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Introduction

Let me introduce you to Siripan Akvanich. I do so because, like Winnie-the-Pooh’s spelling, her written English can be a bit wobbly. Her cooking, on the other hand, is second to none.

I met Siripan some twenty-five years ago when she was running a small hotel in Thailand’s Hua Hin – the town where the King has his summer palace (some of the books I have written have been worked on, in part, sitting in her beachside dining area looking out at the sea). How did this happen? Staying with friends at a resort a hundred metres away along the beach we noticed people walking to her place for dinner. We not only tried it, we loved it, ate there every day and stayed at the hotel the next year – and every year thereafter until the hotel was sold. She became a special friend and we have returned to Hua Hin each year since, sometimes more than once in the year, and Siripan, her family and her cooking have been an important part of every visit.

She made staying at her hotel (and at a guest house she built and ran later) very special. She’s capable, amusing and charming – and more important here, she is an excellent cook. Like all Thais, she regards food as very important. Every meal is a significant social occasion and, whether simple or complex, it is essential that what you eat is good. She started to cook when very young and, paraphrasing a little, this is what she told me:

‘I have been cooking since I was seven years old and began to learn how to cook rice on an old-fashioned charcoal stove. The kitchen was outside the house so that the smoke and smells from the hot stove were kept away from the living areas, and the sizzling chillies didn’t make you sneeze. Rice was very difficult to cook; you couldn’t go away from the pot and had to stir continuously until the rice was well done cooked so that the rice did not stick to the bottom of the pan. If I got it wrong I spent a long time soaking and cleaning the spoilt pan to remove the stuck rice – I soon learned not to do that again. Cooking rice was a regular activity in the early morning before going to school, and rice always went in my lunchbox too. In the evenings after school, even if I was tired, my grandmother taught me to cook Thai desserts.

‘In those days there was always rice and it was time-consuming to cook. Now we use an electric steamer and can be busy with other things while the rice cooks. One simple Thai dish, one that can take many forms and is described here, is rice soup, which I love.

‘So I have been cooking Thai food ever since I can remember, watching my mum, grandmother and aunties and learning the art of cooking step by step, until I
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