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Dedication

In the course of researching this book, I was privileged to be invited to attend an ancient Brahmanic ceremony called Wai Kru. It exists to honour our teachers. This one had been organized by the chef David Thompson and his partner Tanongsak Yordwai. And, although I haven’t boiled the sacred rice porridge at the appointed hour, nor laid out the offerings, this is my own written Wai Kru, a dedication to all the many cooks and chefs, young and old, whom I’ve met on this project, and throughout my life. They have taken me into their kitchens, shown me their recipes, taught me things I didn’t know. They’ve been kind and funny and generous, and I am thankful for each and every one of them.

But, most especially, this book is for David. I’ve known David for a while now. I had admired him from a distance for a long time before that. My copy of his book, Thai Food, is now spattered and battered and broken from use. It sometimes feels to me that we approach the cuisine from fundamentally different angles – he’s a professional chef and I have never called myself that. I realize, in writing this, that we actually approach it from the same direction: with love and curiosity.

Together, we have had fascinating conversations, from which I have learned a lot. I am profoundly grateful for the knowledge, the laughs, the arguments, the insults. And the friendship.

So this is for you, my dear friend. Deal with it.

P.S. The plastic stools arrive on Monday.
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Foreword

Just one look will give you the key to Kay’s character and the flavour and savour of her new book. Take a quick flip to here and the sweet feast that greets the eyes. My, what a determined little bub Kay seems to be, even at the tender age of one. There’s a Churchillian air to her quizzical stare, it is as if the photographer had snatched her cigar or had taken her crayons away. And is that a knowing wry smile she’s sporting or is she just about cry, I wonder. Her attention is focused on the box brownie camera that took that engaging family snap and conveys her decided resolve and adamant curiosity with a sharp immediacy. Those traits have spanned the decades and are the spurs that gave Kay the keys to understand the hothouse hodgepodge of Bangkok in the 1960s. A fortuitous blend of Thai and farang, where cocktails rubbed shoulders with tuxedoed men and ladies dressed to the nines in beehives and high heels, listening to cha-cha-ing up at the Bamboo Bar, or expat company managers taking their family to eat chicken in a basket at the Carlton on Silom, then so a la mode. This is the milieu into which Kay was born and it is from this stance she returns our glance.

However, it does seem her third culture kiddiness and cuisine had not yet taken its first steps, as her feet are firmly planted in her father’s lap, his little patch that is forever England.

Many recipes you’ll find written here are unlike any others found in other Thai cookbooks, they are a gambol through Kay’s oblique culinary recollection, cherry-picking the best from her maven’s repertoire of dishes.

The luscious mee kati, noodles in coconut milk, is a rendition fit to be served at the best of luncheons and I smack my lips at the prospect of being invited to such a do. I remember being served prawns (shrimp) cooked over salt, a la Lune, by my Thai sister-in-law and being just as struck by its ingenious simplicity and succulence. The Lisu pork and avocado seems such an improbable combination and yet somehow I can’t get that dish out of my mind and wonder how mesmerizing Khun Sarit’s Beautiful High Hill View must be. Jenny’s mum’s chicken steak is out-and-out R&R retro and downright quirky, whereas her watermelon and dried fish, gaeng jin juan, Javanese-influenced red curry of chicken, and Babylon snails in curry paste are straight-up Thai with a timeless appeal.

And I know Kay serves her guests Moo-chetta and burgers with impish glee and pride washed down with a Bloody Maytinee, a drink with an unholy kick.

However, I must disclose that one claim she makes is manifestly untrue – preternaturally wrong even. She is not the coy outsider she claims to be, but rather she stands adroitly astride two cuisines, with one sturdy foot planted deep, fair and square in the lap of each culture, with recipes that display Kay’s exuberant blend of skills, taste and traditions delivered with swaggering aplomb and culinary laissez-faire. This is a trove of recipes from the ultimate insider, confident and unabashed and uniquely Kay.

David Thompson






Introduction

I am frequently asked to name the most common misconceptions that people have about Thai food. Given that the cuisine has become one of the most popular in the world over the last thirty or forty years, they are legion. But, if pushed, I would boil them down to two.

The first, which I have written about at length before, is that rice is not a side dish. It is the main dish. Everything else is there to accompany and enhance it.

And the second is that Thai food is not a homogeneous thing. It is much more diverse than people think. It constantly evolves and, in fact, throughout Thai history, it always has.

When I interviewed my friend, the Thai chef Ian Kittichai, for a magazine article a few years back, he put this as succinctly as I’ve ever heard it: ‘Thais have always been very adept at adopting and adapting culinary influences from trading partners and other cultures.’ And when you look at Thai food history, this becomes rapidly obvious. There were no chillies in the Kingdom before the Portuguese brought them here in the sixteenth century. Stir-frying is a Chinese cooking technique. The famous gaeng massaman is believed to have its culinary roots in Iran. And this is not just a process of the past. It’s happening right now.

This is what I explore in this book – the outside influence from across the Kingdom’s immediate borders and from further afield on its food, and the diversity within its regions. And that’s why I have called it Siam. Siam was the Kingdom of Thailand’s original name. It was changed to Thailand on 24 June 1939, as the world inched its way to war. The new name means, at least in one sense, ‘the land of the free’. But in another, it means ‘the land of the Thai people’. This hides something vital: that this is in fact a land of many peoples, that its culture and its story have been shaped by an ebb and flow of influences from within these borders and far beyond.



[image: Dried squid hanging from racks on a seaside stall, with handwritten price signs in Thai currency.]
The food, Thai food, tells this truth. It reveals the subtle ways in which Thailand has always been open to new ideas while retaining its own unique identity. And, as one travels around the Kingdom, as I have for many years, adding more than 25,000 km (15,500 miles) to our 4x4’s odometer in the last few months alone, I have seen not only profound regional differences in the cuisine, but also these many outside influences in food, in architecture, in the people I have been privileged to meet.

Traditionally, Thai food has been categorized as cleaving to four discrete regions, the north, the north-east, the south and the central plains. This works, so far as it goes. But it fails to capture the influences within and across these areas, nor the absorption of ideas from outside.

It doesn’t grasp the fact that the Chinese influence on Thai food, which dates back to the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries, is an ongoing process, which reveals itself differently across the Kingdom. It doesn’t tackle the notion that, when you travel within the regions, you find food cultures that are distinct from the regional whole. In the north, for example, this includes the cuisines of the ethnic hill tribes who started to settle in Thailand from the turn of the twentieth century, nor the descendants of Kuomintang refugees who founded uniquely Chinese villages along the borders when they put down roots here after the Revolution of 1949. And all of these alongside traditional Lanna and Sipsongpanna cuisine that has been here for centuries.

It ignores the lasting influence of the Portuguese – the only European-rooted community to have lived continuously in Bangkok since their ancestors first arrived in the sixteenth century, and without whom Thai kanom (sweets/candies) would not be the same.

It glosses over the Indian and Islamic traders whose families, working the spice routes, put down roots in this country at around the same time, and whose cooking techniques have been absorbed into the culture. What is a curry paste if not a masala made by other means?

More recently still, we see the profound effect of the Americans on Thai food and culture, which dates from the Vietnam War; there’s the growing legacy of Burmese immigration, sadly the result of Myanmar’s traumatic recent history – hundreds of restaurants simply couldn’t function without their Burmese staff; there’s the influence of Italian food – arguably the most popular foreign cuisine in the country – which has fostered its own Thai-talian hybrid; and, at the modern end of restauranting, we see a growing internationalism as the world’s contemporary, Michelin-driven, multi-course, fine dining scene influences a new generation of Thai chefs.
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Photo caption: Going clockwise, you’ll find deep-fried snacks in every Thai market, something to munch while you grab your groceries; the classic longtail is the primary way to get around on the Thonburi side of Bangkok; and grilled hor mok, a set curry made in banana leaf, is one of my favourites.


Now, obviously, I cannot hope to capture this definitively in one volume. For a start, there’s only so much space my publishers can provide. And secondly, there are a number of ingredients widely used in Thai kitchens that are simply not available in the West. This means that, sadly, I’ve had to give up on including recipes with unripe durian, fresh cardamom shoots and water beetles – the things where there are no substitutes. In other places, I’ve been able to get you as close to the original as I can. But it also means that, within these pages, I’m able to share (I hope) a broader understanding of the roots of Thai food, and to explore the food in Thailand that, though not Thai, is beloved by Thai people.

I am writing this in a riverside café on the historic waterfront street in Chantaburi. Two hundred yards downstream stands the cathedral, built by the French, its congregation largely Vietnamese. Fifty yards behind me, up a gentle hill, there’s a brightly coloured Chinese temple with dragon statues crawling up an opulent ceramic pillar. I am surrounded by shops selling local pepper of unparalleled fragrance akin to that grown in Cambodia, just across the Cardamom Mountains, a few kilometres away. I am in a profoundly Thai town – the ancient centre of the gem trade (which, now that Thailand is mined out, relies on imports and dealers from West Africa) – with a multi-cultural soul. It reminds me that life is change, and change is good.

No cuisine ever stands still. Each is a constant evolution, incorporating new ingredients and techniques, and revealing that, although we think of ‘Thai food’ or ‘French food’ or whatever, the borders that seem to keep them discrete are in fact arbitrary things designed to keep us apart. Whereas food, by the cooking and sharing of it, in fact brings us together.






A Little Bit of Autobiography

So, I include this to add a little bit of context to how this book has come together.

Prior to the 1970s, if you were born in Thailand, you were Thai, which makes me a dual national. But due to my own negligence, I let my passport lapse (my mother, bless her, told me I had to choose between them). Cue many chats at the Royal Thai Embassy in London. The staff there are terrific, by the way. They pored over my 1960s birth certificate like it was a parchment from an ancient land. And they finally found me in the computer system, where my name had been spelt wrong. Suddenly, I was coming home on temporary Thai documents, soon had my ID card and a proper passport, and felt – well – validated that I am a part of this community.

I am the subject, citizen, of two Kingdoms: Thailand and Britain. I am also what they call a Third Culture Kid. This basically means I was raised in a culture entirely different from my parents’. And, as you grow up, it has consequences.

I’ve always been a sociable girl. Some people kindly call me ‘preternaturally friendly’. It’s a good consequence. It helps you make friends easily because, since you are both two things and neither, you need to learn how to fit in.

And, I believe, that the Third Culture experience allows me to see that bigger picture; to talk to people whose parents moved here from Java, Malaysia, Japan; to the Hill Tribes of the north; the Chinese refugees in the Kuomintang villages high in the mountains of Chiang Rai and Chiang Mai; to explore the Lao/Isaan dynamic; and to observe how they integrate into Thailand. I believe this because, in the conversations we have, we all find something in common in this experience of being raised in two different cultures.

In terms of a project like this book, I’ve found it allows me to look at the bigger picture. I’ve had conversations with cooks and chefs where we’ve been discussing the recipes, and they’ll say – and I paraphrase – that’s not like any Akha/Peranikan/whatever dish that I’ve ever seen. And my response is always the same. These communities are bigger and more varied than one realizes. Moreover, they cross-fertilize as people meet, marry, evolve. And share.

No food culture, however definable, is static. And nor should it be. If there’s a single theme behind this book, this is it. And I will bang its drum until I die. We humans are built to explore, be that an exploration in flavour or into the stars.

In our house, yes, I cook a lot of Thai food, and I am fascinated by its versatility, its extraordinary range of ingredients, and its sheer variety (which is why I’m writing this book). But I also cook Spanish and French, recipes picked up from my travels. I cook Mexican, Ethiopian, Maltese, Italian. And all these genres of cooking cross-pollinate.

This is how it should be.

We are meant to be curious. It is in our nature. And the joy of being a Third Culture Kid is that this is deeply ingrained. It’s how we learn to be attached to the world, knowing we’re not from one place or another, but both. Some of us, like many of my childhood friends, express that through working in education. I, through food.

I’ve written this before: I spoke Thai before I spoke English. I was raised by Na Lune, my nanny (yes, that’s a part of the sixties expat experience), and our cook Prayoon more than I was by my own parents, whom I adored, by the way – they were good people working hard in a foreign land. If I went to a movie or a museum or the Neilsen Hays Library, it was with Lune. We chatted in Thai, ate street food, went to temple. We were a team, and mum and dad were busy building our lives.

I may be wrong. But what I know is this: I am both Thai and British. I am neither Thai nor British. I go into kitchens. I ask questions. I listen. (That’s the most important bit.) I am respectful. I always acknowledge the people who give me recipes, no matter what. I trust my palate. And I know that a book like this is an act of curation; and I hope one of kindness, because I want you, dear reader, to know about these extraordinary people, cooking incredible food. Hopefully, you’ll make some of it yourself. Maybe, if you can, you’ll come here and eat their cooking, see the sights they see each day, smell the scents of this wonderful land.

That’s why I write.

That, ultimately, has always been the goal.
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Photo caption: Yes, I’m the chubby little thing. This will change, in time… With my father and my sister Kim, 1965.








About this book

One of the many things I’ve learned over the years is this: when you write a cookery book, the most important thing is usability. The stories and the tales illuminate why a particular dish is worth cooking, but a cookbook has to be used. That is its purpose.

To that end, I have structured this book by recipe type to make it easier to assemble a Thai meal. In Thailand, one doesn’t really have ‘the fish course’, ‘the main course’ or ‘dessert’, in western style. (Although, at the fine dining end, desserts have been appearing in fancified forms to suit that style of presentation.)

So, first we have aharn len. This is ‘drinking food’, although you can repurpose the dishes slightly into starters or canapés. The soups, curries, stir-fries and so forth, are ordered to come to the table pretty much at the same time to create a balanced meal, eating a little bit of each dish with your rice as it goes.

You might, for example, include a fiery relish to balance out a more subtle stir-fry, or serve a mild lon dip alongside a punchy curry.

As to the recipes I’ve included, some of these are regional, some of them are historic. Some of them are here to reveal how almost 1,000 years of immigration in the Kingdom have influenced the way we eat. I have flagged this up in recipe introductions to give you a picture of why Thai food is how it is, why it is so varied and exciting, to tell its story.
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On the previous page, I’ve referred to aharn len as ‘drinking food’. And it is. Though it actually translates as ‘play food’. But it also refers to snacks you might pick up on the street or in the market while you’re shopping, just to fill a hole. It might be some pomelo segments with a little packet of powdered chilli, salt and sugar; it might be the deep-fried crab puffs here; or it might be a plate of chicken knuckles at a jazz bar to go with your beer.

There are so many possibilities.

What I’ve tried to do here is to offer recipes to keep your guests satisfied while you pull together the rest of the meal, or that you can serve at a cocktail party. Or really, anytime.

Think of this as ‘fun food’. Something to brighten anybody’s day.








Tangmo Pla Haeng

Watermelon with Dried Fish


This is very much a hot-season dish, not least because it is refreshing, sweet and savoury all at once. It’s also the kind of very old-school Bangkok cooking you don’t often find outside of Thailand.

Traditionally, you’d use pla chon, or snakehead fish, to make this. But since they, too, are rarely found outside Southeast Asia, I have made it here with salmon. You could also use trout, if you prefer. The fattiness and flavour of both work very well.

Please bear in mind that this is a dish that takes time to make. You can’t rush the cooking process. But it is well worth it.


SERVES 6 AS A SNACK

500 g/1 lb 2 oz salmon or trout fillet(s)

5 tbsp caster (superfine) sugar

2 tbsp table salt

3 tbsp deep-fried crispy shallots (see Glossary, here)

50 g/1¾ oz/½ cup grated (shredded) coconut, toasted (optional)

1 watermelon


Steam, bake or grill the fish until just done. Allow to cool slightly and then peel off the skin if there is any.

Gently flake the fish apart into chunks. Let cool completely. Pound in a mortar and pestle, or pulse in a food processor until it is in tiny flakes.

Place the flaked fish into a dry frying pan (skillet) and stir over a medium-low heat until all the flakes are dry and golden – this can take up to 30 minutes, sometimes more. DO NOT RUSH or turn up the heat. You may need to do this in batches.

Remove the pan from the heat, let it stand for 30 seconds, then add the sugar. You want it to melt in slightly but not turn sticky, to gently caress the fish flakes. Stir in the salt and fried shallots, then add the toasted coconut, if using, and leave to cool.

This fish mixture can be stored for up to a week in an airtight container.

Remove the skin and seeds from the watermelon and cut into cubes. Chill.

To serve, either scoop some of the fish mixture onto a plate and then dip the melon cubes at your leisure, or arrange the cubes on a nice platter and sprinkle with the ‘fish candy’ before serving.
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Satay Lue Kap Naam Jim Yang Khaaek

Grilled Beef Satay with a Thick Muslim-style Peanut Sauce

I was given this recipe by Hanuman Aspler. He is a passionate farang Thai food historian, who has sourced ancient texts on the cuisine and teaches chefs the many intricacies behind it. I call him ‘the chef whisperer’. He chose to give me this satay recipe specifically for its historicity. It is a dish with Javanese roots, brought back to the Kingdom after King Rama V’s third trip there. Back at the palace, Princess Yaemyeuan Singraa modified the Balinese recipe for Siamese tastes. Hanuman tells me there was so much chatter and excitement about the taste of this dish that it was nicknamed satay lue, which translates literally into ‘the gossip satay’. Thus, says Hanuman, ‘all the major streams of Siamese culinary literature include recipes for satay.’ This is a dish that was very much the product of the palace kitchens. But, as ever with food, recipes escape into the wild.

Makes 15 skewers

400 g/14 oz beef, sirloin or striploin

fresh papaya leaves, to cover (optional)

desiccated (shredded unsweetened) coconut, for smoking (optional)

For the spice paste

1 tbsp lemongrass

3-cm/1¼in-piece of fresh galangal, peeled

3-cm/1¼in-piece of fresh turmeric root, scraped

For the dried spice mix

1 tsp white peppercorns

1 tsp coriander seeds

1 tsp cumin seeds

1 tsp Siam cardamom pods (can use green cardamom)

½ tsp cloves

½ tsp ground cinnamon

½ tsp ground nutmeg

½ tsp ground mace

1 tsp ground turmeric

For the marinade

235 ml/8½ fl oz/scant 1 cup coconut cream

120 ml/4 fl oz/½ cup fresh milk

1 tbsp ghee (clarified butter)

1 tbsp rum, preferably Thai

2 tsp flaky sea salt

For the glaze

3 tbsp coconut cream

1 tsp ground turmeric

For the peanut sauce

3 tbsp unsalted peanuts

2 tsp coriander seeds

½ tsp cumin seeds

5 dried long red chillies

50 g/1¾ oz/¼ cup roasted Chinese garlic (see Note)

80 g/3 oz/⅓ cup roasted shallots (see Note)

2 coriander (cilantro) roots (see here), scraped, washed and chopped

250 ml/8½ fl oz/generous 1 cup coconut cream

nam pla (fish sauce), to taste

palm sugar, to taste tamarind paste, to taste lettuce and cucumber, to serve


First, prepare the spice paste for the marinade. Slice the lemongrass, galangal and fresh turmeric, then toast the pieces gently in a dry pan over a low heat. When they’re tender and fragrant, pound them into a semi-smooth paste in a mortar and pestle.

Now, prepare the dried spices. Roast each whole spice separately over a low heat until fragrant, then grind to a powder in a mortar and pestle and mix with the other ground spices.

Next, prepare the meat. Slice the beef into long, thin pieces and place in a bowl. Add all the marinade ingredients along with the spice paste and dried spice mix, gently massaging everything into the meat with your hands. Set aside for at least 3 hours, covered with papaya leaves if you can get them, or clingfilm (plastic wrap) or foil, if you can’t.

Now fire up your grill (broiler) or barbecue and soak your satay skewers in water, if needed.

Thread the marinated beef onto the prepared satay skewers. Mix together the coconut cream with the turmeric for the glaze and set to one side. If you’re cooking over charcoal, sprinkle the hot coals with a little desiccated coconut to add an element of aromatic smokiness to the dish. Grill the beef, brushing it with the glaze as you go. (Hanuman likes to make a brush for the glaze from either a lemongrass stick or from pandan leaves. It’s up to you.) When the satays are cooked, serve with either or both of the sauces below, and with crisp lettuce and sliced cucumber.

To make the sauce, toast the peanuts in a non-stick frying pan (skillet) over a low heat until golden and fragrant. Transfer them to a mortar and pestle and pound until coarsely broken up. Set aside.

In the same pan, toast the spices and dried chillies until fragrant, then grind them together with the garlic and shallots – not too fine, we want a little texture. Add the coriander root to the mortar and grind that too until you have a dry paste. Add the peanuts and combine.

Heat the coconut cream in a heavy-based wok until it thickens and cracks (the oil will start to appear). Add the peanut paste and fry it all together until it looks shiny.

Season with nam pla, palm sugar and tamarind paste, to taste, then serve.

Note: You can buy garlic and shallots pre-roasted (or deep-fried) at a good Asian supermarket, or you can do it my way, as detailed in the Glossary. Hanuman says that any remaining marinated meat can be stir-fried to make sandwiches with pickles.






THE EUROPEANS

There’s a beat in Terrence Malick’s film, The New World, when the English and Scottish ships sail into an estuary in Virginia. Our point of view is placed within its leafy banks, the Native Americans staring in awe at these wooden beasts that have suddenly appeared among them. I think it’s one of the few attempts that has actually managed to capture this sensation. The wonder. The fear. The sheer what-the-hell-is-going-on of the moment.

I mention this because every time I visit Ayutthaya, Siam’s ancient capital, I imagine the scene’s opposite: how the Portuguese must have felt, sailing up to this city covered in gold, in 1511. At that time, Ayutthaya was arguably the most prosperous place in the world. Powerful and cultured, undoubtedly impressive. And yet these new arrivals changed its cuisine forever.

The history of food is inextricably linked to the history of sixteenth-century trade. This was a process that would lead to empire. And, as decent people, we cannot avoid its awful legacy. But, in Thailand, this is a legacy avoided through skillful diplomacy.

We have to acknowledge how imperialism moved ingredients around the world and changed the way we cook. So much of it was driven initially by the desire for spices, because they were worth more money than even Croesus could imagine.

The Portuguese, at this point in their imperial history, weren’t really interested in conquest or domination. That came later. Now, they were interested in trade and trade alone. They brought chillies, potatoes and tomatoes to Siam, all vital ingredients to this day. They remain the only trading community of this era that has managed to maintain a continuous presence in the Kingdom. On the west bank of the Chao Phraya around the church of Santa Cruz (you can go and visit), they have a fascinating museum and cookery school, both of which I highly recommend.

They are also alleged to have brought with them the underpinnings of many Thai desserts, thanks to Maria Guyomar de Pinha, the wife of Constantin Phaulkon, the prime minister to the Siamese King Narai in the seventeenth century.

She was quite the woman. Of Japanese, Portuguese and Bengali descent, when King Narai was deposed, she ended up a cook in the royal kitchens, where her influence on Thai desserts is said to have exerted itself. This was almost a life of slavery, but in her spare time she had repeatedly sued the French East India Company for monies lent to them by her late-husband Phaulkon, finally winning a ‘maintenance allowance’ from the French government in 1717.

But the European influence on Thai food does not come exclusively down to her, nor her Portuguese forebears. We have to think of the French she sued, the British, the Germans, the Danes and the Italians. All played their part, though it tends to be limited to particular dishes.

Through the diplomacy of King Chulalongkorn The Great, Rama V, Thailand maintained its independence as, effectively, a buffer state between French Indochina and the British, in what was then Burma and Malaya. This is no small thing. And it’s far too historically complicated to dig into in a cookery book – there are treaties, land swaps, the fabulous story (and it is just a story) about how he married a princess of Lanna (in northern Thailand) to stop her being married to one of Queen Victoria’s sons. And so on. The culinary results are these: the French left cakes; the British, not really anything.

While French food is revered across the world, here in Thailand it tends to stick to itself. In Chiang Mai, we have wonderful bakeries, great cheese makers, but they’re working in the French style. They cater broadly to our French community. My friend Jean-Jacques recently put La Welsh on his menu, a Picardy take on a Welsh rarebit. Even though it was hot season, our French neighbours went nuts for it. It is what it is.

In Eastern Thailand, occupied by the French for a short while, we find street stalls making what are essentially madeleines. Bread is called kanom pang, I think a play on the French word pain. And that’s about it. But you have to factor in the border cross-over from Vietnam and Laos in particular, where the French influence is lasting.

What about Cambodia, you may well ask. Well, the Khmer Rouge did so much to pull everything foreign out by the root that much has been lost. Cuisine is, in my opinion, a vital underpinning of a culture. To have it ripped from you is like having an alphabet taken away. Such are the building blocks of who we are. Both inform how we learn everything else. Food and language, arguably literacy, are born at the kitchen table. When it is snatched away, as it was for Cambodians some 50 years ago, you have to rebuild it. That they have, and have so well, is something of which I remain in awe. I remember those dark days. And the ‘now’ we see for them is a joy to behold.

Back to Thailand. We were lucky. We never went down that road. And we were privileged to enjoy cross-cultural influence from near and afar. The Italians brought architecture in the nineteenth century – the food influence came later. The Germans brought their version of fried pork hock, which Thais adore. The Danish brought bacon, also beloved. Also baking – Danish Bake, just off Sukhumvit, was one of the great joys of my childhood and is still there. They’ll still make the strawberry cake, if you ask. We have a butchery here called Thai-French, which is based upon the cross-breeding of Charolais cattle with Thai cows, and remains my go-to. I think it’s among the best beef in Thailand.

These places were stalwarts of my youth, and remain to this day. And they remind me that everyone brings something with them. The Thais have a particular knack of absorbing those things into their own tastes and their own cuisine.

As for the British, and I have to talk about them – they are my forebears and my family’s heritage is pretty much southeast London through and through – I think their food influence is a recent thing – that contemporary focus on provenance and suppliers. Whether I’m right or not, these are good things. If you support local producers, you don’t just get the good stuff, you transform communities with the cash your buying provides. I’m all for it. You want to cook the best you can afford for your family. In Europe, in Asia.

This is how we roll.






Sappayak

Thai-Portuguese Savoury Bun

The only place I have ever had this delicious snack is at the Baan Kudichin Museum in the old Portuguese Quarter of Bangkok, a fascinating glimpse into the city’s past. I met a Malaysian chap there who told me they reminded him of the susi buns he had as a child – a sweet-potato pastry filled with a very similar filling. I think of it as the precursor to the Thai curry puff. And I think we’re both right. Note that this is my version, not theirs.

MAKES 12 PIECES

1 medium potato

4–5 coriander (cilantro) roots (see here), scraped, washed and chopped (about 1 tbsp)

2 garlic cloves, peeled

2 tbsp vegetable oil

3 tbsp light soy sauce

3 tbsp water

2 tbsp caster (superfine) sugar

1 heaped tbsp curry powder

1 medium onion, finely chopped

200 g/7 oz minced (ground) pork

pinch of chilli powder (optional)

flaky sea salt and freshly ground white pepper

12 slices of French roll or crisp Portuguese bread, toasted, to serve


First, boil the potato in its skin. When it is cool enough to handle, peel it and cut it into 1-cm/½-in cubes.

In a mortar and pestle, or small blender, make a paste of the coriander roots, garlic and a pinch of sea salt.

Heat the oil in a wok or frying pan (skillet). When it’s hot, fry the paste, stirring all the time, until it’s very fragrant – only a few seconds. Add the soy sauce, water, sugar and curry powder, and cook for another minute. Add the onion, pork, chilli powder, if using, and potato cubes and simmer for a few minutes, stirring occasionally until cooked. Break down the potato with the back of your spoon as you go, so it absorbs all the flavours. You may need to add a splash more water, if it’s looking a bit dry. Taste and adjust the seasoning. It should be sweet, a little spicy and salty, and a little moist. Remove from the heat and set aside to cool.

Spread the mixture generously onto the slices of toast and serve at room temperature.



[image: Riverside view with plates of food and a glass of drink on a wooden table.]





Mamuang Nam Pla Wan

Green Mango with Sweet, Spiced Fish Sauce


You will find this dish all over the Kingdom, but its roots lie in the Central Plains. It’s an all-day snack, refreshing and stimulating at once. And you can re-tool it into many forms. When I worked as a consultant at my friend Victor Garvey’s Michelin-starred restaurant SOLA, in London’s Soho, we used the nam pla wan sauce as the basis for a foie gras dish with green mango and peanuts. It worked so well that I like to think I may have contributed to their star… (I’m kidding, Victor!).


SERVES 4 AS A SNACK

For the nam pla wan sauce

160 g/5¾ oz/generous ¾ cup palm sugar

40 ml/1½ fl oz/2½ tbsp nam pla (fish sauce)

1 scant tsp kapi (shrimp paste)

shallots, sliced, to taste

bird’s eye chillies, sliced, to taste

To serve

1–2 green mangoes, peeled, stoned, cut into slices and preferably chilled

In a small pan, melt together the sugar, nam pla and kapi. Add shallots and chillies, to taste. Allow it to cool before use.

Serve the sauce with the chilled green mango slices.






Hoy Nang Rom Tod ‘Aguachile’

Thai Crispy Oysters with Aguachile

I mean, seriously – I love an oyster. The problem for me, making a dish like this, is that I’m tempted to shuck them over the sink and devour them with a squeeze of lemon and a twist of black pepper. But were I to do so, I would miss out on the rewards herein.


This is a very contemporary Thai approach to the cooked oyster, with a Mexican twist, and it is well worth doing. The sharp, savoury aguachile, the crisp batter, the yielding shellfish within: just heaven with a crisp martini. I really should live on an oyster farm.


MAKES 6

170 g/6 oz/1¼ cups plain (all-purpose) flour or tempura flour

up to 500 ml/17 fl oz/generous 2 cups cold water

vegetable oil, for deep-frying

6 fresh oysters in their shells

For the aguachile

juice of 2 limes

a very large handful of coriander (cilantro), finely chopped

4 green bird’s eye chillies, destemmed and chopped

1 large green chilli, destemmed and chopped

1 garlic clove, peeled

a pinch of salt

2 x 4-cm/¾ x 1½-in chunk of cucumber, peeled, deseeded and very finely diced

6-cm/2½-in piece of Chinese celery, very finely diced

1 Thai shallot, very finely sliced

½ avocado, peeled, stoned and diced


First, make the aguachile. In a food processor, blitz together the lime juice, coriander, chillies, garlic and salt until smooth.

In a bowl, mix together the cucumber, celery and shallot with the blended aguachile. Stir well. Add the avocado, stir gently, then set aside. You want to add the avocado as late in the process as possible, otherwise it will turn black.

Sift the flour into a mixing bowl and gradually whisk in enough cold water until you have a batter with the texture of single (light) cream. You probably won’t need all the water.

Heat enough oil for deep-frying in a suitable pan or a deep-fat fryer to 180°C/350°F.

Scrape the oysters from their shells (keeping the deeper half of each shell). Dry the oysters thoroughly, then, working with just a few at a time, dip the oysters into the batter to coat and then immerse in the hot oil. Deep-fry for 1 minute until crisp and golden. Remove with a slotted spoon to drain on paper towels.

Place a spoonful or two of the aguachile mixture into the reserved half oyster shells. Top with the fried oysters and serve at once.







Madrid Anchovies

I saw a photo of my dear friend Jenny Prasertsin on Facebook recently – she runs the fabled Madrid Bar in Bangkok, which used to be on Patpong and can now be found on the Charoen Krung Road. In this photo, I noticed a snack platter… and being the Greedy Girl I am, I immediately zoomed in on it. Lo and behold, I saw this – a bloody genius idea and the perfect precursor to her Chicken-fried Steak.

SERVES 2 AS A TASTY MORSEL WITH A DRINK

55 g/2 oz canned good-quality anchovies in olive oil

3–4 Thai shallots, finely chopped

5 garlic cloves, finely chopped

6–8 bird’s eye chillies, finely chopped

1–2 limes, cut into wedges, to serve


Place the anchovies with their oil onto a plate. In uniform lines across them, make strips of the chopped shallots, garlic and chillies.

Serve the lime wedges on the side to squeeze at will, accompanied by a dry martini, or my Akha Kick cocktail, as pictured here.







Salmon ‘Dib’ Tarts from The Siam Hotel


I’ve known The Siam’s head chef, Blair Mathieson, for a little while now. He’s a good chum and a brilliant cook. And this is a recipe that he has evolved over several years. While the salmon ceviche (the word ‘dib’ means raw) is by itself delicious, the idea of using a spring-roll wrapper as a tart case is an act of mental genius. This is canapé heaven.


MAKES 6

For the tart casings

6 spring-roll pastry wrappers

For the nam jim

1–2 long red chillies, roughly chopped

3 bird’s eye chillies, roughly chopped

2–3 garlic cloves, roughly chopped

1 coriander (cilantro) root (see here)

100 g/3½ oz/½ cup white sugar

100 ml/3½ fl oz/scant ½ cup nam pla (fish sauce)

100 ml/3½ fl oz/scant ½ cup lime juice

For the filling

120 g/4¼ oz sushi-grade salmon, diced into 1-cm/ ½-in cubes

1 bird’s eye chilli, finely chopped

1 Thai shallot, finely chopped

2.5-cm/1-in piece of lemongrass, finely chopped

30 g/1 oz/2 tbsp mayonnaise

2 tbsp nam jim (see above)

2 makrut lime leaves, finely sliced

1 tbsp very finely chopped spring onion (scallion) or chives

20 g/¾ oz salmon roe

Preheat the oven to 160°C fan/180°C/350°F/gas mark 4.

To make the tart casings, cut the spring-roll pastry into circles about 7-cm/2¾-in in diameter, then use them to line 6 holes of a small tart tin (with holes about 5–6-cm/2–2½-in in diameter). Place another tart tin of the same size on top to hold the pastry in place. Bake in the oven for 15–18 minutes until crisp. Remove from the
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