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in the pantry that special stink

he funky, old-sneaker aroma of fish sauce can turn off the uninitiated. It’s the kind of smell 
not usually appreciated in the kitchen, a sign of something gone bad. And a taste straight 

up and on its own of what is essentially the “liquor” produced by the breakdown of salted and 
fermented fish does little to counteract that first impression. 
 But for chefs who understand its power to amplify flavor, this umami-packed liquid is a 
powerhouse ingredient. Once limited to Southeast Asian cooking, fish sauce has burst out of its 
ethnic niche, becoming a staple seasoning that adds depth and dimension in a wide variety of 
applications. In the right proportions, it does its work and disappears, leaving none of its stinky 
signature behind. 

Hiding in plain sigHt
 Jamie Malone, formerly at Sea Change in Minneapolis, calls fish sauce her “secret weapon.” 
When Malone, one of Food and Wine’s 2013 Best New Chefs, opens Brut, a casual modern 
French restaurant in development now for the Twin Cities, it will be in her pantry. “Unless you 
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really want it to be an intense presence, fish sauce is undetectable,” she says. “But it gives dishes 
a wonderful roundness and richness that’s hard to describe. I love that fish sauce has such a big 
impact and yet you don’t even know it’s there.” 
 Malone discovered fish sauce on a trip to Asia, and began experimenting at home. It quickly 
became her go-to professional seasoning to amp up the flavor of meat marinades, dressings, vegetable 
purees and soups. “I put a few drops in a caramel glaze for poultry along with garlic and citrus juice, 
and in a watermelon broth for a ceviche,” she says.  
 Executive chef Jeremy Lieb is also a fan of fish sauce. At Boca in Cincinnati he uses it in a 
bearnaise sauce. “It replaces the vinegar, and instead of cayenne, I add chili oil,” he says. “The 
result has an unexpected depth of flavor.”
 A Cambodian prep cook introduced Lieb to fish sauce’s amazing potential. The stench never 
bothered him. “It can be a sign of something really good. Just think cheese.” 
 Though there’s no warning on the label, he cautions that a little fish sauce goes a long way. 
“Knowing how much is the right amount comes from trial and error. The best way to learn is 
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oPPosiTe aND aBove, CloCkwise 
from left: 1) a bountiful supply of 
fresh anchovies and sardines prompted 
Jamie simpson to make fish sauce.  
2) roast monkfish with peas, nasturtium, 
clam and country ham broth seasoned 
with fish sauce—Jamie malone’s “secret 
weapon.” 3) simpson put the anchovies 
and sardines, with all the trimmings and 
bones, in separate jars with salt, and 
covered the tops with cheesecloth. 
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pasta wholehearted

by making a lot of bad decisions,” he says. To find that sweet spot, he suggests introducing the 
“juice” in small increments. “You can always add more, but you can’t take it out.”
 Fish sauce works synergistically, and unless the goal is a decidedly marine profile, it should 
stay in the background rather than assert its own personality. Andrew Zimmerman, executive 
chef at Chicago’s Michelin-starred Sepia, labels this the “nutmeg principle. If you can taste it, 
then you used too much.” Cooks must also adjust for the saltiness fish sauce brings. But, he 
continues, a little added to a jus-based sauce or gastrique creates an underlayer of flavor and 
intensifies the savoriness. 

Better Brands
 Fish sauce is known as nam pla in Thailand and nuoc mam in Vietnam. Typically (although 
not exclusively) made from anchovies, it’s a natural for French and Italian cuisines, and any dish 
where the cured version of this small, oily swimmer plays a role, as well as stir-fry, curries and 
pho. But not all products are alike. 
 “Read labels,” urges Zimmerman. “Some have more additives than others. We go for the 
purest brands—simple, clean-tasting and with the fewest ingredients.” He likes Tiparos and 
Three Crabs, and also recommends Red Boat, a favorite of many chefs, but notes that it has a 
distinctive profile. “The important, thing,” he says “is to find one or two you like and stick with 
them for a consistent result.”
 Many rave about the version from BLiS, an artisanal producer in Kentwood, Michigan. Red 
Boat’s premium 40°N is aged in charred bourbon barrels that once held the company’s maple 
syrup. However, it’s unique, and can’t just be substituted for standard varieties.

say it in italian
 Fish sauce may have actually originated in ancient Rome, where it was called garum. Now 
sold as colatura, this anchovy syrup is lighter-bodied than its Southeast Asian cousins, and Jason 
Stoneburner says its flavor is brighter, more vibrant. 

in the pantry that special stink

roasteD Brussels 
sprouts 
Jason Stoneburner, Chef/Partner //  
Stoneburner, Seattle

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

7 g garlic 
20 g Calabrian chili peppers in oil
10 g rinsed salt-packed capers
60 g honey 
175 g apple cider vinegar 
7 g colatura  
Salt and pepper, to taste
1.5 lbs. Brussels sprouts 
3 T. rice oil
160 g toasted walnuts, chopped 
20 g parsley, chopped

1) For glaze: Chop garlic, chili peppers 
and capers. Whisk in honey, vinegar, 
colatura, salt and pepper. Set aside.

2) Remove small discolored first growth 
“water” leaves from Brussels sprouts. 
In cast iron pan over high heat, cook 
Brussels sprouts in rice oil; turn, but 
allow to develop a char. 

3) Add glaze in 1 oz. increments; 
reduce, coat vegetables. When Brussels 
sprouts have a roasted, shiny finish, stir 
in walnuts and parsley.
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 Stoneburner, chef/partner of Stoneburner, Seattle, likes what 
it does for lamb shoulder ragoût, a la minute garlic and extra 
virgin olive oil pasta sauce, braises, vinaigrettes and grilled 
vegetables. “My rule of thumb is 4-5 dashes per serving,” he 
says. “In cooking, I always add it near the end.” But he’s happy to 
let it speak for itself when he wants a decided “oceanic punch,” 
as in an aioli for tuna. 
 To warn those with allergies, he lists it on the menu as an 
ingredient in dish descriptions. Other chefs say they leave it to 
customers to ask questions and notify them of any sensitivities. 

Housemade
 A big “catch” prompted Jamie Simpson, executive chef liaison 
for The Chef’s Garden, Huron, Ohio, and Culinary Vegetable 
Institute, Milan, Ohio, to brew his own fish sauce. “I got an 
email from my supplier that fresh anchovies and sardines were 
available for a limited time. I ordered a lot,” he says. “It was 
great product, too good to waste even the scraps.”
 Keeping the two kinds of fish separate, he put fish plus all 
the trimmings and bones in jars with salt, and covered the tops 
with cheesecloth. (Next time, Simpson says he’d use ceramic 
crocks, because they hold a more constant temperature.) He set 
the jars outside in the sun whenever possible, as staff did not 
welcome their particular pungency in the kitchen. 
 After four months, he says he had “a wet slop that was not 
easy on the eyes or the nose.” But after straining out the juice, 
pasteurizing at 125ºF, cooling, filtering and putting it in a centri-
fuge, he had a beautiful clear liquid condiment. 
 “In combination with other ingredients,” Simpson says, 
“this stuff is like magic fairy dust.”

spice-lacQuereD Duck 
BreasT, BaBy TurNiPs, 
turnip greens 
Andrew Zimmerman, Executive Chef
Sepia // Chicago

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

16 baby turnips with tops
4 (7 oz.) boneless duck breasts,  
   fat scored
Salt and pepper, as needed
Glaze (recipe follows)
2 T. extra virgin olive oil
1 garlic clove, crushed
¼ cup chicken stock
2 T. unsalted butter

1) Remove greens from turnips; set 
aside. Trim turnips, leaving about 
½-inch of stem attached; peel, 
keeping turnips as round as possible. 
Halve or quarter, depending on size. 
Blanch in boiling salted water until 
just tender; shock in ice water. Drain 
turnips; dry on kitchen towel.  

2) Preheat oven to 350ºF.

3) Season duck breasts with salt and 
pepper; put skin-side down in cold 
saute pan. Turn heat to medium-high; 
cook about 7 minutes, until skin is 
well-browned and crisp. (Pour off fat, 
as necessary.) Put duck skin-side up 
on rack over cookie sheet; brush on 
glaze. To finish, put glazed breasts 
in oven for about 5 minutes; cook 

to medium-rare (127ºF). Allow meat 
to rest in warm place for at least 4 
minutes.  

4) Heat olive oil in medium saute 
pan. Add garlic; allow to flavor oil 
(do not let garlic brown). Add turnip 
greens and pinch of salt. Saute 
quickly to just wilt greens. Add 
blanched turnips, chicken stock and 
butter. Cook just until turnips are hot 
and glazed.

5) Slice duck. Arrange one breast on 
each of four plates; place turnips and 
greens on the side.

GlaZe
½ cup soy sauce
3 T. Thai fish sauce
2 oranges, juice and zest 
2 cinnamon sticks
4 pieces whole star anise
4 bay leaves
2 T. honey
1 T. brown sugar
½ Fresno chili, minced, no seeds
1 T. crushed coriander seeds
1 T. crushed fennel seeds

Method: In pot, combine soy sauce, 
fish sauce, orange juice and zest, 
cinnamon sticks, star anise, bay 
leaves, honey, brown sugar and 
Fresno chili; reduce by half. Strain 
through fine sieve. Add coriander 
seeds and fennel seeds. Reserve. 

opposite: Jeremy lieb uses fish sauce to replace vinegar in a bearnaise sauce 
that accompanies this branzino dish. aBove left: some chefs like fish sauce from 
Blis, an artisanal producer, while others tout the unique characteristics of red 
Boat’s premium 40°N, aged in charred bourbon barrels.
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