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The Asian diasporic entrepreneurs 
infusing chilli oils with the 

flavours of home

Words by Hanna Pham



Feature

There’s no doubt that Lao Gan 
Ma is delicious, it’s often the 
benchmark that other chilli 
oils are compared to. However, 
a new force of Asian diasporic 
entrepreneurs is kicking things 
up a notch with their person-
alised variations of spicy chilli 
toppings. The Asian diaspora is 
asserting its culinary presence 
on supermarket shelves, offering 
innovative chilli oils that feature 
the bold, unapologetic flavours 
of their childhood foods in each 
bottle.

Feeling creatively blocked with 
her corporate job, Teruni Jay-
awickrama, a first-generation 
Australian born in Melbourne to 
Sri Lankan parents, created her 
chilli oil brand Gini Maya in late 

Nowadays, Asian chilli oils – a fiery condiment in-
fused with chilli peppers and various spices – are 
ubiquitous in any foodie’s pantry. It doesn’t take 
much scrolling through Instagram to see a food 
influencer touting the spicy versatility of Lao Gan 
Ma, the famed Chinese brand that’s probably what 
first springs to mind when discussing chilli oils. It’s 
gained a cult-like status around the world. What’s 
more, owner Tao Huabi’s worth is estimated to ex-
ceed $1bn. Plus, according to market research, in 
2023 the chilli oil market was valued at $2.3bn and 
is expected to grow at a rate of 6.20% until 2030.

2023. “I’ve always been inspired 
by my mum's Sri Lankan cooking 
as a kid and the traditional spic-
es you would find in a Sri Lankan 
curry. I decided to experiment 
with those flavours in one of my 
favourite things to eat – chilli 
oil,” she says.

For Emily Yeoh, the co-founder 
of Two Hot Asians, her sambal1  
is more than a condiment – it’s 
about connection, heritage and 
sharing stories through food. 
Growing up around London’s Chi-
natown in a British and Chinese 
Malay household, her upbring-
ing was always centred around 
food. The epicentre of her cu-
linary memories was her dad’s 
homemade sambal. Yeoh and 
her dad always talked about 
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sharing their family’s recipe with 
the world, but he passed away 
from cancer before they could 
do it together.

Without a written recipe, Yeoh 
concocted her version based on 
the sambal she spent a lifetime 
eating. Though it took some tri-
al and error to get it right, she 
always prioritised keeping her 
dad’s original flavours. Since 
founding Two Hot Asians dur-
ing lockdown, Yeoh has added a 
vegan variation to her line-up 
due to popular demand, swap-
ping out the traditional shrimp 
paste for brown miso, bringing 
the flavours of home to an even 
wider audience.

Like Yeoh, Crystal Ung – who 
grew up in Southern Califor-
nia with an ethnically Chinese 
dad who emigrated from Cam-
bodia and a Laotian mother – 
revitalised her love for home 
cooking during the pandemic. 
When using the bottled sauces 
she grew up eating, she noticed 
they were packed with sodium 
and preservatives. Inspired to 
adapt her family recipes and 
traditional sauce techniques into 
new, healthier versions of her 
childhood staples, she launched 
her chilli oil, Bowlcut in 2022.

“Bowlcut represents Asian Amer-
ican flavours in two ways: we 
design our sauces with modern 
consumers in mind – a new gen-
eration of thoughtful eaters who 139



"it’s about connection, 
heritage and sharing stories 
through food."

want nutrition as much as fl a-
vour. Second, we are interpret-
ing traditional fl avours, based 
on family restaurant recipes, 
and adapting them through an 
Asian American perspective,” 
Ung explains.

According to Yeoh, the rise of 
chilli oils can be attributed to 
people becoming more adven-
turous about food. "Social me-
dia has also played a big part 
in the chilli oil explosion. Peo-
ple love seeing vibrant, punchy 
sauces in action, and it inspires 
them to give it a try,” she says.

“Consumers these days are all 
about convenience and fl avour, 
and Asian chilli oils hit both 
marks,” Jayawickrama adds. 

Emily Yeoh
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Coupled with the rise in popular-
ity of Asian foods, chilli oils are a 
great vehicle for people to explore 
different types of Asian cuisine.

The pandemic also played a big 
part, according to Ung. The lock-
downs led to a big rise in home 
cooking, and a desire to have 
global flavours at our fingertips 
– the likes of which are accessible 
through chilli oils created by en-
trepreneurs like Ung, whose widely 
available products are not only a 
comforting new take for other di-
asporic Asians, but offer up a novel 
way to spice up foods for anyone 
condiment-curious.

Footnotes
1A Southeast Asian chilli paste 
with a powerful garlic punch.



From drizzling it on to avocado 
toasts mixing it in mayo or even 
just heaping it onto fried eggs, 
these chilli oils are more than just 
a moreish, tableside condiment. 

Beyond its ability to add depth and heat to any 
dish, each spoonful invites eaters to taste and 
appreciate its founders' stories, heritage and be-
loved childhood foods from their motherlands.

The possibilities for using chilli oils in meals 
are endless, and at times unconvention-
al. “Someone told me they loved it drizzled 
over vanilla ice cream, says Jayawickrama. 
“Maybe chilli oil on ice cream will be the new 
olive oil ice cream trend!”


