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Nicole S.: Welcome to BFF with the Chef. I'm your host, Nicole Schwegman.  

 Aloha, friends and foodies. Just one quick note before we get started. Due to 
some technical difficulties, the sound for this interview was not up to my normal 
standard. After about 17 minutes into our first part of the interview, my online 
recorder suffered a glitch and we had to go to another system. You'll probably 
hear that jump in the show quality. It's not terrible; it's just different and I 
wanted to let you know in case you're wondering what happened. 

 Okay, on with the show. I'm also going to read Nguyen Tran's bio now because I 
had some difficulties with this at the start of the show. 

 Nguyen Tran is one half of the duo behind Starry Kitchen, a restaurant and 
brand that was started in Nguyen's small North Hollywood apartment. 
Originally, it was a way to earn some money after Thi, Nguyen's wife, lost her 
job in the big economic crash of 2008.  

 After realizing they had an underground hit on their hands, the two operated 
from their apartment for eight months before finally moving to a legit 
restaurant site.  

 Since starting the restaurant, Nguyen and Thi have become part of L.A.'s food 
culture scene and Los Angeles Food Galore. Just a few years ago, they started 
Button Mash, the next iteration of Starry Kitchen, and Nguyen has also been a 
frequent guest to shows on the Cooking Channel. 

 You can buy their cookbook, Starry Kitchen, which tells the amazing story of 
how they started now at wherever cook books are sold. Thanks in advance for 
listening, and let's get on with the show.  

 Hey, Nguyen, welcome to the show.  

Nguyen Tran: Thank you for having me. This is really awesome. The inception of this was a 
Facebook group that [Savara 00:01:40] started and now we're talking. That's 
great.  

Nicole S.: Yes. I was going to mention that, that that's how I met you. I made Thi's garlic 
noodles, which are still one of the best types of comfort food that I've ever 
made. I make those now, there's this thing when you become like a food 
blogger or a podcaster you have to pretty much Instagram everything you put 
into your mouth. And sometimes I just make food without taking a picture of it. 
I know. That's crazy. It's crazy that I- 

Nguyen Tran: Weird. 
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Nicole S.: Like, "What? You could possibly not show everybody everything you're eating?" 
But I make those garlic noodles sometimes just to watch Netflix on the couch.  

Nguyen Tran: I'm stumbling because I don't think people know how much joy that brings for 
me to hear that, that means a lot. So thank you so much. I really, really happy to 
hear that.  

Nicole S.: Oh, thank you for sharing your recipes.  

 Well, you want to get right into it? 

Nguyen Tran: I'm ready.  

Nicole S.: Okay. So tell me about the last meal you cooked for yourself.  

Nguyen Tran: The last meal I cooked for myself is a version of grilled cheese and peanut butter 
jelly sandwich, and I don't use the word "cook" loosely in that. What I do is I 
actually use, in restaurant terms, we call it a salamander, but home cooking 
terms, we call it a broiler, which is like an oven that has the top burner in the 
oven so it doesn't use bottom one. And you toast the bread. You put the bread 
right under the flame, you toast it. The real cheese version of it, you toast it 
then you flip it. I put little slices of butter and a crap load of cheese on it and 
then push it together. So that's not really unique.  

 But the peanut butter and jelly sandwich, what I do is I toast it and then I take it 
out immediately, and then what I do is I spread the peanut butter on the 
toasted side immediately so it melts, and I put the jelly on the other toasted 
side. And then I put the toasted sides on the inside of the sandwich. So the 
outside looks like a normal peanut butter and jelly sandwich, but the inside of it 
as crunchy and that is the last meal I cooked myself.  

Nicole S.: Do you toast the outside too again after the fact or is it just one side toasted?  

Nguyen Tran: Yeah, just the inside because for me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, 
quintessentially, you still need the texture of the bread to be soft. But what I 
love, and this is the fun part of being in food for this long, to look at the nuances 
of things that can change and make something really unique. I always thought 
me having a crunchy peanut butter jelly sandwich, but on the inside would be 
really good. And I really like it that way. My child does too and my child's friends 
like it and they're like, "Oh my God, this is revolutionary." I'm like, "I just put the 
toast from the outside in." [inaudible 00:04:15]. 

Nicole S.: Okay. So first of all, that sounds ridiculously amazing, but second of all, I love 
the fact that your child's like, "This is revolutionary," and you've been here for 
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five years. Come on. That's all you've known. I think you're biased. No, just 
sorry. I just think of these five year olds going, "This is incredible."  

Nguyen Tran: It makes me feel good about myself. I just take it.  

Nicole S.: Yeah. You know what, I have to side note, kids today, you guys better recognize, 
they know a lot about food. Even if they are five, you better not put a 
nonorganic burger in front of a teenager. They will ask you, "Where was this 
grown? What was his name?" Kids today, I tell people, I used to hang out in the 
mall and now I see teenagers hanging out at Whole Foods. 

Nguyen Tran: What? Wow. 

Nicole S.: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Yeah.  

Nguyen Tran: I don't even know what to think of it. I used to hang out at the Taco Bell. That's a 
step up.  

Nicole S.: Do not even. I think if they're slumming it, they'll go to Taco Bell, but some of 
these kids today, I'm not saying every kid, but a lot of the kids I know, they cook 
their own food. They make their own lunches. Children today, the internet, 
man, it is changed the way being a teenager is, so I'm just like, yeah, mm-hmm 
(affirmative). I truly believe your son's like, "Well, I've had regular PB&J's, but 
this is a step above that.  

Nguyen Tran: Really? You know what now I'm going to so, is when he's a teenager, I'm 
dropping him off at the Taco Bell like, "You're not going to Whole Foods. You're 
just staying here. You're hanging out here." 

Nicole S.: I know. It's like, "It was good enough for me. It'll be good enough for you." And 
he's going to be like, "I can't eat this. This is inedible." That's my dream world, is 
where teenagers are so snobby that they won't eat at Taco Bells, whereas I eat 
there most of my life as a kid. 

Nguyen Tran: Me too. 

Nicole S.: Sorry, I digress. I digress. That's [inaudible 00:06:08] the '90s for you. All right.  

 What's a meal, speaking of which, that brings you back to your childhood? 

Nguyen Tran: It should be simple for most people, right? Mine was rice with ... I don't know if 
you've ever heard of Maggi. Maggi's like a soy sauce alternative. It actually 
originates from France, but every Asian person loves it. It's like saltier soy sauce. 
Rice, saltier soy sauce, Maggi and red chili flakes. And that's something I used to 
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eat after school almost every day when I was in elementary school, and it makes 
me think of my childhood. And the only reason I think about it now more so 
than ever is because my child, he loves plain rice. And my wife can't stand that. 
I'm like, "Well, I used to like playing the rice too, except for I put Maggi and chili 
flakes." I wasn't a very demanding kid, so that's the meal that makes me think of 
my childhood and I used to love it after school.  

Nicole S.: So Maggi, is it like a brand or is it just ... What would you say? It's [inaudible 
00:07:00] you called it. 

Nguyen Tran: It's a brand. It's a brand. It's M-A-G-G-I. They make all sorts of sauces and 
bouillons and powders for flavoring, but like I said, it has a color of soy sauce. 
It's distinctly saltier but not in an aggressive way, but more in a ... I mean I guess 
it's more on the end of umami, the idea of the sixth sense or sixth tastes, it's just 
more unctious. It's addictive. Let's just say that. If you think soy sauce is 
addictive, then you have to try Maggi because it's way more addictive.  

Nicole S.: Mmm. [inaudible 00:07:34]. 

Nguyen Tran: You're upgrading yourself from the gateway sauce to the real super addictive 
sauce and it goes on everything. It's a flavor bomb. And when you're a kid 
sometimes that's what you want. You just want all this flavor in your head, in 
your mouth, and that's all I wanted after school, whether it was a bad day or a 
good day of school, it just made me happy.  

Nicole S.: That sounds good. Give me an ingredient you and Thi can't live without. 

Nguyen Tran: The answer to that is most likely fish sauce. I just gave you a story about soy 
sauce and Maggi, well fish sauce is probably the upper echelon of all that. 
Growing up Vietnamese, it's quintessential to us. So many different ingredients 
and so many different dishes. 

 My wife, the funny thing is she's actually Chinese growing up in Vietnam, so 
she's not Vietnamese per se, but she grew up eating Vietnamese food most of 
the time, and whenever there's something that we don't like, we dip it in fish 
sauce, something that we need to re-flavor, we tend to add fish sauce to it.  

 And obviously if there's something we're conceiving, fish sauce is not out of the 
question to add to it. The hard part about sauce for people that have never had 
it is the picture of fish sauce in someone's head is not the same as what it tastes 
like. It's made of anchovies, basically that's dried out, and then it's infused into 
liquid. 
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 And it's another one of those ideas of super umami flavors and sauces, and it's 
less fishy and it's more just, I don't even know how to describe it. There's so 
many different kinds of fish sauce, but it adds a lot of layers and depths of flavor 
that you couldn't get otherwise from normal seasoning. And it's a huge part of 
who I was growing up and it's huge part of who I am now, and that's why I have 
like 12 bottles of it in my garage. I think the 12 bottles confirms it's the one 
ingredient that we use. 

Nicole S.: So, living here in Hawaii, I completely understand what you mean about fish 
sauce. There's just a certain tanginess you cannot achieve in your food without 
it. And especially if you're making something like garlic noodles, or just any type 
of Asian food, I would say. Most, not any, most. Look at me talking like I'm an 
expert in Asian food. I'm not. 

Nguyen Tran: [inaudible 00:09:58]. 

Nicole S.: But just most, I mean you're just slightly more of an expert than me. But I know 
exactly what you're talking about, and there's a umami flavor that you cannot 
achieve without it. I have a bottle, I don't have as many bottles as you do. That's 
just because I don't have a garage, I don't have the space. Otherwise I would 
totally do that 100%. 

Nguyen Tran: Mm-hmm (affirmative). And by the way, the funny thing is in recent years I've 
learned that fish sauce, like anything, isn't nationally isolated to Asian. Italians, 
Sicilians, they use a different kind of fish sauce. There's a lot of fish sauces in the 
world. So it's not unheard of. And I love learning that recently, because a friend 
of mine wrote to me, like "Oh my God, you need to try this Italian fish sauce." 
I'm like, "Italian fish sauce? I'm in. I'm done. I want to try it." 

Nicole S.: Okay. You just taught me something new. I didn't know they had Italian fish 
sauce, what? 

Nguyen Tran: Yeah. Yeah. It originates from Sicily, I think. Or, you know what, it may not be 
Sicilian. I'm definitely not the expert in Italian food. I'm just an expert in 
consuming it. 

Nicole S.: Don't worry. People aren't screaming in their car right now to both of us. It's 
okay. They're trying to tell us what we are so clearly not getting right. We know. 
Write me. Write us. Send us a note. 

 Yeah. That sounds awesome. I'm a big fan of collecting condiments from around 
the world. Most people, they go around the world and they collect postcards 
and I try to collect condiments. I'm always trying to bring back something weird 
and different and new, and by weird I just mean it's just weird to me because I 
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haven't seen it before, and unusual, not because it's weird, because it's just 
awesome. If anyone ever wants to get me anything, I'm like, "Get me something 
that is unique to that country that's some type of condiment they use, because 
I'm going to use it." So yeah, that sounds like I'm going to have to investigate 
now. Sicilian fish sauce. Huh? Who knew? The world is big, right? 

Nguyen Tran: It's very big. And that's the fun part of food. As you know, food is a great entrée 
to understand other cultures and that's something I never knew. Everyone 
thinks of Italian food is like red sauce, rice ingredients, Parmigiano-Reggiano and 
all that stuff. But there's obviously more than that. 

Nicole S.: And wine. 

Nguyen Tran: Yeah, wine. Yeah, yeah. 

Nicole S.: It is. 

Nguyen Tran: Yeah. It's bigger than that.  

Nicole S.: Yeah. And you don't know that until you go there and you learn these things. 
And so, I agree with you that [inaudible 00:12:19] and I grew up all around the 
world because of my family. My dad was in the army, and I think that the best 
thing that my family gave me was the gift of travel, it was the opportunity to go 
and try new things as a child, because I don't know, it just was something that I 
wouldn't have otherwise have been exposed to, had not my family, one, been in 
Germany, me growing up and, two, had I not had parents who were like, "Okay, 
let's go check out Germany. Let's see what's going on." 

 And then put this love of travel into me so that even when I became an adult, I 
chose a career that would allow me to travel. And I was able to just really 
expand my horizons. And I think my tolerance level too, because, I'm going to 
willing to go into situations that I don't know everything, I know I don't know 
everything, and I'm like, "Let's just try this. What's on the menu? Let's try it." 

 So, I just think that that's a gift that you can give to your children, is the gift of 
travel. 

Nguyen Tran: That's right. We have traveled to many countries with my child. He's actually 
three and he's probably been to four or five countries now. I went to my first 
out of country experience when I was 18, so my child's spoiled.  

Nicole S.: I love that. I didn't know he's three. I thought he was five. Then he's definitely 
like living it up with the PB&J you're making. Shoot, if only my parents did that. 
We're probably very close in age, so in the '80s, your parents are just like, 
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"Here's a PB&J," and it was on Wonder Bread, and between them working 
probably several jobs, they're like, "Here you go." And that was that. That's all 
you knew [crosstalk 00:14:08]- 

Nguyen Tran: And Wonder Bread's a luxury. That was the deluxe bread. 

Nicole S.: Yes. I didn't really get Wonder Bread all the time. I got the, what was it? The 
supermarket knockoff of Wonder Bread. 

Nguyen Tran: Yeah. Just white bread, thick crust, and what was on sale and every now and 
then I'd get Wonder Bread and be like, "Oh my God, how soft and pillowy is this 
bread? Amazing." 

Nicole S.: And don't even think about Pepperidge Farm. Forget it. That's just way too 
expensive. That was what rich people got, was Pepperidge Farm.  

Nguyen Tran: We'd get it on the knock off shelf though.  

Nicole S.: That's true. That's true. The Pepperidge Farm knock off? That didn't exist. No. 

 I'm sorry, I'm digressing. Let's get into this.  

 Okay. I want people to buy your cookbook because it's just good and they'll be 
doing themselves a favor, but in case you don't want to buy it, I do want to just 
give a quick overview of how I understand the story to go. You can correct me, 
because I'm sure there are things that I'm not quite getting right.  

 But most people, when they say to themselves, "I got to make some money," in 
a rather quick way, they don't think to themselves, "I'm going to start a 
restaurant in my apartment." Because the restaurant business is hard. Just 
cooking for people in itself, it's difficult. But you guys are like, "Yeah, we're just 
going to go ahead and start a restaurant in our tiny Hollywood apartment." 

 What brings a person to that point where they say, "We're going to do this?" 
And I know that you told this story before, but I want to go into the why a 
restaurant? Why not, I don't know, go work at a record store or do something 
else. Why this? 

Nguyen Tran: Everything in the inception of Starry Kitchen and the history of all our evolution 
is always on the basis of necessity. The necessity there was we needed to figure 
out something to make money to figure out how to bide your time to figure out 
... Because this happened in the fall of the economy, and it was so catastrophic 
for the world that we had no idea how long was it going to last. And people 



BFF with the Chef 
Season 2 / Episode 13 

Nguyen Tran of Starry Kitchen 
 

 Page 8 of 26 

 

would say, "Oh, it's going to pull out really soon, really soon." But at a certain 
point in time it just looked like there was no end in sight.  

 My wife lost her job in advertising, and she does what any good Facebook, social 
media user does say, "Hey, I lost my job at advertising. What should I do?" But 
the important thing to note at this point in time is the juxtaposition of things 
that were happening, and my wife, about three months before that was already 
cooking all these original dishes, taking pictures of them and posting them up on 
Facebook. But not because she wanted to be a food blogger. And I will never 
stop saying this, before the inception of like food porn being a thing, there was 
always Asians, which I'm proud of, that were taking pictures of food with 35 
millimeter film, because they thought it looked pretty.  

 And my wife tends to be more Asian than she is American, and that's what she 
was doing. She wasn't doing it for anything but, "Oh, this looks really cool. I'm 
going to take a picture of it." And she'd done that for three months straight, that 
up until the point where she lost her job, for everyone that was watching her, 
that seemed like the natural next move. And she'd worked in advertising, so this 
made no sense.  

 It also makes no sense cause we are immigrant children, and when you're a 
diaspora of children of immigrants who have left a war stricken country, the 
number one thing that is very common, whether you're Jewish, you're Korean, 
you're Vietnamese or any ethnicity or culture that's left a war stricken country is 
you are affording your children a better life and you don't want them to go into 
a blue collar profession. 

 But for us, it was just screaming out at us because of the fall of the economy, 
she was making food, and the last of that was because when I was a kid, I went 
to an illegal restaurant as a kid, but "illegal" it makes it sound like it was 
subversive. It was more like, well, people sell food out of their homes all over 
the world because they don't necessarily know or can afford the expense of a 
restaurant. And I remember seeing that when I was a kid at five years old and it 
stuck with me.  

 So when that happened, we came to the point where we're at now and the 
story around 2009, about six months into the fall of the economy, I'm like, 
"We're just going to start selling food out of our apartment because we need to 
make money." And my wife was like, "Why? What if we get caught?" And I was 
like, "Don't worry about it. We'll deal with that. Plus you're unemployed and 
you ain't got anything to do. So let's just see what happens."  

 And that was the inception of Starry Kitchen. It wasn't because we were like, 
"We're going to be great restaurateurs," it was more like we need to make a 
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buck and we don't know what to do. And we could go work at Dominoes or at 
Starbucks and all that, but this is right in front of us. Let's just give this a shot 
before we try to find a part time job to bide our time and make a little bit of 
money and just survive.  

Nicole S.: I think that's really a great thing to point out. You didn't start out thinking, 
"We're going to build a restaurant empire," you just started out, "Yeah, I need 
to pay my rent and this is one of the fastest ways, and this is a skill that I know I 
can do. And so let's just go ahead and do this." Which is how any great venture 
really starts in in most cases. It's people just trying to find ways to survive, and 
they accidentally stumble upon something that's really great. 

 You said something about if you're the child of an immigrant, your parents work 
really hard to make sure that you move up a class in life. And my dad was from 
Haiti, and I remember that same feeling. He'd always impressed upon me how 
important school is. He's like, "Every time you can get free school, you need to 
go to school. You need to take free school," because I took for granted, we take 
for granted America that school is free, the public education school system is 
free. But that is not the thing that happens around the world. So any time I 
could get free school or free college, it's why he went into the military, because 
they offered money for school. 

 So, I completely understand. Your parents were like, "You're going to do what? 
We spent our whole lives working hard for you to go to be in a white collar job 
and now you're going to cook for a living?" Well, you did. I'm sure that your 
parents were the first people who were like, ... I don't know if they're like my 
parents. My parents love me, and your parents love you and care for you, but 
especially if you have an immigrant parent, they're like, "What are you doing? I 
didn't just kill myself to get to America for you to work as a cook." 

Nguyen Tran: Yeah. I know. Yeah. But you know what the funny part about that is, so my mom 
and dad both ran 711s, they worked probably 18 hour days, six to seven days a 
week. A year into running the restaurant, so we'll fast forward, we did the 
apartment for eight months and then we launched a restaurant because it just 
seemed like the next step to do. My mom had a heart-to-heart with me a year 
later and she was like, "Even though I'm not happy about you doing this, I can 
understand that this is what you had to do. But now I hope you can relate with 
what I had to deal with when I was trying to raise you." And I was like, "Yeah, I 
completely understand now." 

 And that was not only humbling, but it was a really great way to connect with 
my mom. It's one thing for you as a parent to tell your child, "I'm doing this to 
afford you a better life." It's another when you're living a parallel life, exactly 
what they did, they're like, "Now you understand." "I completely understand, 
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and I really appreciate what you were trying to do for me." I just need to get out 
of this. And I'm just in the middle of it now. 

Nicole S.: Yeah. I'm the age now of when my mom was when I was about nine years old 
and I used to always wonder, "Why is she so tired?" And now I understand 
because I'm always tired and I don't have a rambunctious, crazy nine-year-old 
and six-year-old to deal with. But now I understand why adults are always tired, 
because I'm tired, and I didn't have to deal with nearly the amount of crap that 
she did. So shout out to the moms who just worked just a crazy amount of hours 
to take care of us. I always say how much I love my mom. I don't think I can ever 
really show her how much I appreciate her. And I think it's awesome that you 
had this turn into more than just a way to make money, it turned in a way for 
you to really relate to your family. I think that's really cool.  

Nguyen Tran: Yeah. It was a hard choice to move it in that direction. It's afforded very 
different successes, but I like to say that, and a lot of people don't always 
understand this, but all success as a cost, and it's not always financial. It can 
take a toll on your soul, which a restaurant business has for me. It's been a huge 
soul searching trip to understand why I'm doing this and why I'm still in it. Part 
of it is because the smile on someone's face when you serve them and when 
they come back with their loved ones, there's no better drug than when that 
happens. That's the best way I can articulate it. Because it's one thing for you to 
say that you love something or someone, but when you show it and when 
people come, like we have this customers, they're big movie producers and they 
brought their children, and they have what they call the Cousins Club and they 
have like 20 cousins and they came with all their cousins one day.  

 And I was like, "What is this?" "This is the Cousins Slub. This is how much we 
love you guys." I'm like, "Wow, that's impressive. That's a lot of people. Thank 
you so much." And they kept on coming back and I'm like, wow. Outside of 
being able to pay the bills, it's just really nice to know that you are making 
someone happy with the work that you're putting in, and that is sometimes just 
why we do it. We call it the disease in L.A., no one should do this, but for some 
reason those of us that are fairly decent at our job, we still stay in the industry 
and it's a give and take, it's a love-hate relationship. But- 

Nicole S.: Yeah. I always say. Nobody ever really starts a restaurant to get rich. It rarely 
happens that way. You do it for the love of serving others, and it's just one of 
the best ways to serve. If you're really into serving other people, a restaurant's a 
really great way to do that because you do it even when you get that one 
person who writes on Yelp, "Everything was good but the parking sucked. Two 
stars." Like what? You do it because you of just what you described.  
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 I thought about something as you were talking about the love of it. I want to go 
back to when you first started, and I want to get a little more logistical than 
probably most people ask you. 

Nguyen Tran: Sure. 

Nicole S.: It just blows my mind that you were making food ... And it's one thing. I have 
grown up in the black community. I can't tell you how many people I know who 
would make plates. People do that here on the side of the road in Hawaii. 
They'll make like a lunch plate for you. This culture of making food and not 
having a permit to do it has been around. I've been around this culture in my 
whole life and have seen it in other areas.  

 But one thing I want to ask you is it's one thing to sell food out of your house. 
It's another to have 30-some odd people sitting in your house and eating the 
food. How did you transition into that? You know what I'm saying? And how do 
you prepare for that? Because this is BFF with the Chef. We want to get into the 
nitty gritty of how do you prepare a restaurant in your apartment? Did you have 
to buy things, because conceivably money was tight because you're starting to 
sell food out of your house in the first place. So did you just make do with the 
equipment you had, or did you add stuff over time? Can you get into more like, 
literally, how did you literally do this?  

Nguyen Tran: Well, yeah, I can get into all of it. Here's the first mentality that's important. 
When I course my wife, and specific semantics of that word versus convinced is 
really important. Because my wife really didn't want to do this right. So I 
coerced my wife into starting this out of our apartment. I told my wife, "Look, at 
the end of the day, if people show up, we will just learn. We'll actually you get 
paid to learn." Which is something that doesn't happen often. You were talking 
about free school, right? A lot of times in the academic world you go in school 
and you study the concepts and the foundation and everything before you go 
out in the real world and apply it. 

 In this case, we were basically learning on the job. And that was the mentality I 
had that entire time, like we're going to make mistakes. You have to take it in 
stride. That's really important. You can't always have the perfect situation 
because if you always wait for that, it'll never happen.  

Nicole S.: Okay. Stop. That is really profound, something you just said. That's subversive, 
almost, the fact that you just said, "We're going to get paid to learn and we're 
going to make mistakes and we're just going to have to deal with that." I can't 
tell you how many people, me included, that is terrifying to think to myself, 
because there's this feeling of, "I don't have the skills to do this. I don't know 
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how to do this. The fact that you would even think that, you know what, I'm just 
going to go for it and I'm going to get paid to learn."  

 I feel like if people hear you on nothing else, they need to hear you on that. 
Sometimes you just gotta start. You don't need any special permission to get 
started. Just get started and learn along the way. That was really profound what 
you said. Okay, I'm going to let you continue. 

Nguyen Tran: No, thank you. It leads to my motto in life is thinking is overrated. I mean, 
thinking things over, there's nothing wrong with that, but sometimes you have 
to jump in. It's a harsher way to putting up the sink or swim mentality. That 
happens, right? But when you got to survive you will fight, and we had to fight 
to survive. 

 So we did this, and so we had to figure out how to do this. My wife was like, 
"How many people you think you're going to show up the first time?" I printed 
up 300 flyers and called upon friends. I'm like, "I think 50 people." So then we 
did calculations based on the food we were making and we portioned it out, 
like, "Okay, this is how much food do we need to make, so we're going to start 
making it." And you start thinking it through, like what do you make it the day 
of? No, no, no, it can't be. It'd just take too long. 

 So we started just figuring it out. You start prepping ahead of time. And all we 
did was prep the day before, and then we ran into the first hurdle of that as we 
realized that we were running out of refrigerator space. And it's funny because 
one of our friends, her husband is a super fine dining chef. He led a brigade of 
like 100 people at the Beverly Hills Hotel here, he moved back to Canada. 
There's a prestigious cooking competition in the world called the Bocuse d'Or, 
and he led the Canadian team. That's how much of a beast in the kitchen this 
guy is and how much of a planner he is.  

 And one of the first times he came to our apartment, he told us this piece of 
advice that we already resonated with. He's like, "I want to tell you one piece of 
advice you're going to find out very quickly, you're going to run out of room very 
fast. When you start realizing how much you need to prep and for how many 
people, space is going to become the luxury that you don't have." And we found 
it out very quickly.  

 So, we did that, and we found out how many people showed up, and not 50 
people showed up. Maybe like 20 people showed up. Then we were like, "Oh 
my God, we prepared too much." And through that repetition, what happens is 
you figure out what worked, what didn't. I'm not talking about flavors either. I'm 
talking about preparation, what was too much, what preparation didn't work, 
what preparation held. These are the things that happen. When you jump into 
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something, you start realizing there's a lot more questions and variables that 
you didn't consider because you can consider all of it until you jump in. 

 So it's also important to know that at the very beginning of this, our apartment 
is on the ground floor of the apartment building. We were actually on the 
second floor, but that was the ground floor. And we had a communal patio. So 
in the first inception of our apartment, no one came inside the department. 
Everyone ordered through the screen door, and everyone sat and hung out in 
the communal area. And this is more like, if we're talking about restaurant 
terms, is what we would consider fast casual or counter service, which may 
basically be you order it, you wait for it, then you hang out wherever to eat 
what you ordered.  

 So it wasn't like sit down full service. It's more like, "What do you want?" "I want 
a rice bowl." "Great." And I'd call it out, my wife would make it, and when it was 
ready, she'd call out, I'd go get it and hand it to someone and they can hang out 
in the patio. They could take it home, they can do whatever they wanted.  

 So that was really easy when it came to the logistics of space. So as we're doing 
that, part of the inception of the idea too is to make it easier for us, it wasn't a 
full menu, I always had one or two menu items. When you add one more item, 
it actually exponentially makes it more difficult because you have more 
ingredients, you also have different preparation ... There's things that you can 
make ahead time. There's certain things you can't make ahead of time. For each 
dish it's so different, like whether it's something that's sauteed, what we would 
call a la menu, to order or something that's stewed days before, those are very 
different preparations, because if something's stewed days before that sounds 
easy. But that also means you had to prep a couple of days before that. You 
have to think six days out instead of three days out, which is not easy to plan 
for. And if you have multiple items, you have to plan differently for every single 
item. So then when that day comes, and we only used to serve once a week 
when we started, you need to have everything ready. It's not just it comes 
together. 

 And that was the rough part I had to learn. I'm really gung ho, so I do jump in 
and I'm like, "Oh, it'll be easy." It wasn't easy. It's more like, okay, you 
understand the realities of that and how restaurants work and how they are 
able to get food out in a timely fashion, and a lot of it is they prepare it ahead of 
time, which may sound jarring for someone that likes their food fresh, but it's 
not unfresh so much. It's prepped, it's cut before you came, but still fresh. It's 
still within the realm of a certain quality.  

Nicole S.: Well, you'd never be able to get anything out. If restaurants sit in prep, you 
would be waiting five hours. Just think about how long it takes you to cook 
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dinner, a really complex dish, and then just multiply that by 50 people and you 
would never get your food. You'd walk out of that restaurant starving. 

Nguyen Tran: Exactly. And we learned that really quickly. When it started picking up steam 
really fast, all our friends showed up to support and they were like, "Oh my God, 
this is actually good." You know that back handed compliment? "This is actually 
good." 

 But with that said, the backhanded compliment fed into the next week where 
they brought people that we'd never met, their friends. And then those friends 
brought friends of friends. And then someone decided to post a Yelp review and 
all of a sudden our Yelp ranking started going up because everyone gave it really 
great reviews, and all of a sudden random people that we've never met that 
didn't know the people that we met or knew started showing up, and that 
escalated our education, because every time you feel like you're ahead of the 
curve, something will happen and that makes you an analyze and take a step 
back, like, "Oh my God, we didn't anticipate that. How do we anticipate that?" 

 And when I say anticipate that, let's say we thought our maximum is 30 people, 
and then all of a sudden 50 people showed up. What happens is there's no 
other choice then. You have to figure out what you had, what you made, and 
then let's say we were able to sell serve 40 people, not 50, we had to turn away 
10 at the end of the day, then what you do is you look at, well how much food 
do we buy to make it for 40 people? We thought this was for 30. It's like, oh my 
God, okay, this is the 40 person mark. So now we need to increase that to, 
assuming 50 people was what we're going to have happen next week, and then 
we do that and like, okay, we think we're ready for 50 people, then all of a 
sudden 70 people show up. Okay, that was unexpected. 

 And then what happens is you figure people are coming in casually, but a certain 
point in time there's a bottleneck. 50 people show up but 30 of them show up in 
the first half hour, you're like, "Oh man, this is something we didn't anticipate 
either. How do we space this out or how do we prepare ahead of time so we 
can knock these people out so when the other 20 people show up, they're not 
waiting an hour and a half for food that we're making out of our home kitchen?" 

 And then we started building in systems and part of the system were we had a 
mailing list, and we would ask people to pre-order, and then we would ask them 
to tell us the time when they were expecting to come in. And then we would cut 
out the times, because we would start figuring out the capacity of our output 
per 15 minute window. There's a picture in the book, it's my cabinet. It has as 
Post-it notes on it. And if you look at the Post-it notes, you'll see the name, the 
order and the time. And each column of Post-it notes represented a time 
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window. So it was like 6:00, 6:15, 6:30, 6:45, and that's when we started 
expanding.  

 We expanded our "service," I'm doing air quotes right now, can't see that. We 
started lunch Sundays and it started going so popular, we started doing 
Wednesday dinner, and Wednesday dinner also worked out because we 
realized that we needed a certain amount of time to prep. So we couldn't do 
Sunday lunch, Monday dinner, we didn't have space. So what we do is Sunday 
lunch, prepare for that, we'd blow through all the product, then we have to buy 
more and then prepare it. And Wednesday was there.  

 That was the appropriate interval of time that would work for us to be like, 
"Okay, we can serve people twice a week because it takes us this much amount 
of time to prep." We ran out of space this quickly, and then we can replenish 
and then we ebb and flow with how much product is going in and out of our 
home refrigerator. And then at a certain point in time we were getting a rhythm 
and then we got caught by the health department. 

Nicole S.: I remember that story. 

Nguyen Tran: Yeah, yeah. And the long story short, that is so a local restaurateur ratted us out 
and that has the condescension of a gangster or something like that. You know 
what? It was the best thing that ever happened to us, is that guy actually telling 
you the health department about us, because it legitimized us. And people are 
always asking, "What does that mean?" And it was like, "Well, imagine you hear 
about a thing that's really cool, but you haven't gone. But when you've heard 
they'd been shut down." That's the legitimacy, right? That they got so big that 
some public entity had to shut them down. And then it ends up being that thing 
that you couldn't get and that you want more of. 

Nicole S.: For real, legit, legit. I pray for the day that I finally start to get some haters 
because that means I'm big enough that I got haters. 

Nguyen Tran: Exactly, because that means you're talking to a larger spectrum of people that 
just aren't in the, and I'm using this in a non political term, but the echo 
chamber of people that already are fans of what you're talking about, what 
you're doing.  

 And it's good because those people, honestly, not to go on a tangent, but I 
actually love Yelp, and most restaurateurs hate it, and I love it because it gives 
people a certain level of anonymity to tell you something they don't like. And 
the great thing about that is that there is sometimes a lot of validity in what 
they don't like to make your business better, and what you're doing better and 
critique and criticism, especially when you put yourself out there and your heart 
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and soul, it's not easy to take, but if it makes you better as a person and what 
you're doing, that's where like, you know what, I'm glad that person said that 
because now I can make what I'm doing that much better, and I'm sorry that I 
didn't, wasn't able to please that person, but that person's comment is now 
making me a better person and I can grow from that.  

Nicole S.: Exactly. And there's something to be said about like, look, there are trolls as the 
day is long on the Internet, right? And then some trolls just delight in hurting 
people. But not everybody's a troll. I always say, if you see a comment three 
times of something that is wrong of your business or what you're doing, you 
should maybe pay attention to that. Doesn't mean you have to change, but it is 
something that you should take note of.  

Nguyen Tran: Yeah. Here's the bring it back in. So the health department, the guy running us 
out made us consider what to do next. And the long story short of that was we 
brought everything inside of our apartment, because the manager at the time, 
they knew about what was happening in our apartment, they just said they had 
our food, they couldn't lose it, so they'd look the other way until the other shoe 
dropped, and then that literally was what happened. And the other shoe 
dropped. It was like a movie. She's talking to me, she gives me three dances, so 
you know the health department knows about you, and she goes, "What you do 
outside of your apartment, that is illegal, but what you do inside your apartment 
..." and she's literally tapping her nose like that. Imagine tapping your nose. 
"Whatever you do inside your apartment is completely up to you. Let me 
repeat: Whatever you do behind closed doors and I can't see is completely up to 
you." 

 And thankfully, I can read between the lines, so I didn't have to articulate what 
she was trying to say. I was like, "Got it. Thank you. I will stop serving on the 
patio." And I moved to inside the apartment. And then the department ended 
up being a whole different can of worms because we weren't set up for that. 
And I always say that we can fit 10 people comfortably in our apartment, and 35 
people incredibly uncomfortably. By the way, not voluntarily. It's not voluntary 
to us. People would just see it and I'd be like, "Hey, yeah, we're packed in here. 
You can squeeze in if you'd like. I don't recommend it ..." And the minute I'd say 
that, they would just brush right by me. Like just, "No, we're in." I'm like, "Okay, 
I'm just trying to tell you it's not going to be comfortable for you inside here, but 
if you want to be squeezed in like a sardine can, fine." 

Nicole S.: But the thing is that that's how you know you're at a good party, right, if you can 
barely get into the place. And I think there's just, you also had the benefit of 
fomo, people were like, "Who are all these people in here? I want to be a part of 
whatever is happening inside of there too," is incredibly powerful as a person 
who would be like, "Yeah, I want to go in. If there's a line, I always say that the 
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best thing you can do is just hire a couple of people to stand outside your 
business in a line, because other people will join that line, because I want to 
know what's going on, what am I missing out on? And the fact that you thought 
that an incredibly tight apartment would turn people away, no it had the 
opposite effect. They absolutely wanted to know, "What is this food and why is 
everyone willing to be uncomfortable to have it? I want to try it too." 

Nguyen Tran: Yeah. The psychology is incredible. And by the way, at the peak of what we were 
doing, we served 130 people out of our apartment. So you can nix your 30 
number. And by the way, in restaurant terms, we call that covers, let's say it's a 
small restaurant, it's like 1000 square feet with a couple hundred tables, if you 
serve 200 people in one night, that is really good. So we served 130 people out 
of our apartment, which was, that was not a happy day entirely because it's like, 
"I can't talk to everyone." Me and my wife were just working. It's like there's no 
pleasantries. It's more like, "Hey, sit down. We got you order. What do you 
want? Great. Okay, next. Hey, here's the order. Hey, I'm sorry, can you move 
aside? Hey, here's the order. Blah, blah, blah, blah. And three hours later, we 
were like, "Oh, how did we fit 130 people in and out of our apartment? That 
makes no sense." 

Nicole S.: And bear in mind, folks, they're cooking on top of the line ... I mean this is an 
apartment that they rented, so we're talking about maybe just your average run 
of the mill oven and range, a microwave ... Did you have that top and bottom 
fridge? You know I'm talking about? 

Nguyen Tran: Yeah. Exactly. [crosstalk 00:42:06]. 

Nicole S.: There's no fancy equipment going on in here, which I would like to say as a side 
note that proves you can cook and make great food on nearly anything. If you've 
got a heat source and you've got refrigeration, you probably can make a meal.  

Nguyen Tran: What you do is you figure out the maximum capacity of what you can output 
and the reality of what you can do with what you have. That is the ultimate 
message here. Our capacity to do anything is far more than we think as humans, 
but you have to push yourself within, and I'm a fan of limitation, because 
limitation forces creativity. Limitation and necessity force actual creativity. You 
have to be creative because you're trying to figure out how to survive, you're 
trying to figure out how to feed all these people, you're trying to figure out how 
to make money, and we had to do it with a limited amount of resources, limited 
amount of equipment, limited amount of space. The only upgrade we had as we 
bought a portable fryer. I mean we bought maybe knives and cutting boards, 
but for actual cooking equipment, that was the only other thing we- 
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Nicole S.: A portable. Not a real f- a portable, like one of those Fry Daddies maybe, are you 
talking about? 

Nguyen Tran: No, it wasn't like a Fry Daddy. It was a Fry Daddy. I still have it, by the way. I'm 
very nostalgic. It's in my garage right now. We never use it because we actually 
have industrial fryers and stuff, but like, "I'm going to use that Fry Daddy one 
day because I really love that thing. 

Nicole S.: Some day. Oh my gosh. 

Nguyen Tran: I don't know, either Marie Kondo needs to come into my place or Hoarders 
needs to come in. I'm just too nostalgic about things.  

Nicole S.: Well, she wouldn't make you throw that away. She says she doesn't make 
people throw things away that are nostalgic to them. Just all the other crap that 
you don't need. 

Nguyen Tran: It brings me joy, or in Japanese Tokimeki [crosstalk 00:43:50]- 

Nicole S.: Yeah. It sparks joy. 

Nguyen Tran: Yeah. It sparks joy in me when I think about it.  

Nicole S.: Oh my gosh. Okay. See, I love ... This is much. I could talk to you for hours. I love 
that story, and I love how you really went into the nitty gritty of it because 
there's just so much inspiration there. And I think people love to hear the 
ending story, like, "It was all great," but there's something to be said about, you 
touched on something again that I really like. It's that you were limited in what 
you had. You were limited in money, you were limited equipment, you even 
kind of limited and experience and you still made a way, you found a way to 
make it work, and you just didn't let that stop you. That can seem really plucky, 
that kind of sounds like a movie. You should make this in a movie. I would watch 
the heck out of this movie. 

 But I think it just goes back to the kind of people you guys are. You're just not 
going to let adversity stop you. And this is a cooking podcast, but one of the 
things I hear over and over from people when they tell me about when they're 
trying to learn to cook or they're thinking about learning to cook is like, "Nicole, 
you have all this experience. You've been doing this for years. There's no way I 
could ever learn to cook like you could learn to cook." And I'm like, "Are you 
kidding? Did you not hear the story about the very first meal I made? It was 
horrible. And there were many horrible meals in between what you see now. It 
took me 20 years of just going to putzing around in the kitchen to where I am 
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and I would even consider myself a chef. I just consider myself a pretty good 
cook." 

 But I think that you just saying, "Hm, full speed ahead, we're going to do this," is 
inspiring. It's inspiring to me, and I bet you it's inspiring to other people that you 
don't have to go to culinary school. You don't have to be a gourmet chef. You 
were friends with a gourmet chef. Right? And he gave you one tip, right? That 
was it. He probably give you other things, but really that one major tip and then 
you're just like, "I'm going to figure this out." I think, one, that's a great story, 
that's a great immigrant story, and regardless of where you emigrate from 
whether it's to America or it's to another country, survival makes you figure it 
out.  

Nguyen Tran: It's a necessity of life. It's something that I came to terms with and appreciated 
more when ... Our story is incredibly complex and that's why the book is much 
better in telling it in a much more long form. We quit almost four years ago, and 
when we quit and took a break, I looked back on what we accomplished, and 
normally I would have discounted all of it, but I really took pride in like, you 
know what, you were never supposed to survive and succeed and we beat the 
odds so many different times, like you know what, I'm proud of that. And I may 
not have money in my pocket to show for it, but I have the history and 
experience and just the memories of everything that happened and all the 
people that I've met, both serving them that we've inspired and uplifted and all 
the different experiences.  

 You know what? Whether we'd be talking on a podcast or I be talking to some 
guy on the corner, sharing my story. I love sharing it because I think people 
don't realize enough how much they can do just jumping in. And we didn't 
expect to be really good at food, we didn't expect to be restaurateurs, I didn't 
expect to be on this podcast with you. I'm very appreciative. If I can't convey 
that in any other way, I have to at least verbally say that. 

Nicole S.: Oh, I love the fact that you came on to share with us.  

 Well I want to go back. I'm going to dive into food real quick before I let you go.  

Nguyen Tran: Okay.  

Nicole S.: Okay. I was talking to Beth from Blue Barn Kitchen. She's a health coach, she's a 
really awesome lady, and I encourage you to check her out. She's cool. But one 
of the things she said to me was that everybody has a repertoire of eight to 12 
recipes. And if you don't have that, you should get it. Can you give me, because 
you guys are restaurateurs, and I think people are hearing you and they're 
inspired by you, but they're also thinking, "Yeah. But you've made it to the 
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Promised Land." You guys are in culinary, going to Hall of Fame in L.A. What are 
two, give me two things that you and your wife make at home when it's just you 
guys and your son over and over again. Just two things that you make.  

Nguyen Tran: Two things that we make over and over again, one, it is from the cookbook, but 
it's not because it's in the cookbook. In Vietnamese, it's called Thit Kho. We're 
actually going to make it this afternoon today. So that reinforces that. Thit Ko is 
a comfort food dish that every Vietnamese person in the world knows and 
knows how to make regardless of how Vietnamese or how not Vietnamese they 
are.  

 It's usually made of either pork buck, we make it with pork belly and usually a 
hard boiled, but we make a medium boiled egg and some caramel, some sugar, 
some fish sauce. And it's stewed, and it's delicious and it's sweet and savory and 
just comforting. If you braise it long enough it's tender and it's just really good 
with rice, and you get the egg and it just makes it more unctious and more 
craveable. Oh man, I cannot wait til this afternoon.  

Nicole S.: Seriously. Dude, I can't come there and eat that? That sounds delicious. Oh my 
gosh. 

Nguyen Tran: That's why the first recipe of the cookbook is that recipe, so you can just make 
it. 

Nicole S.: All right. I am going to make it. I am going to make it now. I'm going to make it 
for the Grahams, because again, you can't make a meal without somebody 
seeing it. That's one of the recipes now. You've just sealed it for me.  

Nguyen Tran: And actually it's not a very complicated recipe. It's not even that much 
preparation. So that thit kho, actually we call it Vietnamese coconut, what am I 
call it, braised Vietnamese coconut pork belly. So that's one dish we make a lot.  

 Another dish, it's hard ... Let me preface by saying I'm not saying this to be 
pompous. Part of it because we're in the world of food and we think about it. 
We don't make things that often any more because we're now in a mindset of 
exploration and also not getting bored of what we're making too, and 
exploration is important because we're trying to figure out new flavors and how 
to make it and to keep ourselves motivated. That's the hardest part about 
anything, right? You're doing anything in repetition, you need to keep 
motivated. And sometimes it's breaking out of the norm, but this ... And I'm 
buying myself time to figure out what that second dish is, to be honest with you. 

 The second dish. The second dish we make a lot, so thit kho, we make a whole 
lot. It's honestly really simple. We make steak a lot, but it's important, when I 
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say make steak, that sounds like strapping it. So the addendum to that is, but 
then we figure out what we can do with that steak and so many different ways. 
So that's the version of us [crosstalk 00:50:49]- 

Nicole S.: So that's your meat of choice and then you always do something interesting 
with it. 

Nguyen Tran: Yeah. We're big ribeye fans, [crosstalk 00:50:58]. Yeah. I know. Well, a lot of 
people are, they don't know. They like a filet mignon, or something like that. But 
if you're chefy, ribeye a tends to be the cut of choice. You get like a choice, you 
know, there's different levels of beef choice, prime and and what have you, and 
we go to Costco, it's really inexpensive there. Get like a ribeye for like $9 a 
pound so you get the steak. So naturally you can just cook it on a super high 
heat, sear it, seasoned it first then sear it, and eat it that way with vegetables 
and [inaudible 00:51:28]. 

 But then the other thing we do is we'll take that steak and we'll cube it and 
maybe we'll fry it and then make like a sweet and sour beef, or then we will 
make like an orange beef, which is something a lot of Americans don't know 
because actually in the Asian community, orange beef tends to be more 
prevalent. Orange chicken actually isn't much of a dish, but it is now because of 
the American consumption of orange chicken, but orange beef is actually a 
pretty traditional Chinese dish. 

Nicole S.: [crosstalk 00:51:52] Panda Express. 

Nguyen Tran: Yeah, which is a totally different topic. But I don't say that with condescension. I 
do think Panda Express, I think it's great that they brought that to life, and 
chicken is a much more inexpensive protein so it's easier to make orange 
chicken than it is orange beef, and orange beef is a lot harder to mess up too, or 
a lot easier to mess up because it's beef, you overcook it, it's just just rough and 
rubbery if you don't do it right. 

 So steak and many iterations of steak, we'll thinly slice it and make it just a stir 
fry and put it over rice with like egg or something like that. Cube it, fry it, every 
now and then because I'm from Texas, we'll pound it and then make a chicken 
fried steak, which is sacrilege because chicken fried steak is usually made with 
cheap cube steak. But you gotta to use a good cut of meat because it tastes 
really good.  

Nicole S.: Hey, you can do what you want. This is America. 

Nguyen Tran: America. 
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Nicole S.: Yeah. You can do whatever you want.  

Nguyen Tran: So those are the things that we make a lot, but we try to riff off. I think the 
addendum to that nine to 12 recipes are get the core recipes you want or that 
you're really good at you love, but then figure out how you riff on it. And it can 
be a little things, maybe just preparation, sometimes instead of eating it with 
rice or on the plate, you can eat as a sandwich or you get a nice baguette or 
something like that. There's so many different variations. And that's a fun part 
of food and creativity or music and everything like that, there's no real rule to it, 
you can consume it anywhere you want, any way you want, you can dip into 
other cultures and get a pita or get ... we live with a lot of Romanian people, like 
get a lavash bread and other things. The world of food is, is your oyster. Have 
fun. 

Nicole S.: I love that. All right. You have been amazing. I want to end as we always do with 
this question, well, this a little bit different. I want you to talk to that teen out 
there, because the teens are our future. Truly believe that, they are deciding 
this dude is awesome. I love this story, and I'm going to start a restaurant in my 
parents basement. There's parents right now screaming in their car going, "Do 
not give them this idea." Too late. That's what we call entrepreneurship.  

 What is that one tip that you can give out there to that restaurateur wannabe, 
or at least someone who wants to just throw a killer party, because let's be 
honest, even though you're taking orders, you're feeding people and they were 
paying you. It still sounds like just one of the coolest parties I've heard of in L.A. 
in a really long time and there are a lot of cool parties in L.A. What's that tip that 
you can give out there to them about what you did?  

Nguyen Tran: Reiterate one thing, but that's not the tip is the thinking you're [inaudible 
00:54:31] That's one thing. It's just a mentality. But in terms of the tip, it's really 
as simple as you got to love what you're doing or having fun with it. It's 
contagious. It's infectious when you're having fun with it, even if you're messing 
up. Here's a parallel anecdote. I karaoke a lot. I karaoke a whole lot. And I don't 
even karaoke drunk, which is abnormal for most people. Like, "What? You don't 
karaoke drunk?" Because I don't need liquid confidence. But I tell people all the 
time. The only thing karaoke that matters is if you're into the song, it doesn't 
matter if you're pitchy, it doesn't matter if you're bad. It doesn't even matter if 
you know all the words. If you're into the song, people will buy into it with you. 
They can feel that you're into it, they are in with you. 

 But if you're just doing it to perform, it doesn't resonate as much. So when it 
comes to running a restaurant out of your parents' basement, it has to be 
something because you actually want to do it. And it could be as simple as, "I 
want to have fun," or, "I've made this dish that I love and I want to share with 
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other people," or, "I want to throw a Tortino pizza roll party because I think that 
would be absurd. And I'm going to sell it."  

 But it's the passion behind it that sells people on it. In the world of finance, and 
like I used to work in film, I believe in the rule that people don't buy into 
projects, they buy into people. They buy into the passion of the person that is 
leading or taking the charge of whatever it is they're doing. So you're throwing a 
party in their basement, it has to be more like, "Oh man, there's this guy 
Charlie," I'm just making all this up, "this guy Charlie that, I don't know, he's 
been doing this for weeks and he just wants to make the crazy pizza and he's 
inviting everyone over, and I don't know if he's going to Salt Bay it with salt and 
Parmesan cheese on it, but I just heard it's amazing and we should go and it's 
their basement, and they're charging a cover, which makes no sense but 
whatever. Let's go." 

 And it has to sell itself. As a person that used to be a salesperson, the thing 
about sales of any kind, that's what it is, right? Is a version of sales, is that it has 
to be a pitch or an idea that can sell without you having to be there. You tell 
your five friends that came in, "I've been working this pizza or so long, invite 
everyone, dude, it's going to be amazing. It's going to be thick and 
Instagramable and whatever else, and then we're going to have tables and 
music and then lights and other stuff. It's going to be the craziest pizza party 
ever. And then I'm going to dress up like a mouse and other stuff." 

 And then you tell us by people and then they're going to tell people, and they're 
going to be like, "Oh my God, my friend. I don't even know what he's thinking 
but he's going to do this, this and that." And that's what word of mouth is, right? 
You've planted the seed with other people, your passion and then those people 
tell other people.  

 And the best part about that is if you're passionate about it, you don't get let 
down because no one shows up, because you're still having fun. So it comes 
back to that. That is the most important thing about that. If no one shows up, 
but you still got the opportunity to do what you wanted to do, isn't that why 
you did it? If you're doing it to become popular or wherever else, I totally get 
being a kid and why that is a thing, because I wasn't very popular. But if you do 
it and no one shows up, you're still happy, because you wanted to do it anyway. 

Nicole S.: I like that. That's awesome. That's super awesome.  

Nguyen Tran: Yeah. And that comes from a lot of failure too. 
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Nicole S.: Yeah. You should go on the circuit. I like it. I like it a lot. Okay. Tell people where 
they can find you on the Internet and then in real life, not your home address, 
that'd be weird. But like your restaurant, where can we find you?  

Nguyen Tran: Well, Starry Kitchen is the umbrella of everything. And on the Internet it's 
starrykitchen, one word, S-T-A-R-R-Y kitchen, K-I-T-C-H-E-N, on Twitter, 
Facebook, Instagram. I don't really use Snapchat much, I haven't been on there 
for two years so I guess I haven used it a long time. And that's where you can 
find it. It's starrykitchen.com. You can find us there. You can always email me at 
info@starrykitchen.com. I may not reply, not because I don't want to, it's 
because I get busy anyway.  

 We have a place called Button Mash in Echo Park, which is right next to Dodgers 
stadium in Los Angeles. It's a bar arcade Asian restaurant. You can find our food 
there. We cater and every now and then I'm on Food Network and Cooking 
Channel on different shows, and I'm on the Internet a lot for different things 
that I shoot because I'm crazy and I wear a banana suit many times over and I'm 
opinionated and I like talking about food, and if you see me on the street, say hi 
too, maybe you'll find me on the street in Los Angeles, I know that you can find 
me there too. 

Nicole S.: That sounds awesome. I will find you because I'm close to you in Hawaii and I do 
hope to get to Los Angeles in the next 18 months. So when I do, I'm coming to 
eat. 

Nguyen Tran: Yeah. Come and eat. Come through a big hug. You can even do it before you 
introduce yourself, even though that might be weird to me. I'm like, "Who's 
this? Oh, that's sweet. Oh, you're Nicole. Great. Awesome." 

Nicole S.: No, I'm short and brown. You're going to be like, "Who is this tiny person 
coming to hug ... Oh, it's Nicole." That's [inaudible 00:59:49]. 

 All right, friend. You have been amazing. Thank you so much for being on the 
podcast.  

Nguyen Tran: No, thank you for letting me babble my mouth off, you actually are the first 
person that's ever even had me delve into the logistics of running out of our 
apartment. So thank you for asking that. I haven't even thought about that in so 
long. 

Nicole S.: Oh yeah. Loved it. All right, we'll see you soon.  

Nguyen Tran: Take care.  
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Nicole S.: Hey, all, you've just finished hearing me speak with Nguyen Tran of Starry 
Kitchen. So look, there's just not that much else left to say, because hearing that 
story was just so incredibly fun and motivating.  

 I had a couple of takeaways from my chat with Nguyen. The first is figure it out. 
Don't wait to start something until you know everything. Nguyen and Thi didn't 
go to culinary school, they'd never ran a restaurant and didn't have any 
background in cooking professionally, but they just went for it. They figured it 
out along the way and they were okay with making mistakes.  

 I can't tell you how exhilarating and both terrifying that sounds to me. I am 
always so afraid to do anything that I don't know how to do 100% before I start 
it. Look, I was so terrified to even start this podcast because I wasn't sure I 
would know how to talk to people even though I talk so much and all of the 
time. I was afraid that I would sound foolish, and I just was afraid that no one 
would ever listen. 

 But you know what? I was just like, "I'm going to do this." So I did. And I can 
honestly tell you I've made so many mistakes, but I've also learned a lot and 
have gotten better, and it's just really a process. I look back on things I was 
doing and I'm like, "Oh no," my sound, and how I'm talking into the mic. But I've 
grown, and it's just really refreshing to see that other people are worried, but 
they're like, "Nope, we're just going to do it anyway." 

 So that's my first major takeaway. And my second is that good prep work is the 
foundation for any successful kitchen. For any meal, whether it's a restaurant 
meal or dinner party for your closest friends, the more prepared you are, the 
easier and smoother things will go.  

 I know you thought I was going to say something really deep, right? Well, fooled 
you. But look, there are probably so many other things that I'm not even 
thinking about right now that you might have heard or thought about as you 
were listening to his interview that you could take away. And you know what? 
I'd love to hear what those things are. So let me know in the Facebook group or 
comment on Instagram any comments about you think about this episode.  

 And by the way, this is the last episode of season two. Yes, another baker's 
dozen of episodes delivered for you. I'm super stoked by all the amazing people 
I was able to interview this season, and I just encourage you all to go back and 
listen to season one if you haven't.  

 Also, the show is going on summer break. Yay! For several weeks, but don't 
worry, we'll be back in mid July with the start of season three. So be sure to 
subscribe so you don't miss any of the episodes when we return. 
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 Finally, if you like the show, please consider leaving a review. I read every single 
one and it helps other like-minded foodies find the show. 

 So until next time, this is BFF with the Chef wishing you a great start to your 
summer and hoping you'll be inspired to go and make something delicious. 
Good-bye.  

 


