny at this point. Top with a sprinkle of white pepper. Cover and let sit for 2 minutes until the white part of the eggs is just set and it becomes opaque.

	
 Sandwich assembly: Drizzle with nước mắm chấm or Maggi Seasoning. Slide the eggs onto a plate and serve them sizzling with the baguette, cucumber, and củ kiệu on a separate plate. Dip the bread into the yolk to absorb the egg flavors, and pick up the eggs with more bread.
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SUNNY-SIDE UP QUAIL EGG SANDWICH: Trứng Chim Cút Ốp La



BACON, CHẢ LỤA, EGG, AND CHEESE CROISSANT

Bánh Mì Croissant Chả Lụa Pho Mát

YIELDS 1 SERVING




Here’s a classic choice for a protein-filled breakfast. Start the morning with a hot croissant sandwich filled with a common combo: chả lụa (Vietnamese-style bologna sausage), bacon, thịt nguôi (Vietnamese-style cold cuts), egg (trứng gà), and cheese (pho mát).





2 eggs, at room temperature

2 tablespoons milk

1⁄2 teaspoon black pepper, coarsely ground

1 strip bacon

1 clove garlic, peeled and crushed

1 tablespoon each green, red, and yellow bell pepper, diced

1 teaspoon jalapeño green pepper, chopped

1 tablespoon butter

1⁄4 teaspoon salt

1 tablespoon cilantro, chopped, plus more for garnish

1 slice sharp Cheddar cheese

1 slice Vietnamese-Style Cold Cuts (Thịt Nguội; see Chapter 4)

1 slice chả lụa (Vegetarian Bologna Sausage (Chả Lụa Chay), Chapter 2; Chicken Bologna Sausage (Chả Lụa Gà Chiên), Chapter 3; or Steamed Ham Roll (Chả Lụa Bì), Chapter 4)

1 croissant

2 teaspoons Fish Sauce (Nước Mắm Chấm; see Chapter 6) or Maggi Seasoning


	
 Preparing the eggs: In a bowl, lightly beat the eggs with milk using a fork. Do not over-beat; whisk until just combined. Add 1⁄4 teaspoon black pepper.

	
 Cooking the bacon: In a small nonstick pan, cook the bacon until it reaches the desired crispness. Remove from the pan and cut in half. Set aside the bacon, leaving the drippings in the pan.

	
 Making an omelet: Using the same small pan, cook the garlic in the bacon drippings until slightly golden. Add the bell peppers and jalapeño pepper. Once they’re fragrant, add butter. When the butter is hot and golden, immediately pour in the egg mixture. Sprinkle with salt. Allow mixture to sit for about 20 seconds. Using a small spatula (or chopsticks), lift the cooked edges to let the uncooked eggs slide underneath the omelet so they will cook evenly. Sprinkle with cilantro and 1⁄4 teaspoon black pepper. Top with the cheese slice and sliced meats. Cover with a lid. Turn off the heat and let it sit for 2 minutes.

	
 Sandwich assembly: Cut lengthwise into the croissant. Drizzle the inside of the croissant with nước mắm chấm or Maggi Seasoning. Fill the sandwich with the omelet, the thịt nguội, and the chả lụa. Top with the strips of bacon and garnish with extra cilantro.





CHẢ LỤA For this recipe you can use Vegetarian Bologna Sausage (Chả Lụa Chay), Chapter 2; Chicken Bologna Sausage (Chả Lụa Gà Chiên), Chapter 3; or Steamed Ham Roll (Chả Lụa Bì), Chapter 4. Regular ham or regular bologna could be an alternative if you don’t have chả lụa.

MEAT PUFF PASTRY PIE

Bánh Patê Sô

YIELDS 6 SERVINGS




Bánh Patê Sô is also known as pâté chaud. It’s made of rounds of flaky puff pastry with a meat filling seasoned with Vietnamese flavors, which is very similar to chả giò (eggrolls); see Chapter 6.





1⁄2 pound pork, freshly ground

11⁄2 teaspoons baking powder

1⁄4 cup leeks (green part only), chopped

2 teaspoons granulated sugar

1 tablespoon freshly grated ginger

1⁄2 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon black pepper, freshly ground

1 carrot, peeled and finely chopped

1 white onion, chopped

4 ounces water chestnuts, drained and chopped

1⁄2 cup wood ear mushrooms, thinly sliced

1 teaspoon mushroom seasoning salt (bột nêm), (or regular salt)

12 (5" × 5") squares frozen puff pastry, thawed

1 egg yolk

1 tablespoon water

1⁄2 cup vegetable oil (or any neutral oil), as needed (for frying)

1 tablespoon butter, melted


	
 Preparing the meat: In a large bowl, combine the ground pork, baking powder, leeks, sugar, and ginger. Season with salt and pepper. Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate for at least 2 hours.

	
 Making patê sô filling: Add carrot, white onion, water chestnuts, and wood ear mushrooms to the pork mixture. Sprinkle with mushroom seasoning salt. Mix well. Refrigerate the mixture until you’re ready to form the patê sô.

	
 Preparing the puff pastry: Using 3" scalloped-edge cookie cutters (or the rim of a glass), form 12 pastry rounds.

	
 For the egg wash: Using a fork, beat the egg yolk with 1 tablespoon of water.

	
 Pastry assembly: Gently prick the dough with a fork. Hold a large puff pastry round in the palm of your hand. Brush a thin layer of the egg wash around the edges of the round. Spoon about 11⁄2 tablespoons meat mixture in the center of the round. Seal the puff pastry by covering the meat with another puff pastry round. Firmly press on the edges of the round. Seal and crimp the edges using the back of a fork. Create 6 pastries. Reserve the filling remnants for appetizers. Line a baking sheet with a silicone mat or a sheet of parchment paper. Place the pastries onto the baking sheet. Chill in the refrigerator for about 15–20 minutes before baking. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Brush the tops of the pastries with the remaining egg wash. Let dry for 10 minutes and brush with a thin layer of butter. Bake for 20–25 minutes until the top is golden. Allow the pastries to cool for a few minutes before eating.



STRAW MUSHROOM AND TOFU SCRAMBLE

Tàu Hủ Xào Nấm Rơm

YIELDS 4 SERVINGS




This tofu dish simulates scrambled eggs. Turmeric powder gives the tofu a yellow hue. If you’re health conscious, you might consider this recipe; it’s really hard to tell the difference from real scrambled eggs.





1 (12-ounce) package firm tofu

1 tablespoon vegetable oil

2 cloves garlic, finely minced

1 cup canned straw mushrooms, drained and halved lengthwise

1 tablespoon freshly grated ginger

1⁄2 teaspoon turmeric powder

1 teaspoon salt

1⁄4 teaspoon black pepper, freshly ground

2 teaspoons green onions, chopped

2 tablespoons butter


	
 Preparing the tofu: Cut the tofu into 1⁄2" slices. Blanch the tofu for about 3–4 minutes in boiling salted water. Drain the liquid. Let the tofu cool for 15–20 minutes. Pull on a pair of disposable gloves and mash the boiled tofu with your hands. The tofu should resemble large-sized cottage cheese curds. Set the tofu aside.

	
 Assembly time: In a nonstick pan, heat the oil. Add the minced garlic. Cook for 2 minutes until it’s fragrant and slightly golden. Add the mushrooms, quickly stir-fry for 1 minute, then transfer to a plate. Add the grated ginger and cook for another minute. Add the mashed tofu (don’t overcrowd the pan). Sprinkle with turmeric powder. Season with salt and pepper. Lower the heat to medium. Cook for about 6–8 minutes. Stir occasionally to prevent the tofu from sticking to the bottom of the pan. Lastly, add butter and return the mushrooms and garlic to the pan. Toss all the ingredients well and serve.



COCONUT WAFFLES

Bánh Kẹp Lá Dứa

YIELDS 8 WAFFLES




There is something about the warmth, the bright color, and the crispy texture of Vietnamese waffles that is beyond compare. Maybe it’s the fragrant steam coming off the waffle iron that’s so enticing. Bánh Kẹp Lá Dứa are similar to Western waffles, but with an Asian touch: They’re made with coconut milk, rice flour, and pandan extract.





1 cup all-purpose flour

1⁄2 cup rice flour

1⁄2 plus 1⁄4 teaspoon salt, divided use

11⁄2 teaspoons baking powder

1⁄2 teaspoon baking soda

3 tablespoons unsalted butter

1 (13.5-ounce) can coconut milk

2 large eggs, at room temperature

10 tablespoons granulated sugar

3⁄4 teaspoon pandan extract

2 tablespoons water

3 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted


	
 Sifting the dry ingredients: Preheat the waffle iron. In a bowl, combine the flours, 1⁄2 teaspoon salt, baking powder, and baking soda. Sift all the dry ingredients together into another bowl.

	
 Preparing the waffle batter: In a small saucepan, melt the butter into 1⁄3 cup of the coconut milk over very low heat. Remove from the heat as soon as the butter is melted. Separate the eggs into two bowls, one for the yolks and one for the whites. Add 4 tablespoons of the sugar to the egg yolks and beat with an electric mixer until the mixture is thickened and pale yellow. Add pandan extract and stir until the color is uniform. Slowly add the flour mixture and the remaining 11⁄3 cups of the coconut milk to the egg yolks, alternating between the dry and wet ingredients in 3 stages until all the ingredients are used. Using a spatula, mix until the batter is well incorporated. Thin the batter with 2 tablespoons of water. Stir until combined.

	
 Finalize the batter: Make sure your hand-held or stand mixer blades are thoroughly washed. Add 1⁄4 teaspoon salt to the egg whites and beat just until stiff peaks form when you lift the mixer blades (don’t overmix or it will become grainy). Add the remaining 6 tablespoons sugar. Spoon 1⁄3 of the egg white mixture into the waffle mixture, then gently stir everything together to soften the batter. Spoon in the rest of the egg whites and gently fold them in to make an airy batter.

	
 Bake the waffles: Brush the plates of the waffle maker with melted butter for every waffle. Pour a scant 1⁄2 cup of waffle batter into the center of the waffle maker. Do not overfill or it will spill out the sides. Close the lid and cook the waffle for about 4 minutes until lightly brown. Repeat with remaining batter. Cut each waffle into 4 pieces to serve.





PANDAN You could color the waffles with 1⁄2 bunch fresh or frozen pandan leaves if you don’t want to use artificial green food coloring (there is green food coloring in store-bought pandan extract). Simply add the pandan leaves tied in a knot to warm coconut milk. Cook over low heat for 5 minutes. Cover, turn off the heat, and let brew until the milk cools to room temperature. The pandan leaves will give the milk a nice fragrance and a faint pale green color. Remove and discard the leaves. (Note: Make sure to heat the milk over low heat; overheated milk might seize if not handled properly due to its fat content. Coconut milk is very unstable and may separate if the temperatures are too high—no more than 180°F.)
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COCONUT WAFFLES: Bánh Kẹp Lá Dứa



RED BEAN SESAME BALLS

Bánh Cam Đậu Đỏ

YIELDS 22 BALLS




Bánh cam balls are simply named after their natural orange color once they’re deep-fried. The authentic version calls for mung bean filling, but red beans are so much more satisfying. The sesame-covered, crisp, sweet fried balls ooze with warm red bean filling. Pair them with a hot cup of green tea (trà xanh) or Vietnamese Coffee (Cà Phê Sữa, see Chapter 7), and you’ll have the most delightful breakfast.





1⁄2 cup dried azuki beans (đậu đỏ)

21⁄2 cups plus 13⁄4 cups water, divided use

8 tablespoons granulated sugar

2 teaspoons vegetable oil

4 ounces freshly grated coconut (or store-bought unsweetened shredded coconut)

1⁄2 cup rock sugar, to taste

1⁄2 cup Chinese brown sugar (đường thẻ) (or regular brown sugar)

2 red potatoes

41⁄2 cups glutinous rice flour (bột gạo nếp)

1⁄4 cup jasmine rice flour

2 tablespoons baking powder

1⁄2 teaspoon salt

1 (8-ounce) jar sesame seeds

1 quart vegetable oil, as needed

THE DAY BEFORE:


	
 For the red beans: Wash and rinse the azuki beans thoroughly in several water baths (about three times), discarding any floating or odd-shaped beans. Soak overnight in enough cold water to completely cover the beans.



THE NEXT DAY:


	
 Preparing the beans: Rinse and drain the beans. Fill a saucepan with 21⁄2 cups water and bring to a boil. (Count one part uncooked red beans to 4–5 parts water.) Add the azuki beans and cook for about 1–2 hours, until softened. Stir every now and then so the beans don’t stick to the bottom of the saucepan. When the beans are completely cooked, they will feel soft when gently pressed between your thumb and index finger. If necessary, add 1⁄2 cup water and extend the cooking time by 30 minutes or until the beans are softened. Turn off the heat. Drain off any remaining liquid. Transfer the beans to a food processor and pulse until a coarse paste forms.

	
 Sweetening the beans: In a nonstick saucepan, melt 8 tablespoons granulated sugar without any water over high heat. It’s important to watch the sugar carefully; as soon as the sugar at the edges of the pan starts caramelizing, immediately lower the heat to medium-low. Gently move the saucepan in circles as soon as the sugar is melted (without getting too dark). Add the bean mixture to the sugar and mix well.

	
 For the bean filling: Heat 2 teaspoons oil in a nonstick pan, add the red bean mixture, and stir-fry until the paste is thickened and dry. Let cool to room temperature. Mix in the grated coconut and divide into 20 equal portions.

	
 For the syrup: Place 1⁄2 cup each rock sugar and Chinese brown sugar in a saucepan. Add 13⁄4 cups water. Give it a quick stir and bring to a boil, then let simmer until the sugar is completely dissolved. Remove from the stove and cool to room temperature.

	
 Boiling the potatoes: Brush and wash the potatoes. Peel and cut them into quarters. Place them in a large pot and add cold water until the potatoes are barely covered. Bring to a boil and reduce the heat to medium-high. Cook for about 30 minutes, until tender. Drain the potatoes thoroughly (without rinsing) and let them cool a little. Once the potatoes are cool enough to handle and have dried thoroughly, pass them through a potato ricer. Add the cooled syrup to the riced potatoes and mix well.

	
 Making the dough: Add rice flours, baking powder, and salt to the warm potato mixture. When the mixture becomes almost like moist modeling clay, form 20 small dough balls. If the dough is too dry to stretch, gradually add up to 5 tablespoons cold water. Line a flat surface with a sheet of parchment paper or plastic wrap. Sprinkle with a thin layer of rice flour and flatten the dough into about 31⁄2"-diameter disks; even out to about 1⁄2" thick.

	
 Forming the dough balls: Place a portion of the red bean mixture in the center of a dough disk and delicately bring up the edges of the dough to cover the red beans, forming a larger ball and leaving no filling visible. The dough should be pinched at the top to seal the edges, and then the ball rolled between the hands to smooth it before rolling it in the sesame seeds. Place sesame seeds in a deep plate and transfer the dough ball to the plate. Roll until well coated. Roll the ball between your hands to ensure the sesame seeds adhere to the dough ball. Repeat with remaining dough and bean mixture. Let the dough balls set for 1 hour.

	
 Frying the dough balls: Layer a cooling rack lined with paper towels on top of a baking sheet (for easy cleanup of the drained oil). In a large Dutch oven (or any regular deep-fryer), heat the oil for about 2 minutes over high heat. There should be at least 4" of oil (the balls should be submerged in oil when they fry). Wait until the oil is slightly bubbly (not too hot, to ensure a golden color after frying). For optimum results when heating the frying oil, the thermometer should register 325°F–350°F. Test the oil by dropping a teaspoon of dough into the hot oil. It should float but not swell. Place the dough balls one at a time in the hot oil. Fry in batches; you want to make sure they’re entirely covered in the hot oil. Deep fry for 6–7 minutes per batch until golden, rotating them frequently. Remove each ball with chopsticks or a slotted spoon, draining as much oil as possible, and transfer the balls to the cooling rack. Let them cool for 15 minutes. When ready to eat, lightly flatten the balls and the warm red bean filling will ooze out.





RICE FLOUR Using freshly ground rice flour produces a crispier result. Simply use a combination of jasmine and sweet round rice (also known as glutinous sticky rice) and grind the grains into a fine powder using a food processor or spice grinder. You can find these particular types of rice in any Asian market.
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RED BEAN SESAME BALLS: Bánh Cam Đậu Đỏ



DEEP-FRIED BREAD STICKS

Bánh Giò Cháo Quảy

YIELDS 12 PIECES




Bánh Giò Cháo Quảy is mostly known as the bread that you dip in cháo (warm congee porridge). In addition, it makes an excellent pairing with cà phê sữa nóng (warm coffee with sweetened, condensed milk) in the morning.





11⁄4 cups water, divided use

2 teaspoons granulated sugar

1⁄2 teaspoon baking ammonia (or baking powder)

1⁄2 teaspoon baking soda

1⁄2 teaspoon potassium alum (phèn chua), optional

11⁄2 cups bread flour

3⁄4 teaspoon salt

11⁄2 cups peanut oil, plus more as needed


	
 For the leavening agent: Warm 1⁄4 cup water to between 105°F–120°F. Combine sugar, baking ammonia (or baking powder), baking soda, and alum (if using), and mix into the warm water. Once the sugar is dissolved, add 1⁄3 cup flour. Mix to form a dough. Cover with a towel, place the bowl in a warm spot, and let rest for 1 hour.

	
 For the sweet dough: In a mixing bowl, combine the leavening agent, the remaining flour, salt, and 1 cup water. Knead the dough until it becomes smooth. If it’s too dry, gradually add up to 1⁄4 cup more water, 1 tablespoon at a time. If it’s too sticky, sprinkle in a bit of flour (up to 2 tablespoons). Seal with plastic wrap, place the bowl in a warm spot, then let the yeast do its magic for 1 hour.

	
 Forming the bread sticks: Shape the dough. Divide the dough in half. Brush a flat surface with a very thin layer of oil. Roll the dough and flatten it into 4"-long strips with a rolling pin. Then, roll out the 2 dough strips to about 1⁄4" thickness. Using kitchen shears, snip the strips into 24 (1⁄2" × 21⁄2") rectangles. Cover with a sheet of greased plastic wrap. Let sit for another 30 minutes before frying.

	
 Preparing the oil: Cover a cooling rack with paper towels and place the rack on a baking sheet (for easy cleanup of the drained oil). In a frying pan, heat at least 1" of oil over high heat for about 2 minutes, to a temperature of 345°F–360°F. Wait until the oil is slightly bubbly (not too hot, for a nice golden color after frying). Test the oil by dropping a pea-sized piece of dough into the hot oil. It should float immediately.

	
 Frying the bread sticks: Brush the top of the strips with water. Pick up 2 strips and press the wet sides together. Then, press the back of a butter knife horizontally into the center of the strips, forming a small, deep cavity that creates the characteristic shape of a giò cháo quảy. Doing this also helps the two strips adhere to each other. Pull and stretch each formed piece into a 5"–6" long strip. Once the oil is hot, lower the heat to medium. Fry for 4–5 minutes until golden and crunchy, flipping each piece with a spider skimmer. The bread sticks will start to pop and become puffy. Delicately lift the fried bread sticks, draining as much oil as possible, and transfer them to the cooling rack.
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