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			Foreword

			by Kulap Vilaysack
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			I met Saeng in the spring of 2017 when he catered an event at my house for Legacies of War (LoW). LoW is a Lao American–­led “educational and advocacy organization working to address the ongoing impact of the American wars in Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam.” From 1964 to 1973, the United States dropped more than two million tons of ordnance on Laos—­most of it in the form of cluster bombs. That amounted to more than 270 million cluster bombies, 80 million of which did not explode on impact and are still in the ground. Laos remains the most-­bombed country per capita in history. It’s fitting that our story began on the day of that LoW event—­two Lao Americans from the Midwest trying to bridge the gap between our war-­refugee parents’ definition of being Lao and our own.

			Even though Saeng walks through life like a grandma who can operate her iPhone, I am technically older, so I am his Euay (big sister) and he is my Nong Sai (little brother). And thus I have forced him into a dynamic where I could loosely be called a mentor—­basically, I offer him advice and support, and lovingly boss him around. I have had the pleasure of witnessing Saeng’s professional evolution from a UCLA college counselor who moonlighted as a caterer, a cooking instructor at The Gourmandise School in Santa Monica, and a private chef for an NBA player, to a full-­time content creator, cookbook author, and food photographer. Of course, as his Euay, I am so proud . . . and I humbly take my credit, thank you.

			I’ve also had the privilege of watching Saeng’s personal evolution, which is very tied to his professional one. There was a distinct turning point in his content creation when, on top of his delicious Lao food demonstrations, he began to share his full self with the viewer. He told the stories only he could tell, bravely being vulnerable in the lion’s den that is social media. Very quickly it became clear that in doing so, he connected with a large audience who related to him—­and for a ’90s gay kid from conservative Wisconsin, I can’t begin to tell you how meaningful that is. It’s beautiful, because Saeng is very passionate about Lao food representation—­I would say it’s his life’s mission. Perhaps this is overstepping (I don’t know what that term is because I am his Euay), but I think that through giving his authentic self for the love of his mission he accomplished the greatest one of all, a love of self. This is what I am most proud of him for.

			Our motherland is Laos and our home is the United States. To escape Laos, my father pulled my mom across the Mekong River in a tire, in the dead of night. I was conceived in a Thai refugee camp and Saeng was born in another. We stand on our parents’ strong and traumatized shoulders, with the intimate knowledge that no one leaves home unless they have to. It’s because of them that whenever I think about my Lao-­ness, my Lao identity, I taste it first. I picture us sharing loud family meals: steaming sticky rice in a bamboo basket, a variety of pungent dips, soupspoons going into one single large bowl of stew, a big plate of laab, a colander of fresh herbs, and grilled fish with the head on. This is why I am so excited for this book, because food is the way I will always feel connected to my family.

			The above is my abridged and incomplete version of how we got here: with you, dear reader, holding a Lao food cookbook from a major U.S. publisher in your hands. This book is an American dream, realized by my smart, sweet, sensitive, spicy, and very funny nong sai, Saengthong Douangdara.
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			If Lao food were to be described in one word, it would be “funky.” However, if you look a little deeper, you will discover a cuisine that uses its ingredients in a way that balances all of the five basic tastes: sweetness, sourness, bitterness, savoriness, and saltiness ­in perfect harmony. In Lao food, palm sugar is often used to add sweetness, while limes act as a sour counterpart, offsetting the intensity and bringing life to the dish. Plants like cassia leaves introduce a subtle bitterness, and a hint of MSG boosts the savoriness of anything it touches to an astronomical level of yum. Lastly, padaek (unfiltered fish sauce), the liquid gold unique to Lao cuisine, acts as the general, providing saltiness while keeping the other tastes in line. All the tastes and elements work together to create beautifully balanced dishes that showcase the pillars of Lao cuisine: sticky rice, padaek, hot peppers, fresh herbs, and aromatics.

			The bold flavor profiles and rustic cooking techniques of Lao food have made significant impacts on other cultures’ cuisines throughout history. Despite this, Lao food itself is still relatively unknown in the culinary world. Many people who claim that they have never heard of Lao food may not know that some of their favorite Asian dishes, like laab and papaya salad, actually originated in this landlocked country hidden in the jungles of Southeast Asia. Someone once told me that food has no borders, and Lao cuisine is the perfect example of the truth of this. The flavors of Laos have been expanding beyond its borders for centuries: historically throughout the northernmost part of the Kingdom of Siam (modern-­day Thailand) and, more recently, across the globe as refugees fled and relocated, displaced by what we term the “American Secret War” of the 1960s and 1970s.

			Laos has had a turbulent history of imperialism, colonization, and war. And for many, Lao food remained the only constant throughout. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, Laos was a colony of France, as part of French Indochina, but briefly gained independence in the mid-­1950s. Internal conflict led the country into civil war shortly thereafter, furthering the chaos and uncertainty about the country’s future. When the Vietnam War started in 1955, the conflict spilled over into neighboring countries, including Laos. Although the country officially remained neutral, this was far from the reality. The U.S. government trained the Royal Lao forces, along with fighters from ethnic minorities like the Hmong and Mien, in an effort to push back communist-­backed forces and to destroy the Ho Chi Minh Trail, which passed through Laos.

			While training the Lao forces, America was also relentlessly bombing the country, with a goal of disrupting the communists’ supply chain on the Vietnam-­Laos border. This campaign, known colloquially as the “American Secret War,” led to Laos becoming the most bombed country in the world per capita, with 2.5 million tons of explosive ordnance dropped, the equivalent of a planeload of bombs dropping every eight minutes, twenty-­four hours a day, for a total of nine years. In the aftermath of the Vietnam War, countless Lao people fled to refugee camps in neighboring Thailand in an effort to escape political persecution. Having left behind all of their material possessions and facing an uncertain future, many families, including mine, had only one way to re-­create the comfort of the home they once knew: through cooking.

			As refugees eventually moved out of camps and relocated to different countries, often traveling thousands of miles across the Pacific Ocean, and landing in every corner of the world, they took with them the flavors and culinary experience of Lao food. It was with this displacement that we truly began to see Lao food slowly introduce itself to the world. Many refugees opened restaurants in whatever city they ended up in, hoping to bring the comfort they found in their food to others in their new community. However, according to many long-­time Lao restaurant owners, at the time people were intimidated by the boldness of Lao flavors. The food was often deemed “too funky” to enjoy, forcing restaurant owners to market the food as something else in order to make it feel like a safer option. Due to the popularity of Thai food, many Lao refugees who started restaurants sold their food under the guise of the more accepted cuisine. This gave rise to the phenomenon of the Lao/Thai restaurant, typically owned by a Lao person trying to find business success while quietly maintaining their identity. These restaurateurs tended to keep Lao options on the menu to a minimum, or only made them available to patrons ordering off the “secret menu.”

			In the 2000s, after decades of establishing a foothold in the restaurant world, these same owners were finally able to begin marketing their food as Lao, emboldened by growing demand for more authentic Lao eateries that embraced the power of the funk. In re-­creating delicate, often intricate foods strictly from memory without the aid of written recipes, these chefs in the Lao diaspora achieved miracles. What they have been able to accomplish for Lao food worldwide deserves every praise.

			Few cookbooks exist that are dedicated to Lao food. This is in large part because food culture in Laos is traditionally passed down orally and picked up through observing. Memorized recipes typically use measurements that are by nature inconsistent: The utensil used in “a spoonful” of something could be anything from a teaspoon to a soupspoon, setting the novice up for failure from the start. The Lao immigrant kitchen is also often home to mysterious sauces stored in repurposed gallon-­sized ice cream tubs and spices in unmarked containers. To the uninitiated, these random containers may seem to exist only to cause disappointment as they never contain what they are meant to. However, the experienced cook knows how these ingredients can be transformed into drool-­worthy food in feats that are nothing short of magical.

			A lot of my childhood was spent watching my mae (mom) perform magic in the kitchen, turning common Midwest ingredients into a Lao feast. Looking back, I can only imagine how difficult it must have been for her to relocate to a foreign country that offered so little access to all the things that are at the core of Lao cuisine. Yet she persevered. She and my paw (dad) would drive over an hour each way to Madison, Wisconsin, to get a bag of sticky rice, a food so deeply ingrained in our culture that the Lao people refer to themselves as “the children of sticky rice.” She made her own padaek from the fish Paw caught in a nearby river. And whatever herbs and peppers she could not find in the local market she grew in her garden. Her story is like that of so many other refugees, showcasing their imperative will to preserve culture, culinary know-­how, and traditions using the resources available to them.

			
				
					[image: A collage of four photos showing Lao family life: a family sharing a meal on the floor, a person harvesting vegetables in a garden, a group of children sitting outdoors, and two adults seated with a bucket of prepared food.]
				

				
					From the refugee camp to the Midwest, I was raised by loving parents who expressed their love through Lao food, grown in Mae’s garden and caught by Paw’s hands.

				
			
			One unintended consequence of passing down recipes solely by word of mouth is that it has created a barrier to entry for those who would like to try cooking Lao food. Younger generations in the Lao diaspora not only have to overcome a language barrier if they don’t speak Lao, but must also be brave enough to source and cook with ingredients that may be unfamiliar to them, such as beef bile or duck blood. It is also the case that, ­in an example of fully cooking from the heart, when Lao recipes are passed down, they are often tied to personal stories and experiences, sometimes traumatic ones, with the emotions manifesting themselves in the end product. As younger generations become more removed from both the experiences and the culinary knowledge of those who came before them, they may find themselves unable to exactly replicate the flavors that live in their memories. And, perhaps, that’s okay.

			It’s been almost fifty years since much of the Lao diaspora fled Laos. Ever since, our community has worked to find new ways of preserving our food traditions. Throughout this same time, there has been a large and growing interest in Southeast Asian cuisine, and in this context Lao food has started to gain more recognition. This in turn inspires new generations of Lao people to embrace and innovate within our culinary heritage. In the hope of expanding on what Lao cooking is to me as a member of the Lao diaspora, my contribution to that movement is this cookbook, which contains both traditional Lao recipes and reimagined classics, along with the stories that inspired them. I hope this book will help bridge gaps between generations and cultures and ensure that Lao culinary knowledge and traditions continue to be passed down and cherished. The stories I share are my own, but with them I hope to provide you with a starting point on your own journey to create new stories and memories that you can one day share with others.

			By embracing the funk, we can each honor the culinary heritage of Lao cuisine­ and cook dishes that leave a lasting impression on both our taste buds and our hearts. So add the padaek and make it “Lao hot.” Be as bold as the flavors of the masterpieces you are about to make. In fact, I challenge you to make it even Lao-­der.
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					These refugee photos were a critical part of my family’s resettlement process. They served not only as proof of our identity, but also as a lasting record of our journey and survival.
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Dips & Other Kitchen Staples
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			The Diaspora of Laos Pantry
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			With the Lao diaspora spread across the globe, our ability to re-­create traditional Lao dishes is both a challenge and a celebration of heritage. Through community gatherings, Lao families have found innovative ways to adapt their cooking to new environments, keeping our cuisine alive while embracing local ingredients.

			This chapter provides a foundational guide to setting up a Lao kitchen, making it easy to re-­create the recipes in this book no matter where you are. From selecting the right rice, peppers, fish sauce, and aromatics to finding suitable alternatives, I’ll help you simplify your grocery shopping. After going through pantry staples, we’ll explore dips, which are often used as ingredients in other recipes or served as accompaniments.

			Lao Pantry Staples

			This section is a primer on key ingredients and pantry staples used throughout the book, along with tips on how to prepare them and what to look for when buying them.

			Rice

			Sticky rice (also known as glutinous rice) comes in several varieties. Laos does not export its sticky rice, and Thailand supplies most sticky rice available worldwide. However, the varieties grown in Laos are unique. In Xieng Khouang Province, the rare khao gai noi sticky rice thrives due to the region’s specific environmental conditions. This short-­grain variety has a distinctive appearance and texture and is unlike the long-­grain sticky rice commonly sold elsewhere. Traditionally, sticky rice is steamed, not boiled, requiring hours of soaking to achieve a soft, fluffy texture; it’s eaten by hand. Once cooked, sticky rice is stored in a bamboo basket (thip khao) to keep it warm and aerated and to prevent sogginess. Leftover sticky rice doesn’t need refrigeration; instead, it can be resteamed the next day, with the old rice layered on top of freshly cooked rice. This timeless method of preparation connects sticky rice to its roles as both a staple food and an essential utensil in Lao cuisine, a centerpiece of every meal.

			Roasted sticky rice powder is used to add a smoky, nutty flavor to dishes. It is a common ingredient in laab, where it helps to absorb and bind the other ingredients, and is also used in soups, stews, and dips. To make roasted sticky rice powder, it’s best to work outside, as the process can get very smoky. Start by heating a cast-­iron skillet over high heat until a drop of water sizzles. Add 1 cup of uncooked sticky (glutinous) rice and toast it for about 8 minutes. Stir frequently and adjust the heat as needed to prevent burning. The rice should become evenly toasted, taking on an almost dark brown color. Once it’s toasted, transfer the rice to a plate and let it cool completely. When it’s cool, grind it into a fine powder using a mortar and pestle or a spice grinder. Store it in a zip-­top bag, pressing out as much air as possible to keep it fresh; keep it in the pantry for two months or in the freezer for up to six months. It won’t spoil, but it will start to lose its aroma and flavor after that time. Roasted sticky rice powder is available in some markets, but I’ve noticed that it’s usually not roasted as dark as I prefer.

			The recipes in this book will specify the type of rice flour needed. My preferred brand is Erawan. Their jasmine rice flour comes in a red bag, and their glutinous (sticky) rice flour is packaged in green bags. If you use other brands, choose a flour with a fine texture.

			Fish Sauce

			When you’re making recipes that call for padaek (unfiltered fish sauce), I recommend making your own, ­though keep in mind it needs at least three months and up to a year to ferment; the recipe is on this page. If your padaek isn’t ready, you can use store-­bought padaek. I suggest Pantai preserved fish sauce.

			When “fish sauce” is called for in this book, I’m referring to a clear and filtered fish sauce, such as nam pa. There are many fish sauce brands available, so stick with one you like to get familiar with its flavor. Some fish sauces are saltier than others, so you may need to adjust a recipe’s added salt accordingly. A few brands I enjoy are Three Crabs, Red Boat, and Squid.

			Chile Peppers

			Most of the hot peppers used in this cookbook are bird’s eye chile peppers, also known as Thai chile peppers. If a recipe calls for “fresh bird’s eye chiles,” it refers to the red ones, unless stated otherwise. “Dried bird’s eye chiles” refers to the whole peppers that are typically sold at Southeast Asian markets. When a recipe calls for “ground bird’s eye chile,” it means ground dried peppers.

			Whether you’re grinding them or using them whole, it’s best to toast dried peppers to increase their spiciness and smokiness. To do so, set a medium pan over medium-­low heat; when it’s hot, lay whole dried chile peppers in it and dry-­toast them for about 3 minutes, flipping frequently to ensure even toasting, until their color slightly darkens. Let them cool a bit and then grind them in a mortar and pestle or spice grinder. If a recipe calls for a tablespoon measurement of ground dried chile, it takes about six whole dried chiles to make 1 tablespoon of ground chile.

			Oils and Coconut Milk

			The most common oil I use in these recipes is vegetable oil, but other neutral cooking oils like peanut or avocado oil also work well, whether for sautéing or deep-­frying. When deep-­frying, it’s best to use a neutral oil with a high smoke point: canola, peanut, avocado, grapeseed, and safflower (among others) work well.

			When buying canned coconut milk, look for whole-­fat, unsweetened varieties; reduced-­fat coconut milk doesn’t give the same results. My recommended brands include Chaokoh, Aroy-­D, and Chef’s Choice.

			For homemade coconut milk, puree the meat of a mature coconut in a blender with 3 cups of warm water, then strain out the solids. Homemade coconut milk can be stored in the refrigerator for up to five days.

			Pastes

			Various pastes are essential ingredients for adding flavor and texture to many dishes. Black crab paste, firm shrimp paste, tamarind paste, red curry paste, and limestone paste can all be found at Southeast Asian markets. When buying black crab paste, make sure to get the jet-­black paste, not crab paste in bean oil. Look for shrimp paste in a firm block; avoid the saucy version. Tamarind paste refers to the spoonable form that comes in jars, but if only the solid brick form (tamarind pulp) is available, you can make your own by mixing it with warm water until it reaches a ketchup-­like consistency and then straining out the pulp. Red curry paste is often sold in single-­serving cans, but fresh paste is always better (see this page). Limestone paste comes in a white or red/pink form. The white form is preferred in cooking; its alkalinity is used to keep ingredients firm in some dishes and to help make fried pastry crispy in others.
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				Red Curry Paste

				Makes 1½ cups

				1½ cups loosely packed California chiles (dried Anaheim chiles), stemmed (about 1 ounce)

				4 cups boiling water, for soaking

				½ cup minced lemongrass (from the soft part of about 3 lemongrass stalks)

				⅓ cup minced peeled galangal

				2 tablespoons minced fresh makrut lime leaves (about 10 leaves)

				3 tablespoons minced garlic

				½ cup minced shallots (about 3 whole)

				½ cup chopped cilantro root (see this page), or use stems from 1 bunch cilantro

				1 fresh bird’s eye chile, stemmed and minced

				1½ teaspoons coarse kosher salt

				1 teaspoon MSG

			

			Place the California chiles in a large bowl and add the boiling water to cover. Soak for 5 minutes. Remove the chiles from the water and cut them in half. Using a spoon, remove the seeds and discard them; chop the rehydrated chiles. In a food processor, combine the chopped chiles, lemongrass, galangal, lime leaves, garlic, shallots, cilantro, bird’s eye chile, salt, and MSG. Process until all the ingredients form a rough paste. Transfer to a container with an airtight lid, using a silicone spatula to scrape down the sides of the food processor bowl. Store the curry paste for up to two weeks in the refrigerator or freeze it in ¼-cup blocks for up to 3 months and defrost in the refrigerator before using it.

			Aromatics

			Alliums like shallots and garlic are often used in these recipes. Raw shallots are commonly used in salads; yellow onion can substitute if needed. Cooked shallots help thicken dips and sauces. Fried shallots and fried garlic are used often as well; these can be bought in jars at Asian grocery stores. (See the Herbs and Produce section below for information about scallions’ role.)

			To make fried shallots, peel and thinly slice 3 shallots crosswise into rings (you should have about 1 cup). In a medium pan with enough oil to cover the shallots (about 1 cup), cook the shallots over medium heat, stirring occasionally, for 10 to 15 minutes, until the shallots turn light golden blond. Strain the shallots through a fine-mesh sieve, reserving the shallot oil in a bowl underneath, and let the shallots drain and become dry. Once dry, store the fried shallots in an airtight container lined with a paper towel.

			To make fried garlic, place 1 cup of minced garlic in a medium pan and add enough oil to cover the garlic, about 1 cup. Cook over medium-low heat, stirring occasionally, for 8 minutes, until the garlic turns light golden blond. Strain the garlic through a fine-mesh sieve, reserving the garlic oil in a bowl underneath, and let the garlic drain and become dry. Once dry, store the fried garlic in an airtight container lined with a paper towel.

			Galangal is commonly used in Lao cuisine, but ginger makes a good substitute if you can’t find galangal. For laab and curries, galangal or ginger are often finely minced, while for broths, they are thinly sliced and boiled. Any extra can be chopped into pieces and stored in the freezer.

			Fresh lemongrass is usually sold in bunches of six to ten stalks. The soft inner part of the lemongrass is used in pastes and to flavor salads, dips, and other dishes. Many broths are flavored by a lemongrass bundle, and some recipes in this book call for one. To make the bundle, remove the tough outer layers of 1 stalk of lemongrass, setting one layer aside. Fold the remaining layers, ­the central layers of the stalks, into thirds, then wrap the saved layer around the bundle, tucking the ends underneath to secure it.

			Sauces

			Like pastes, sauces are essential flavor components in many dishes; they’re also often used as marinades. Oyster sauce is commonly used in meat-­heavy dishes, both as a marinade and to add a slight sweetness.

			Sriracha (hot sauce) adds spice and acidity to many noodle soups. In Laos, Shark brand sriracha is commonly used, while in the United States, Huy Fong sriracha is more popular. If neither is available, Jeow Bong (this page) can be used to add both spice and sweetness.

			Seasoning sauce is a versatile soybean-­based condiment, used for dipping hard-­boiled eggs, pairing with sticky rice, or as an additional marinade for proteins. Golden Mountain brand is preferred; if it’s unavailable, Maggi brand can be substituted.

			Sweet soy sauce is another common condiment that enhances sweetness in marinades and sauces. The preferred brand is Kwong Hung Seng; Lee Kum Kee is a suitable alternative.

			Sweeteners, Spices, and Seasonings

			Lao cuisine often relies on fresh herbs and vegetables to create its bold flavors but also uses dried spices like white and black pepper. To enhance the spice and depth of flavor in dishes, use freshly ground pepper. Coarse kosher salt is preferred because its large crystals offer better measurement control and are more forgiving when seasoning. It also contains no additives like anti-­caking agents or iodine, making it ideal for ferments and dipping sauces.

			Most recipes in this book that call for sugar use granulated sugar. However, if you have access to palm sugar, I recommend using it for its unique flavor. Palm sugar typically comes in half-­circle blocks; break it into clumps to measure it accurately.

			MSG (monosodium glutamate) has been unfairly villainized for decades, even though it’s a natural compound found in cheese, tomatoes, seaweed, and mushrooms. It is also used as an added ingredient in products like potato chips, soups, and even some drinks. MSG powder is a seasoning (similar to salt) that enhances the umami flavors in dishes. This cookbook calls for MSG in various recipes, and I encourage you to try using it in other dishes as well: It can help balance the flavors in a dish without adding more salt.

			Herbs, Produce, and Specialty Foods

			Makrut lime leaves (available online or in Southeast Asian markets) are highly fragrant. Fresh makrut lime leaves are best because they release aromatic essential oils into the food during cooking. Dried leaves have very little oil left, so they’re much less flavorful. If you can’t find makrut lime leaves, you can substitute 1 teaspoon of lime zest for every 4 leaves. To fully release their flavor, the leaves should be finely minced. To do this, fold the leaf in half lengthwise and pull or slice out the thick central vein, then stack the leaves, roll them tightly into a tube shape, and thinly slice perpendicular to the roll to create ribbons. Finally, mince the ribbons for a fine, uniform texture. Whole leaves can be used to flavor broths; when you do so, lightly crush them in your hands to release their aroma. The leaves are left in the dish for visual appeal, but they aren’t meant to be eaten. Extra leaves can be stored in the freezer.

			Cilantro and scallions are a staple herb duo used to garnish many Lao dishes. Both the white part of the scallion and the roots or thick stems of cilantro are packed with flavor and can be used to enhance curries or add depth to soups. In fact, if you find cilantro with the roots still attached, snatch it up; cilantro root has a slightly earthy, peppery taste that’s highly prized by many cooks.

			Unripe papaya has a crisp texture that is key to dishes like papaya salad. Look for a firm fruit with a deep forest-­green color. Press gently on the skin and ­if it gives, it’s too ripe. You can find unripe papayas in the produce section of most Southeast Asian markets.

			To prepare unripe (green) papaya, peel the fruit and rinse it under cold water. Pat it dry with paper towels and proceed to shred it into thin slices. For a traditional approach, employ a cleaver: Hold the papaya in your non-­dominant hand, create small lengthwise indentations, then run the blade down the side to generate uneven, small strands (this can be achieved with a chef’s knife if you don’t have a cleaver). This technique enhances the dish’s texture and adds a delightful crunch.

			Pandan leaves are often referred to as “the vanilla of Laos.” The leaves are available at Southeast Asian markets, typically frozen, and sometimes fresh, bundled in plastic wrap. To extract the most flavor, leaves are blended with water in a high-­speed blender, which breaks them down and releases their aroma into the liquid (see this page). Some recipes in this book call for tying a pandan leaf into a knot. To do this, use a leaf about 12 inches long. Fold it back and forth every 3 inches to form a zigzag pattern. Then take the last 4 inches of the leaf, wrap it around the center of the zigzag, and tuck the end into the wrap to secure the knot. If your leaf is too short, you can use two 6-­inch pieces instead.

			Banana blossoms are sold fresh and wrapped in plastic wrap in the produce section of Southeast Asian markets. These recipes are designed for fresh banana blossoms, not canned ones, which have a different texture. The tender leaves are often used as toppings, adding a mild bitterness, earthy flavor, and crunch. While the flavor isn’t the same, finely shredded napa cabbage can be a good substitute for a similar texture. Fresh banana blossoms, or buds, are about 10 inches long. They have concentric layers of “petals” (actually these are modified leaves called bracts) enclosing flower buds inside; the layers of thin leaves might remind you of the layers of a leek. To prepare fresh banana blossoms: Fill a large bowl halfway with water and squeeze two lime halves into it, or add a slosh of vinegar. Remove and discard the first four outer layers of the blossom, then rinse it. Cut the blossom in half lengthwise and, using a sharp knife or a mandoline, thinly slice one blossom in half horizontally from the top; transfer the slices to the acidified water as you go to keep them from browning. When your slices start cutting off the top tips of the soft white flower parts, stop, and start peeling away the outer layers of the banana blossom, setting them aside. Depending on your plans for them, keep or discard the long pale flowers as you go. When you reach the tender inner layers of the blossom, stack the set-aside layers together and thinly slice them and the tender inner layers into long strands. Place all the sliced pieces in the acidified water. If you will be using the flowers, remove the pistils by pulling out the florets, then peeling them open to expose the pistils. Detach the pistil from the base of the floret and discard it, as it is tough and not pleasant to eat.

			Morning glory, also known as water spinach in English, ong choy in Cantonese, and pak boong in Lao, is a versatile vegetable. It adds a crisp texture when eaten fresh with papaya salad, and it’s often blanched for noodle soups or stir-­fried as a side dish. It is commonly found in Asian markets, where it’s sold in long, leafy bundles that resemble bunches of spinach.

			
				
					[image: Four photos showing the preparation of banana blossoms. The first image displays whole banana blossoms with their outer petals peeled back. The second shows a hand cutting a banana blossom lengthwise to expose the pistils. The third depicts the sliced banana blossom with thin, circular pieces arranged beside it. The fourth shows the slices soaking in a bowl of water.]
				

			
			Rice paddy herb is called pak kha yang in Lao, and it adds a distinct cumin-­like, earthy flavor to soups and stews. It’s typically added at the end of cooking to preserve its aroma. Look for it at Southeast Asian markets, pre-­portioned on trays and wrapped in plastic.

			Banana leaves are a natural and sustainable alternative to aluminum foil, and are commonly used for wrapping, steaming, and transporting food. They are widely available in the frozen section of Asian markets in various sizes; fresh ones can sometimes be found in large African, Latin American, and Caribbean markets. When preparing the leaves for use, gently wipe each with a wet paper towel. Since the banana leaves available in the West tend to be dense, they may need to be lightly heated over a flame to make them pliable enough to use.

			Coagulated pork blood can be found at Asian markets, usually packaged on a plastic-­wrapped tray. To use it in the recipes in this book, cut the pork blood into 1-­inch cubes. To cook the cubes, add them to a medium pot with a bundle of lemongrass (see this page) and cover with water. Bring to a boil, then simmer for 10 minutes. Drain and set aside to use in your dish.

			Traditional Equipment

			You can find this traditional equipment at Southeast Asian supermarkets and online.

			The sticky rice steamer (huat khao) consists of two main parts: a woven bamboo basket on top to hold the rice and a metal pot below to hold the water (see this page for how to use it). (To make cleanup easier and prevent the bamboo from tearing, I recommend lining the basket with cheesecloth before placing the rice inside.) Once the rice is cooked, transfer it to a woven bamboo rice platter, and gently spread it apart to release excess heat. After it’s cool to the touch, roll the rice into a ball and place it in a sticky rice basket (thip khao, or eap khao) for serving. These baskets come in various shapes and sizes, but their woven design is essential; it keeps the rice warm while allowing steam to escape, preventing the rice from becoming mushy. If you can’t locate traditional items like a sticky rice steamer, you can use a bamboo dim sum steamer or a metal steam basket.

			A deep clay Lao mortar and wooden pestle (khok and sahk) is ideal for making many Lao salads and pastes (though other kinds of mortars can be used if that is what you have). This particular type of mortar and pestle originated in Laos and later became common in Thailand as papaya salad spread to neighboring countries.

			For breaking down dense, thick ingredients like whole chicken, a cleaver is the most efficient, effective tool. A cleaver is also commonly used for shredding papaya into

			
			Jeows

			
			
				
				[image: A market stall displaying traditional Lao kitchenware, including woven bamboo baskets, clay pots, metal cookware, and colorful mats, arranged in neat stacks and hanging from the ceiling.]
			

			
				Jeow Bong ◆ Luang Prabang Fermented Pepper Dip

				[image: ແຈ່ວບອງ]

				
					[image: A bowl of deep red jeow bong, a fermented pepper dip, sits on a white surface alongside a spoon coated with the dip and a piece of sesame-studded flatbread. A plate with additional flatbread is visible in the background.]
				

				
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
				
				
				
			

			
				Jeow Mak Len ◆ Spicy Tomato Dip

				[image: ແຈ່ວໝາກເລັ່ນ]

				
					[image: A bowl of spicy tomato dip garnished with fresh cilantro, accompanied by a blue-handled spoon. In the background, a blue plate holds grilled meat and dipping sauce, with a glass of water nearby.]
				

				
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				Jeow Padaek ◆ Unfiltered Fish Sauce Dip

				[image: ແຈ່ວປາແດກ]

				
					[image: A close-up photo of hands using a pestle to mash ingredients in a brown mortar, creating jeow padaek, a Lao unfiltered fish sauce dip. Visible ingredients include tomatoes, herbs, and aromatics. A spoon is held in the mixture, and a small bowl of chopped cilantro is nearby.]
				

				
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
				
				
			

			
				Jeow Hua Sikhai ◆ Fragrant Lemongrass Dip

				[image: ແຈ່ວຫົວສີໄຄ]

				
					[image: A glass bowl filled with vibrant green lemongrass dip, garnished with red chili slices, cilantro leaves, and chopped herbs, placed on a white wooden surface. Nearby, grilled chicken skewers rest on a colorful plate.]
				

				
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
			

			
				Jeow Mak Kua ◆ Charred Eggplant Dip

				[image: ແຈ່ວໝາກເຂືອ]

				
					[image: A hand dips sticky rice into a green ceramic bowl filled with Jeow Mak Kua, a charred eggplant dip with visible herbs and seeds. The bowl is set on a rustic surface alongside woven containers and a wooden spoon.]
				

				
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
				
				
			

			
				Jeow Som ◆ Fiery Lime Dip

				[image: ແຈ່ວສົ້ມ]

				
					[image: A bowl of jeow som, a fiery lime dip, served in a scalloped glass dish. The dip contains visible chili slices, herbs, and a textured mixture. Beside it, a spoon rests on the marbled surface. In the background, a woven bamboo container and a plate with two eggs are partially visible.]
				

				
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
				
				Alternative Method

				
			

			
				Jeow Bee ◆ Tangy Bitter Steak Sauce

				[image: ແຈ່ວຂົມ]

				
					[image: A plate of sliced grilled steak arranged around a bowl of tangy bitter steak sauce garnished with cilantro, green onions, and chili flakes. A woven bamboo container filled with sticky rice sits nearby on a pink surface.]
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				Jeow Kapi ◆ Bold Shrimp Paste Dip

				[image: ແຈ່ວກະປິ]

				
					[image: A bowl of jeow kapi, a Lao shrimp paste dip, topped with visible chili seeds and pieces of red chili. Bamboo shoot slices are placed in and beside the bowl on a light green surface.]
				

				
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
				
			

			
				Jeow Mak Phet Hang ◆ Smoky Pepper Dip

				[image: ແຈ່ວໝາກເຜັດແຫ້ງ]

				
					[image: A bowl of smoky pepper dip with a rich, dark red texture, speckled with chili seeds and herbs. A spoon is seen transferring the dip into the bowl. In the background, a woven basket containing sticky rice and a lime wedge are partially visible.]
				

				
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
				
			

			
				Jeow Khao Khua ◆ Roasted Sticky Rice Dip

				[image: ແຈ່ວເຂົ້າຂົ້ວ]

				
					[image: A bowl of roasted sticky rice dip garnished with sliced shallots, red chiles, and a wedge of green mango, accompanied by a green dish holding thin slices of mango. The setup rests on a dark surface with a red plaid fabric in the background.]
				

				
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
				
			

			
				Jeow Nam Som Pak ◆ Fermented Mustard Greens Dip

				[image: ແຈ່ວນໍ້າສົ້ມຜັກ]

				
					[image: A bowl of jeow nam som pak, a fermented mustard greens dip, garnished with fresh herbs and sesame seeds. A hand is dipping sticky rice into the dip. Nearby are a bowl of green liquid, a woven basket, and sliced mangoes on a marble surface.]
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				Jeow Tua Nao ◆ Fermented Bean Dip

				[image: ແຈ່ວຖົ່ວເນົ່າ]

				
					[image: A bowl of Jeow Tua Nao, a fermented bean dip, garnished with fresh herbs and red chili pieces, served with a spoon. Below, a green dish holds mustard greens, and a wooden pestle is partially visible on the right.]
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