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A richly tessellated cuisine with influences traversing 
Asia, Western Europe and America, Filipino food boasts a 
distinctive backbone of acidity and sweetness. As trend watchers 
and food media dub it the next “it” cuisine, Filipino-American 
chefs and operators hope that strides in making the cuisine more 
accessible won’t come at the cost of marginalizing Filipino 
culture to trend status.

Comprising more than 7,000 islands, the Philippines’ 
location between the South China Sea and the Pacific Ocean 
has made the islands a crossing point for migrating peoples and 
subject to centuries of colonization by the Chinese, Spanish 
and Americans. Filipino cuisine is thus often called the original 
fusion cuisine—a flavorful collision of traditions from the 
Pacific Islands, Asia and the West.

You can taste said history in preparations such as the 
unofficial national dish, adobo—chicken or pork marinated 
and braised in vinegar, soy sauce and garlic—which originates 
from the Spanish rub/marinade of the same name. The ubiquity 
of fried rice and noodles, or pancit, betrays Chinese influences, 
while kare kare, or oxtail stew, derives from the word “curry” 
in the country’s long-established Indian heritage. American 
paternalism through World War II explains the introduction 
of convenience foods such as Spam, mayonnaise and canned 
evaporated milk into the Pinoy (Filipino) cooking repertoire. 
(Plus, nowhere else in Asia can you find such pervasive use of 
cheese and tomato sauce.)

Filipino fare relies on sour and sweet flavors more than 
perhaps any other cuisine, and is packed with umami from 
fish sauce or fermented shrimp. “I think Filipinos are the most 
masterful at using vinegar or acidity in dishes,” says Sheldon 
Simeon, chef/owner of Hawaiian-Filipino comfort food spot Tin 
Roof in Kahului, Hawaii.

Sinigang, a soup of fish or meat and greens, gets its 
characteristic sour flavor from tamarind, guava or unripe fruit. Simeon adds that vinegar is 
often used as a marinade for pork before it’s roasted. Crispy-skinned lechon, or whole spit-
roasted pig, is usually served with a dipping sauce of vinegar and patis, Filipino fish sauce. 
Filipino-style spaghetti and tomato sauce is distinctively sweet, thanks to additions such as 
sugar and banana ketchup.

I T ’ S  P E R S O N A L
But you won’t get all that from one or two meals. “One of the biggest injustices you can do to 

yourself is go to one Filipino restaurant and then compare it to another,” says Patrice Cleary, chef/
owner of Filipino home-cooking restaurant Purple Patch in Washington, D.C. “You can’t set the 
expectation that something should taste like this or that.”

That’s because for most Filipinos, cooking is deeply personal—shared mainly with family and 
based on what’s available. Cleary’s mom Alice hails from the Bicol region southeast of Manila, 
where coconut milk is incorporated into savory dishes and hot chilies are a common ingredient. 
“Other regions cook with coconut milk only in sweet dishes, and some places don’t use hot peppers 
at all,” Cleary says.

OPPOSITE AND ABOVE: Whole 
branzino roasted in banana leaf  
with turmeric and tomato.
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ETHNIC CUISINE filipino

For Filipinos like Alice, who immigrated to the Northeast U.S. in the 1970s by 
way of Azores, Portugal, cooking provided a way of staying rooted to her culture 
in new places.

“My mom was so concerned with assimilating her children and herself, 
but as long as we could cook Filipino food, we always felt connected,” Cleary 
says—even if that required some improvisation. When they lived in Portugal, for 
example, tamarind and guava weren’t readily available, so they used lemons from 
the tree outside the house to sour the broth in sinigang soup—a method Cleary 
carried over to Purple Patch’s menu where she now makes lemony sinigang with  
with braised pork, potato, long beans and spinach.

In Hawaii, Filipino cuisine is cooked through the lens of those who started 
immigrating there 50-100 years ago, such as Simeon’s grandparents. “I recently 
went to the Philippines, and I realized the dishes we eat regularly and celebrate 
in Hawaii are dishes of the old cuisine—kind of stuck in a time capsule,” he says.

Even growing up in Los Angeles, a city with the second-largest Filipino 
population outside the islands, second-generation Filipinos Chase and Chad 
Valencia rarely ate Filipino food outside the home. “Assimilation is a big part of 
it,” Chase Valencia says. “We grew up trying to be American, so Filipino food for 
us meant home cooking.”

He now runs the front of the house at modern Filipino pop-up-turned-
restaurant Lasa, where brother Chad is the chef. “That makes our job challenging 
at times, because we’re almost tweaking people’s memories of what they grew up 
with, so it can get sensitive,” he says.

A  C U I S I N E  O N  T H E  R I S E
Since “Bizarre Foods” host Andrew Zimmern dubbed Filipino food the next 

“it” cuisine in 2012, Google searches for “Filipino food” have doubled, and those 
for “lumpia near me” (referring to the crunchy Filipino spring rolls) are up 3,350%, 
according to Bloomberg. This summer, chef/TV personality Anthony Bourdain 
told CNN that Filipino food would be the next big thing, calling pork sisig the 
cuisine’s “gateway drug.”

The restaurant scene is evolving, too. Built on craveable neighborhood 
stalwarts such as Amy Besa’s and Romy Dorotan’s Cendrillon and Purple Yam in 
New York, Chicago’s Isla Pilipina and Nanay Gloria’s in Los Angeles, an influx of 
young talent is pushing the boundaries of Filipino-American cooking.

Washington, D.C.’s popular nouveau-Filipino spot Bad Saint got a “Best New 
Restaurant” nod from Bon Appétit in 2016. L.A.’s recent Filipino cooking boom 
has produced such inventive spots as grain bowl joint Rice Bar and the Valencias’ 

Lasa, whose modern Pinoy-California cooking received early praise from LA Times critic Jonathan 
Gold. New Yorkers flock to Dale Talde’s namesake Brooklyn spot for Asian-American fare through 
the former “Top Chef” contestant’s unique lens as a second-generation Filipino.

Talde’s eclectic menu showcases a lot of bright acidity—he adobos everything from green 
mango to mushrooms to mustard greens, and infuses his housemade nuoc mam dipping sauce with 
calamansi, a lime-like citrus fruit from the Philippines. There’s a distinctly American playfulness 
about his dishes—from crispy oyster and bacon pad thai to pretzel dumplings filled with pork and 
chives and kung pao chicken wings with housemade ranch.

But he takes issue with those who dub Filipino food the next big food trend. “To me, it’s like 
equating our food with pop-up trends like the Cronut, which is basically Twitter clickbait. I don’t 
think you should marginalize an entire culture like that.”

ABOVE, TOP: Lasa’s play on kare kare, 
with SunFed Ranch beef tongue, smoky 
eggplant, charred green beans, tatsoi, 
roasted peanut and bagoong aillade.
ABOVE, BOTTOM: Purple yam 
pancakes with lechon kawali (braised 
fried pork) and macapuno syrup.
OPPOSITE, TOP: Kung pao chicken 
wings with housemade ranch. 
OPPOSITE BOTTOM: Lasa’s San 
Miguel steamed Manila clams,  
housemade longanisa, country 
bread and sorrel.
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His frustration with this portrayal reflects a growing industry awareness 
of the damage inflicted by cultural appropriation—in which a dominant 
group adopts or uses aspects of a minority group’s culture, often for personal 
and financial gain. More than simply cooking another group’s food, there’s 
a lack of respect and deep cultural exploration that often goes hand in hand 
with cultural appropriation.

“There’s a difference when people like Zimmern, who actually 
understands that power structure, stand up for our food and want to see it more 
readily available,” Talde says. “Let’s be realistic. If you want to eat something 
here in the states, you can. The barriers are all people’s perceptions.”

The notion of an entire cuisine being a trend is also problematic, because it 
assumes that it’s a temporary fad. “I’m bummed because calling Filipino food 
a trend puts a date on it,” Simeon says. “When does the trend fade away?”

He’s excited to see chefs making the cuisine more accessible, which has 
come in large part through appreciating it for what it is. “At one point, we 
were trying to make it, like, super, super fancy, taking flavors and presenting 
them in a totally different way,” he says. “A lot of chefs have gotten past that 
and taken a step backward, learning to celebrate a dish how it is and execute 
it in the best way that’s also original.”

O N E  D I S H ,  A  T H O U S A N D  WA Y S
Take the simple Filipino egg roll known as lumpia, for example. “We 

were all brought up to make lumpia differently, based on what was around,” 
Cleary says. She bases hers on Alice’s version, in which pork, beef, carrot, 
scallion, egg, salt and pepper are thinly rolled into egg wrappers like little 
cigars. This style reflects Purple Patch’s gentler, home-cooking-rooted 
approach, combining authentic dishes with American comfort food such 
as sisig burritos and beef sliders with papaya salad and banana ketchup. “A 
good 60% of people who come here have never had Filipino food,” Cleary adds.

The Valencias grew up with a similar version of lumpia—pork, onions, carrot, garlic and soy 
sauce rolled into a crunchy egg wrapper. The lumpia sariwa (meaning “fresh”) on Lasa’s menu 
is quite different, however. A brown rice flour crêpe dusted with green onion powder and crispy 
garlic is draped over a salad of black kale, caramelized cauliflower and crispy shallots tossed in 
tangy peanut soy vinaigrette. Every lumpia sariwa lands on the table with a little backstory to help 
the diner understand what’s on his or her plate. Even so, it sometimes causes a stir.

“Some people see what we’re doing and appreciate that it’s a different spin, and other people 
are like, ‘This doesn’t taste like lumpia,’” says Chase Valencia. “And we know that. We chose not 
to be traditional. Rather, we want to be inspired.”

Most validating for the Valencias has been the impact they’re having on the broader 
community—as more non-Filipino chefs come calling to learn about Filipino cooking and pickling 
techniques, and ingredients such as patis and bagoong (fermented shrimp paste). This reflects 
America’s broadening palate.

“It’s inspiring to see more people open up to our cuisine,” Chase Valencia says. “We grew up 
with our food being stigmatized. People still ask us every day ‘Oh, do you guys have balut [boiled 
fertilized duck eggs]?’ So to see our ideas and ingredients on non-Filipino menus, it’s encouraging 
and important, not just for us as cooks and kitchen people, but for Filipinos in our community to 
see that and be proud that our cuisine does make an impact.” 


