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Introduction


What is kueh?


The word ‘kueh’, loosely meaning ‘cake’, most probably comes from Zhangzhou, a Southern Min dialect from Fujian Province. Zhangzhou-speaking peoples were among the first Chinese to journey to and settle in Maritime Southeast Asia. Linguists theorise that as the Chinese diaspora in the region grew, local languages absorbed many Southern Min loanwords, including ‘kueh’, which came to refer to a diverse variety of sweet and savoury foods and snacks, mostly made with grains, tubers, fruits and nuts.


The word has been phoneticised in many ways across places, sources and times: koe, kwe, kwee, kweh, kwey, kuay, kuey, kway, koay, kuwe and kuweh can all be found in historical texts. Formally, Bahasa Indonesia now spells it ‘kue’, and Bahasa Melayu, ‘kuih’. Its associated Mandarin character, ‘糕’, ‘gao’, has also been rendered ‘koh’, also spelt as kou, gou, goh and go.


Throughout this book, I have used the spelling ‘kueh’, which was commonly used by local newspapers and many heritage cookbooks to refer to kuehs from all of Singapore’s communities, for most of the 20th century.


Where I have quoted the proper names of kuehs from other countries, I have used the spellings accepted in those places—for example ‘kue’ for Indonesian items, and ‘kuih’ for Malaysian ones.
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The reason for this book


My fervent hope is to encourage more of us to make kueh, that kueh traditions might not only be preserved, but revived and revitalised, to flourish into future longevity.


So many of my childhood memories centre on kueh: patting and pinching kueh tart and kueh bangket with my grandmother for Chinese New Year, fidgeting in feverish anticipation of eating them later. Chomping on a slightly stale but very fragrant kueh bahulu while staring at the family friend—the first Buddhist nun and bald lady I’d ever seen—who’d handed it to me; excitedly circling the steam-billowing trays of mangkok kueh a wandering hawker would bring to my block. I remember my mum layering kueh sarlat and my dad rolling logs of putugal. Kuehs, literally and figuratively, gave texture to my life.


I have been a food writer for a score of years and a culinary instructor for a dozen. Over this time, I have seen heritage food slowly occupy more of the national conversation, for which I am immensely thankful. I have seen more and more column inches devoted to heritage cuisine in the media and in cookbooks: I have even written some of those inches myself. However, in our public discourse, heritage food debates often focus on the death and/or revival of hawker food. This is rightly a vital topic of great concern. What is often overlooked is that hawker food, like all food, was once home food. To me, an even more pressing topic of enormous concern is the dwindling practice of home cooking, whose prognosis is uncertain and which is not receiving the triage it needs.


Compare the frenzied reaction to the rolling out of branded restaurant guides with the buzz (or more likely, subliminal hum) sparked by local cookbook releases, and you may deduce the relative importance to Singaporeans of eating out versus cooking in. From my perch as a culinary teacher, I do see people wanting to learn new recipes, but often it is the convenient, the trendy, the quick, the easy, and the novel things that they seek. The traditional, the painstaking, the local and unfamiliar—as opposed to the foreign and unfamiliar—have less pull, are less cool. The home cooking we do undertake now seems to be influenced more by restaurant trends, ‘wellness’ diktats, and cable TV than by our own family and community heritage.


And who could blame anyone for any of this? Singaporeans are famously cosmopolitan. The world is an exciting place, and we should indeed explore it. However, what worries me is that today’s cooks and consumers may spend more time curating food encounters, perpetually ticking off an infinitely trend-extended bucket list, instead of cultivating a food perspective. By the latter, I mean a coherent worldview grown from your cultural and family heritage and personal experience. A food perspective is an outlook and posture which steers your understanding of food and of your identity as a cook and an eater. It is a yearning for romance, not one-night stands.


Please take a breath, go back and re-read that last paragraph. Thank you. Do you see what I mean?


If heritage food is to survive and thrive, we must be more than curators of trends that are handed to us: we must recognise that we are all ourselves culture-makers, and responsible for the future shape of our heritage. What we recognise today as our heritage food and our ‘national cuisine’ was born in the homes of our forebears. What inheritance now brews in our homes for our descendants to savour?


Your taste preferences, eating habits and attitudes towards food are all shaped in the home, during the first few years of your life. You are, in a non-trivial and profound sense, what you ate. Many of the people I spoke to for this book emphasised the importance of parents consciously initiating their children into local food culture, both at the table and in the kitchen. In past eras, this was a given, out of necessity or custom. These days, more affluent and more time-pressed Singaporeans are less likely to invest time in such activities, I am told, finding it easier to capitulate to a child’s immediate wants than to help them taste the bigger picture.


Says Nyonya Lee Geok Boi, cookbook author and veteran journalist: “People are quite well-to do these days, unlike our mothers, who had to watch their dollars and cents but still wanted to give us a treat, so they took the trouble to make it themselves. For me, it’s not the savings or end product, it’s the doing.” Lee made it a point to masak-masak [cook playfully] with her daughters in their youth, and hence “to this day, they both enjoy cooking, because of the happy memories. If you’re very tidak apa [apathetic] about it, kids will never learn, will never see it as an enjoyable activity, which is what it must be.”


To expand on a maxim of the Slow Food movement, we must not only ‘eat it to save it’, we must ‘cook it to save it’. Food selfies and hashtags are nice, but not enough on their own to sustain food culture.


Kueh sera sera


In decades past, Singaporean families came together to make kueh on a regular basis. More than just cooking, those times were chances for relatives to catch up, affirm bonds and enjoy the delicious results of their co-labouring: no seasoning is sweeter (or healthier for you) than community.


However, as nuclear and extended families shrink, or disperse between far-flung households, communal kueh-making is becoming ever rarer. People are choosing to buy kuehs instead, delighting more in purchased variety than homemade quality.


Daniel Chia, food and wine educator and former convivium leader of Slow Food Singapore, thinks that heritage foods bought outside the home will assume a new luxury status, and in fact have already begun to. He elaborates: “There has been, for a very long time, a market segment that has wanted to enjoy traditional goodies in environments more comfortable and luxurious than hawker centres and kopitiams. So they will [survive] in more gentrified, expensive places, like hotels and upscale restaurants, as they become more uncommon at the hawker and small family business level.” The latter rarity will arise from labour/rental/ingredient costs inevitably pushing prices past consumers’ comfort zones and perceptions of what local food in heartland settings ‘should’ cost.


Azimin Saini, food journalist and founder of handmade tempeh business Tempeh Culture, agrees. “More brands are putting up elevated versions of humble kueh and customers have been willing to pay for them. So far, these have been for very limited kueh types—often the crowd pleasers—but I hope it will extend across the board.” Lee Geok Boi likens it to the ‘artisanal bread’ movement happening in the US: “People will go out of their way to buy a loaf of bread…I think this will happen with kueh, it will become a niche thing.” 


Chia remembers that “as far back as 1988, the Hyatt was already buying kueh from Bengawan Solo for VIP guests, including royalty from neighbouring countries. Kuehs also featured in some of their buffets and banquets. Throughout the 1990s, many hotel buffets served kueh and other traditional dishes, but these began to disappear as the buffets went more upmarket in order to drive up revenues, featuring more Western, Japanese and seafood items.” The current resurfacing of heritage food on many hotel menus is “a natural progression”, he remarks.


Progression it may be, but is it progress? Can businesses with bottom lines and sales targets truly replicate the personality and soul of kuehs made with grandma magic and auntie power? I have my doubts, and I’m not alone. Baba Louis Chan and others I spoke to underlined the point that ready-made kuehs, even decent ones, were once understood by all as necessarily simplified versions of homemade kuehs, a trade-off of convenience for fidelity. Now, though, as we lose the finer points of making and appreciating kueh at home along with the last generation who knew and practised them, commercial kuehs automatically get bumped up to the perceived apex standard by consumers who simply, literally, do not know any better.


There is hope. Online sales platforms, social media and regulations friendly to small-scale, home-based businesses are helping kueh makers to find and work the sweet spot between hawker and hotel/hipster brackets. Without the worry of rental or advertising overheads, they can focus on offering homemade quality and broadcasting their heritage and mission. This may also help remind all of us that kueh really should not be saddled with that woefully oxymoronic status, ‘cheap and good’. Truly excellent kueh requires no less and often more effort and attention than fancy patisserie, so “we need to raise the value of heritage food in our own eyes and thus be willing to pay more for better quality. There's no greater tragedy than seeing a customer happily pay $4.50 for a mediocre cupcake but gripe at paying $2 for three onde-onde,” says Saini.
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One for all, all for one


The word ‘authentic’ is often bandied about in food writing, but seldom qualified. It cannot be used in isolation or in an absolute sense. A food can only ever be ‘authentic’ to a specific context: a place, a time, a community, a family, a kitchen, a brain. The implication, at once both scary and liberating, is that cooks need not feel shackled by the authenticity of another place and time, especially if they cannot hew to it because of ingredients and equipment that cannot be duplicated or resurrected.


On the other side of the equation, we need the solidity of heritage to anchor and guide our efforts to determine what is authentic for each of us in our own time and space. Traditional recipes have endured because they distill the knowledge and craft of centuries of cooks. Without these polestars, meaning becomes arbitrary, connections garbled, satisfaction uncertain. Innovation that provokes the intellect has its place, but the soul and heart need nourishing more than the mind.


Louis Chan thinks: “Personally I’m not in favour of a person creating modern flavours without them even knowing what the traditional flavour was. As long as you know what it was, that will form the basis, then you can extrapolate.”


Veteran domestic science teacher Madam Nancy Soh Seok Kaeng learned a dazzling variety of recipes from an Indonesian kueh expert in the 1970s. She recalls “sweet or savoury batters cooked in clay moulds, banana leaf cases or small cups… batters made into wrappers, folded into small packages with delicious fillings.” Back then, “people were resourceful, frugal, and were challenged to be creative [with] fresh-grown or foraged ingredients… for example, using different leaves to flavour, colour, shape, wrap and roll mixtures,” she articulates. “Nowadays, we do not have to think or stretch our imagination—we just Google things. The challenge now is to be competitive [by] introducing flavours in the most absurd way—nasi lemak mooncake or sambal hay bee macaron?”


Kueh is special. Its virtue lies not in leaps of logic, but in the cheer of company. Its traditional techniques—grinding rice, frying fillings, kneading dough—are not meant for solo cooks. They require the arms of a family, the hands of a village, the strength of the young and the wise counsel of the elderly. This is why, once upon a time, the best and most intricate kuehs were reserved for festivals and rare occasions—not just because they took precious time to make, but because the effort itself represented precious bonds—in Malay, ‘gotong royong’, or kampung spirit.


Nyonya author Josephine Chia, whose autobiographical books chronicle a childhood shaped by gotong royong, says of her mother: “Even though we were very poor, she made kuehs for the neighbours, as they reciprocated during Chinese New Year, Hari Raya and Deepavali. When the dulang [tray] of goodies came to us, we would put in some sweets or sugar to say thank you and wish them a prosperous life. All our sharing generated wonderful kampung spirit.” Every heritage cuisine grows out of community, diversity and shared emotion. Different palates, perspectives, senses and sensibilities are the soil, fertiliser and weather which bring a gastronomy to full maturity.


So you see, the wonderful thing about kueh is that it belongs to each of us and also to all of us. You believe that your grandma’s kueh bangket was the best ever? I’ll give you an amen! I believe the same of my grandma’s kueh bangket, and we are both right—because both bangkets were baked with those ineluctably unique ingredients, love and family, which invalidate neither claim but elevate both kuehs, sui generis. With kueh, every ‘best’ is a personal best.


The recipes in this book are my interpretations of what I understand to be classic Singaporean kuehs. (My only concession to modern tastes has been to heighten flavours and lessen sweetness and stodge.) I do not present them as prescriptions to be gingerly complied with, or as puzzles to pit yourself against. Rather, I offer them as a box of conceptual crayons, as the joyful colours of our national food life, to help you create your own authentic takes on the kuehs that you cherish. For kuehs cannot live on a page: they can only breathe in your hands, in your eyes, on your tastebuds.


Because the story of kueh is forged and told in community, I met and spoke with local kueh makers from all walks of life. I also travelled to Penang to learn from exponents of kueh techniques once common in Singapore but now rare or extinct. The thoughts, memories and opinions of all these artisans pin these pages together as surely as a coconut lidi. Many of them did or do make their livings from kueh: some have walked a long road, some are taking their first steps. Some are nationally famous, some are legends in their own kitchens. All of them make, eat and think about kueh because they cannot imagine not doing so. May their sharings edify and encourage you as much as they have inspired me.
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I dream of a
‘kuehnaissance’.


I dream of a day when homemade kuehs once again take pride of place on our tables, when festivals are heralded once more by flour-dusted hands, small and smooth, large and wrinkled, working together. I dream of classrooms full of students learning to wield banana leaves as blithely as they pen sonnets and code software. I yearn to see our kueh receive the kind of regard and favour already enjoyed by croissants and macarons, not just in Singapore but around the world. This can all happen, if we want it to.


This, then, is
the Way of Kueh:


a way to exercise your creativity; a way to hone your senses; a way to celebrate special occasions and heed the passing of the year; a way to lovingly strum bonds with family and friends; a way to find coherence and meaning in a fractured, fractious world; a way to bless others; a way to hallow times past, enjoy the present, and sow seeds for the future. Won’t you join me on this way?






Malay Kueh


Singapore’s Malay community is historically braided from groups of different ethnic heritage and provenance from across Nusantara, the Malay Archipelago. Chief among them are: Malays indigenous to Singapore itself and its offshore islands; Malays from Johor and other states further north in the peninsula; Malay, Minangkabau and Batak peoples from Sumatra; Javanese from Java; Baweanese (Boyanese) from Pulau Bawean; Buginese from Sulawesi; Banjarese from Kalimantan; and Arabs, mainly from the Yemen region. Malay kuehs in Singapore may display influences from all the above heritages, varying widely among families. Those sold commercially usually span only the most common or most popular items, which have come to be seen as ‘pan-Malay’.


The prime annual occasion for making and enjoying kueh is Hari Raya Puasa (Eid al-Fitr), which concludes the fasting month of Ramadan. During Ramadan, food bazaars and stores usually offer kueh selections much wider than the everyday. Special kuehs may appear at ceremonial feasts called kenduri, held on milestone occasions such as weddings, births and so on. The communal labour of preparing a kenduri’s food and other elements is called rewang, and is an important expression of solidarity taken on by the host’s family and extended family. The preparation and the feasts are together valued as meaningful ways of honouring and strengthening familial and social ties, and handing down culture.


Broad categories of Malay kueh include: kueh basah (‘wet’ kuehs with moist textures, typically cooked on the stovetop); kueh kering (‘dry’ kuehs, typically baked or deep-fried); kueh kukus (steamed); kueh talam (cooked or set in trays); kueh bakar (baked); kueh lapis (steamed or baked in layers); and kueh apam (leavened by yeast or baking powder). Traditional kuehs are made chiefly from coconut, legumes, rice and tuber starches, while modern recipes are more likely to call on wheat flour.
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Chinese Kueh


The largest waves of Chinese migrants to Singapore, in the 1800s and early 1900s (and likely earlier, smaller migrations also) were chiefly composed of people from Fujian and Guangdong—primarily Hokkien, Cantonese, and Teochew and Hakka, with smaller numbers of Hainanese, Foochow, Henghua and Hockchia. Each group brought their cuisine with them.


Canton, Rosedale & Morris’ survey shows that by 1940 at least, all these dialect groups were represented among hawkers. Of all the Chinese items recorded, those sold by Cantonese hawkers ran the widest gamut, though most were pastry, bread or biscuit items: those which have survived to the present now dwell in dim sum eateries, small bakeries, and snack stalls. The majority of the Chinese kuehs sold at local hawker centres and shops today are of Teochew origin—soon kueh, png kueh, chwee kueh, chai tau kueh and so on—with ang koo kueh being the item most commonly identified as Hokkien. That said, many of the above call for batters, skins, fillings and star ingredients which could be considered pan-Fujian or pan-Chinese (for instance, ah balling or wu tau koh).


Southern Chinese kuehs are primarily based on rice and glutinous rice, tubers and tuber starches, legumes, vegetables and herbs: they use wheat less extensively than northern Chinese snacks. Chinese kueh traditions were established in accordance with the yearly cycle of the seasons, the Taoist/Buddhist religious calendar, ancestor veneration, and major life events such as weddings, the birth of children, and milestone birthdays. While these still have a role in governing how kuehs are consumed in modern-day Singapore, most kuehs are now eaten year-round. Rare kuehs like Hakka ban and Hainanese bua are predominantly found in private homes or at clan/temple events.
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Peranakan Kueh


Singapore’s Peranakan* community are descended from Chinese immigrants to the peninsula who married wives from the region. Linguistic features of Baba-Nyonya patois (see below) suggest that at least some of those wives were Indonesian, though we know precious little else about them. The community’s members usually refer to themselves as Baba-Nyonya, ‘Baba’ being the male honorific, ‘Nyonya’ the female.


Baba-Nyonya culture combines Chinese elements with influences from Malay, Indonesian, and colonial cultures, all of which are discernible in its kuehs. Many Peranakan kuehs carry symbolic meanings which dictate their serving context and their ritual or ceremonial presence. For example, according to Baba Kang, a pak andam (wedding adviser) from Melaka, at Melaka Peranakan weddings, goreng pisang and apom bokwah represent the groom and bride respectively, while the layers of kueh genggang portend many future generations of the new family.


Baba-Nyonya patois, a creole blending Malay, Indonesian and Chinese dialect terms, traditionally spells and pronounces many words differently from their Bahasa Melayu counterparts: for example, Peranakan ‘pulot’ and Malay ‘pulut’. Gender also has an impact: words which Babas pronounce with a final ‘ah’ sound, Nyonyas modify to end in ‘air’. Hence, as Baba William Gwee describes, “Kueh tart becomes ‘kueh tair’, kueh dadar becomes ‘kueh dadair’. The ‘air’ sound is more ladylike,” possibly because it requires only a half-opened, not gaping, mouth. Less clear is why some Peranakans say ‘kutu’ instead of ‘putu’—‘kutu piring’, ‘kutu mayam’.





*‘Peranakan’, which translates as ‘native-born’, can also refer to other people groups. Within the focus of this book, it is used interchangeably with ‘Baba-Nyonya’ for reasons of space and to sidestep awkward grammar constructions. I have also used Baba patois spelling when labelling or mentioning specifically Peranakan kuehs.
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Eurasian Kueh


Singapore’s Eurasian community is small but richly variegated in heritage, with Portuguese, Dutch, British, Indian, Indonesian, Malay, Chinese and Burmese roots. Its cuisine laces together influences from all of the above. Desserts span Western-style items such as suji cake, torte cake, and fruit cake with almond paste and royal icing, as well as kuehs of Malay and Indonesian origin, like kueh koci, pulut inti and kueh dodol. “Eurasians usually make kuehs for tea,” says Chef Damian D’Silva, “And they’re very particular about what time tea should be had. Always 4pm for my dad.” Many signature recipes skilfully assimilate both east and west, such as pineapple tarts and toddy-raised bluder.


The community, and also the Portuguese-Malay patois spoken by many of its members, is also known as Kristang, an old Malay word for ‘Christian’. The Catholic calendar’s Easter, Christmas and feast days traditionally steered the making and eating of Eurasian kuehs and goodies. For example, at Christmas, Mary Gomes’ mother would make bajeh, the Eurasian cousin of kueh wajik: “It was a bit chewy, but soft. She steamed glutinous rice halfway, then cooked it with thick coconut milk and white sugar until dry. She would put it on a plate lined with banana leaf cut into a pattern.”


The historical proximity of Malay, Eurasian, Chinese Peranakan and Chetti communities in Melaka, a hub for all of these cultures, has led to their cuisines having many kuehs and other dishes in common.
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Indian Kueh


While the word ‘kueh’ has not been colloquially adopted by most of Singapore’s Indian community, it does hold meaning for one segment of Singaporean Indians: the Chetti (also spelt Chitty or Chetty) Melakans, also known as Peranakan Indians. They are descended from South Indian merchants who migrated to Malaya during the Melaka Sultanate era in the 15th century, settling in Melaka and marrying local women (likely Malay, Chinese, Javanese and Batak). Singapore’s Chetti community was seeded from Melaka over the 19th and early 20th centuries.


While they retained their Hindu religion, the Chettis adopted local modes of food, dress and language, speaking Malay at home and wearing sarong kebaya. Only served in private homes in Singapore, Chetti Peranakan cuisine is quite similar to Peranakan Chinese cuisine, with many of the same recipe types, names and preparation methods, but excluding pork dishes. Chetti kuehs closely parallel Baba-Nyonya and Malay kuehs, including items such as kueh tart, pulut tekan, sesagun, kueh koci, kueh bahulu, kueh bongkong and kueh dodol. Many are traditionally used for offerings at Chetti religious ceremonies and weddings. Certain details of some Chetti rituals, notably those pertaining to filial piety and prayers for ancestors, resemble Chinese Peranakan practices.
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About The Recipes




After a long look at Singapore’s kueh history and current kueh zeitgeist—what locals are (or are not) eating, craving, selling, buying, and making at home—I have chosen 98 classic kueh recipes to feature. The majority of them have common names including the word ‘kueh’ (or ‘gao’ or ‘koh’). Also included are some items not named thus, but whose elements, flavour profiles, cooking methods or serving context place them within the kueh camp, for example putu mayam. Some are humble and everyday, some are elaborate and exalted: many are still common; many are now rare. A few are nearly extinct, but much too good to be forgotten. Concluding the book are a few original creations which embody my ideas of how kueh innovation might unfold.





I have created all these recipes from the ground up, aiming to make them as unambiguous and achievable as possible in a home kitchen, without sacrificing traditional tastes.





I have avoided artificial colours and essences, emulsifiers and unnecessary additives. I do not believe any of these are key to making good kueh.





Where different versions of a kueh exist, I have chosen the most familiar or most widely appreciated incarnation, or volunteered the version from my own family heritage vault, for example my grandma’s lor pak koh.





I have not slavishly insisted on old tools or old methods—except where they are manifestly superior to modern alternatives or so-called shortcuts.





I have taken the liberty of tweaking tradition in those instances where modern savvy can add some polish.






Some kuehs are not within these pages simply because their extreme rarity means I have not yet amassed enough research or direct experience to properly do them justice—Nyonya kueh bijan, Malay bantal raja, Eurasian bajeh. Others are absent because their inclusion would open the floodgates to another domain. For example, I could not tackle kueh chang babi (Nyonya bak chang) in good conscience while omitting all the other wrapped rice cakes like larp, ketupat, lemang, burasak and such, which on their own could fill another entire book. Likewise, Chinese piah, mooncakes, and wet desserts like cendol must wait for another day.
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General Tips For Success








Begin by reading the ingredient and equipment glossaries, and the basic techniques section, to familiarise yourself with the fundamentals.





Before embarking on it, read through a recipe several times to understand the process and step sequence.





The first time you make a recipe, follow it exactly as written, to grasp and experience the intention behind it. Every detail has been tested and is there for a good reason—nothing is arbitrary. Once you understand the kueh, then you can freestyle all you want.





A note on ambient conditions: ‘room temperature’ means 28 to 34°C, typical for a non-air-conditioned Singapore home kitchen; ‘cool room temperature’ means 24 to 28°C.
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One of the most common questions I field as a culinary teacher is ‘how long can this keep?’. Virtually all kuehs were created and evolved during the pre-electric era, and hence nearly all of them are meant to be enjoyed as fresh as possible, or within a day at the very most. Many starchy kuehs also turn unpalatably firm when chilled. Our schedules and wants have changed, but the (additive-free) kuehs have not—be mindful of this, to avoid later disappointment.





The exceptions to the above are kuehs with low moisture and/or high sugar levels: kueh dodol, kueh rose, sesagun, and so on. Even these, however, are better consumed sooner than later.





The top five habits that will immediately improve your homemade kueh: measure everything precisely with a digital weighing scale, soak your rice flours, hand-squeeze your santan, fry your flours when needed, and lastly, be patient and persevere in the faith that all sincere and careful effort will be rewarded.





I wish you every joy in your kueh endeavours.


















Ingredient Glossary




Rice and Rice Flour


Rice is the backbone of many kuehs, most often long-grain types such as jasmine rice. Medium-grain and short-grain types are seldom, if ever, used in Singaporean kueh. Aged rice is traditionally preferred in some recipes (for example, pak tong koh), as it grants more resilient textures, but it is not widely sold or available to home cooks—although you can DIY it by stashing rice and waiting. Conversely, new-harvest rice cooks up softer and can make kuehs unwantedly sticky.


Most of the long-grain glutinous rice (pulut) sold in Singapore is from Thailand. Opaque white when raw, it must be soaked before cooking, and can attain firm or soft textures depending on how it is cooked. Short-grain ‘pearl’ glutinous rice from Taiwan can be found at specialty stores: pleasantly chewy and less sticky than long-grain pulut, it will not hold together as well in layered or pressed kuehs. Abide by expiry dates, as all glutinous rice types do not age well.


Black glutinous rice (pulut hitam) is a long-grain variety whose anthocyanin-laden bran hulls can look purple or almost black. The pulut hitam sold in Singapore, usually unpolished, is mostly from Thailand and Indonesia. All the ASEAN countries have their own black rice varieties, with varying degrees of stickiness.


Parboiled rice has been soaked, steamed, dried and then milled. It has a yellow tint and glassy look. Indian appam recipes often call on parboiled rice to provide a softer texture.


Rice flour is milled from jasmine rice, glutinous rice flour from long-grain glutinous rice. The Thai brands of both flours commonly available in Singapore are generally wet-milled, which is more desirable for kueh. Glutinous rice flour yields soft, sticky textures and retrogrades much more slowly than rice flour, which gives kuehs solid textures. However, black glutinous rice flour retrogrades very quickly, stiffening kuehs within a few hours.


Store all of the above in airtight containers in a cool, dry, dark place.
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Flours and Starches


Wheat flour grades differ in protein content: low-protein flours produce softer textures than high-protein flours. As used in this book: bread flour has around 13% protein: plain or all-purpose flour, between 10 and 11% protein; pastry flour, sometimes labelled ‘top flour’, 9 to 10% protein; and cake flour, 7 to 9% protein. None of the above are easily interchangeable, as even small differences in protein content can have large effects on kueh texture. Any of the above can be bleached or unbleached—check product labels—but unbleached flours are more traditional to kueh.


Semolina, also called suji or sugee, is a coarsely-milled durum wheat flour: pale semolina is lower in protein than deeper yellow semolina. It cooks up with a faintly grainy texture.


Wheat starch is pure starch (technically gluten-free but not necessarily to a medical standard) extracted from wheat flour. It is firm and highly translucent when cooked.


Cornstarch (called ‘cornflour’ in some countries) is pure white starch extracted from corn kernels. It is not the same as American ‘corn flour’, which is the finest grind of cornmeal, milled dried corn. Cornstarch yields creamy, smooth textures, and delicate gels when used in quantity.


Mung bean starch, also called ‘tepung hoon kueh’ or ‘tepung hoen kwe’ (literally ‘starch cake flour’) is a pure white starch extracted from mung beans. A strong thickener, it makes firm and slightly bouncy but brittle gels.


Potato starch, extracted from potatoes, thickens at a lower temperature than many other starches. It bestows solid textures, and can form resilient, translucent gels.


Sago starch is extracted from the pulp of the sago tree. It acts similarly to tapioca starch, but yields firmer textures.


Tapioca starch, sometimes labelled ‘tapioca flour’, is pure starch extracted from cassava tubers. It retrogrades the slowest of any of the other starches listed here, granting soft and elastic textures.


Water chestnut starch is a strong, rapid-acting thickener that produces firm, bouncy textures. It is typically sold as coarse granules.


Starch pearls may be made from either tapioca or sago: product labels are not always clear as to which one, but they all behave similarly. Tapioca starch pearls are slightly whiter and hydrate a tad faster than sago starch pearls.






Leavening Agents


I use instant yeast for all the fermented kueh in this book. Sold in sachets (such as SAF brand) at supermarkets and baking stores, it is reliably consistent and predictable, and also osmotolerant, which means it thrives even in rich and sweetened batters.


Dried yeast cakes (jiu bing, ragi tapai) are used by the Chinese to make rice wine and glutinous rice wine, and by Malays to make tapai (fermented cooked rice, glutinous rice or tapioca), a traditional starter for fermented kuehs. Best stored airtight in the fridge, yeast cakes can vary widely in quality and stability, and their ferments can be unpredictable and very sensitive to ambient conditions.


Double-acting baking powder is a mix of one alkaline and two acid reagents, plus a starch to keep the mixture dry. I do not use single-acting baking powder, which works faster but also peters out sooner than double-acting. I have the best success with baking powders based on sodium acid pyrophosphate (or SAPP). It reacts in hot, moist conditions to produce gas which enlarges bubbles in a batter.
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Roots


Sweet potatoes with orange flesh lend kueh smoothness, colour and flavour. Yellow and white types are less moist, more starchy. Purple sweet potatoes are drier-fleshed than other types but distinctively aromatic, with a lychee-like scent.


Tapioca (cassava), native to South America, was originally brought to Asia by the Portuguese and Spanish. Long tubers with white flesh and dark skin, about 5 to 6 cm thick, are typically used for kueh: larger club-like tubers are juicier but blander. Yellow-fleshed tapioca is more flavourful, but is now a rare sight in Singapore. Some wet markets and supermarkets sell peeled or ready-grated tapioca, which is fine to use if fresh and chemical-free.


Often colloquially called ‘yam’, taro is botanically not a true yam. Creamy yet faintly powdery when cooked, its white flesh has pink or purple speckles which tint mashed taro lavender-grey. Raw taro contains oxalate compounds which can irritate the skin, but cooking neutralises them.


Bangkwang (sengkuang, yambean, jicama) is a buff-brown root shaped like a spinning top. It has crisp, sweet white flesh rather like a lighter water chestnut.


Knobbly water chestnuts have starchy-sweet, crisp flesh under their brown skins. Fresh are always better than canned.


Daikon radishes (bai luo buo or ‘white carrot’ in Mandarin) are white-skinned with greenish shoulders, and crisp, juicy flesh. Fresh and preserved daikon have many uses in the Asian kitchen.


When shopping for any of the above, select heavy roots which feel firm all over, without any soft, discoloured, or wrinkled spots, or suspicious holes.
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Coconut


Sugar-rich coconut flower sap flows from slashes cut in a palm’s flower spike. Ambient wild yeasts ferment it into effervescent, alcoholic toddy, a traditional starter for yeasted kuehs. Live toddy, a product with low margins and dependent on coconut plantation proximity, is not currently sold in Singapore, but Thai stores may sell bottled pasteurised coconut flower sap.


Coconut water, the liquid sloshing inside a nut, can add a subtle depth of flavour if substituted for regular water in kueh recipes, but taste it first to check for any sour or off notes. Sweetened with a little sugar, it can substitute for coconut flower sap.


Coconut meat varies in sweetness, richness and firmness depending on the coconut’s age: older ones are better for milk, younger ones for eating as is. Wet market stalls usually sell pure white grated coconut for coating and garnishing kuehs, and grated skin-on coconut for squeezing milk. Both deteriorate quickly and should be used as soon as possible after purchase, or else frozen in airtight containers for up to a month. If a ‘teenage’drinking coconut’s meat is springy-soft, just turning from translucent to opaque, it can be scraped into slivers and added to kueh batters—for example, in kueh jongkong or kueh bakar—before steaming or baking.
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Madam Neoh Phaik Choo


At her stall in Penang’s Pulau Tikus market, started by her father over 60 years ago, second-generation coconut seller Madam Neoh gives me a concise lesson on kelapa. “Look, my coconuts are all whole,” she gestures, explaining that container loads of dehusked nuts inevitably arrive with some that have cracked en route. These perish fast, but intact ones—the only kind she accepts from suppliers—will keep for 24 hours. “I only break them just before I grate them.”


When she was young, she says, nuts were left longer on the tree and thus had better flavour. Nowadays, they are often picked too young and finish ripening off the tree. “Old nuts contain a lot of oil and give very rich milk that can taste too strong. If you want smooth santan or tasty kerisik [roasted coconut meat, used in rendang and other dishes], choose nuts that are mature but not too old.” For coating kuehs like onde-onde or kueh lopes, she recommends younger nuts with less fibrous, softer flesh, sweet but not overly rich.


“Young coconuts have clearer, sweeter water that you can make into jellies—and also soups, but not many people know this.” She shows me a ‘tombong’ or ‘coconut apple’, a spongy embryo portion only found in nuts which have begun to sprout. “Nuts with tombong have a layer of oil inside which must be scraped off as it tastes too strong, but the meat is good for making coconut oil if you use it straight away. If the tombong is small, it is sweet and crunchy—eat it!” she instructs, so I do. It is fab.







Coconut milk (santan) has the best flavour and aroma when hand-squeezed, naturally sweet with a subtle floral lilt—if and only if the freshly grated coconut is good quality to start with. Second best is the chilled fresh coconut milk sold at supermarkets and some wet market stalls, although it can vary widely in quality, and is prone to curdling as it sits. Joint second best, and often more consistent than chilled fresh milk, is additive-free pasteurised coconut milk or cream, sold in tetrapaks: Thai brands are usually good.


For all the recipes in this book:




    	‘Coconut cream’ means the cream skimmed off chilled hand-squeezed milk, OR long-life packaged coconut cream.


    	‘Thick coconut milk’ means hand-squeezed first milk, OR 3 parts packaged coconut cream mixed with 2 parts water, by weight.


    	‘Coconut milk’ means a mix of equal weights of first and second hand-squeezed milks, OR undiluted chilled fresh coconut milk OR pasteurised coconut milk.







Cold-pressed virgin coconut oil is good for frying spice pastes or greasing pans. In a home kitchen, oil can be extracted from coconut milk by the tahi minyak process, or by letting coconut milk ferment naturally at room temperature—fermentation breaks the milk emulsion, separating the oil from the liquid and solid fractions.
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Leaves


Banana leaves can swaddle and infuse kuehs with their aroma, line pans, and serve as placemats, plates and food covers. Wipe them clean with a damp cloth and let them air-dry before wilting or further use. See page 151 for more on banana and other leaves.


Pandan (screwpine) leaves may be anywhere from 35 cm long and 2 cm wide, up to over 2 m in length and 10 cm wide: large ones are more for wrapping. Juice them or use them to infuse liquid. Often dubbed the ‘Asian vanilla’, pandan smells more like jasmine and basmati rice, popped corn, and certain blossoms like jasmine and bread flowers. Do not let mixtures of pandan juice and coconut milk sit for too long before cooking, as the pandan’s chlorophyll will react with the coconut fat to produce off-odours.


Kaffir lime leaves (daun limau purut) have a citrus-balsam scent put to few but crucial uses in kuehs.
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Dairy Products


Fresh liquid dairy products such as milk and yoghurt are seldom used in the most traditional kueh. Shelf-stable items—canned butter, evaporated milk, condensed milk, milk powder—appear in kueh recipes with or influenced by European ancestry. Imported canned salted butter was once the only kind available here, giving kuehs a strong, almost ghee-like edge. For a similar richness, I prefer and only use unsalted or salted butter with a fat content of around 82% for any kueh recipe.




Fats


A high smoke point and neutral flavour make rice bran oil suitable for deep-frying kueh. Most types of everyday cooking oils are fine for pan-frying. I do not use olive oil, as its flavour is too anachronistic for kueh, or canola oil, which can develop fishy aroma notes if overheated.


Cooked oil has had its ‘raw’ aroma notes dispelled or displaced by infused aromatics. It is brushed on steamed kueh to keep them moist. Sunflower or grapeseed works well.


Lard rendered from pork fat was once an ubiquitous pantry staple in Chinese and Peranakan kitchens, now mostly replaced by oil in commercial kuehs. Homemade is best.




Eggs


Many egg-dependent kuehs were once traditionally made with duck eggs, which have big, rich yolks and elastic whites. Second best are the freshest possible chicken eggs: those from free-range, well-fed hens have better flavour, as do the air-flown chilled eggs sold by gourmet supermarkets. Smaller eggs, such as kampung chicken eggs, often have a slightly higher yolk to white ratio than larger eggs.


For all the recipes in this book, egg quantities refer to the weights of the liquid eggs, without shells.
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Fruits


Among the most common Asian banana types used in kueh: pisang raja, crowned ‘king’ for their succulence and balanced, rounded sweetness; pisang berangan (ang bak chio), which retains the truest banana aroma, even after cooking; golden fleshed, sugary golden pisang emas, best eaten raw or barely cooked; and stubby, faceted pisang kepok, which turn from fluffy-starchy to pulpy-sweet as they ripen.


Save the best and most expensive durians for eating au naturel: use those with good but less complex flavours for cooking in kueh.


Local brown-skinned pumpkins can be sweet but often have watery flesh: kabocha and butternut squash have more intensely flavoured and coloured flesh, especially when roasted.
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Sweeteners


Palm sugar, flower sap from various palm tree species boiled down and set into cakes or blocks, is traditionally made on a small scale in rural industry, though now more often in factories. Palm sugar which feels very hard, or which is visibly studded with twinkling crystals, has been cut with refined white sugar—100% pure palm sugar is always softer. Gourmet stores may sell fancy palm sugar in granulated and syrup formats, whose higher prices may reflect more sophisticated processing and/or packaging.


Coconut palm sugar (gula melaka, gula kelapa) has a cheerful coconut aroma and a rounded, almost buttery sweetness. More intense, chocolate-hued arenga palm sugar (gula aren, gula kabung, gula anau) has a faintly acidic, wine-like edge. Nipa palm sugar (gula nipah, gula apong) has a straightforward sweetness, often with a savoury tinge, as nipa palms grow near brackish water in coastal areas. Palmyra palm sugar, reduced from the same sap used to make toddy, is lightly sweet, with biscuity, cereal nuances more pronounced in darker grades. Gold-beige Thai palm sugar, sold as discs, soft crumbles or scoopable pastes, may derive from palmyra (nahm taan peep) or coconut (nam taan maprow), and has a mild, honeyed character. Indonesian gula jawa may be coconut or palmyra sugar.


Like palm sugar, unrefined cane sugars moulded in different shapes are made as cottage-industry products in many Asian countries. These include: Chinese pian tang (peen tong), plank-shaped slabs sold at most Chinese grocery shops; Malay gula merah; cane jaggery from India and Myanmar; Western muscovado; and Japanese kokuto. While each has its own subtleties, they are more interchangeable (if matched for colour) than palm sugars.


Store any unrefined sugar in an airtight container in a cool cupboard or the fridge. Keep them as dry as possible, as they can start to ferment if they get damp.


Refined white sugar has a neutral sweetness that allows other flavours to take centre stage. In this book, ‘sugar’ means fine grain sugar: faster-dissolving caster and icing sugars are specified where needed.
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Dried Ingredients


Mung beans (kacang hijau, moong dal, lu dou, lek tau) are the most ubiquitous legume in kueh-making. Their colour, size and flavour intensity can vary widely depending on their source and terroir. When fully and properly cooked, their aroma turns from musty and ‘green’ to nutty, almost milky.


Red beans (kacang merah, hong dou, ang tau, azuki) are a dessert staple across East Asia, in whole or paste form. They are mild, sweet and earthy, with a hint of bitterness.


Peanuts (kacang tanah, hua sheng) are best bought raw and roasted only when needed.


Dried spices, whole or powdered, or blends, should be bought in small amounts and used up fast.


Nuts and legumes become drier and harder as they age, so buy the freshest you can get and use them up promptly. Store all the above in airtight vessels, legumes in a cool, dry cupboard, and nuts in the fridge (but beware of condensation forming).


Malay and Indonesian cooks would traditionally cook and/or pound candlenuts (buah keras) to extract oil for greasing and seasoning kueh moulds, among other uses. The nuts keep for several months in the freezer.


Oil-rich black and white sesame seeds (bijan, zhi ma) slowly turn rancid at tropical room temperature, so keep them in airtight packages in the fridge or freezer.


Dried shrimp (udang kering, hay bee) keep best in tightly-sealed bags in the freezer.
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Alkaline Agents


The Asian kitchen uses a few different alkaline ingredients as texture modifiers. They grant kuehs a resilient springiness and a distinctive fragrance/flavour that is an acquired taste.


Slaked lime or limestone paste (kapur sirih in Malay) is calcium hydroxide, sold as tubs of white paste at wet market dry-goods stalls. It is traditionally made by roasting seashells to obtain calcium oxide (quicklime), which is slaked by mixing with water. Thai groceries sell a pink version (bpoon daeng) whose colour comes from added turmeric. Kapur may be added directly to a mixture, or dissolved in water to yield a saturated alkaline solution.


Alkaline balls, solid white or yellow lumps of alkali sold at wet market dry-goods stalls, are also called ‘abu chang’ in Malay or ‘kee’ in Hokkien. Usually unlabelled, their chemical makeup is likely some combination of carbonates and/or bicarbonates. Crushed and dissolved in water, they yield a saturated alkaline solution (air abu in Malay, jian shui in Mandarin) used to make kee chang (Chinese alkaline rice dumplings), kueh lopes and other items.


Alkaline water, a ready-made bottled version of jian shui, is a solution of one or more alkalis: sodium carbonate, sodium bicarbonate and potassium bicarbonate are the most common. It is sometimes confusingly labelled ‘lye water’, despite not containing lye.


Soda ash is impure sodium carbonate made from the ashes of burnt plants, dissolved in water to make old-school alkaline water. Many plants are used around the world: seaweed, mugwort, lychee wood, pea husks, durian shells. Canton, Rosedale & Morris mention soybean plant ash.


Alkalis now banned for home food use in Singapore include lye, sodium hydroxide, a caustic chemical reserved for industrial and commercial purposes, and borax (peng sha), sodium borate, formerly used to give noodles, prawns, meatballs and some kuehs springy textures. Both are sometimes confused with the legal alkalis.
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Natural Colourants


Once upon a time, kuehs were only coloured with natural ingredients. I maintain and encourage this practice for aesthetic reasons and to promote wider understanding of those ingredients.


Red yeast rice (hong qu mi in Mandarin, angkak in Hokkien) has grains inoculated with a yeast species that produces a deep red pigment. Look for it in Chinese medicine shops: for the best colour, buy whole grains and grind only when needed.


Cochineal is a red colourant derived from cactus-dwelling insects native to Central America, and exported around the world for several centuries. Today, it is less common than synthetic red colouring, which is sometimes labelled ‘artificial cochineal’.


Orange, yellow and purple sweet potatoes can lend batters their respective colours, as can pumpkin. While vivid, the pigments of red dragon fruit are not as heat-stable as those from tubers.


Dried gardenia fruit (zhizhi in Mandarin) contain crocin, the same yellow-orange pigment found in saffron. Sold at some Chinese medicine shops, they are otherwise not widely known here: Japanese and Korean cooks use them to tint radish pickles. Soak them in hot water to make a colourant.


Pandan is used to tint as well as scent kuehs. A traditional Nyonya technique simmers pandan juice with a little alkaline water, causing a chemical reaction which brightens its green hue.


Suji leaves (daun suji, pandan serani, ‘cendol plant’) resemble pandan, but are odourless, only 20 cm long and smoother-faced. You can combine them to taste with pandan for a darker green juice. Not sold in wet markets, they may be found at plant nurseries and are easy to grow at home.


Bunga telang (butterfly pea) flowers are from a vine plant that is easy to grow in a garden or large container, but needs full sunlight to blossom. Keep dried flowers in very air-tight containers, and use promptly. Soak dried flowers to obtain juice. Freeze freshly picked flowers, then, as needed, put them in a bowl (no need to thaw or add water) and steam them for a few minutes to obtain juice.
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Equipment Glossary





Stovetop Cookware


Brass woks, which Eurasians and Peranakans call grengsengs, were once staple vessels for kueh-making, and remain so in Thailand (making it the best place to buy them). Brass, a copper-zinc alloy, conducts heat extremely well and is very durable if properly cared for. Otherwise, regular cast iron or carbon steel woks are fine.


I use non-stick pans only for cooking viscous, easily scorched things (like pineapple jam or thick batters), but only heavy-duty ‘professional’ models which can handle prolonged or high heat.


A large steamer is the kueh maker’s essential sidekick. Metal or glass steamer lids almost always have drip issues, so fit your steamer out with a woven bamboo steamer lid, sold at Chinese restaurant cookware shops in many sizes: it absorbs moisture and does not drip.


Enamel double boilers were used in traditional kitchens to thicken serikaya and kueh batters . You can jury-rig a double boiler by placing a metal mixing bowl over a pot of simmering water.


Metal Pans


Many of the recipes are standardised for a straight-sided 20 cm square metal cake pan. This size and shape, in different depths, is perennially available at bakeware shops or already in most cooks’ cupboards, and fits into most steamers. It may be substituted with a 22 or 23 cm round cake pan.


Baked kuehs were traditionally cooked on a hang lor in heavy brass pans whose rimmed lids were also laden with hot coals—the ‘sandwich’ of fierce, even heat produces beautiful crusts. Both pans and practice likely came from the Dutch, who have made such brassware since the 1600s: similar pans are called Dutch ovens in other countries.


Thick cast aluminium pans, cheaper to produce, have now largely replaced brass pans for kuehs such as kueh bahulu, kueh bakar and apom. See page 36 for how to season metal pans. Modern matte-finish aluminium pans, for example the kueh bakar pan shown on page 170, do not need seasoning and should not stick to kuehs if they are well preheated before use.


Presses


A sturdy potato ricer makes mashing steamed tubers a breeze. It can also be used to squeeze juice out of cloth-wrapped grated tapioca, blended pandan leaves and the like.


Most putu mayam presses are now made of brass, stainless steel, or aluminium. However, a classic wooden press capped with a finely-perforated brass plate makes the finest strands: wash, oil and store it as you would a wooden kueh mould.


Traditional kueh semperit presses are made from thin metal, through which you push dough with your thumbs or a wooden plunger. Plastic presses can be loaded with, and will not stick to, pre-portioned dough.


A kueh lapis legit press is a flat metal piece with an attached handle (examples pictured on page 221). Look for seamless, rivet-less stainless steel models combining straight and curved edges, which work in both oblong and round pans.


Traditional kueh belanda presses with cast brass or aluminium plates are designed for use over narrow charcoal brazier troughs, though they can be balanced over gas burners. Electric kueh belanda makers are more suited to small indoor kitchens and easier to clean.


Plastic or metal hinged soon kueh/curry puff presses come in many sizes. Those with deep cavities can hold more stuffing, and also chunkier fillings.


Small Tools


Traditional kueh tart tools were once mostly made from brass: tart cutters with wooden plungers, serrated pincers for pinching rims, and corrugated blades for cutting lattice strips. They are now mostly thin steel and/or plastic: choose sturdy models with symmetric and sharp angles. Kueh bangket cutters, once brass, are now mostly thin steel.


A kueh tu tu mould comprises a fluted brass cup welded to a steel handle. Look for a heavy one with smooth surfaces. Smooth-cupped putu piring moulds are usually all steel.


Finely ridged kueh siput boards, once carved wood, are now plastic.




Ceramic cups are best for steaming leavened kuehs, as the heat they retain boosts the initial rise for maximum volume. Thinner metal cups are fine for non-airy kuehs like kueh lompang.


Traditional brushes include bruised, frayed lemongrass stalks and frayed pandan leaf bundles. Natural-bristle or silicone pastry brushes work well. To make an oiling bulb for greasing intricate-patterned pans, wad cotton wool around a chopstick tip, wrap a small muslin square around the wad, and secure it to the stick with cotton string, a rubber band or a twist-tie.


While clay, brass and stone kueh moulds do exist in Asia, they are now mostly confined to museums and private collections. Wooden moulds have had far larger currency in Singapore and are still sold at baking and homeware shops, but are slowly being supplanted by plastic moulds, which are non-stick and cheaper to manufacture.
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Prep Tools


Digital weighing scales allow a cook the most precision when measuring ingredients, and are now quite affordable. For small amounts of ingredients, use accurate measuring spoons.


A good electric blender/grinder can tackle many kueh-related tasks, like grinding soaked rice into paste or milk, pulverising spices, seeds and nuts, and so on. I like Indian-made grinders, which usually have durable high-horsepower motors and easy-to-clean stainless steel goblets.


Electric cake mixers can handle the grunt work of mixing, beating and kneading, notably in recipes such as kueh ambon and kueh lapis legit. Whether a stand or hand mixer, choose a model with decent horsepower and that does not overheat easily.


Rasp graters are traditionally favoured. A metal rasp with v-shaped points breaks up tapioca flesh into tiny crumbles which yield a pleasingly nubbly mouthfeel. A rasp with wood-embedded tiny nail tips turns coconut meat into fine, feathery shreds for garnishing or squeezing. Box graters are fine for shredding radishes and other vegetables.


Single-coil, pump-action spiral whisks were once the only option for (exhaustingly) beating eggs and batters. They are still sold now, but multi-loop balloon whisks do a much faster job, and are also great for folding flour into foamy batters.


Wooden spatulas are best for paddling heavy mixtures or dry-roasting mung beans, while thin-edged but sturdy heat-resistant silicone spatulas are best if you’re thickening starch batters.




Wooden Kueh Moulds


Traditions of shaping foods with wood moulds reached Southeast Asia via both China (such as ang koo kueh and mooncakes) and Europe (such as Filipino sanikulas cookies, originally Spanish). To make the moulds, carefully chosen wood blocks are cured to avert warping or cracking, then painstakingly incised. In China, fine-grained hardwoods from ornamental pear, jujube, walnut, camphor and magnolia species are favoured: especially prized was the dark, heavy wood from ‘nan mu’, the Phoebe zennan tree, once used for buildings and furniture but now rare and threatened by habitat loss. In Southeast Asia, the cengal tree was often used.


Well-kept antique kueh moulds are typically heavier, harder and more finely detailed than modern-made ones. The latter are now often made with softer, lighter wood, and feature simpler designs. Outside of specific rural regions around China and Asia, artisans still able to carve traditional designs are few and far between.


To prime new wood kueh moulds for use, or recondition long-unused old moulds, first rinse off dust, then let them air-dry completely over a few days. Then gently and generously rub them all over with a food-grade mineral oil, the kind used for treating wooden chopping boards, which is sold at homeware shops: it is more durable than cooking oil. Let the oil soak in for several hours, then repeat the rubbing and soaking once more. Let moulds stand in the open until their surface no longer feels greasy. Wrap loosely in waxed or brown paper and store in a container away from heat and humidity. Before their first use, rub with a little more oil and let stand overnight. After use, scrub them gently under running water with a soft children’s toothbrush to remove debris, rinse well and let air-dry for a few days before storing.
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Other items


Your hands are the most traditional and often the most useful tools for mixing rough batters into smoothness, kneading, dividing and pressing out dough, and such.


Use muslin cloths to line perforated steamer trays for steaming rice, mung beans and the like: rinse them before use and wash them promptly after use. Use muslin bags or wire-handled cotton coffee socks to squeeze grated coconut, grated tapioca and blended pandan. Large tea towels can be wrapped around steamer lids to eliminate dripping, or to loosely cover bowls.


Open-weave bamboo baskets are optimum for steaming kueh bakol and kai tan koh.


Lidi, dried palm leaf rib splinters, are the traditional fasteners for leaf-wrapped kuehs: any slim, sturdy toothpick does the same job.


A charcoal brazier (hang lor or anglo), sold at Chinese homeware shops, is traditionally used to bake kuehs such as kueh bahulu and kueh bengka. Tabletop coal braziers like Japanese hibachis are a bit too small to use under brass pans, but are fine for grilling kuehs like rempah udang.


Desiccant sachets filled with moisture-absorbing granules or gel can be placed in containers along with baked or fried kuehs, or dry ingredients, to absorb humidity and keep the items dry and crisp.


Regarding plastic: bakeware shops sell plastic cups for steaming puteri ayu and kueh lompang, but I prefer to avoid cooking food in inexpensive plastic, and use metal or ceramic cups instead. Likewise, I line pans for steamed kuehs with banana leaf, baking paper or kitchen foil, never plastic sheets. Thin but strong plastic dough scrapers and knives are non-stick and great for corralling and dividing raw dough, but also for slicing cooked kuehs. Some doughs and batters must be enclosed air-tight while they rest: if you dislike plastic wrap, place dough in a tightly-lidded container with a capacity as close as possible to the dough volume.
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water, Chinese alkaline water, kapur sirih,
Thai red slaked lime, yellow alkaline ball,
white alkaline ball
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Two different
Thai brands
of pasteurised
coconut
flower sap
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From left: kampung chicken egg, chilled airflown free-range egg, regular chicken egg, duck egg, quail egg
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“This is a landmark...book.” —Violet Oon, chef and culinary curator
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Kueh tart
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Rice mill 1
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Clockwise from top left: Thai skinned split mung beans, Mongolian skinned split
mung beans, roasted mung bean powder for kueh koya, roasted Mongolian mung
beans, Indian split skin-on mung beans, small Australian mung beans, large
Australian mung beans, Indian skinned split mung beans, and Myanmar skinned
split mung beans (in the centre)
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Clockwise from top left: Chinese wine yeast cake, tapai ubi
kayu (tapioca), tapai nasi (rice), another Chinese wine yeast
cake type, instant yeast, ragi tapai ball





OEBPS/Images/018_002.jpeg
Clockwise from top
left: red yeast rice,
white sesame seeds,
black sesame seeds,
raw peanuts, red
beans, semolina
(suji), large sago
pearls, small sago
pearls, and water
chestnut starch

(in the centre)
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Clockwise from top left: Taiwanese medium grain
rice, Indonesian pulut hitam flour, parboiled idli rice,
Taiwanese pearl glutinous rice, Thai glutinous rice,
Thai pulut hitam, Thai jasmine rice, Indian ponni
rice, and Vietnamese pulut hitam (in the centre)
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Clockwise from top left: putu piring
mould, kueh tu tu mould, spatula
for apom and serabai, fluted

brass cutter for kuehs or kueh tart
pastry, scissors for snipping kueh
tart fine fluted brass cutter, kueh
tart cutters, kueh tart pincers, kueh
bangket cutters
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Dragon fruit

Dried gardenia fiuits







