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ThisisaMockingBird 
sandwich at Hawking 
Bird, a fried chicken 
(andtofu!)jointin 
Oakland. lt'sdressed 
withsornecabbage 
slaw and charred chili 
jam,and,ohyes,it 
will shift your entire 
perspectiveontofu. 





''It's chalky. It's tasteless. 
What's the point?'' Minh 
Tsai says confidentially, 
getting up close, 
almost whispering. 
''I don't blame you for 
not loving it." 

Which is just about the last thing that 
I am expecting to hear as I'm standing 
on the humming floor of Hodo, Tsai's 
bustling tofu-production facility in Oak
land's warehouse district. Tsai leads me, 
in white jacket, hairnet, and scrubs, on a 
tour. I see the high-grade soybeans he uses 
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(harvested exclusively from the American 
Midwest). I witness a process almost like 
cheese making that he has ingenious
ly adapted into a hybrid operation, part 
mechanical and part hands-on. He tells 
me that Hodo ships approximately 50,000 

pounds of tofu products each day. 

Along the way, Tsai doles out samples, 
pinching off pieces from the production 
line-tofu both firm and soft, tofu trans
formed into nuggets, tofu fashioned into 
chewy strips. At one point, popping a taste 
of warm, fresh-from-the-vat tofu into my 
mouth, he offers up some tasting notes. 
Nutty, he says. Complex. For sure, the nut
tiest, most complex firm tofu I've ever had. 
But do I dare tell him that I don't love it? 

It tastes more like a substitute for 
something, I say. Tsai nods, undaunted, 
and takes me to the room where he makes 
yuba, the thin layer that forms atop the soy 
milk as it cooks, sort of like the skin that 
develops on a pudding. 

"I call yuba the gateway drug for tofu," 
Tsai says, using a small knife to cut into 
one of the rectangular pans ofyuba that 
have been set up in rows, not unlike the 
developing pans in a photographer's dark
room. The process creates a tofu product 
that's denser in protein (21 grams in 
3 ounces versus firm tofu's 14). Tsai holds 
out to me what looks like a wad of chewed, 
dun-colored gum. The skin, almost half-



way between solid and liquid, collapses 
into his palm. Go ahead, he says, offering 
me a taste. The implication is not lost on 
me: I am going to have you eating out of the 
palm of my hand. 

And so he does. The yuba is not like any 
tofu I've ever eaten: luscious, creamy, 
more like a bundle of warm, freshly made 
mozzarella. Tsai, smiling but dead-eyed, 
and sounding more like a futuristic tech 
titan than the maker of an ancient soy 
product, says solemnly: "So you have seen 
nowwhat is possible." 

l'M NOT A TOFU HATER. Hate implies 
disdain or animosity. I'm indifferent to the 
stuff. Tofu just is-neither good nor bad, 
neither memorable nor offensive. I don't 
doubt this is a position born of ignorance, 
but I would argue that that ignorance is 
born of a lack of tradition, of context. 

America has never been what you would 
call a tofu-making country even though 
Asian cultures have been producing it for 
more than a thousand years. Its history 
in the U.S. begins properly in the 1970s, 
says Tara McHugh, Ph.D., a food technol
ogist and researcher 
at the USDA. This 
was around the time 
when eco-conscious
ness was ascendant, 
when plant-based 
eating went from the 
margins to the main
stream. !twas not deli-

Left: Hawking 
Bird chef James 
Syhabout(left) 
and tofu king Minh 
Tsaigodeepona 
Mocking Bird 
sandwich. Right: 
Sheetsofyuba hang 
at Hodo. Top: Tofu 
nuggets in process. 

ciousness that accounted 
for its relatively rapid 
adoption in the U.S. I twas 
politics. Tofu was not meat. 
It did not come from facto
ry farms. If you were look
ingto take a personal stand 
against agribusiness, if 
you wanted to abstain from 
the ills of carnivores, tofu 
was a convenient vehicle, 
a kind of culinary consci
entious objection. In this 
ideological context, it was 
almost unseemly to sug
gest that, well, tofu didn't 
taste all that great. Flavor? 
How about the.flavor of the 
resistance? 

Since the '70s, tofu 
making has become more 
widespread, so itis no sur
prise that the quality has 
become better and better. 

And it's turning up in fast-food burgers 
and milkshakes and even becoming, of all 
things, a processed foodstuff-Tofutti, a 
mass-market brand that makes dairy-free 
"ice cream." Not even the Internet-fueled 
rumor that the phytoestrogens in tofu 
would lead to a condition called gyneco
mastia (that's man boobs to you and me) 
has slowed its reemergence. 

"It's time to take back tofu," Tsai tells 
me over lunch the day after I met him at 

Wait, Isn't Soy 
Bad for You? 
Nope. It's actually pretty 
healthful for you, according 
to the latest science. 
Here are three benefits 
of the soybean. 

1. 
It's a good source of protein. 
A half block of firm tofu contains 
28 grams of protein. By compari
son, Y, cup of chopped roasted 
chicken breast has 22 grams. 
Among active people, those with 
higher intakes of protein, 
regardless of whether it was 
animal or plant based, had a 35 
percent lower risk of functional 
physical decline as they aged 
than those who ate the least 
protein-so found a 2018 study 
by Boston University researchers. 

2. 
It may fight diabetes. 
People who consumed more 
isoflavones, found in tofu and soy 
milk, had an 11 percent lower risk 
of type 2 diabetes than those who 
didn't eat much, according to a 
2017 study by Harvard research
ers. One reason: lsoflavones may 
improve glucose tolerance and 
blood lipids, markers of diabetes. 

3. 
It could protect your prostate. 
Men whose diet included soy 
foods had a 29 percent reduced 
risk of developing prostate 
cancer, according to a 2018 
meta-analysis in Nutrients. Again, 
thank isoflavones, such as 
genistein and daidzein, which the 
scientists think may disrupt the 
development of prostate cancer. 

* But what about low sperm 
count and man boobs? 
Back in the 2000s, a few small 
studies and rodent research 
suggested that the phytoestro
gens in soy products could 
disrupt hormones. Several news 
outlets (including this one-our 
bad) may have overblown those 
findings. "Such a link has never 
been substantiated in human 
studies," says Qi Sun, M.D., an 
assistant professor in the 
Department of Nutrition at 
Harvard University. " I don't think 
this is a concern at all." 
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the factory. Take it back? "Take it back 
from the hippies and the politics," he says. 
In other words, if you regard tofu only as a 
lackluster substitute for meat, ifit is syn
onymous in your imagination with co-ops 
and communes, if you assume itto be solely 
the province of Asian cuisines, then Tsai's 
asking you-yes, you-to open your mind 
so that he can then blow it. "Let's just make 
it delicious," he says. "It is delicious." 

Tsai, a former investment banker and 
management consultant who started 
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his tofu business with little more than 
a method and a story, began selling his 
handmade product at farmers markets 
in the Bay Area 15 years ago. He refined 
his method, he tells me, by tasting every 
brand he could get his hands on. It didn't 
take him long to realize what was miss
ing: flavors·. "I wanted to make a tofu that 
has flavors. To achieve flavors, I needed 
higher protein and fat in the soybeans." 
That meant developing a process where
by he could produce a much thicker soy 

-AMATRICIANA 
"PASTA" 
WITH YUBA 
Recipe by Stuart Brioza, chef/co-owner of 
State Bird Provisions in San Francisco 

3 TBSP UNSALTED 
BUTTER 

2 OUNCES GUANCIALE 
OR PANCETTA. DICED 

14 TSP CRUSHED RED
PEPPER FLAKES 

1 MEDIUM GARLIC 
CLOVE. THINLY 
SLICED 

8 OZ YUBA. SHEETS 
UNFOLDED. SLICED 
INTO 6-BY-1-INCH 
STRIPS, RINSED, 
DRAINED, AND 
PATTED DRY 

1 LB HEIRLOOM 
TOMATOES, HALVED 
AND GRATED, SKINS 
DISCARDED 

3 OZ PECORINO, 
FINELY GRATED, 
PLUS MORE FOR 
GARNISHING 

12 LARGE BASIL 
LEAVES 

10 CHERRY 
TOMATOES, 
PREFERABLY A 
VARIETY OF COLORS 
AND SHAPES, HALVED 

1 TBSP OLIVE OIL 

1. In a large pan 
over medium heat, 
add 1 Tbsp butter 
and the guanciale. 
Cook until the 
guanciale begins 
to brown, 2 to 3 
minutes. Add the 
red-pepper flakes 
and garlic. Cook 
until aromatic, 1 to 
2 minutes. 

2. Add the yuba 
and 1 Tbsp butter; 
saute until the 
yuba starts to 
brown, about 3 
minutes. Add the 
grated tomato and 
last 1 Tbsp butter. 
Saute until saucy, 
about 1 minute. 

3. Add the 
pecorino. lift the 
pan off the heat, 
stir in the basil and 
cherry tomatoes, 
season with salt 
and pepper, 
drizzle with olive 
oil, garnish with 
pecorino, and 
serve. Feeds 3 

Per serving: 501 
calories, 32g 
protein, 20g carbs 
(6g fiber), 33g fat 



If you regard tofu only as 
a lackluster substitute for 
meat, it's time to open 
your mind so that Tsai can 
then blow it. 

milk. A thicker soy milk means a high
er-protein tofu, which results in a richer, 
creamier flavor and a texture with more 
chew. Today, the Hodo factory churns out 
16 products, with 20 expected by next 
year. This past February, in San Fran
cisco, Tsai convened an event called Tofu 
Evolved. Yes, a tofu symposium-only 
in San Francisco-where he spoke elo
quently and passionately about tofu as a 
potential force in a food future that will 
be greener and cleaner. 

Then, several months later, he changed 
the name of his company from Hodo Soy 
to Hodo-thereby removing from the 
brand any reference to the one ingredi-

Yuba stands in for 
pappardelleatState 
Bird Provisions(left), 
proving tofu isn't 
onlyanAsianthing. lt 
even plays well with 
Italian cured meats, 
liketheguanciale 
(below)that'scoreto 
State Bird's recipe. 

ent without which tofu does not exist. The 
change came in advance of a market push in 
which Tsai brought his line of packaged tofu 
products-among them yuba sesame noo
dles, tofu nuggets, and the same firm tofu 
blocks that, yes, Chipotle currently crum
bles up into its vegan sofritas-to Whole 
Foods. But how much of "new tofu" was 
hype? I decided to let my taste buds decide. 

IN THE DAYS AFTER touring the Hodo 
plant with Tsai, I do something I have nev
er done-something I have never wanted 
to do: I gorge myself on tofu. Now, I have 
gone on barbecue benders and burger 
benders, and I have spent weeks chasing 
the best pizza, kebabs, and chocolate-chip 
cookies. But I've never eaten tofu morning, 
noon, and night. Tofu fast food and tofu 
fine dining. I feel like I'm shooting some 
foodie buddy movie, with Tsai shotgun. 

As eager as I am to see if, finally, I can 
be made to like tofu, Tsai is eager too. 
Because if I do like it, then that means 
that maybe the vision he is banking on is 
not some dream, it is real. 

Over the past few years, Tsai has culti
vated relationships with some of San Fran
cisco's best and most ambitious chefs, 
and he has arranged, with my approval, a 
series of demo meals with his most ardent 
adopters to prove to me not just that a wide 
variety of applications is possible but also 
that tofu is notwhatI think it is. The chefs, 
for their part, are happy to play along. 

When I meet with Stuart Brioza, execu
tive chef of State Bird Provisions and the 
Progress, a modern-American restaurant 
in San Francisco, it's a late-afternoon lunch 
between shifts. With his staff in the throes 
of dinner prep, the chef slips mischievously 
into the kitchen to show off his yubagame, 
taking the same thin, chewy sheets I'd sam
pled at the factory and accessorizing them 
with smoked black cod, spring peas, and a 
black-butter ponzu. Two bites in and I for
get entirely that I'm eating tofu. 

I'm still trying to process just what it 
is I'm eating, because there is no mistak
ing it for a substitute, when this highly 
decorated executive chef who once lived 
and cooked in Italy makes a startling pro
nouncement. Not only is his version of 
amatriciana, made with thin strips cut 
from Hodo's tofu sheets,just as good as an 
amatriciana made with, say, pappardelle. 
Not only is it a convincing substitute that 
surprises your palate, he says. No, Brioza 
says, his version of amatriciana made with 
yuba is, in fact, better. 

Tofu:A 
Buyer's 
Guide 
We tasted what's 
out there. Here are 
the best brands. 

Hodo 
It makes the 
traditional tofu 
and yuba San Fran 
chefs love, plus it 
sells premarinated 
and cooked tofu 
burgers and 
nuggets. New to 
th is? Try the Thai 
curry nuggets. 
Available through: 
Whole Foods, 
hodofoods.com 

Nasoya 
This company's 
packaged tofu is 
organic. It ranges 
from silken tofu 
(good in shakes) 
to firm (good in 
anything, rea lly) to 
"super firm" (good 
d iced into salads). 
Available through: 
Target, most 
grocery stores 

Tofurky 
Scoff not. It makes 
more than faux 
Thanksgiving 
turkey. Like its 
Italian sausage, 
which tastes great 
hot off the grill. 
Seriously, trust us. 
Available through: 
Target, Whole 
Foods 

MEN 'S HEALTH / October 2018 101 



I wrinkle my brow. 
"Seriously-much better," Brioza 

insists. Because of the chew of the yuba 
and the texture; the way the Roman-in
spired sauce, a rich, zesty mix of tomatoes, 
onions, and guanciale (salt-cured pork), 
clings to it. He has a point. 

Later that night, still buzzing from my 
eye- and palate-opening encounter with 
Brioza, I have dinner at Mister Jiu's , a 
modern Chinese restaurant in the red
lantern-strewn heart of San Francisco's 
Chinatown. Given the restaurant's MO, 
I'm expecting more traditional prepara
tions of tofu from chef and owner Brandon 
Jew.And there are a number of them, but 
then, in the middle of the meal, chef Jew 
picks up Brioza's pasta theme and explores 
it with the same passion. 

If I didn't know any better, I would 
assume the dish Jew sends to my table is a 
pasta, specificallymaltagliati, the Emilia
Romagna classic of torn and irregular 
rags of noodle, here topped, lustily, with 
morels, duck egg, and garlic scapes. 

Another night, I visit Nightbird, a cozy 
tasting-menu haunt in the Hayes Valley 
neighborhood. The chef, Kim Alter, is in 
league with Brioza and Jew, both in trying 
to open up their already adventuresome 
customers to the idea that yuba is not nec
essarily Asian and in turning to pasta as 
the preferred point of entry. 
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Traditionally, 
gribiche isa rich 
sauce built from 
hard-boiled eggs. 
Nightbird'sspin 
(below) uses firm 
tofu, and lightens up 
a simple salad. It's a 
brunch that won't 
bog you down. 

-ASPARAGUS AND TOFU "GRIBICHE" 
Recipe by Kim Alter, chef/owner ofNightbird in San Francisco 

1 (16 OZ) BLOCK FIRM 1. In a large bowl, pierce with a fork, 
TOFU, DICEO SMALL mix the tofu, about 3 to 5 
1 SMALL SHALLOT, shallots, chives, minutes. 
DICEO SMALL parsley, zest and 3. To serve, divide 
Y. CUP CHIVES, juice from 1 lemon, the asparagus 
CHOPPEO fish sauce, garlic, among 4 plates. 
Y. CUP FRESH and chile. Marinate Top with equal 
PARSLEY, CHOPPEO in the fridge for at portions of the tofu 
ZEST AND JUICE FROM least 2 hours or as mixture. Garnish 
2 LEMONS long as 2 days. with the arugula, a 
1 TSP FISH SAUCE 2. Preheat your drizzle of olive oil. 
1 SMALL GARLIC oven to 350°F. On and a fried egg. 
CLOVE, MINCEO a large baking Feeds 4 
1 THAI CHILE ORY, sheet, toss the Per serving: 197 
JALAPE~O, SEEDEO asparagus with 1 calories. 18g protein, 
1 BUNCH ASPARAGUS, tsp olive oil and a 7g carbs (2g fiber), 
TRIMMEO big pinch of sea 11g fat 
1 TSP OLIVE OIL salt. Roast the 
2 CUPS ARUGULA asparagus until it's 
4 FRIEO EGGS tender enough to 



One of her favorite ways to make the 
connection visceral and immediate is to 
fry those same strips ofyuba until golden, 
achieving a chewy-crunchy texture rem
iniscent of both pasta and snack chips, 
then dousing them with a variation on a 
Caesar dressing, made with miso, Par
mesan, egg yolks, garlic, and Dijon. East 
meets West seamlessly, and thrillingly. 

The chefs, it's clear, adoreyuba; I adore 
yuba. It's hard not to. But yuba is only one 
part of the tofu universe. 

Determined to prove to me that block 
tofu, the more traditional form you're 
used to seeing in supermarkets, can also 
be a stand-alone product, Tsai takes me to 
James Syhabout's Hawking Bird, in Oak
land, a determinedly unslick fast-casual, 
fried-chicken-centric restaurant that 
looks out onto Telegraph Avenue. 

Tsai stages a test of two sandwiches on 
the menu. One is a chicken sandwich, the 
other a slab of firm Hodo tofu that's been 
fried to resemble a chicken sandwich. 

"Well?" Tsai asks after I've downed sev
eral bites of each. I'm surprised to hear 
myself say that I prefer the tofu to the 
chicken. Somehow the actual chicken gets 
in the way of the delicious fried exterior, 
while the tofu, being cleaner, does not. 

Seeing me polish it off, Tsai is exultant. 
To him, love of the sandwich is yet more 
proof of what he has been talking about for 
days, that tofu is not a substitute but the 
thing itself, that it need not be in an Asian 
dish to be tasty, that it can go high and low. 

True enough, and yet what does it say, I 
wonder, thatl only really like the tofu when 
I think I'm eating something else? I'll take 
it, Tsai says. He smiles. "Baby steps." 

AFTER MY TOFU CRAWL, I'm deter
mined to apply the lessons I've learned at 
home. I make a decent dish with firm tofu, 
sesame oil, chopped cucumber and celery, 
rice-wine vinegar, and Sriracha. Think
ing back to chefs Jew and Brioza, I heat 
up leftover marinara, tear in some yuba, 
toss everything, grate on some fresh Par
mesan, add a few dollops of ricotta, driz
zle on some olive oil, and sprinkle with salt 
and pepper. It's good-and, for a second, 
I even entertain thoughts of making it for 
friends. Would I lie to them about what it 
is, or would I tell them, but only afterlet
ting them think it's something else? The 
latter, definitely the latter. Baby steps.• 

TODD KLIMAN is a James BeardAward-win
ningfood writer and author ofrhe Wild Vine. 

Still skeptical about 
this whole tofu 
thing?Trythe 
scrambled "eggs" 
above. Theycookup 
quick, contain a 
payload of protein, 
and carry a pleasant, 
nuttytastethatgoes 
great with fresh 
brewed coffee. 

-BREAKFAST TACOS 
Recipe by Tara Lazar, chef ofF10 Creative in Palm Springs, California 

1 TSP OLIVE OIL 

1 MEDIUM SHALLOT, 
MINCED 

1 (14 OZ) BLOCK FIRM 
TOFU, RINSED, 
DRAINED, PATTED DRY, 
AND CRUMBLED INTO 
SMALL PIECES 

Y, TSP TURMERIC 

Y. CUP UNSWEETENED 
ALMOND MILK 

6 SMALL CORN 
TORTILLAS , WARMED 

Y, AVOCADO, SLICED 

1 SCALLION, THINLY 
SLICED 

3 RADISHES , THINLY 
SLICED 

HOT SAUCE 

1. In a large pan 
over medium-high 
heat, add the olive 
oil and shallots. 
Cook, stirring, until 
the sha I lots a re 
translucent, about 
1 minute. Add the 
tofu and cook, 
stirring now and 
then, until the tofu 
begins to brown, 
about 3 minutes. 
Add the turmeric 
and Y. tsp sea salt 
and stir until well 
incorporated . Add 
the almond milk 
and cook, stirring 
occasionally, until 
creamy, about 2 
minutes. Season 
to taste with 

additional salt, if 
needed. 

2. Divide the tofu 
among the tortillas 
and top with the 
avocado, scallion, 
radishes, and hot 
sauce. Serve 
immediately. 
Feeds 2 

Per serving: 458 
calories, 25g protein, 
53g carbs (9g fiber), 
19g fat 
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