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			To the people of Burma, whose resilience in hard times, and generosity to a stranger, are remarkable and moving. And to Dom and Tashi and my extended family of friends, with love and thanks.
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				Offerings at Shwedagon, a temple complex in Rangoon.


			


	

			Preface
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				One of many roadside restaurants in Kachin State, between Myitkyina and Bhamo. When the buses stop every day around noon, the women hurry to feed passengers their rice meal from a huge array of prepared curries, salads, and condiments.


			


			This book celebrates the culinary culture and traditional foodways of Burma, using recipes, stories, and photographs to engage with life there in all its richness, both in the kitchen and out.


			My first trip to Burma was in 1980. Nine years later, I went from Thailand into a border area controlled by the Karen Independence Army, and in 1998 I traveled to Shan State and Mandalay. Since starting work on this book in late 2008, I’ve made many more trips into Burma. I’ve spent time in Rangoon but have also been able to travel widely around the country. I’ve slowly gained an understanding of the local food by hanging around: photographing; eating (and eating!) in markets, tea shops, and small restaurants; and having conversations with people.


			For more than twenty years, I’ve been exploring food as an aspect of culture. I’ve co-authored six cookbooks that focus on home cooking—in the Indian Subcontinent, in the outlying areas of China, and in the Mekong region—and also on staple foods such as flatbreads and rice. In my travels for those books I’ve learned how to be a beginner in a new place, slowly starting to decipher how things work, what the patterns of daily life and food might be.


			When I poke around in a market with my camera, taking shots to remember what produce is there or the techniques used by a street vendor, people in Burma are often cautious at first. They wonder why I am photographing everyday items like piles of shallots or rice or leafy greens. But they soon get used to me. And once they feel at ease, I can start asking questions about the food: how and where it’s grown, how it’s prepared, and so on. Tea shops have open kitchens, as do most small restaurants, where I can watch and learn. Occasionally I have been lucky enough to be in the kitchen of a private house, invited by a friend, or brought along by a cousin.


			I’m now hooked, not just on Burmese food, but also on the country. I’m convinced that the more foreigners who travel to Burma mindfully, the better. The country is opening to democracy after having been closed off by repressive government policies for several generations, and the political picture is improving. People in Burma are now optimistic about the future. They’re happy to have a chance to engage with the outside world.


			You may want to use this book just for armchair travel and cooking. However, I’m hoping that the stories, recipes, and photographs give you a sense of personal connection to the people of Burma and an urge to go and meet them and see their country for yourself.


	

			Introduction


			Shaped like a kite with a long tail, Burma is the largest country in mainland Southeast Asia. It lies between the giants of Asia—India and China—and it has a long border with Thailand. For centuries it’s been a cultural crossroads, a destination for traders and travelers from India and China and the rest of Southeast Asia. Buddhism traveled here from India about two thousand years ago and then spread eastward. The Mongols invaded Burma in 1271, then retreated back to China.


			In this well-watered land of huge rivers and fertile valleys, kingdoms flourished and distinctive food traditions developed over the centuries. As a result, Burma’s culinary scene today is rich and multilayered. From the brilliant salads, sparkling condiments, and easy curries of the Bamar people living in the central river valleys, to the inventive aromatic dishes of the peoples in the hills, Burma has a mother lode of delicious and accessible food traditions.


			In the last 150 years, the people of Burma have seen invasions, conquests, war, and civil strife. Through it all they have maintained their culture, their pride, and their sense of self-respect. But the news stories Westerners read about Burma deal with large-scale events and rarely touch on the warmth and humanity of individuals.


			Let me take you there, to that more personal layer of life in Burma. Food is an inextricable part of daily life and local culture everywhere in the world, and as an artist friend said to me a couple of years ago, “Food is the last refuge.” The kitchen and the dinner table are places where people can relax and feel safe, where they can take a break from the challenges of the world outside. That’s especially true for people in Burma, where government has until recently been more of a threat than a support. So the Burmese army and government are not invited into the kitchen in this book, nor will you find discussions of human rights mixed in with the recipes here.


			Instead, political and historical details about the country can be found in the section called Burma over Time (page 306). There’s also an Annotated Bibliography (page 351), so that you can engage with travelers, historians, novelists, and memoirists who have explored aspects of Burma’s past and present. And you’ll find a detailed Glossary of ingredients, cooking terms, ethnographic terms, and place-names (page 322). Finally, I’ve included Traveling in Burma (page 319), which gives some suggestions for those who would like to learn more about Burma with their own eyes and ears. There’s nothing like immersing yourself in daily life in a new place to give you a sense of other people’s lives and culture.


			In the meantime you can travel in your imagination—and in your kitchen—using these recipes, photographs, and stories to transport you. The subtle hiss and delicate aroma of turmeric as it fizzes in hot oil will connect you to the people of Burma and to the mysteries and pleasures of their culture: the processions of monks as they collect food offerings at dawn; the colors and sounds of markets from Myitkyina to Hpa’an; the generosity of the noontime rice meal, with its enticing array of curries and condiments; the gleam of a golden pagoda on a hilltop near Mandalay; and much more that I hope will seduce you in the pages that follow.
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				A market vendor in Mandalay puts an offering into the bowl of an older nun.


			


			A NOTE ON PRONUNCIATION AND PLACE-NAMES


			In Burmese, the combination “ky” is pronounced “ch,” and “gy” is pronounced like the soft “g” in the name George. The currency, written “kyat” in English, is thus pronounced “chat,” and the sarong-like garment worn by men, spelled “longyi,” is pronounced “lungee.”


			In 1989, the government—then a repressive military regime—decreed that the country’s official name would no longer be Burma but Myanmar. The government said that “Burma” was a relic of colonial times. But in fact Burma is the only name that has ever been given to the whole country, because historically the name “Myanma” was used for only a small area, the central valleys where the dominant Bamar population lived. It’s a name that excludes the huge outlying areas that make up the rest of the country, and it excludes the people (Shan, Kachin, etc.) who live there. Therefore, I use Burma in this book.


			The government also changed the names of many places. In general I try to use the name that I think readers will find easier. For example, I use the more familiar Rangoon, Irrawaddy, and Moulmein rather than the replacement names Yangon, Ayeyarwady, and Mawlamyine.


			For a list of place-names old and new, see page 340.
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				Two monks walk down the main street in Dawei in the early morning, before the shops are open, each with his begging bowl and umbrella.


			


	

			The Place and the People
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				The majority of the population of Burma is Bamar (“Burma” is derived from the name of this ethnic group). In the heart of the country (its large cities, the central fertile valleys, and the Irrawaddy Delta), Bamar is the dominant culture. In the hills and outlying areas, many other (non-Bamar) peoples have lived for centuries, each with a distinctive culture and way of life. These include the Shan, Mon, Kachin, Chin, and Karen. All of them are citizens of Burma (or Myanmar, as it is now officially called).


			


			At 262,000 square miles (678,000 square kilometers) Burma is 30 percent larger than its neighbor Thailand, and almost exactly the size of the state of Texas. The population is about 60 million, compared with Thailand’s 65 million and Vietnam’s 85 million.


			The Irrawaddy, Burma’s longest and most important river, ranks as one of the great rivers of Asia. It starts as a small trickle just north of the border in Tibet and flows south through the center of Burma, growing with water from its tributaries, until it reaches its broad delta and the Andaman Sea, south of Rangoon. The Irrawaddy Valley is where Burmese kings established their various capitals over the centuries and where Bamar culture developed and flourished in all its rich complexity (see Burma over Time, page 306). The Bamar people make up nearly 70 percent of the population of Burma and dominate the country both culturally and politically.


			As the Irrawaddy flows south out of the mountains, its valley widens. By the time it reaches Mandalay and the ancient capital of Bagan, the valley’s fertile farmland yields peanuts that supply cooking oil to the whole country. Green vegetables grow everywhere, and so do subtropical fruits such as bananas and papayas. In the rich flatlands near Rangoon, the country’s major city (and its capital until 2005), and south in the huge Irrawaddy Delta, where rainfall is much more abundant, rice is the main crop.


			The mountains in the north and the ranges of hills that frame central Burma on the west and the east roughly mark the boundaries between the Bamar-majority heartland and the outlying non-Bamar regions of the nation.


			The upper triangle of Burma, with its steep mountains and fast-flowing rivers, is Kachin State, which lies between India and China. It’s a frontier area and its capital, Myitkyina (pronounced “Meet-chee-na”), reflects that: the population is predominantly Kachin, but there are also communities of Chinese and Shan, as well as people of South Asian descent living there.


			The hilly neighboring state to the southwest is Chin State, which has borders with both India and Bangladesh. Its main river is the Chindwin, a huge tributary of the Irrawaddy. Chin people speak a number of related Tibeto-Burman languages and are renowned for their woven textiles.


			South of Chin State and running along the west coast on the Bay of Bengal lies Rakhine State (formerly called Arakan), separated from central Burma by the Arakan Hills, a north-to-south range. Several wide rivers flow westward from these low mountains across the coastal plain to the sea. The Rakhine people speak a language closely related to Burmese.


			To the east of central Burma and the Irrawaddy Valley rises the Shan Plateau, also known as the Shan hills (the latter is a more descriptive name, for the region consists of ranges of hills interrupted by river valleys, including the deep valley of the Salween River). It extends all the way east to the Mekong River (which marks the border with Laos). This is Shan State. The dominant people here are the Shan (the Burmese name for this ethnicity; in their own language, they are Tai Yai). Smaller populations of Chinese, Wa, Pa-o, Palaung, Intha, and others also live in Shan State. Another Tai people, the Tai Koen, live in the far eastern part of Shan State, in and around the old city kingdom of Kengtung.


			Running south from the Shan Plateau, and parallel to Burma’s border with Thailand, are ranges of beautiful limestone hills. This inland region is home to the Karen and the Kayenni, as well as other smaller populations, including the Palaung and the Pa-O. Hpa’an is the capital of Karen State (recently renamed Kayin State). (Rather confusingly, there is also a large population of Karen in the Bamar-majority Irrawaddy Delta, who moved there in colonial times.)


			The Salween, another of the great rivers of Asia, flows south from China through eastern Burma—Shan, Kayah, and Karen States—until it reaches the coast at Moulmein, the capital of Mon State. The Mon are the first recorded inhabitants of the area around Rangoon and the coast south of there.


			South of Moulmein is the Tenasserim coast. As mentioned earlier, Burma is shaped like a kite and the kite’s narrow tail is the strip of land between the Andaman Sea and the limestone mountains that mark the Burmese-Thai border. The majority population in this region is Bamar, but there are also Mon as well as many Chinese who have been there for generations. The Moken, commonly called sea gypsies, live on their boats in and around the Mergui archipelago off the Burmese coast.
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				In the morning in Mrauk U, there’s a light mist as children walk to school and cattle are herded out to the edge of town to graze.


			


	

			Flavors and Dishes
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				Asian shallots whole, peeled, and sliced; and garlic, with a bunch of fresh coriander behind. Shallots are the essential basic flavoring in many Burmese dishes.


			


			Cooks all over Burma work with locally grown ingredients and generally prepare dishes from scratch. As a result, flavors are fresh and food is seasonal. The basic pantry includes fried shallots and shallot oil; dried red chiles, both whole and powdered; turmeric; roasted chickpea flour; dried shrimp ground to a coarse powder; and fermented shrimp paste, as well as fish sauce. Most of these keep well, so they can be bought or prepared ahead and stored in the cupboard. Burma Basics (see page 19) sets out the easy fundamentals and techniques of the Burmese kitchen, in order to help you get started.


			Salads in Burma are spectacular, one of the glories of the cuisine. They are made of raw or briefly cooked vegetables, or acidic fruits such as green mango and pomelo, or cooked seafood or meat. Ingredients are finely chopped or shredded, then dressed with flavorings and carefully and thoroughly blended together. Lime juice, chopped roasted


			peanuts, toasted chickpea flour, fried shallots, shallot oil, and fresh herbs, in enticing combinations, bring the salad ingredients to life.


			Soups play a big role in Burma. Soup is an essential part of the central Burmese rice meal (see page 16), often a slightly tart clear broth that is a refreshing contrast to rich curries and is sipped throughout the meal. Outside central Burma soups often include meat and vegetables. Other soups are made of chickpeas or other legumes.


			“Curry,” the Anglo-colonial word that refers to dishes of meat or vegetables (or a combination) that are simmered in a sauce, is still used on English-language menus and in conversation in Burma. Central Burmese curries are generally made of meat, fish, or vegetables cooked in plenty of oil with simple flavorings: sliced shallots and turmeric, sometimes garlic, a little chile pepper (usually in powdered, dried form), and possibly ginger. Kachin and Shan curries use more fresh herbs. Most curries are mildly hot compared with those in neighboring Thailand.


			Vegetables play a vital role in the Burmese kitchen. Main meals usually include a plate of raw or steamed vegetables, or a combination, to balance richer fare. One or more vegetable dishes, such as the curries and stir-fries in Mostly Vegetables, will also be served. Vegetable dishes are often flavored with a little meat, fish, or dried shrimp.


			Although chicken and meat have a place at the table, apart from vegetables the most common dishes are fish- and seafood-based. Ocean fish are of course wonderfully fresh in coastal towns and villages, from Sittwe all the way south to Dawei (formerly called Tavoy), but for most Burmese, freshwater fish are the most appreciated. Dried shrimp and dried fish are staples, used as flavorings. In the Fish and Seafood chapter, you’ll find recipes for crispy fried anchovies and a festive whole fish, as well as an array of fish curries. You’ll also find fish in the Salads and Noodles chapters.


			Shan meat dishes often include lots of vegetables (and, by the same token, Shan vegetable dishes may be flavored with a little meat), while central Burmese chicken and meat curries don’t include many vegetables. Generally in a rice meal there will be only one or two meat dishes among many others, so that the proportion of meat served is not high. Although some Buddhists in Burma avoid beef, and others steer clear of pork, both meats are part of the cook’s general repertoire. The Chicken chapter features several takes on chicken curry and fried chicken, as well as a succulent steamed Kachin chicken curry. In the Beef and Pork chapter, you’ll find mouthwatering central Burmese and Shan curries, an unusual Kachin spiced pounded beef, and Shan recipes for meatballs and for spiced jerky.


			Whenever outsiders eat Burmese food, the wide array of condiments and sauces that are on the table is a source of wonder and pleasure. Some are punchy with chile and garlic, others milder; some are tart with tamarind, others sweeter. Condiments and Sauces presents many options that can add pizzazz to any dish, along with palate-freshening chutneys, which often accompany a simple home-cooked meal.


			The literal translation of the Burmese words for “to eat”—thamin sa—is “to eat rice.” In other words, rice is embedded in daily life (see Rice Meals). In most of the country, the staple rice is similar to Thai jasmine, a slightly clinging tender white rice. The number one rice in Burma is called nyi nyi thaw. In the eastern part of Shan State sticky rice is the staple for the Tai Koen people. Mostly Rice includes recipes for breakfast favorites, including Fried Rice with Shallots and an oven-baked tender flatbread, as well as two fascinating versions of rice crepe.


			Noodles are another daily essential, often served in a meat or fish broth and accompanied by a choice of condiments. Mohinga is a Burmese specialty, a cross between soup and stew made with fine rice noodles; I provide two versions, but there are many regional variations of this touchstone dish. Egg noodles, elastic and a little chewy, are the base of ohn-no khaut swe, a much-loved noodle dish dressed with a coconut sauce. From the Tenasserim coast comes a satisfying rice noodle–seafood stir-fry.


			Sweet Treats has an assortment of delicious, inventive dishes, from fried bananas to semolina cake. In Burma they are usually eaten between meals, as a sweet snack with tea or coffee. They also work beautifully as a dessert at a Western table.


			A Note on Cooking Tools


			There’s no need for any special equipment to cook dishes from Burma. Although you would find a stone mortar and pestle useful, and a pleasure (see “Tools,” page 209), it’s not necessary: a food processor or a knife works fine. The food processor is great for grinding dried shrimp to a powder, and for chopping roasted peanuts. I often use a spider, a mesh basket that’s like a small colander with a long handle (see photograph, page 301), to lift food out of hot oil, but you can also use a slotted spoon or tongs. A wok is ideal for stir-frying; I also use mine for deep-frying because its size makes it nice and stable on the burner. You can get by with a large heavy skillet and a heavy pot for recipes that ask you to stir-fry or to slow-cook. And you can deep-fry in a deep-fryer or a wide heavy pot.


			For cooking plain rice, I use a straight-sided pot with a tight-fitting lid; you can also use a rice cooker. Sticky (glutinous) rice is cooked in a steamer.


			It’s helpful to have a cleaver for chopping up chicken and fish, but you can ask your butcher or fishmonger to do it for you. Chicken shears are another option for cutting up whole birds.
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				The market in Hpa’an, in Karen State, is one of the most colorful in Burma, with women in painted and colored hats and a huge array of produce as well as flowers and prepared foods.


			


			Burmese Food in a Western Context


			I’m assuming that as you embark on making dishes from Burma, you’ll be incorporating them into your cooking gradually. I’ve made serving portions larger than they would be in a multidish Burmese rice meal, where so many dishes come to the table at once. The serving suggestions in the recipes are open-ended, rather than tied to a Burmese style of meal planning. For example, many of the salads and vegetables fit happily into a Western meal, and a lot of the main dishes can be served with Mediterranean or other non-Burmese sides.


			Here are some recipes for different occasions for you to choose from. Those who are inspired to make a complete rice meal should see page 16.


			Weeknight Supper Combos


			Perfumed Coconut Rice with Broccoli Rabe with a Hint of Pork


			Lemongrass-Ginger Sliders with Long-Bean Salad with Roasted Peanuts


			Fish with Tart Greens with Eggplant Delight


			Kachin Rice Powder Soup with Chicken and Ginger with Traveler’s Eggplant Curry


			Village Boys’ Chicken with Everyday Cabbage-Shallot Refresher


			Saucy Spiced Meat and Potatoes with Okra-Shallot Stir-Fry


			For Lovers of Intense Flavors


			Punchy-Crunchy Ginger Salad


			Tart-Sweet Chile-Garlic Sauce


			Sour-Plum Chutney with Chile Oil


			Chile-Oil Fish


			For Those Who Like Mild


			Silky Shan Soup


			Eggplant Delight


			Fried Rice with Shallots


			Perfumed Coconut Rice


			Noodles with Peanut-Rice Sauce with Raw and Cooked Vegetable Plate


			Seafood Noodle Stir-Fry


			Fluffy Lemongrass Fish


			Pale Yellow Shan Tofu


			Deep-Fried Chayote Fingers


			For Meat Lovers


			Curried Chicken Livers


			Sweet-Tart Pork Belly Stew


			Pork Strips with Star Anise


			Spice-Rubbed Jerky


			Lemongrass-Ginger Sliders


			Kachin Pounded Beef with Herbs


			For Vegetarians


			Shan Tofu Salad


			Tamarind-Pumpkin Curry


			Noodles with Peanut-Rice Sauce


			Perfumed Coconut Rice


			Silky Shan Soup


			Paneer in Tomato Sauce


			Golden Egg Curry


			Chickpea Soup with Lemongrass and Ginger


			Breakfast and Brunch Combos


			Easy Coriander-Tomato Omelet with Tender Greens Salad with Crispy Fried Shallots


			Golden Egg Curry with plain rice and Shallot Chutney with Cucumber


			Breakfast Rice and Peas with a fried egg on top and Sour-Plum Chutney with Chile Oil


			Peanut and Rice Porridge with Intensely Green Spinach and Tomato Salad with Peanuts and Fresh Red Chile Chutney


			Mandalay Noodles with Chicken Curry, broth, and accompaniments


			West Coast Mohinga


			Appetizers and Cocktail Snacks


			Shrimp Salad, served in lettuce cups


			Deep-Fried Shan Tofu with Tamarind Sauce


			Deep-Fried Street-Stall Chicken with Tart-Sweet Chile-Garlic Sauce


			Spice-Rubbed Jerky


			Rice Cracker Snacks with Kachin Salsa or Fresh Red Chile Chutney


			Lemongrass-Ginger Sliders


			Easy Grilled Chicken


			On a Hot Summer Day


			Fish Soup with Lemongrass and Chiles


			Salads of all kinds


			Paneer in Tomato Sauce


			Garden Peas with Galangal


			Shan Tofu Salad


			On a Cold Winter Evening


			Kachin Chicken Curry


			Minced Chicken with Galangal and Tomato


			Simplest Beef Curry with Whole Shallots


			Warming Beef Curry with Tomato


			Sweet-Tart Pork Belly Stew


			Smoky Napa Stir-Fry


			Punchy-Crunchy Ginger Salad


			Kachin Rice Powder Soup with Chicken and Ginger


			Chickpea Soup with Lemongrass and Ginger


			New Techniques for Adventurous Cooks


			Soybean Disks


			Herbed Catfish Laap


			Spice-Rubbed Jerky


			Street-Side Rice Crepes, Myitkyina Style


			Rice-Batter Crepes


			Street-Side Seductions


			

			rice meals


			Most people in Burma have at least one daily meal centered around rice. Usually it’s the main meal of the day, eaten at noon. The diversity of flavors and textures in a rice meal is wonderful. Even if I order only one curry at a little bus-stand restaurant it will come with not only rice, but also an array of condiments and sides, from a clear soup to fresh and steamed vegetables to chile pastes and more. They’re taken for granted—like salt and pepper in North America—but they’re a much bigger part of the meal, and more interesting.


			The best way to eat a rice meal is with other people, whether at home or at a café or restaurant. It’s more fun, of course, but also if you’re eating out, with more people to share you can order a wider variety of dishes. All the dishes, from salads and meat curries to fried fish and soup, come at once, and they can then be eaten in any order or any combination, with the rice. Each person gets a bowl of clear soup, which can be sipped occasionally, for a change of texture and as a mild thirst quencher. You might take a spoonful of rice with meat curry, and then your next taste might be a bite of salad, followed by a spoonful of soup.


			And by the way, people in Burma traditionally eat with their hands, but many in the cities now eat with a fork and spoon, as they do in Thailand, using the fork in the left hand to push food onto the spoon. Chopsticks are used only for eating noodles.
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				Portrait of a rice meal: When I was in Bagan I ate almost every day under a big tree by the old city gate in Old Bagan. The choices at this open-air “restaurant” were astonishing; the dishes here include a tender beef curry, a vegetable plate (okra, carrots, eggplant, and more), simmered dal-like beans, a tangy clear soup with floating greens; and balachaung (crispy shallot and dried shrimp relish; see page 210).


			


			


			Rice Meal Suggestions


			If you want to dive in and assemble a more traditional rice meal feast for friends, here are some ideas for going about it. (Remember that in a rice meal a beef curry or other main dish will feed more people than if it is served Western style, because there are so many side dishes on the table.)


			

					Start by picking your “main dishes” (pick 3 if you’re serving 4 to 6, 4 or 5 for a larger group): perhaps a spicy beef dish, a well-sauced fish or chicken curry, and a stir-fried vegetable, as well as a vegetable curry. Try to balance textures and flavors, the crisp with the tender, the well-sauced with the dry, the hot with the mild.


					Then consider what other flavors and textures you want, and use that to guide you in picking one or two salads and several condiments.


					Finally, choose a soup and the vegetables you want to include on a plate of steamed and raw vegetables.


					Rather than making dessert, put out fresh fruit and a bowl of palm sugar chopped into bite-sized pieces. 


					For drinks, have pale clear tea for guests to sip as they eat. Beer is a good accompaniment to these strong flavors—a pale ale, for example. And you can also offer rum or blended whiskey with plenty of soda water, served over lots of ice. Serve black tea, green tea, or milk tea with the fruit and sweet.


			


			


	

			
Burma Basics
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			If you have a few pantry basics on hand, almost all the recipes in this book will be very easy, even the first time you make them. To get comfortable with Burmese food, start by going shopping. Most of the ingredients will be familiar: you can find all of them in Southeast Asian groceries and most in large supermarkets too.


			The pantry list is not long. There are bottled or preserved ingredients—peanut oil, dried red chiles, turmeric powder, dried shrimp, fish sauce, shrimp paste, and tamarind pulp—and long-keeping perishables such as limes, shallots, garlic, and ginger.


			Apart from the pantry staples, there are a few prepared ingredients that I make ahead and keep in glass jars, handy for whenever they’re needed. They are used in all kinds of Burmese dishes, but I also rely on them when cooking foods from other places.


			(The one recipe in this chapter that is more complicated is for Soybean Disks, for which miso paste is a good substitute.)


			Recipes for all the Burma Basics follow. Please don’t be intimidated: you can put together your basic cook’s pantry in an hour—that’s right, you can make all these recipes that quickly. Then leap right into the Salads chapter, or whatever else catches your eye, and cook with ease.


			I also like to keep a jar of Tart-Sweet Chile-Garlic Sauce on hand. It’s my favorite everyday condiment, so it’s here too. You’ll find recipes for many more condiments in Condiments and Sauces (page 199).


			The Building Blocks


			Turmeric


			Cooks in Burma use ground turmeric, a bright yellow-orange powder, in many dishes. They add it in small quantities to the oil at the start of cooking. It fizzes a little as the oil heats, and then once it’s dissolved, in go the shallots and other ingredients.


			Turmeric is an ancient ingredient from India, one long believed to have powerful medicinal qualities. It’s antibacterial (so it’s often rubbed on meat or fish before cooking), antiflatulent (it’s usually added to legumes in South Asian cooking), and anti-inflammatory. Now the West is discovering the truth of those beliefs: turmeric is being talked of as an “anti-aging” food because of its anti-inflammatory properties.


			Thus adding a pinch of it to cooking oil not only makes culinary sense but is also a healthy practice. This isn’t surprising, for like cooks from India to China, cooks in Burma are very aware of health when they cook. It’s instinctive wisdom. And it starts with a pinch of turmeric.


			Shallots


			Shallots are fundamental to Burmese cooking. They’re thinly sliced and added to salads, and they form part of the flavor base in curries. Fried, they give sweetness and crisp texture to dishes of all kinds, from salads and condiments to street snacks. (Fried shallots are also an irresistible snack on their own.) Shallot oil—peanut oil that is flavored by the frying shallots—is a wonderful kitchen staple.


			Asian shallots are smaller than European ones, with warm reddish brown skin. Beneath the skin, they’re pale purple (see photograph, page 11). Preparing them is easy: Cut off both ends and discard, then slice lengthwise in half. It’s easier to pull off the outer skin once they are halved. To slice them, lay the flat side on the cutting board and slice crosswise very thin to give you attractive half-moon-shaped slices.


			Peanut Oil and Sesame Oil


			Peanuts, or groundnuts as they are called by most English-speaking Burmese, thrive in hot, dry climates, which makes them an ideal crop in the central area around Mandalay and Bagan. Sesame is the other major oil crop grown in Burma. The oil is pressed out of the seeds, but there’s no roasting involved; it is raw sesame oil, pale yellow, not dark like the roasted sesame oil used as a flavoring in some Japanese and Chinese cooking. Both peanut oil and sesame oil are stable at high temperatures and so are good for frying. In this book I call for peanut oil because it is more widely available but if you prefer, substitute unroasted sesame oil. Store peanut oil and sesame oil in a cool, dark place.


			After using oil for deep-frying, I strain it and refrigerate it in a clearly labeled jar. If the oil was used to fry neutral ingredients (vegetables, for example), it can be reused for stir-frying. Once the oil darkens or if it has a strong odor, discard it.


			
fried shallots and shallot oil
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				Having jars of Burma basics made and ready to be used in recipes gives me a rich, “my cupboard is full” feeling and makes cooking food from Burma very easy. From left: Fried Shallots, Shallot Oil, Toasted Chickpea Flour, and two versions of Red Chile Oil—one strained and, behind it, one with the chile residue still in the oil.


			


			makes a generous ¾ cup flavored oil and about 1¼ cups fried shallots


			Photographs on pages 22–23 and 227


			Here you get two pantry staples in one: crispy fried shallots and delicious shallot oil. Drizzle shallot oil on salads or freshly cooked greens, or onto soups to finish them. You can fry up shallots each time you need them, but I prefer to make a large batch so they’re around when I need a handful to flavor a salad.


			The trick with fried shallots is to cook them slowly, so they give off their moisture and get an even golden brown without any scorched or blackened patches. Once they’re removed from the oil and left to cool, they crisp up.


			1 cup peanut oil


			2 cups (about ½ pound) thinly sliced Asian or European shallots


			Place a wide heavy skillet or a large stable wok over medium-high heat and add the oil. Toss in a slice of shallot. As the oil heats, it will rise to the surface, sizzling lightly. When it’s reached the surface, add the rest of the shallots, carefully, so you don’t splash yourself with the oil, and lower the heat to medium. (The shallots may seem crowded, but they’ll shrink as they cook.) Stir gently and frequently with a long-handled wooden spoon or a spider. The shallots will bubble as they give off their moisture. If they start to brown early, in the first 5 minutes, lower the heat a little more. After about 10 minutes, they should start to color. Continue to cook, stirring occasionally to prevent them from sticking to the pan or to each other, until they have turned a golden brown, another 3 minutes or so.


			Line a plate with paper towels. Use tongs or a spider to lift a clump of fried shallots out of the oil, pausing for a moment to shake off excess oil into the pan, then place on the paper towel. Turn off the heat, transfer the remaining shallots to the plate, and blot gently with another paper towel. Separate any clumps and toss them a little, then let them air-dry 5 to 10 minutes, so they crisp up and cool. (If your kitchen is very hot and humid, they may not crisp up; don’t worry, the flavor will still be there.)


			Transfer the shallots to a clean, dry, widemouthed glass jar. Once they have cooled completely, seal tightly. Transfer the oil to another clean dry jar, using all but the very last of it, which will have some stray pieces of shallot debris. (You can set that oil aside for stir-frying.) Once the oil has cooled completely, cover tightly and store in a cool dark place.


			fried garlic and garlic oil


			makes about ¼ cup fried garlic and ⅓ cup garlic oil


			You can use a similar technique to make garlic oil, but slice the garlic thicker (a scant ¼ inch), rather than into thin slices, since it cooks much more quickly than shallots. Heat ½ cup peanut oil over medium-high heat, add ⅓ cup or so sliced garlic, and fry over medium heat until just golden, about 5 minutes. Lift out the garlic and set aside to crisp up. Store the oil as above. Fried garlic does not keep as well as fried shallots; refrigerate and use within 5 days.


			red chile oil


			makes about 1 cup


			Photographs on pages 22–23 and 29


			Chile oil is quick to make and keeps well at room temperature. You’ll be happy to have it on hand to add a dash of heat and color to many dishes. It can also go on the table as a condiment, with a small spoon so guests can scoop out a little to drizzle on their soup or noodles or whatever. Be sure to warn them that it’s very hot.


			1 cup packed dried red chiles, soaked in lukewarm water for 20 minutes


			1 cup peanut oil


			Drain the chiles and remove and discard the stems. Put the chiles in a food processor and process to a coarse paste.


			Pour the oil into a nonreactive pan and set over medium heat. Add the chile paste and bring to a bubbling boil, then remove from the heat and let stand until cooled to room temperature.


			You can store the oil with the chiles in it, but in Burma the oil often is served on its own. For clear oil, drain the oil through a sieve into a clean, dry glass jar and seal with the lid. Store away from heat and light. You can keep the chiles in another glass jar for a spicy condiment, or discard them.


		

			Chile Choices


			At markets all over Burma there are piles of chiles on offer, and women selling powders in many shades of red. These powders, made of dried red chiles that have been ground, come in many forms and qualities, so when recipes call for powdered dried red chile, the cook in Burma has many choices.


			A friend of a friend in Rangoon, very particular about her dried chile powders, travels all the way to Bagan, a day’s drive north of the city, to buy them. One of her chile powders is a brilliant, clear orange-red. It’s fine textured, with no seeds, and is made from red chiles that have been sun dried, then trimmed of their stems, emptied of seeds, and finely ground. The taste is hot, with no smokiness. Another of her powdered dried chile options is a darker brown-red. This one is made from chiles that have been dried over a fire, and it has a lovely smoky aroma and taste.


			If you don’t like much heat, cut back on quantities called for and/or use a dried red chile powder that is milder. Remember that you are free to choose the amount and kind of chiles that you prefer, since there is no hard-and-fast rule. Another friend in Burma dislikes chile heat, so she substitutes sweet paprika for dried red chile powder in most of her cooking and has the color without the heat.


			

				[image: Burma_chilesatmarketpeatendrilsintensecolourHsipaw.tif]

				Fresh red chiles for sale at the market in Hsipaw; these are hotter than cayennes, like a version of Thai bird chiles.
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				Mild green chilies in Pathein market.
				

			


			

				[image: Burma_Rangoon-chilechoices.tif]

				Dried red cayenne chilies and sweeter dried round red chilies, as well as an assortment of dried red chili powders.


			


		
	

			
red chile powder
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				Chile variations (clockwise from the bottom): large dried red cayenne chiles, lightly roasted; finely ground chile powder and next to it, chile oil; coarse dried red chile powder including seeds, in a mortar; and a heap of regular dried red chiles.


			


			makes about ½ cup


			Cooks in Burma tend to have a light hand with chiles, leaving guests to add more heat at the table by adding condiments such as chile oil, chile powder, and various sauces.


			This powder packs a punch, so use only small amounts of it in recipes. The dried red chiles are dry-roasted for a few minutes in a skillet or over low heat on a grill. It’s important to not let them scorch, which would make them bitter. I grind mine with the seeds, using a food processor; you can also remove the seeds before you grind the chiles. The with-seeds version has more heat and is coarser looking.


			It’s worth making a large batch of this.


			2 cups loosely packed dried red chiles


			Place a large cast-iron or other heavy skillet over medium-high heat. When it is hot, lower the heat to medium and add the chiles. Keep moving them around in the pan to help them roast evenly and to prevent charred spots. After about 3 minutes, they will be softened, aromatic, and a little darkened. Alternatively, grill the chiles briefly on a charcoal grill over a low flame, turning them frequently to prevent scorching, until softened and aromatic. Remove from the pan or grill and set aside to cool for 10 minutes.


			Break off the stem ends of the chiles and discard. You can empty out and discard the seeds or keep them for a hotter powder. Using a food processor, or working in batches in a spice grinder or clean coffee grinder, grind the chiles to a powder (be careful not to inhale it). Store in a clean, dry jar.


			
dried shrimp powder


			makes about 1½ loosely packed cups


			Dried shrimp are an important source of flavor as well as protein through most of Southeast Asia. In Burma they are often used powdered. The soft powder gives a subtle depth of flavor and also thickens sauces.


			Look for largish dried shrimp, more than ½ inch long if possible, and the darker-colored (more red than pale pink or beige), the better. Try to get shrimp that are a little soft rather than completely hard. The easiest way to grind them is in a food processor (traditionally, they are pounded in a mortar).


			1 cup or more good-quality dried shrimp (see the headnote)


			Place the shrimp in a bowl with water to just cover and set aside to soak for 10 minutes (20 minutes if the shrimp are very hard and dry). Drain and pat dry.


			Transfer to a food processor and process until reduced to a slightly uneven, fluffy powder, from 1 to 3 minutes, depending on the toughness of the shrimp. Pause and wipe down the sides of the bowl occasionally if necessary. Store in a glass jar.


			

				[image: Burma_RangoonYegyawmktdriedshrimpman.tif]

				A display of dried shrimp for sale at the Yegyaw Market in Rangoon, with the vendor putting weights on the scale.


			


		

			umami


			The Japanese word umami refers to a category of flavor, a fifth taste, after salt, sweet, sour, and bitter. It’s the taste that is “meatiness,” which we associate with ripe tomatoes, deep-flavored mushrooms, soup stocks, grilled meats, and more. English speakers have adopted the word, since there is no exact English-language equivalent.


			In the cooking of Burma there are a lot of “umami ingredients,” whose major role is giving a dish meaty depth of flavor. They include fish sauce, shrimp paste, fermented soybeans and soybean disks, fermented fish, dried shrimp, soy sauce, and oyster sauce (all these ingredients are described in the Glossary), as well as meat and fish. Burmese cooks also use MSG for meatiness, especially in soups; I usually substitute fish sauce for MSG. When I ask cooks in Burma what they or their mothers did before the arrival of MSG, they tell me that there was more use of fish stocks, and sometimes broths from meat bones, to give depth of flavor.


			Substitution of one umami ingredient for another is always possible: If you have a recipe that calls for fermented soybeans, for example, and you don’t have them available, or a recipe that calls for shrimp paste and you don’t like the taste of it, you can substitute another umami ingredient, keeping in mind that the seasoning may have to be adjusted.


			The issue of substitution also comes up if you are adapting recipes for vegetarians or vegans. Instead of fish sauce, use salt (1 teaspoon salt is approximately equal in saltiness to 1 tablespoon fish sauce); instead of Dried Shrimp Powder (opposite), use Toasted Chickpea Flour (page 32) for its thickening effect and agreeable taste, and add a little soy sauce or miso paste. Adding dried mushrooms to a dish also increases depth of flavor just as shrimp paste and fish sauce do. Best of all, follow the Shan approach to umami and use fermented soybeans in place of shrimp paste and other fermented or preserved fish ingredients. The Shan use tua nao—soybean disks—but in North America, brown miso paste (see Glossary) is more readily available. If you want to make your own Soybean Disks, see page 40.


		
	

			
toasted chickpea flour
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				At the top, whole ginger and a couple of slices; in the middle, a bowl of dried shrimp sitting in a bowl of shelled peanuts without their skins; at the bottom, turmeric rhizomes, showing their brilliant orange insides, and a bowl of Toasted Chickpea Flour.


			


			makes 2 cups


			For this distinctively Burmese pantry staple, which is very easy to make and store, chickpea flour is simply lightly toasted in a skillet. Chickpea flour is made from ground dried chickpeas (garbanzos) and contains no gluten (see the Glossary for more). The flour is available in South Asian groceries (the common name for it in India is besan), some health food stores, and specialty stores. Keep it in a well-sealed bag in a cool place, as you would any flour.


			Make this in any quantity you wish; I usually make 2 cups at a time. Use in salads to add a layer of flavor and texture, and also to thicken sauces and soups, as directed.


			2 cups chickpea flour


			Place a cast-iron or other heavy skillet over medium-high heat, add the flour, and use a wooden spoon to stir it frequently as it heats and starts to toast. Lower the heat to medium if it starts to brown quickly, and keep stirring to expose all the flour to the heat. After about 6 or 7 minutes, it will start to change color. Lower the heat a little and continue to stir as it gets a little more color, then remove from the heat and continue to stir for another minute as the pan starts to cool. The whole process takes about 10 to 12 minutes.


			Transfer to a wide bowl and let cool to room temperature. Store in a clean, dry glass jar, well sealed.


			toasted sesame seeds


			Toasting sesame seeds is like roasting peanuts, except that the process is very quick. Make sure your sesame seeds are fresh; taste them before you use them. Set a cast-iron or other heavy skillet over medium heat. Add the sesame seeds and let them heat, shaking the skillet from time to time to ensure that they aren’t scorching; or use a wooden spoon to stir them. After a few minutes, you will start to smell their lovely aroma; keep stirring so they don’t scorch. Cook for another minute or two, until they are lightly touched with gold. Transfer to a wide bowl and let cool completely. Store, once completely cooled, in a clean, dry glass jar.


			
chopped roasted peanuts
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			makes a scant 1 cup


			These are handy to have when you are making Burmese salads, so it’s worth making a cupful or more at a time and storing them in a jar. Buy raw peanuts (in their papery skins or not, it doesn’t matter)—you’ll find them in Asian groceries and health food stores.


			1 cup raw peanuts, with or without their papery skins


			Place a cast-iron or other heavy skillet over medium heat, add the peanuts, and cook, stirring them frequently with a wooden spoon or spatula to prevent burning. Adjust the heat if necessary so they toast and change color gradually, in patches; as they heat up, the skins, if still on, will separate from the peanuts. When they have firmed up a little and are dotted with color, remove from the heat, but keep stirring for another minute or so.


			If using skin-on nuts, carry the skillet over to a sink or a garbage can and blow over it gently to blow away the loose skins. Rub the nuts between your palms to loosen the remaining skins and blow again; don’t worry if there are still some skins on your peanuts. Pick out and discard any nuts that are scorched and blackened.


			Transfer the nuts to a wide bowl and set aside for 10 minutes or more to cool and firm up.


			Once the peanuts are cool, place them in a food processor and process in short, sharp pulses, stopping after three or four pulses, before the nuts are too finely ground. You want a mix of coarsely chopped nuts and some fine powder. Alternatively, place the nuts in a large stone or terra-cotta mortar and pound with the pestle to crush them into smaller pieces. Use a spoon to move the nuts around occasionally; you don’t want to pound them into a paste, just to break them into small chips.


			Transfer the chopped nuts to a clean, dry jar; do not seal until they have cooled completely. Store in the refrigerator.


			
tart-sweet chile-garlic sauce [nga yoke thee achin]
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				In the large bowl, Tart-Sweet Chile-Garlic Sauce; in the jar, Fresh Red Chile Chutney (page 203).


			


			makes about 1¾ cups


			A standard hot sauce on tables in Burma, this condiment for every occasion is hot, tart with vinegar, and a little sweet. If possible, make it at least a day before you first want to serve it, because when you make it the sauce will seem watery, but it thickens and the flavors blend after a day.


			I reach for this sauce whenever I am eating rice or noodles, and I drizzle it over fried eggs. It’s also a great complement to grilled meat and deep-fried snacks. Once you have a stash of it in your refrigerator, you’ll never want to bother with store-bought Sriracha or other commercial hot sauces again.


			1 cup packed dried red chiles


			¾ cup water


			¼ cup coarsely chopped garlic


			¼ cup fish sauce


			¼ cup sugar


			¾ cup rice vinegar, or substitute apple cider vinegar


			Break the chiles in half, break off the stems, and empty out; if you wish, discard some or all of the seeds. Place the chile pieces in a small pot with the water. If your garlic is somewhat dried out and harsh-tasting (in the winter months), add it too. Bring to a boil, cover, reduce the heat, and simmer for 3 to 5 minutes, until the chiles are softened and have swelled up a little. If your garlic is young and fresh, add it for the last minute of cooking.


			Combine the chiles and garlic with their liquid, the fish sauce, and sugar in a food processor, and process or grind to a coarse paste; scrape down the sides of the processor bowl as necessary with a rubber spatula. Add the vinegar and process again.


			Transfer to a clean, dry glass jar and store in the refrigerator, preferably for at least a day before using. It will keep in the refrigerator for several weeks.


		

			FERMENTED SOYBEAN PASTE AND DISKS


			If you are cooking for vegetarians or are interested in the repertoire of fermented flavorings, then you’ll want to explore these soybean disks.


			The Shan pantry staple called tua nao, made of fermented soybeans, is sold in markets in northern Burma and northern Thailand, wherever there are Shan people. Tua nao are flat, thin, brown disks (friends in Thailand have heard them called “tua nao CDs”), sold in stacks of three, five, or ten.


			Most people rely on cottage or village tua nao makers for their supply, but the process of making the fermented beans is not complicated—it just takes time. Soybeans are cooked in plenty of water, allowed to ferment for several days, and ground to a smooth paste. The fresh paste can be used as a flavor base in stir-fried or simmered dishes, or grilled or steamed and served as a topping for rice. But it doesn’t keep long without refrigeration, so generations ago the Shan figured out that the best way to preserve fermented soybeans was to dry them.


			The paste is flattened into thin disks, which are placed on racks and air-dried for two or three days. Both the disks and the fermented soybean paste are sometimes called “Shan ngapi” by people in Burma; they give a depth of flavor (see “Umami,” page 31) to all kinds of dishes, just as ngapi (shrimp paste) does.


			Although the fermenting bacteria are different, tua nao paste is a close cousin of Japanese miso, which can be used as a substitute. It has a similar fermented salty taste, but its flavor is much stronger, so substitute 1 teaspoon miso for 1 tablespoon tua nao paste; fermented soybeans, available from Chinese groceries, are another possible substitute.


			I’d seen tua nao disks for years and written about them in Hot Sour Salty Sweet, but it was only a few years ago that I learned how to make them. It’s a bit of a commitment, since you have to let the cooked beans ferment for several days, and rolling out the paste takes patience. Nevertheless, once you have a stack of flavor disks, it all feels worth the effort. And doing it gives an intimate sense of what it’s like to create your own flavorings for yourself.


			The basic recipe is for plain tua nao disks. You can also add flavorings (ginger, lemongrass, sesame seeds, wild lime leaves, dried chiles) to your paste or your disks (see page 40).


		


			
fermented soybean paste


			makes about 3 cups


			The tua nao makers I know all let their cooked beans ferment in a rice sack, woven bamboo, or straw basket, so I use a basket. I assume it helps with fermentation. I have also left them in a little of their cooking water in a pot, and they fermented just fine.


			½ pound (scant 1½ cups) organic soybeans, well washed


			Spring water


			About 2 teaspoons salt


			Place the beans in a large pot, add water to cover by about 3 inches, and bring to a boil. Lower the heat to maintain a gentle boil and cook, half-covered, until the beans are completely softened, about 3 hours. Remove from the heat, drain, and using a slotted spoon, transfer to a basket. Let stand, loosely covered in a basket topped with a cotton cloth, in a warm place (but not in direct sunlight) to ferment for 2½ to 3 days.


			When you smell an agreeable, slightly sweet fermented odor, you’ll know you’re there. (If it smells bad or you see mold, discard the beans. I haven’t had this experience, but Mother Nature is sometimes fickle!)


			You will have about 5 cups cooked beans. Working in batches, grind the beans to a smooth, thick paste in a food processor or a mortar. Add a little water as you grind the beans if you need to: I find I need to add a couple of tablespoons into the beans when using the processor. Transfer the paste to a large bowl.


			Stir in the salt, allowing about ½ teaspoon salt per cup of paste; taste and add a little more salt if you wish. The paste will keep in the refrigerator, sealed in a glass jar, for about a week. Use it in cooking as a flavoring in place of shrimp paste; do not eat it raw.


			
soybean disks


			makes about 40 small disks (2⅓ inches in diameter)


			You’ll need several heavy-duty sheets of plastic or flat plastic bags, such as Ziploc bags (as you would for rolling out corn tortillas), or else damp cheesecloth, as well as a large fine-mesh metal rack or a woven bamboo mat, or even a flat basket, for air-drying the disks.


			These instructions produce disks that are about 3 inches in diameter, smaller than those sold in most markets, and therefore easier to shape and handle. Once you are comfortable with the process, you may want to work with a scant 2 tablespoons per disk and pat the paste out to a 4½-inch disk (which will dry to a disk just under 4 inches across).


			Set the rack or mat for drying near your work surface. See the note about flavorings below and prepare any flavorings that you wish to try. Using a spoon, scoop up 1 packed tablespoon of the paste and turn it out onto one of the plastic sheets or bags. Press it lightly in the center with your lightly moistened fingertips to flatten it a little more. Lay another plastic sheet or bag on the flattened paste and tap it lightly to encourage it to spread out and thin. Go on tap-tapping until you have a thin disk about 3 inches in diameter.


			Holding the disk in the palm of one hand, delicately, and without rushing, peel off the top plastic. Gently flip the exposed surface of the disk onto the rack and peel off the second plastic with great care. Repeat with the remaining paste.


			Place the rack in the sun to dry; cover it loosely with a cotton cloth at night, or bring indoors. Let the disks dry until they are completely dry and light; timing will depend on the thickness of the disks and the drying situation. The disks will shrink as they dry and may crack a little. Alternatively, if you live in a damp climate, you may need to air-dry these on a fine-mesh metal rack in a 150°F oven.
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