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			CEDAR-PLANK SALMON SALAD BITES
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			Called miang in Thailand, this fun appetizer lends itself to communal cooking and eating. On a weekend, family members come together to help cut various flavorful ingredients into little pieces so that later they can all sit down together and compose and consume bite-size salad wraps made up of the finely cut foods. Miang is also by definition flexible. Other than a few iterations that have become essentially canonized, it can contain anything you want. You are in charge of the destiny of your miang. Think of it as a salad that is composed on the palm of a hand, one bite at a time.

			The grilling of the salmon on a cedar plank is the American influence. This way I can juxtapose the smoky result with the vibrant flavors of lime, chiles, and ginger—all against the backdrop of fragrant fresh herbs. And though there are other ways to introduce smokiness to the fish, the plank makes for a great presentation as well as eliminates any possibility of the fish sticking to the grate. You’ll need a cedar plank, about 12 inches long.

			SERVES 4 AS AN APPETIZER

			DRESSING

			4 to 6 fresh red bird’s eye chiles, or 2 or 3 larger red hot chiles

			4 large garlic cloves

			⅓ cup fish sauce

			⅓ cup packed grated palm sugar or granulated coconut sugar, or ¼ cup packed light brown sugar

			½ cup fresh lime juice

			FISH

			1 (1-pound) salmon fillet

			2 teaspoons salt

			1 tablespoon vegetable oil

			SALAD

			1 cup unsalted roasted peanuts

			4 ounces fresh ginger, peeled and cut into ¼-inch dice

			4 ounces shallots, cut into ¼-inch dice

			2 green Thai long chiles or jalapeños, thinly sliced (optional)

			¾ cup firmly packed fresh cilantro leaves

			¾ cup firmly packed fresh Thai or common basil leaves

			¾ cup firmly packed fresh mint leaves

			24 to 32 Bibb lettuce leaves

			2 small, thin-skinned limes, unpeeled, cut into ¼-inch dice

			Soak the cedar planks in warm water to cover for 1 hour.

			To make the dressing: In a small food processor or a mortar, blend the chiles and garlic until the bits are the size of a match head. Transfer to a small saucepan, add the fish sauce and sugar, and heat gently over medium heat just until the sugar dissolves. Remove from the heat, stir in the lime juice, and transfer to a small heatproof serving bowl.

			To cook the fish: Pat the salmon dry. Rub the salt and oil on it and leave it at room temperature for the surface to dry out a bit. Meanwhile, prepare a medium fire (350° to 375°F) in a charcoal grill, using the direct-heat grilling method (see this page). When the grill reaches the desired temperature, remove the cedar plank from the water, wipe it thoroughly dry, place the plank on the grate, and char it on one side for 5 to 7 minutes (you’ll hear some cracking and popping). Turn the plank over so the charred side is up, place the salmon on the plank, and put the plank on the grate. Cover and cook until the internal temperature registers 145°F in the thickest part, about 20 minutes. Remove the plank from the grill and let cool to slightly warmer than room temperature.

			To arrange the salad: With the salmon on the plank, arrange all of the salad ingredients around the fish in separate mounds or small bowls. To compose a bite, place a lettuce leaf on your cupped palm, put a little bit of the fish and a few pieces of each of the other salad ingredients into it, and then top it with a teaspoon or so of the dressing. Now gather the edges of the lettuce into a purse and enjoy the whole bite at once.

			HERB-FILLED GRILLED FISH

			with Spicy Tamarind Dipping Sauce
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			Grilled whole fish can be found throughout Southeast Asia, but this version from Myanmar (Burma), known as nga kin, is one of the simplest. It is also the best thing my friends and I ate during our first visit there when we crossed the border from Thailand’s northern province of Mae Hong Son into Myanmar in the late 1990s, a time when tourism in that area wasn’t booming as it is now. Whole freshwater fish, which had been stuffed with assorted fresh herbs and grilled over charcoal until charred and smoky, and rice formed the simple meal that our host put on the table for us. Maybe that modest yet glorious meal tasted so good because we arrived tired and hungry. What I do know is that this simple grilled fish is a reminder that when the freshest ingredients are on hand, there’s not much else you need to do except get out of the way and let those ingredients shine.

			At home, I like to use striped bass in this recipe. Red snapper is also a good option. Regardless of what fish you use, make sure it’s absolutely fresh. Be creative with the herbs, but stick with two or three different types and no more, or the flavors will be muddled. This is a case where more isn’t better. I like the pungent herb known in Thailand as phak phaeo or phak phai (Percicaria odorata) because it was one of the herbs I remember from my first encounter with nga kin. The herb is sold in the US as Vietnamese coriander or rau răm, and it can be found fresh in the produce section of most stores that sell Southeast Asian ingredients.

			SERVES 4

			SAUCE

			½ cup tamarind paste (see Note)

			2 tablespoons fresh lime juice

			2 tablespoons packed grated palm sugar or granulated coconut sugar, or 1 tablespoon packed light brown sugar

			1 tablespoon red pepper flakes

			¼ cup fish sauce

			FISH

			4 whole striped bass, about 1½ pounds each, gutted and scaled

			2½ tablespoons kosher salt

			2 cups loosely packed hand-torn fresh leafy herbs (such as Thai basil, Vietnamese coriander, mint, dill, cilantro, sawtooth coriander [which is also called culantro] or lemon basil)

			4 tablespoons vegetable oil

			Cooked long-grain rice, for serving

			To make the sauce: In a small saucepan, combine the tamarind paste, lime juice, sugar, pepper flakes, and fish sauce and bring to a boil over medium heat, stirring to dissolve the sugar and blend the ingredients. Simmer for 1 minute, then transfer to a small heatproof serving bowl. Set aside to cool.

			Prepare a medium-high fire (400° to 450°F) in a charcoal grill using the two-zone method (see this page).

			To make the fish: Pat the fish dry with paper towels. Make three or four diagonal slits, each about ¼ inch deep, on both sides of each fish. Using 1 tablespoon of the salt, rub one-fourth of it into the cavity of each fish, then stuff each cavity with ¼ cup of the herbs. Tie each fish closed with kitchen string, making a series of loops spaced 1 inch apart to keep the herbs inside. Rub 1 tablespoon of the oil on each fish, coating both sides, and then rub the fish on both sides with the remaining 1½ tablespoons salt, dividing it evenly.

			When the coals are covered with white ash and the grate is hot, oil the grate thoroughly. Place the fish on the hot side of the grill and cook, uncovered, until the skin is charred and crisp on the bottom, 5 to 7 minutes. (Putting the fish on the hot side first prevents them from sticking to the grate.) Flip the fish and cook until the second side is charred and crisp, 5 to 7 minutes. Use a spatula (a fish spatula works well) to flip the fish gently—to keep the herbs inside and prevent the skin from tearing—but swiftly and decisively. Use a second spatula if needed. Once both sides are charred, move the fish to the hold side of the grill, close the lid, and cook with the vents half-opened until the thickest part registers 140°F, 20 to 25 minutes.

			Remove the fish from the grill and leave them to cool for 10 minutes. Remove and discard the strings and the herbs, and top the fish with the remaining fresh herbs. Serve the fish immediately with rice and the dipping sauce on the side.

			NOTE

			Tamarind paste, also called tamarind concentrate, is the softened pulp of sour tamarind that has been slightly diluted with water. It comes in a plastic jar and is available at most Asian stores and online. Be sure to use a Thai or Vietnamese brand, as it has the right consistency and level of concentration for my recipes.
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			GRILLED FISH

			with Fresh Herbs in Banana Leaf Packets
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			Kanap pa, a classic Lao dish also popular across the Mekong in northeastern Thailand, has many variations. This one is among the simplest and the best. You can serve it the traditional way with warm sticky rice, which calls for pinching off just enough to knead with your fingers into a bite-size oblong nugget, then using it to scoop up a mouthful of the fish and the juice. Or you can serve the fish over a plate of jasmine rice.

			Lemon basil (sometimes called lime basil) is difficult to find even when you live in an urban area with large Asian stores selling specialty Southeast Asian produce. For this reason, I grow it in the summer. If you can’t find it, Thai basil or common basil works fine.

			SERVES 4

			4 (8-inch square) pieces banana leaf

			4 teaspoons kosher salt

			4 skinless mild-flavored fish fillets (such as sea bass, halibut, salmon, orange roughy, cod, or tilapia), about 8 ounces each

			2 fat lemongrass stalks

			2 ounces shallots, halved lengthwise, then thinly sliced lengthwise

			8 to 10 fresh red bird’s eye chiles, coarsely chopped, or 3 or 4 fresh red serrano or jalapeño peppers, sliced ⅛-inch thick

			¼ cup loosely packed dill sprigs

			¼ cup loosely packed fresh lemon basil leaves

			2 tablespoons tightly packed deveined and very finely sliced makrut lime leaves (optional)

			Cooked sticky rice (see this page) or jasmine rice, for serving

			Prepare a medium-high fire (400° to 450°F) in a charcoal grill using the two-zone method (see this page).

			Before you begin making the packets, see this page for tips on purchasing and handling banana leaves. Lay the banana leaf squares in a single layer on a work surface. Rub the salt on the fish, dividing it evenly between the fillets, then place a fillet in the center of each banana leaf square.

			Trim off the tough outer leaves and the root end from each lemongrass stalk. Beginning from the root end, use a very sharp knife to cut each bulb into paper-thin slices (it’s very important for the slices to be very thin or they will be unpleasant to eat), stopping when the purple rings disappear. Top the fish fillets with the lemongrass slices, shallots, chiles, dill, lemon basil, and lime leaves (if using), dividing each ingredient evenly among the fillets.

			Fold the right side of a banana leaf square over the fish, covering as much of it as you can, then fold the left side over the fish to overlap. Fold the top down and then fold the bottom up. Flatten the packet to even out the thickness of the fish mound. Secure the packet with a wooden toothpick. Repeat to make three more packets.

			When the coals are covered with white ash and the grate is hot, place the packets, seam side up, on the hot side of the grill. Cover and cook with the vents half-opened until the internal temperature registers 120°F, 15 to 20 minutes. Uncover the grill and continue to cook until the internal temperature registers 140°F and the leaves are well charred (but not burned or collapsing), about 10 minutes longer.

			Remove the packets from the grill and open them. Serve the fish in the packets, with the rice on the side.

			GRILLED BABY OCTOPUS

			with Spicy Peanut Sauce
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			In the past several years, sightings of itinerant vendors selling pla muek yang (grilled dried squid) have become few and far between in Thailand. That’s such a shame. Of all the food vendors who come to customers on a bicycle—a motorbike these days—few are more fun to watch. They are hard to miss, too, as they arrive with a surprisingly large display panel of squid in various sizes—butterflied and dried—hanging in multiple, neatly overlapping rows looking much like heavily loaded clotheslines.

			The process begins with you picking a squid you want and handing it to the vendor. He heats it up on a small charcoal grill until it is smoky and lightly charred, and then he feeds it into a hand-cranked squid-rolling machine (a bit like a pasta machine) outfitted with two ridged rollers. As the handle is cranked, the two rollers simultaneously stretch the squid to three or four times its original length while their ridged surfaces tenderize it, making it easy for you to tear off a bite-size piece and dip it into the ever-present sweet, sour, and spicy sauce specked with roasted peanuts.

			It would be difficult to make grilled dried squid palatable—even chewable—without that piece of equipment, so here’s a variation made with fresh baby octopus, which my friends and I like just as much as the original inspiration.

			SERVES 4

			4 pounds fresh baby octopuses, about 4 to 6 ounces each, thawed if frozen

			1 head garlic, cloves separated and peeled

			8 to 10 fresh bird’s eye chiles, or 3 or 4 serrano or jalapeño peppers, thinly sliced

			1 cup packed grated palm sugar or granulated coconut sugar, or ¾ cup packed light brown sugar

			⅓ cup fish sauce

			½ cup fresh lime juice

			¼ cup vegetable oil

			⅓ cup unsalted roasted peanuts, coarsely chopped

			¼ cup coarsely chopped cilantro leaves and stems

			Unless the octopuses have been cleaned, remove the heads. If you like to eat the head (I do), keep each one but remove the eyes, make a slit through each head, and remove and discard the internal organs. Flip each octopus over to locate the beak in the middle where the tops of the tentacles meet. Use the tip of a knife to make a circular cut around the beak. Squeeze the octopus and the beak will pop out. Rinse the octopus well, flushing out the head cavity and the eye sockets (if you keep the head) and making sure the suckers on the tentacles are clean.

			Put the cleaned octopuses in a large saucepan and add water to cover by 2 inches. Bring to a boil over medium-high heat, reduce the heat to a gentle simmer, and cook to your preferred level of tenderness, from 30 minutes to over 1 hour. Thai people like their cephalopods on the chewy side; you may prefer them fork-tender. Testing for tenderness by sliding a knife into the area near the head (if you have kept it) or into where the tentacles meet.

			Meanwhile, make the dipping sauce: In a small food processor or a mortar, blend the garlic and chiles until the bits are the size of a match head. Transfer to a small bowl, add the sugar, fish sauce, and lime juice and stir until the sugar dissolves. Set aside until serving.

			Light a full chimney of charcoal. When the coals are ready, spread them out on the bottom of a kettle grill or hibachi for cooking over direct high heat (500° to 650°F).

			When the octopuses are done, drain, pat dry, and moisten them evenly with the oil. When the coals are covered with white ash and the grate is hot, place the octopuses on the grate and cook, turning as needed, until lightly charred on all sides, 7 to 8 minutes total.

			Remove the octopuses from the grill, separate the tentacles, and arrange on a platter. Finish the sauce by stirring in the peanuts and cilantro. You can drizzle the sauce over the tentacles or serve it in a bowl for dipping. Serve immediately.
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			SMOKED SHRIMP

			with Chile-Lime Dipping Sauce
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			This dish is inspired by the smoked shrimp of Malaysia, udang salai, which is similar to the smoked shrimp of southern Thailand, kung siap. The preparation involves cooking whole shrimp—complete with the heads, shells, and tails—low and slow over wood, coconut husks, or wood charcoal. The shrimp traditionally used for this dish are not usually large, and after smoking, they crisp up and shrink to the point where you can eat each one whole—head, shell, and tail—in a single bite. Besides, trying to peel them to get to the meat inside is time-consuming and often futile. This is why smoked shrimp are more commonly used as an ingredient in a dish or relish, or eaten as a snack, rather than served as part of a meal.

			I use a smoker and a sweet, mild wood like cherry or apple for these jumbo shrimp. The shrimp I choose are quite large, so I serve them as a full meal along with a spicy chile-lime dipping sauce. This is a peel-and-eat affair, which lends itself well to a cookout or an outdoor party. Make a large batch, lay out the smoked shrimp, seafood boil–style, on a paper-lined picnic table, set a bowl of sauce in the middle, and go to town.

			SERVES 8

			8 pounds jumbo (21 to 25 per pound) or extra-jumbo (16 to 20 per pound) shrimp, left whole

			1 tablespoon salt

			1 tablespoon ground white or black pepper

			DIPPING SAUCE

			15 green bird’s eye chiles, or 8 jalapeño or serrano peppers, sliced

			15 cloves garlic

			1 cup fresh lime juice

			1 teaspoon salt

			1 teaspoon granulated sugar

			¼ cup fish sauce

			¼ cup coarsely chopped cilantro leaves and stems

			In a large bowl, mix the shrimp with the salt and pepper, coating them evenly. Cover and refrigerate for 3 hours.

			Meanwhile, start the sauce: In a blender, combine the chiles, garlic, lime juice, and salt and blend until the bits are the size of a match head. Transfer to a small bowl, cover, and keep at room temperature.

			Heat a smoker to 225°F. Rinse the seasoning off the shrimp and pat dry with paper towels. Place the shrimp in the smoker and smoke until they turn dark coral, 20 to 25 minutes.

			While the shrimp are smoking, stir the sugar and fish sauce into the sauce, then taste and adjust the seasoning with more fish sauce if needed. Aim for sour and hot first, then salty and just a tad bit of sweetness. Stir in the cilantro.

			Serve the shrimp with the sauce.

			GRILLED STINGRAY

			with Chile Paste on Banana Leaves

			Ikan pari bakar sambal, stingray or skate smothered with chile paste and grilled on banana leaves, is what I seek out every time I travel in Malaysia and Singapore. It’s a classic that is well loved by the locals, and it’s easy to see why. Some say the taste and texture of stingray and skate are akin to those of a scallop, but I think stingray and skate are more like a cross between fish and lobster: mild, firm, with a little bit of bounciness yet still flaky.

			While stingray is hard to find in the United States, skate is routinely served at high-end restaurants, and a quick search will reveal several online sources for it. If you have large Korean supermarkets in your area, check out their seafood departments, as chances are they sell fresh skate wings, cut up and ready to use. If you can’t find or don’t like skate or stingray, use any type of saltwater fillet (my favorite for this purpose is mahi mahi), which works well even though the taste is different.

			Belacan, or Malaysian shrimp paste, is similar to kapi, or Thai shrimp paste, but it’s drier and harder and is sold in a brick-like block rather than in a soft paste form in a tub. Belacan can be much harder to find in the United States, so, if you can’t locate it, use Thai shrimp paste instead. If neither of them is available, go with miso or fermented soybean paste.

			This dish is traditionally grilled on or wrapped in banana leaves to take advantage of the fragrance the leaves impart when charred.

			SERVES 4

			4 large dried Thai long chiles or guajillo chiles, cut into 1-inch pieces

			4 lemongrass stalks

			5 ounces shallots, cubed, plus thinly sliced shallots, for garnish

			10 large garlic cloves

			3 thumb-size pieces fresh ginger, peeled and sliced

			6 to 8 fresh red bird’s eye chiles

			1 tablespoon Malaysian or Thai shrimp paste, or 2 tablespoons miso or fermented soybean paste (see headnote, this page)

			½ cup vegetable oil

			¼ cup packed grated palm sugar or granulated coconut sugar, or 3 tablespoons packed light brown sugar

			½ cup tamarind paste (see Note, this page)

			Salt

			2 stingray or skate wings or mahi mahi fillets, about 1 pound each

			4 (12-inch-square) pieces banana leaf

			Cooked jasmine rice, for serving

			4 calamansi (see Note, this page) or 2 limes, halved

			In a small bowl, combine the dried chiles with warm water to cover and let stand until softened, about 15 minutes. Squeeze the pieces dry and add to a small food processor. Trim off the tough outer leaves and the root end from each lemongrass stalk. Beginning from the root end, use a very sharp knife to cut each bulb into thin slices, stopping when the purple rings disappear.

			Add the lemongrass to the processor along with the cubed shallots, garlic, ginger, fresh chiles, and shrimp paste. Process until smooth. Scrape the mixture into an 8-inch frying pan, add the oil, and fry over medium-high heat until fragrant, about 1 minute. Stir in the sugar and tamarind and continue to stir until the sugar dissolves. Taste and adjust the seasoning with salt. Remove from the heat.

			Prepare a medium-high fire (400° to 450°F) in a charcoal grill using the two-zone method (see this page).

			Before you begin making the packets, see this page for tips on purchasing and handling banana leaves. Lay one piece of banana leaf on top of a second piece to make a double-strength wrapper, making sure the grain of one piece runs perpendicular to that of the other. Do the same with the remaining two banana leaf squares. Place a piece of fish in the center of each stacked set. Make a few slits on the stingray or skate wings (but not on the fish fillets, if using). Spread half of the paste over the top surface of each wing.

			Fold the right side of a banana leaf square over the fish, covering as much of it as you can, then fold the left side over the fish to overlap. Fold the top down and then the bottom up. Flatten the packet to even out the thickness of the fish mound. Secure the packet with a wooden toothpick. Repeat to make one more packet.

			When the coals are covered with white ash and the grate is hot, place the packets, seam side up, on the hold side of the grill. Cover the grill and cook with the vents half-opened until the internal temperature registers 130°F, 20 to 25 minutes. Open the packets and move the fish closer to the hot side of the grill. Re-cover and cook with the vents half-opened until the internal temperature registers 140°F for the fish fillets and 150°F for the stingray or skate wings and the leaves are well charred (but not burned or collapsing), 10 to 15 minutes longer.

			Remove the packets from the grill. Top with the sliced shallots and serve immediately with the rice and calamansi.

			GRILLED OYSTERS

			with Crispy Shallots, Green Onion Oil, and Peanuts
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			When it comes to oysters—raw or cooked—I was never a believer. Things changed when I took the first of several trips to the port city of Danang, Vietnam. There I encountered hau nuong mo hanh, fresh, sweet oysters grilled over charcoal—hot, smoky, and still bubbling in their own juices—and topped with green onions, crispy fried shallots, and chopped roasted peanuts. The scent. The flavor. The contrasting textures. I’m a convert.

			MAKES 24 OYSTERS

			½ cup paper-thin shallot slices

			¾ cup vegetable oil

			2 green onions, thinly sliced

			¾ teaspoon kosher salt

			½ cup unsalted roasted peanuts

			24 oysters in the shell, scrubbed clean

			Set a fine-mesh sieve over a small heatproof bowl and put it near the stove. In a small frying pan, combine the shallots and oil over medium-low heat and heat slowly, stirring occasionally. When the shallots begin to sizzle, start stirring more frequently so they cook evenly (the pieces around the edge of the pan will brown first). When the shallots are golden brown and crisp, after 5 to 7 minutes, immediately pour the contents of the pan into the sieve. Set the sieve with the shallots aside. Immediately stir the green onions and salt into the hot oil, then set the oil aside.

			Wipe the pan clean and return it to medium-low heat. Add the peanuts and toast, shaking the pan occasionally to prevent scorching, until fragrant and golden, about 10 minutes. Transfer to a plate to cool, then coarsely chop them and combine with the fried shallots.

			Light a full chimney of charcoal. When the coals are ready, spread them out on the bottom of a kettle grill or hibachi for cooking over a medium-high fire (400° to 450°F).

			Meanwhile, shuck the oysters: Hold a kitchen towel in your nondominant hand and use it to grasp the oyster firmly, cupped side down. Use the other hand to slide the tip of a shucking knife into the dark, rounded spot at the oyster’s hinge, approaching it from the bottom. Twist the knife, applying firm pressure, to release the hinge. When the hinge is broken, there will be a light pop and the top shell will come loose. Run the knife blade from the hinge around the edge of the oyster shell to separate the halves completely, then slide the blade along the underside of the upper shell to dislodge any meat. Discard the top shell. Keep the oyster in the bottom shell along with the oyster liquor. Repeat with the remaining oysters.

			When the coals are mostly covered with white ash but still glowing, quickly arrange the oysters on the grate. When the oyster liquor is bubbling around the edges, after 3 to 5 minutes, spoon the green onion mixture onto the oysters, dividing it evenly. Cook for 1 minute longer.

			Quickly transfer the oysters to a large platter and top with the fried shallot–peanut mixture, dividing it evenly. Serve immediately.
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			GRILLED MACKEREL

			with Three-Flavored Sauce
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			Few dishes better exemplify the flavors of the food of central Thailand than mackerel and the salty, sweet, and sour sauce known in Thai as three-flavored sauce. Adored by Thais, short-bodied mackerel, or pla thu (Rastrelliger brachysoma), is perfect for this dish. I use Atlantic mackerel in Chicagoland because it’s easy to find, though any oily, strong-flavored fish, such as sardines, will stand up well to the bold flavors of the sauce.

			SERVES 4

			SAUCE

			10 fresh bird’s eye chiles, or 5 jalapeño or serrano peppers, thinly sliced

			5 large garlic cloves

			1 ounce shallots, cubed

			3 cilantro roots, chopped, or 3 tablespoons finely chopped fresh cilantro stems stripped of leaves

			¼ cup plus 2 tablespoons vegetable oil

			½ cup packed grated palm sugar or granulated coconut sugar, or ⅓ cup packed light brown sugar

			2 tablespoons granulated sugar

			¼ cup water

			¼ cup fish sauce

			¼ cup tamarind paste (see Note, this page)

			4 whole mackerel or other oily, full-flavored fish, about 1½ pounds each, gutted and scaled

			Fresh red hot chiles or bell pepper, seeded, deveined, and cut
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