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  GLOSSARY OF INGREDIENTS


  AGAR-AGAR (Porphyra umbilicalis): A colorless derivative from a seaweed, dried and packaged in strings or pieces. Used as a substitute for gelatin to solidify desserts. Available here in Asian food markets.


  BAMBOO SHOOTS (Bambusa vulgaris): The shoots of the bamboo plant, which springs up during monsoon rains, are widely used throughout Asia. Canned bamboo shoots of several different varieties are available in Asian food shops.


  SOUR BAMBOO SHOOTS: These shoots are sliced thin, in pieces about 1 inch square, and preserved in salt, water, and vinegar. They are mildly fermented, slightly sour, and highly compatible with pork. The Globe brand, canned in Taiwan, is available in a 1-pound, 3-ounce size or a 14-ounce plastic package.


  BEAN PASTE: A slightly sweet purée prepared from soybeans and available in Oriental food shops. The brand I use is the Koon Chun brand from Hong Kong.


  BEAN SPROUTS: Used freely in the Burmese diet, mung bean sprouts are available fresh in specialty shops and supermarkets.


  BESAN: This is flour derived from the chick, pea Cicer arietinum). (It is also called gram and is one of the ubiquitous pulses of India. Besan is used frequently in Burmese cooking, but it must be considered a culinary import from India. The Burmese use besan with great ingenuity as a toasted seasoning in salads and as a thickener in the famous On No Kyauk Swe (Chicken Curry with Coconut Milk Gravy, see Index).


  BITIER MELON (Momordica charantia): A beautifully sculptured gourd, a cucumberlike vegetable with a bitter taste that can become habit-forming. It is eaten with gusto in Burma, India, and Indonesia. When combined with other strong flavorings such as ginger, garlic, fish sauce, and dried chilies, as in Kyethinga (Shrimp-Flavored Bitter Melon, see Index), the bitterness is mitigated.


  BLACK GRAM (Phaseolus mungo): The urd dhal, a popular tropical pulse crop of South India.


  BORRLE GOURD See GOURDS.


  CALABASH (Benincasa hispida): Also called “fuzzy melon,” this is a cucumbeNhaped gourd. It has the same texture and flavor as the Bottle Gourd.


  CHAYOTE (Sechium edule): A Central American pear-shaped squashlike vegetable that I first encountered during my many years of working in Guatemala. To see it piled high in the markets of Burma (along with avocado) was a revelation. That made apparent how rapidly agricultural products move from one continent to another, and are accepted and integrated into a new culinary mainstream.


  CHILI (Capsicum frutescens): Reams of material have been written about this plant, whose botanical origin was in Central America. It spread rapidly over the rest of the world in the fifteenth century when the Spanish took it to Europe after the Conquest of Central and South America. The semihot chili that the Burmese use is also called “elephant trunk” in India since that is what it resembles. It is available in specialty shops as well as in supermarkets that cater to Latin and Asian communities. Hot chili is utilized both fresh and dried (red chili flakes) in Burmese food and is so all-pervasive that the cuisine is unthinkable without it.


  COCONUT MILK, COCONUT CREAM: See How to Make chapter.


  CORIANDER (Coriandrum sativum): A most popular fresh garnish in Burmese cooking. This almost universal aromatic herb is found all over Asia, and I have used it frequently in Guatemala for Central American dishes as well. Dried coriander, whole seeds and ground, is a kitchen staple in Burmese cooking and untold others.


  DAY LILY BUNS (Hemerocallis fulva): Also known as “golden needles,” they are available in Asian markets. They are soaked in hot water and then tied in knots so that they do not disintegrate during cooking.


  DRIED BEAN CURD (Yuba): This is available in two types; one is small flat sheets and the other is twisted ropes about 12 inches in length.


  DRIED SHRIMP: One of the staples in a Burmese kitchen—both whole tiny shrimps and shrimp powder. A trip through Scott’s Market in Rangoon, the great central market of the city, is an eye opener. Mounds of dried shrimps in various sizes and shades of pink/orange greet eager buyers. They are an indispensable flavoring in soups and salads.


  Dried SHRIMP POWDER is simply dried shrimps ground to a powder in a food processor. The powder is used in salads and other dishes.


  FERMENTED TEA LEAVES: see Index.


  FISH SAUCE: Nam pya ye in Burmese, this bottled extract of anchovy is indispensable. The Tiparos brand from Thailand is very good, and there are several others that are equally authentic. Fish sauce is to the Burmese what soy sauce is to the Chinese.


  GARAM MASALA: Literally, “hot spice,” of Indian origin. It is a combination of ground spices that might include cloves, cinnamon, pepper, cardamom, and cuminseed, among others.


  GINGER (Zingiber officinale): In the cooking of Burma this refers ex-elusively to fresh gingerroot. The rhizomes covered with a thin tan-colored skin are found in Asian markets and many supermarkets. The young gingerroot, which has a light pink cast, is grown in Hawaii and used in fresh ginger salads (see Index). The juice squeezed from slices of ginger is also an effective flavoring.


  GLUTINOUS RICE: See RICE.


  GOURDS: Tropical gourds are one of those ubiquitous sights in tropical Asia where the vines grow luxuriously over fences, decaying colonial mansions, or the roofs of peasant huts and hovels. Gourds are an easy and always available source of vegetable.


  BOTTLE GOURD (Lagenaria siceraria), also known as Indian gourd, a green squash shaped like a slim-necked bottle. Young gourds are the tastiest.


  RIDGE GOURD (Luffa acutangula) is a long green cylinder with pointed ends. Ridges about ¼ inch high run the length of the gourd, and these are peeled off. The flesh and seeds have a texture similar to tender cucumbers. The dried ridge gourd is known as “luffa” and is used as a bath sponge.


  SNAKE GOURD (Trichosanthes cucumerina), also known as long gourd, is a long green twisting tube, snakelike, therefore its name. In Cal, cutta, the snake gourd is also known as snake oil, the reason for which I have been unable to learn. The gourds grow on vines held above ground on a trellis arrangement. Gourds are encouraged to grow down, ward, helped along by having a small stone tied onto the end, allowing gravity to pull the gourd straight as it grows. Some of the gourds grow up to six feet in length. The gourd itself has an empty cylinder in the center and lends itself to being stuffed as in Pelinmwe (Stuffed Snake Gourd, see Index).


  Gourds are found mainly in Asian vegetable markets, especially New York’s Chinatown, where a large Asian population has created a continuous demand.


  JAGGERY: see PALM SUGAR.


  JAPANESE RADISH: see WHITE RADISH.


  LEMONGRASS (Cymbopogon citratus): A distinctive and popular flavoring in the kitchens of Burma, Thailand, and Indonesia. It is a pleasure to report that it is available from the sidewalk merchants in New York’s Chinatown. The long, lemon-scented stalks are frequently used in soups and curries.


  LEPHET: Fermented tea leaves; see Index for recipe.


  LONG BEANS (Vigna unguiculata, subsp. sesquipedalis): Also known as Chinese long beans, these grow 16 inches or more in length. A tender narrow bean, available in Chinatown and in some specialty produce markets.


  NOODLES: Rice may be the staff of life in Burma but it is noodles that stick to the ribs. This was brought out to me forcefully one early morning in Rangoon as I was foraging for breakfast rather than have the conventional Western breakfast in the hotel. As long as the pot bubbles, I have no qualms about eating in small roadside stands. There one finds trestle tables, low wood tools, and a tarpaulin or wood covering to serve as a roof in the event of a sudden tropical downpour. The Waldorf-Astoria it isn’t.


  FRESH EGG NOODLES, Chinese-style, are used in Mohinga (Classic Fish Soup, see Index). They are cooked al dente and included as part of the recipe. Chinatown grocers will usually stock egg noodles of several sizes from the very thin to the same size as No. 9 supermarket spaghetti.


  RICE NOODLES, RICE STICKS, RICE VERMICELLI are all the same. They are noodles of various sizes or thicknesses made of rice, water, and salt. The packages that I have are imported from Thailand, Taiwan, or China. Some of the packages marked “rice sticks” are very thin, almost hairlike and white. Other rice sticks are from ¼ inch to 1 inch wide like the ones used in Mandalay Nangyi (Rice Noodle Salad, see Index). They should be presoaked in warm water from 5 to 10 minutes to soften. The name “rice vermicelli” usually refers to thin rice noodles.


  Round RICE SHEETS are made and sold fresh; they are white and flexible. Available in Chinatown factories and shops. They are also known as “Malay noodles” in Burma, which could indicate their origin. The rice sheet should be used and eaten the day of purchase. Refrigeration makes it stiff as a board and it requires steaming to soften to its original state.


  CELLOPHANE NOODLES are made from the mung beans (Phaseolus aureus) known as “green gram.” They originate in India. It is this bean from which bean sprouts are germinated. The cellophane noodle is a very fine translucent thread, dried and sold in small packets weighing about 2 ounces. The noodle is soaked in warm water for 5 minutes to soften before using.


  PALM SUGAR (derived from the Sugar Palm, Arenga saccharifera): Known as “jaggery” in India, it has an intense, sweet caramel flavor similar but superior to commercial brown sugar, which may serve as a sub, stitute albeit an inadequate one.


  PEPYOAT: This is an ingredient in Burmese recipes made by sprouting and cooking dried garden peas (known as vatana in Indian food shops). (See Index.)


  RED LENTIL (Lens culinaris): Also called “Egyptian lentil.” It is a deep orange color, quite small, with high protein content, and altogether delicious when combined with rice or used in soups.


  RICE (Oryza sativa): Although there are many varieties of rice grown and used in Burma (see Index), it is the regular long-grain rice that is a staple in the daily diet. In these recipes, regular rice should be used unless glutinous (short-grain) rice is specifically called for. Glutinous rice (also known as sweet or sticky rice) is used in preparing sweets, and both rice flour and glutinous rice flour are used to make up batters and snacks. All are available in Asian markets or specialty food shops.


  RICE NOODLES, RICE SHEETS: See NOODLES.


  SHRIMP PASTE: Called pazun ngapi in Burmese, it is a bottled concentrate of shrimp, thick and pungent. Used in moderate amounts, it develops depth in sauces, meat, poultry, and fish. Shrimp paste, imported from Hong Kong and Thailand, is available in Asian food shops. The bottle presently in my refrigerator is from Hong Kong.


  SNAKE GOURD: see GOURDS.


  SOYBEAN CURD: see TOFU.


  STAR ANISE (Illicium verum): A native of China, related to the magnolia tree, not to the anise of Western cooking. Its distinctive flavor is used now and then in Burmese cooking.


  TAMARIND PASTE: From the pod of the tamarind tree (Tamarindus indica). The paste is diluted in water and strained, then added to sauces, dips, and an assortment of curries. Its characteristic acid taste has found favor all over the Asian tropics and Central America. It is found in Southeast Asian food shops and some Latin American stores, pressed into packages with the seeds and bits of stems. The ones I use are imported from Thailand and Singapore.


  TARO ROOT (Colocasia esculenta): A starchy, potato like tuber utilized by the Burmese to prepare a stuffed cutlet, Peinu Asathut (see Index).


  TOFU: The Chinese name for soybean curd is used in these pages and by the Burmese. The Chinese style is the firm variety of soybean cake, which can be deep-fried to crispness and is often treated this way. The Japanese style is thick, with a creamy consistency, and is preferred for soups. Both types have become so common in American food emporiums that they have lost their exotic reputation. They are used with some frequency in Burmese cooking.


  TOHU: Like tofu, but prepared with gram or chick-peas rather than soybeans and exclusively Burmese (see How to Make chapter).


  TURMERIC (Curcuma longa): This rhizome has a very special place in the galaxy of Burmese spices. Use of ⅛ teaspoon here and there in the cooking oil imparts a moderate flavor but a distinctive yellow color. Used in curries and condiments in moderate amounts, it turns up everywhere in the cooking. Turmeric is the principal coloring ingredient in Indian curry powders.


  WATER SPINACH (Ipomoea aquatica): A delicate plant with arrow-shaped leaves and hollow stems.


  WHITE RADISH (Raphanus sativus): Also known as Chinese or Japanese radish (daikon in Japan). Large, long, and thick radishes, which are conspicuous in Chinatown vegetable stands. Eaten both cooked and raw.


  WINTER MELON (Benincasa hispida): Also called ash pumpkin by the Chinese since at maturity it is covered by a white dust. The crisp, white pulp is covered by a hard, green skin; the pumpkin sometimes grows to 25 pounds. It is used in soups and curry. In New York’s Chinatown, the melon is sold by the pound, cut into pieces.
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  HOW TO MAKE...


  SPICY BATTER FOR FRIED VEGETABLES


  ⅔ cup rice flour


  3 tablespoons glutinous rice flour


  2 tablespoons chick-pea flour (besan)


  ½ teaspoon baking powder


  ⅛ teaspoon ground turmeric


  ⅛ teaspoon paprika


  1 garlic clove, chopped fine


  1 teaspoon fine-chopped fresh ginger


  1 tablespoon corn or peanut oil


  ½ cup cold water


  Mix everything together and let stand, refrigerated, for 1 hour or more before using. When prepared like this in advance (notice it does not have salt in it to make the vegetables turn soggy), the fritters develop a crisp texture.


  MAKES ABOUT 1½ CUPS


  PAGAN PONYEE GYI


  Fermented Black Bean Paste


  2 pounds black turtle beans, rinsed


  9 cups water


  1 teaspoon salt


  1. Put beans, water, and salt into a large pan and bring to a boil over moderate heat. Cook for about 1 hour, or until about 3 cups of liquid remain. Strain liquid into a glass or pottery bowl, not into metal or plastic.


  Do this twice more, using the same beans and another 9 cups water (no salt). Bring to a boil and cook until 3 cups liquid remain; strain. At the end of the third time around you will have 9 cups strained, black liquid.


  2. Cover this liquid with glass or clear plastic to allow light to penetrate and let it ferment in a sunny window for 3 days. At the end of 3 days you will notice a thick, firm black top has formed.


  3. Smooth the thick top into the fermented liquid and cook in a metal pan over moderate heat for about 1 hour to evaporate nearly all the liquid. Stir constantly. Reduce heat to low and stir the porridge for 15 minutes more as the paste thickens. Large bubbles form and break, spattering (and burning) anything nearby, so be very careful at this stage.


  4. Cool the paste, put it into a glass jar with a cover, and back in a sunny window for 3 days to ferment further.


  You will then have a fermented black bean paste to use in several recipes.


  The cooked whole black beans that remain are reserved for another use.


  MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS


  TOHU


  Burmese Bean Curd


  3 cups chick-pea flour (besan)


  15 cups water


  1 teaspoon corn or peanut oil


  ¼ teaspoon ground turmeric


  1 teaspoon salt


  1. Mix the chick-pea flour and water together with a whisk or egg beater. Let stand overnight, about 12 hours.


  2. Next day, strain the mixture, one quarter at a time, through a thin cotton cloth. Help the mixture through the cloth by stirring and pressing. Scrape out the residue from the cloth and discard it. Let the balance of the liquid settle for 3 hours.


  3. With a soup ladle carefully remove 6 cups of liquid from the top of the mixture without disturbing the balance. Discard the 6 cups liquid you have removed.


  4. Rub the bottom of a large pan with the oil. Pour in almost all of the balance of the liquid (9 cups) and add the turmeric and salt. What remains in the original pan is a thick chick-pea sludge, about 1 cup. This should be reserved in a bowl for future use.


  5. Bring to a boil the 9 cups of liquid and cook over moderate heat for 30 minutes, stirring continuously. At this time, add the chick-pea sludge, which is a thickening agent, and continue to cook over low heat for 10 minutes more, stirring the thick mixture firmly. Remove the pan from the heat.


  6. Turn out the mixture into a tray 12 x 4 inches and 3 inches deep, lined with a clean cotton cloth. Cool completely, uncovered, overnight. At this stage you may slice the firm tohu into pieces of whatever size you wish. It is ready to use.


  MAKES 6 CUPS


  BESAN


  Toasted Chick-Pea Flour


  ½ cup chick-pea flour


  Put the chick-pea flour in a dry skillet (a pan with nonstick lining works well) and stir continuously over moderately low heat until the flour turns a light tan or coffee color. Do not scorch. Cool. Store in a jar with a tight cover on the kitchen shelf for future use.
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  COCONUT MILK


  1 ripe coconut, with brown, hard shell


  4 to 5 cups very hot water


  1. Bake the coconut in a 400°F. oven for 15 to 20 minutes; a little more will not harm. Remove coconut from oven and give it several hard whacks with a hammer to break it open and into 4 or 5 pieces. The coconut water is not used and will drain away.


  2. Pry the coconut meat from the shell with a dull knife, to eliminate the possibility of running the knife through one’s fingers. Cut the meat into 1-inch-wide strips and then into horizontal thin slices.


  3. Put about 3 cups of the slices into a blender container and pour in 4 cups of water (the less water, the richer the coconut milk). Process for about 1 minute, which will be enough time to cut up the coconut and release the milk. Pour the mixture through a metal sieve, squeeze out the coconut fragments and discard. The liquid that remains is coconut milk. It can be stored in the refrigerator for 3 days, or it can be frozen in plastic containers for future use.


  SUGARED COCONUT


  To make this, toss 1 cup coconut flakes with 1 tablespoon sugar.


  Note: For canned coconut milk, we recommend the TC brand from Thailand. It is a thick, natural coconut milk without sweetening; it may be used in meat and fish dishes as well as desserts.


  COCONUT MILK AND COCONUT CREAM, BURMESE STYLE


  Strictly for information purposes, we are including the Burmese method of making coconut milk. Interesting to read about but dangerous to undertake!


  2 coconuts, with brown husk


  1 hand grater and stand


  1 teaspoon salt


  3 cups warm (tepid) water


  1 wet cotton kitchen towel


  1. Scrape off the outside fibers of the coconuts, in effect, giving them a shave. Rinse off the outside so that fragments do not fall into the grated coconut.


  2. Hold the coconut in your palm. Take a meat cleaver (not a hammer) and crack the center hard. Turn the coconut 2 inches more and crack the center again. The coconut will usually split into halves.


  3. Using a village coconut scraper, rub the inside of the coconut halves lightly against the scraper (which is attached to a wooden stand) until all the coconut has been scraped away. Put the grated coconut, about 6 cups for both coconuts, into a large bowl.


  4. Pour 1 cup water over the grated coconut. Sprinkle the salt over. Mix, mash, and squeeze the coconut with your hands to extract the milk. Take a large handful of the coconut and squeeze it firmly into the kitchen cloth draped over a bowl. Squeeze out all the milk this way. Then add another cup water to the coconut, and squeeze the milk out. Add the third cup water and mix, mash, and squeeze the liquid out into the cloth. Squeeze out the liquid from the cloth into the bowl. You will now have about 3½ cups of very lightly salted coconut milk.


  5. To prepare coconut cream, pour the milk into a pan and bring to a boil over moderate heat. Reduce heat immediately to low and simmer slowly for about 20 minutes, or until a thickened white cream remains. Do not overcook or you will reduce everything to coconut oil.


  Both the coconut milk and cream have their individual uses as indicated in the recipes.


  HARD-COOKED EGGS, BURMESE STYLE


  1. In a pan cover as many eggs as wanted with cold water. Bring to a boil over moderate heat and cook for 5 minutes.


  2. Drain and run the eggs under cold water. Let them soak in the cold water for 5 minutes.


  3. Cut the eggs into halves with a sharp knife or scissors before peeling. The yolk will still remain soft and semicooked. The egg is then scooped out of the shell and served or used as a garnish.
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  GARLIC OIL AND CRISPY GARLIC SLICES


  8 medium, size garlic cloves


  ¼ cup corn or peanut oil


  1. Cut the garlic cloves horizontally into thin slices.


  2. Heat the oil in a wok, drop the garlic slices in, and fry over moderate heat for 2 to 3 minutes, until the slices turn light brown. Remove slices immediately from the oil and drain on paper towels.


  3. Cool the oil. Place in a jar with a tight cover and refrigerate. Use as needed in salads or in cooking.


  The garlic crisps may be made in any quantity. They can be stored in a jar with a tight cover to be used when needed.


  MAKES 3 TABLESPOONS


  MON-NYIN CHIN


  Fermented Mustard Green Pickles


  1 bunch of Chinese mustard greens, about 1½ pounds


  3 carrots, sliced thin diagonally, about 3 cups


  ½ pound shallots, peeled


  2 teaspoons dried hot red chili flakes


  2 teaspoons salt


  2 teaspoons brown sugar


  ½ teaspoon ground turmeric


  1 cup beer


  1. Rinse the mustard greens in water, leaf by leaf, to remove any sand. Soak the leaves in hot water for 15 minutes to wilt them. Drain well and cut into ¼-inch-wide slices.


  2. Mix all the ingredients together in a bowl. Squeeze and press the vegetables together in a sort of kneading motion for 10 minutes. This will integrate the flavorings with the vegetables.


  3. Cover the bowl and let the pickle ferment in a warm place or at room temperature for 3 days, then pack in covered jars. The pickle may be kept refrigerated for a month or more.


  Serve at room temperature with any kind of Burmese food, but especially with Burmese-Style Fried Rice (see Index).


  MAKES 1 PINT
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  CRISPY FRIED ONIONS


  1 cup corn or peanut oil


  ⅛ teaspoon ground turmeric


  1 pound small onions, sliced thin, about 2 cups


  ½ teaspoon sugar


  1. Heat the oil in a skillet or wok over moderately low heat. Add the turmeric and onions. Fry slowly, stirring now and then, for 10 to 12 minutes, until the onions begin to turn color.


  2. Add the sugar, stir well, and fry for about 2 minutes more. The onions should be light golden brown. Remove them and drain on paper towels.


  Cool and store in a container with a tight cover. May be refrigerated for several weeks and used when needed.


  Reserve the flavored oil under refrigeration and use for any kind of Burmese cooking or salad dressing.


  MAKES 1 CUP


  PEPYOAT


  Cooked Garden Pea Sprouts


  1 pound dried garden peas (known as vatana in India)


  1. Cover the peas with water and soak for 8 to 10 hours, or overnight. The next day, drain well.


  2. Line a colander with 2 wet paper towels. Put the peas into the colander and cover them with 2 more wet paper towels. Pour over the colander 2 cups water which, of course, will drain off. Cover the colander with a plate to eliminate light.


  About 3 times daily pour 2 cups water over the colander to keep the peas moist. Do this for 3 days. The peas will sprout. The sprouts are about 1 inch long.


  3. Rinse the sprouted peas (which are the sprouts still attached to the peas) in water. Drain. Now put in an empty pan:


  1 tablespoon corn or peanut oil


  the sprouted peas


  ½ teaspoon baking soda


  1 teaspoon salt


  2 cups water


  4. Cover the pan, bring to a boil over moderately low heat, and cook for 30 minutes. Stir well, cover the pan, and cook for 20 minutes more so that the


  

  PEPOK


  Fermented Soybeans
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