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A few months ago, I took the bus out to

Issaquah to pick up a typewriter from

Facebook Marketplace. The ride took

about an hour, but I was gleefully

working on a crochet project for a

newborn. This Olympia SM4 (chocolate

brown with a wide carriage!) is one of

my most prized possessions. A friend

told me that typewritten letters seemed

to carry more weight than handwritten

ones, especially for apologies. My first

letter out was to another friend I had

crocheted potholders for, but I had

procrastinated mailing them to Atlanta.

She said the typewritten amends were

well received; her husband said it

looked like a ransom note.

being a penpal
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I grew up in Iowa, running around our big yard

playing made up games. I was Blossom from

PowerPuff Girls (the pink one), and my sister

Rose would be Buttercup (the green one). 

IT STARTED 

IN THE GARDEN

We would find a Bubbles (the blue one)

among the neighborhood kids. We

constructed paper walkie-talkies which

were really just a pad of paper with

special buttons to fly and shoot lasers.

Our yard had a lot of fun features like a

swingset, multiple garden beds with

trellises, young imported Asian pear

trees, and a Mother Mary garden with a 

bubbling fountain. We could duck around and behind these things

while relaying our location over the “walkie-talkies.” It was usually

time to send everyone home when my parents came out to harvest

vegetables for dinner and water the garden. Wet grass was no

condition for the PowerPuff Girls. It ruined the illusion that we could

fly. Word spread pretty fast about our crime-fighting prowess, and

more kids wanted to join. There are only three 

PowerPuff Girls, so we made up a purple one 

to try to include more. That was our limit 

though. Everyone else had to play the 

show’s absurd villains.



It turns out four PowerPuff Girls is the right number though. I am the

eldest of four daughters. I love my sisters all the time and like them

most of the time. Though my experiences with poverty began in our first

home in Section 8 housing, things got even tighter after my second

sister was born. I was nine and had been interpreting and translating on

behalf of my family. This was a heavy burden, and a particular example

that stands out to me is the shame I often felt in the grocery line

navigating WIC and SNAP. It was already challenging enough to

purchase the correct brand of juice or the allowed size of pasta, but I

began noticing the additional difficulty of purchasing foods my parents

weren’t familiar with. We were grateful for the cheese and peanut butter,

but there wasn’t much we knew to do with it. Even if we could get

cucumbers, cilantro, and green onions from the grocery store, our garden

was a place of refuge in these times. We could choose and grow our food

with dignity, a concept I later learned to be food sovereignty.

CREATING FOOD SOVEREIGNTY
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In the kitchen, every Vietnamese child

first learns to lặt rau (pluck greens).

It’s a way to teach responsibility,

especially in the most critical part of

every day: the family meal. It also

taught me which greens are commonly

paired with which dishes, a way I can

often figure out if a Vietnamese

restaurant is worth returning to. The

apex of this job (to me) was getting to

smash garlic in the mortar and pestle. 

I always felt I had to grow up fast helping my parents navigate as new

Americans, but my two youngest sisters, nine and twelve years younger,

turned me into a stand-in parent. My parents took on more hours at

work, leaving me to reheat, and eventually cook, meals for us. Summer

days were predictable. There was the handoff in the morning, and we

could play outside before it got too hot. We’d come in for lunch, and my

sisters would need to go down for a nap. This was my quiet time to hang

out on the internet. YouTube had just come online, and I played games

while chatting with my friends on Facebook. 

Of course, there were the days we binged TV all day, too. My favorite was

America’s Next Top Model. Before streaming services, these programs

were on a schedule. The season would start in the morning, and by the

time Tyra announced the final three contestants, I knew I had to get up

to wash dishes before my dad was home. Once he was home, that was

my cue to lặt rau.

(my two youngest sisters
plucking vegetables)



To me, Vietnamese food is about expressions of generosity and care. Flavor,

yes, but more the spirit of the chef. I am pretty agnostic about “authenticity,”

especially since few chefs I know keep recipes, and there should always be

room for adjusting to one’s taste. The exceptions for me are clear omissions or

lazy substitutions of key ingredients. I tend to not sweat the small stuff and

being honest about your adaptations goes a long way. However, there is a lot

to learn about ingredients and approximate ratios, so here are some great

resources for the foods we shared today. 

RECIPES

NƯỚC ƯỚP
(PROTEIN MARINADE)

INGREDIENTS

4 cloves garlic
½ teaspoon black peppercorns
1 stalk lemongrass, bottom half only, finely chopped
2 tablespoon neutral oil
1 tablespoon fish sauce
1 tablespoon soy sauce
1 tablespoon sugar
2 tablespoon water
1 lb protein (tofu, beef, pork, chicken)

INSTRUCTIONS

Pound the garlic and peppercorns in a mortar and pestle until fine.
Add the lemongrass and pound into a rough paste.
Add the oil, fish sauce, soy sauce, sugar and water and stir until the
sugar is dissolved. Pour the marinade onto the protein and mix well.
Let marinate overnight, or at least 2 hours; stirring halfway in between if
you can to make sure marinade is well distributed.

Recipe adapted from Huy Vũ, hungryhuy.com

https://hot-thai-kitchen.com/lemongrass-101/
https://hot-thai-kitchen.com/fish-sauce-101/
https://hot-thai-kitchen.com/soy-sauce-101/
https://hot-thai-kitchen.com/soy-sauce-101/


I now work at Restaurant 2 Garden in

Seattle, and my family lives in Dallas,

TX. Restaurant 2 Garden transforms

local restaurant food scraps into

compost in Seattle’s Chinatown

International District (CID). Our

organization is a community-focused,

circular approach to organics

management. Our primary community

need is an alternative organics waste

management system. 

CLOSING THE LOOP AT
RESTAURANT 2 GARDEN

This neighborhood composting effort

started in 2020, when two

community members saw the vast

amount of food scraps being

disposed of in the CID and the need

for more compost at the Danny Woo

Community Garden (DWCG) where

elders garden in the neighborhood’s

only green space. Restaurant 2

Garden was created to support the

CID’s community assets – food

businesses, gardens, and people – to

increase health, food security,

ecological sustainability, racial

justice, and economic vitality.



A funded pilot operation began in February 2022 at the DWCG. Like

my own family’s garden, DWCG is where low-income elders grow

culturally appropriate food. They are able to grow food that isn’t

available at grocery stores or to grow them at a lower cost. Compost

distribution days are extremely popular, and there is not enough

compost to go around. Additional food businesses have reached out to

see if we could take their food scraps, but we currently are at capacity.

That’s how and why we know we need to scale up operations

considerably. 

We plan to develop 919 S. King St, a small vacant lot, into an outdoor

work site that features a 40-foot “Earth Flow” biodigester. This

expansion allows us to scale from our current two food businesses to

over 30. The ultimate goal would be to provide an alternate organics

management solution for the CID’s 110 food businesses. The resulting

compost will be distributed at no cost to over 70 DWCG gardeners,

and excess compost sales will begin to build our long-term financial

self-sufficiency.



SÚP MĂNG CUA
(CRAB & WHITE ASPARAGUS SOUP)

Prep time: 20 min l Serves: 5

INGREDIENTS

Broth:
5 cups stock (beef/pork/chicken/vegetable)
1/2 cup lump crab meat
10 hardboiled quail eggs
2 beaten egg whites
12 oz white asparagus

Slurry
3 tablespoons tapioca flour
4 tablespoons room temperature water

Garnishes
Thinly sliced cilantro or green onions
Ground white pepper
Sesame oil

INSTRUCTIONS

Prepare the ingredients: Wash the asparagus and remove any rough
ends. Thinly slice it into concentric circles, then set aside.
Make the soup: In a medium stock pot, heat up your stock. Add
cooked crab meat once it comes to a boil, breaking it into thin strips.
Reduce heat to a low simmer and cook for 5 minutes.
Season soup: Add a bit of salt and MSG, if needed.
Add eggs: Add hardboiled quail eggs. While gently stirring the pot,
add the beaten egg whites in a slow stream to get long ribbons.
Add the tapioca mixture. Cook for 10 minutes or until broth thickens.
Add asparagus. Turn off the heat. The residual heat will cook the
asparagus.
Finish: Ladle into small bowls. Garnish with cilantro or green onions, a
sprinkle of ground pepper, and a drizzle of sesame oil.

Recipe adapted from Vicky Phạm, vickypham.com

https://www.vickypham.com/blog/easy-vietnamese-homemade-pork-stock-nuoc-leo-suon-heo
https://amzn.to/3FbXhwW
https://amzn.to/3VW6fFs
https://amzn.to/3W1d20w
https://amzn.to/3PavJgj


BÒ LÁ LỐT
(GRILLED BEEF IN BETEL LEAVES)

INGREDIENTS

8 ounces ground beef
5 ounces ground pork (use pork butt)
3 ounces pork fat
¼ cup finely chopped lemongrass
¼ cup diced shallot
2 tablespoons minced garlic
2 tablespoons fish sauce
2 tablespoons sugar
½ teaspoon freshly ground pepper
1 tablespoon vegetable oil
22-24 large betel leaves or 44-48 medium betel leaves
¼ cup roasted peanuts, roughly chopped
đồ chua (pickled vegetables) for serving
bánh hỏi (rice noodle sheets) for serving
nước mắm chấm (fish sauce) for serving

INSTRUCTIONS

Combine the beef, pork, pork fat, lemongrass, shallot, garlic, fish sauce,
sugar, and pepper.  Leave the filling in the fridge for 1 hour for the
flavors to develop.
Pick the individual betel leaves and wash in cold water. When ready to
assemble, lay the betel leaf on clean work surface with glossy side down
with stem pointing toward you.
Spoon filling onto the bottom edge of the leaf, leaving about half an
inch from the bottom and two sides.
Fold in the two sides then take the bottom of the leaf and roll toward the
top into a cylinder shape.
Use bamboo skewers to thread through the roll and secure the leaf.
Grill until thoroughly cooked.
Serve with pickled vegetables, fresh greens, rice noodle sheets, and fish
sauce.

Recipe adapted from Vy Trần, beyondsweetandsavory.com



For the sweet soup
Cover glutinous rice with water and soak overnight.
Remove the husk/silk from your corn and wash the cobs thoroughly.
Using a peeling knife, shave the kernels off the corn cob.
Place the corn cobs in a large pot with 6 cups of water and simmer for
about an hour or until the corn broth is fragrant.
Remove the cobs and add the glutinous rice.
Simmer until rice kernels have absorbed most of the water. They should
still be holding their shape. This should take 15-20 minutes.
Add the corn and simmer another 15-20 minutes until the mixture has
thickened to a porridge. Add water slowly if the soup becomes thick.
Add sugar to taste.

For the coconut milk topping
Pour the coconut milk into a small saucepan and add sugar and salt.
Heat and stir on medium heat until sugar is dissolved and the mixture
begins to bubble on the edges of the pot. Don't let the mixture boil.
Add the corn starch slurry to the coconut milk. Simmer until the
mixture has thickened.

Recipe adapted from Suzanne Nguyễn, bunbobae.com

CHÈ BẮP
(SWEET CORN PUDDING)

Prep time: 1 day & 10 min l Serves: 4

INGREDIENTS

For the sweet soup
4 ears corn, 2 ½ cups, or 260g
½ cup glutinous rice, 60g
6 cups water
5 tablespoon sugar

For the coconut milk sauce
1 14 oz can coconut milk, 403g
1-2 tbsp sugar
¼ teaspoon salt
½ tablespoon corn starch dissolved in 2 tablespoon water

INSTRUCTIONS



Interested in being a guest
chef at a future meal?
Fill out our inquiry form:

This material is funded through a Public Participation

Grant from the Washington State Department of Ecology.

Ecology reviewed the content for grant consistency but

does not necessarily endorse it.

Want to see information
from our past events?
Check out our blog:


