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Prologue
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In 1975, the Khmer Rouge informed the Cambodian people that we had no history, but we knew it was a lie.


Cambodia has a rich past, a mosaic of flavors from near and far: South Indian traders gave us Buddhism, an alphabet, and spicy curries; China brought rice noodles and astrology; and French colonizers passed on a love of strong coffee, pâté, flan, and a light, crusty baguette.


We lifted the best tastes from everywhere and added our own: sour pickled fruits and vegetables, the famous Kampot peppercorn, and the most distinctive flavor of all: prahok, Cambodia’s (in)famous fermented fish paste.


Even now, I can taste my own history, in shimmering sense-memories of my mother’s homemade fish sauce, the soup noodles she rolled out in her hands, and the pâté de foie she served to guests.


One occupying force tried to erase it all. The Communist Party of Kampuchea stole our name: today, people hear “Khmer,” and they think “Khmer Rouge.” A word describing our identity now evokes horror and mass murder. But the Khmer language and Khmer people, native to Southeast Asia, preceded Pol Pot’s communist guerillas by more than a thousand years.


Cambodians were a new generation, starting from “Year Zero.” That’s the phrase Pol Pot invented to describe the annihilation of Cambodian culture and the birth of a new, revolutionary society, as his soldiers emptied the cities of people to replace civilization with an “Agrarian Paradise.” He mixed together some borrowed ideologies and added his own genocidal flavor; his cadres freed us from the burdens of pâté de foie and soup noodles, and also education, medicine, cinema, books, money, cars, and religion. In return, Cambodians won the right to dig canals and harvest rice, to starve and be executed. By those and other methods, Angkar—Pol Pot’s “organization”—liberated nearly two million1 people from life itself.


I fled to Vietnam as a little girl of nine, five years before the liberation began.


The ideologues were busy there, too, setting everyone “free” and turning back the clocks. At political meetings, they cried into their megaphones about past-life indulgences that must be disavowed: Down with old ballads; up with fervid songs of blood and sacrifice. Down with pâté and pastries; up with watery rice mash cut with cassava. Everything mushed together in one pot. It tasted like a gray nothing.


Fourteen years later, as a young woman alone in Saigon, I thought my past had been erased, too. My family was gone. My country had drowned in its own blood. All I had left were memories: the smell of a charcoal fire in my mother’s kitchen, the perfume of my father’s pipe. Only smoke remained.


Pol Pot restarted time at Year Zero. When did he intend for Year One to begin? When the dead rose from the ashes? Was it his ambition to erase the future along with the past? His cadres murdered everyone whose job it was to plan for tomorrow: doctors, engineers, teachers, scientists. The Khmer Rouge buried them all and ground the schools and hospitals to dust. They remade a civilization into a vast forced-labor camp and turned eight million Cambodians into six million emaciated inmates and beggars. Not even the eternal pagodas survived.


When I finally made it home to Cambodia after more than two decades as a refugee, I found a country with no idea of tomorrow. During the Khmer Rouge regime (or, as we Cambodians say, during “Pol Pot Time”), and for years afterward, lives slipped away so easily—by torture, hunger, and disease; by land-mine blast; by guerrilla fighting that never seemed to end—people could scarcely imagine growing old. Every bowl of rice might be the last.


I understand this mindset. When you are hungry, the past and future darken, until only the present is visible. Many nights I, too, dreamed only of rice. Hunger focuses the mind but shrinks one’s hopes.


In a way, I was lucky. Though I’d lost my home and my family, there was something no one could take away: a happy childhood, rich with the flavors of my mother’s cooking. In the kitchen, she cared for people by feeding them wondrous soups and curries, spring rolls and stir-fries. When I look back on the first nine years of my life, in the light of what came later, that time seems magical, a perfection. Those memories became recipes for building a future. They gave me strength to fight for a life I knew could be better, because I had tasted it before.


Maybe the years of loss were also a gift. They taught me this: Once you have learned how to lose everything, there’s nothing left to fear. A poor woman’s heart grows stouter as her options narrow. She has no choice but to make bold moves, take wild chances, tempt fate.


A fortune teller in Saigon told me that in my darkest hours of life, cooking and sewing would carry me. That prediction came true in unexpected ways: I have worked as a cook in a brothel and a suture nurse in a refugee camp, a tofu maker and a silk weaver. I have been through poverty and back to relative security—and even, you might say, success. I know how to show other women the way, and that has become my life’s work.


There’s a saying in Cambodia: “Men are gold; women are cloth.” It implies that men are a treasure, and women can be thrown away. But more than that, it means that when a man falls into the dirt, he can be polished clean, whereas a woman will be soiled forever.


I believe the saying misjudges so much, including the value of fabric. Cloth can be delicate, yes; but it can also be strong and light, tough and resilient. And some textiles can even be priceless.


Still, I am no longer pliant or delicate. I’ve become as hard as diamond—there was no other choice. In Cambodia, who has time for being whisper-soft? There is too much work to do. Women cannot wait for a man’s permission to survive. They have to sparkle and cut like diamonds. That is what I have always told the women at our women’s development and weaving center in Stung Treng Province. And they have started to believe it. They can see, from my example, how my mother’s “Slow Noodles” philosophy in the kitchen has become a philosophy for life: from her, I learned that the best dishes require extra time and patience to prepare. Later, I discovered that the path from hunger and poverty to economic self-reliance is long and hard, if it is even possible. And I see now that rebuilding a traumatized society after genocide takes many generations of investment—there are no quick fixes. That’s what Slow Noodles means to me.


We Cambodians do not like to bare our scars. We share an unspeakable history, so we rarely speak of it. But I will tell my story in these pages, if only to prove that the past cannot be extinguished. I have done my best to remember it all, but some months have gone dark in my mind. This is the truth of my story as faithfully as I am able to render it.


Now that I finally have a kitchen of my own, I’ve found a sweeter way to resurrect the past: rekindling the aromas of my mother’s cooking. When I stoke the charcoal grill for roasting pork ribs, or stir coconut milk into fish amok, I revert to the age when I tasted the dish for the first time. And my mother’s image comes flooding back.


When I’m cooking or eating, it’s less painful to remember. And so, in working on this book, my cowriter and I came together in our respective kitchens. At her house in America, and at mine in Phnom Penh, where I live now, I cooked and remembered, and she scribbled in a notebook (and ate). The stories poured out in their own order, according to whatever I was craving. If I saw a lovely fresh fish in the market, I told her a fish story. Over a Pimm’s Cup with lime, I spoke of starved malarial sugar-and-lime cravings. The same memory might bring laughter or tears, depending on the taste of it that day.


I will tell you my story, but I insist on telling it with hands busy and the kitchen full of enticing aromas. I’ll cook for you throughout the telling. You’ll see for yourself that the past cannot be erased so easily. You’ll taste for yourself the way that history can be carried forward, borne on the smoke from a long-gone mother’s charcoal fire.




1 Estimates range from 1.6 to 3 million dead, from one fifth to more than a quarter of the population.















Part I
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Young Rice Is Fleeting












1. Soft Like Pâté de Foie





When the water rises, the fish eat ants. When the water recedes, the ants eat fish.


—Khmer proverb


I spent my first nine years in my mother’s kitchen in Battambang, Cambodia. Sometimes I wish I could have stayed there forever, helping her chop onions and garlic, running to fetch wood and water, and falling asleep in a hammock as she rocked me to sleep.


My mother—“Mae,” as I called her in Khmer—left me nothing but her songs and recipes, and aromatic memories to last the rest of my life.


I was always happiest in that open, airy kitchen. I remember it as being made up of pure light. A large window high in the pale blue walls framed the bright, tropical sky—so much blue that the walls and sky seemed to merge. Sunlight streamed into the doorway, which opened onto a narrow staircase leading down to my father’s ground-floor auto repair shop. A folding table for eight fit into a nook by the door. Municipal water came from a tap in the wall in a cement washing area, where we did dishes and laundry and sometimes showered. My oldest sister, Chanthu, sat on a low stool by a drain in the floor to do the washing chores.


Next to that was a smaller window, a portal for leaning out and chatting with our neighbors—the street-food vendors, laborers, and farmers who lived in wood-stilt huts arranged around a clearing. We always had plenty to eat; many of them did not. So my mother and Chanthu usually prepared extra, then lowered pots of leftovers out the window, by a string tied to the handles, to our closest neighbor family—I called her Oum, or “Auntie,” and her daughter, Srey.


Our soup pot was so huge, I could not wrap my arms all the way around it. Once, after I climbed the shelves of a high cupboard to look for something to eat, I fell backward—right into the pot, where Mae was marinating meat for her famous tamarind stew. She laughed as she helped me climb out, her naughty little daughter marinated in tamarind and stained bright red.


I was five or so when Chanthu finally let me put a pot of water on the wood fire to boil. I was ecstatic! And then, when I was eight, it became my job to pour the hot water into a glass thermos twice a day for my father’s tea. Mae cautioned me never to do this alone. The metal thermos case was cracked, which meant you had to hold on to the bottom to keep the glass thermos inside from falling out and shattering. I don’t know why my mother never replaced the broken case.


Most of my early responsibilities were more related to kitchen maintenance than food preparation. My mother cooked over wood and charcoal fires, in three big clay braziers on a table topped with gleaming white tile. The cooking fire left pots coated with a stubborn black slag, and it was my job to scour soot from the cooking pots until they shone. Black smoke from the braziers poured out the big window right next to the cooking area and into the sky, but the fire still left its mark—we were always scrubbing the white tile table, kitchen walls, and ceiling.


For my mother, the extra trouble of cooking on a real fire was worth the reward. To her, food prepared on an electric burner tasted like nothing. She loved the richer flavors that wood and charcoal imparted. I feel the same way. But my present-day kitchen is not as open to the sky as hers was, so when I’m inside the house, I cook on a gas burner. And when I have time, I build a charcoal fire on a small clay brazier in my little courtyard and squat over it, boiling bones for soup stock or grilling beef pierced with bamboo skewers. I can even bake bread and pastries on it.


For me, rice simmered over a charcoal fire tastes better than rice from a rice cooker, and the smell of a charcoal fire is the smell of home and family. My favorite kitchen memories are steeped in that aroma.


Every day after school, I went straight to the kitchen to shadow Mae and Chanthu while they cooked, begging them to feed me a bite of something tasty. Between meals, there was always some delicious snack to be found: a crunchy, sweet green mango dessert, ice-cold from the thermos, or dried lotus seeds from a tin box high on a shelf. In the rare moments when the kitchen was empty of cooks, I hunted for some tasty morsel to devour on the sly. I’m sure my mother knew which ingredient had gone missing, but she pretended not to notice.


Once, I stole a bite from the bony belly of a big fried fish that was cooling on the counter. To avoid capture, I swallowed it whole, without chewing. But my mother and sister found me coughing and made me swallow a thumb-sized bite of rice, our remedy for dislodging a stuck bone. After ten rice-thumbs, the fish bone had not moved, and my throat started to bleed.


Chanthu hailed a remork (a passenger carriage towed by a bicycle or moto) and rushed me to the provincial hospital. I was terrified that she would shout at me for sneaking the fish, but instead she only asked, “How are you?” every minute or so, looking alarmed. At the hospital, I stretched out on a long metal table, where a doctor gently slid long forceps into my throat and extracted the belly bone of a fish.


I did not learn my lesson. In most ways, I was an obedient child, but I couldn’t resist plundering any delicacy left unguarded in the kitchen. My nose was always leading me toward temptation and trouble.


I have an acute sense of smell—my mother always said so. I can detect a tiny trace of bitterness in a dish brightened with lime; when the juice touches the peel, it carries the bitter taste along with it. That’s why I always peel limes before squeezing them. People tell me they can’t taste any difference. But for me, the lime-peel sharpness can ruin an otherwise perfect dish.


My nose has been a gift and a curse. I was forever poking it into my mother’s kitchen business, inhaling everything and absorbing the nose’s lessons, like the before- and after-tastes of adding charred scallions to simmering pork stock—it softens the more disagreeable aromas of pig fat.


Mae laughed that I was just like a puppy, with my voracious, curious nose. “Puppy” became her pet name for me.


In my defense, I submit that my mother’s fried fish, when left alone in a kitchen, would make a thief of anyone.
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Irresistible Fried Fish with Green Mango Salad (Trei Chien Sab Svay)1


A whole white fish like branzino (a type of bass) with skin on works well for frying—the skin will turn golden and crisp. A fishmonger can gut and scale it for you. For the salad, look for green, unripe mangoes that are firm but not rock-hard.


Serves 4 fish thieves


Ingredients:


2 tablespoons fish sauce


4 cloves garlic, minced


1 shallot, thinly sliced


1 red Thai chili, thinly sliced, plus more for garnish


1 tablespoon lime juice (optional)


1 teaspoon sugar (optional)


1 unripe green mango, cut into matchsticks


2 pounds firm, whole white fish, such as branzino, tilapia, catfish, snapper, or bass (you can use fillets if you prefer, but it’s trickier to get them crisp)


Salt


At least 2 cups neutral oil


In a medium bowl, stir together fish sauce, garlic, shallot, and chili. Add lime juice and sugar (if using). Toss with mango.


Rinse fish and pat it thoroughly dry. Make 3 shallow, diagonal slits in each side (if using a whole fish) and rub a pinch of salt over fish. In a large skillet or wok, heat enough oil over medium-high heat to shallow-fry fish. Fry until golden, crisp, and very enticing—the time varies by fish size and thickness. Remove fish from skillet and drain. Do not leave it unguarded!


Serve fish on a large platter for sharing, with the spicy green mango salad on top and a side of jasmine rice. Garnish with more chilies—for decoration and to serve as a visual warning for the spice-averse.
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My earliest cooking adventures were somewhat inauspicious. The first time I cooked rice by myself, I burned it to a tarry blackness. I was maybe six years old. My mother saw how much I loved to “help” her in the kitchen, so she bought me my own clay pot and a small sack of rice to play with.


I ran to visit my friend Yet, who lived in the village behind my parents’ house. I call it a “village,” but it was really a small settlement of mud-and-straw huts, built by the same landlord who rented us the land where our house stood—near the Battambang train station and market. A mere hundred yards away, past the huts, were rice fields. I loved to play with the village children. We picked wild fruits by the railway or caught fish along the rice fields.


That day Yet and I gathered branches and stones and built a fire in front of her house, a simple structure of bamboo and grass mixed with elephant dung. As the rice simmered, we sat together on the sharp rungs of the steep, ladderlike entry stairs to watch and wait, stoking the fire while we clapped our hands and sang. I left the rice on the fire for a long time, to be sure it was well done, then ran home and presented it to Mae. The rice was inedible, but she smiled and took a bite as if it were cooked perfectly. “This is tasty!” she exclaimed. “The best I’ve ever had!” The truth of the charred, smoky rice wasn’t lost on me, but it didn’t matter: I had cooked something, and my mother had praised me. For the rest of the day, I floated above the ground.


It amazes me to remember a time when we had so much rice to spare, we could afford to let an inept little girl blacken it, just to amuse herself. Even now, when there’s plenty to eat, I cannot bear to waste food. I would have scolded my daughter, Clara, for such a thing when she was little.


The memory of hunger is a curse that never leaves you.


The memory of happiness also lingers—I will never forget its flavors and aromas. It smelled like cloves, cracked pepper, and pâté de foie. On special occasions, Mae spent hours cranking chicken liver, pork, and pork fat through a grinder until it was velvety smooth. She stirred in garlic and cloves, wrapped the ground meat in a translucently thin slice of pork belly fat, and steamed the mixture in a square tin that had once held French cookies. She carved the vegetables into roses to decorate the plate, and we ate the pâté like a sandwich, with a Khmer baguette, and pickled carrots and daikon. I loved the holiday feeling that filled the kitchen whenever she made her pâté de foie.


Happiness also tasted like the street food at the Phnom Penh Central Market: rice wrapped in a lotus leaf, and charcoal-roasted chicken on a bamboo stick. It tasted like anticipation: the lullaby chick chick chick of the night train from Battambang to Phnom Penh, rocking me to sleep as I dreamed of the pâte à choux (cream pastry) we would buy upon our arrival, just by the station. My mother always ordered two of them for me, and I sank my teeth into their soft creaminess immediately.


The most perfect happiness of all tasted like the wind, when I stood on the front of my oldest brother’s Vespa as he raced around Phnom Penh, where he lived and studied. He told me to open my mouth wide and drink in the warm night air. “AHHHHHHH!” I cried, as my brother laughed, zooming north along the river toward the Cambodia-Japanese Friendship Bridge. That feeling was my heaven, a snapshot of fleeting perfection.


I will always remember the recipe for little-girl heaven. It is a simple one, but difficult to replicate.


Recipe: Little-Girl Heaven


Ingredients:


One older brother


A moto


A carefree girl, small enough to stand on the front


A beautiful city


Night wind


Combine one spoiled little girl, a shiny Vespa, and a worshipped older brother. Weave through the bustling streets of prewar Phnom Penh at night. Grin like mad into the onrushing wind and drink the night air through your teeth. Savor this feeling, as all the ingredients will soon be extinguished, save the night wind.







1 For more detail about many of the ingredients in this recipe and in all the recipes that follow, see relevant entries in “Notes on Ingredients, Techniques, and Supplies,” at the end of the book.















2. House of Rice





Don’t let an angry man wash dishes. Don’t let a hungry man guard rice.


—Khmer proverb


In Khmer, the phrase for kitchen is ptaeh bai, which translates as “house of rice.” For Cambodians, rice is gold. In ancient times, before the riel—the modern currency of Cambodia—rice was used as legal tender. But then, in the time of Year Zero, rice became the only currency that mattered.


If you want to ask a Cambodian whether they’ve had anything to eat, you say, “Ta neak nham bai?” The literal translation is, “Have you eaten rice?”


When we are rich, rice is part of a complicated menu of daily dishes. When we are poor, rice is sometimes the entire menu, with a little salt, chili, or MSG for flavor.


When Khmers say we are hungry, we say, “klean bai,” or, “hungry for rice.”


Rice is what you eat when you have nothing and when you have everything. In one Khmer proverb, it is the “blood and sweat” of the farmer; another rice saying delivers a lesson about pride: “The immature rice stalk stands upright. The mature stalk, heavy with grains, bends over.” In other words, a willingness to bend with changing winds is a valuable trait, especially when the winds become fierce and destructive.


Amid the gentle breezes of the years we lived in Battambang, my mother spent her days in the kitchen with Chanthu. As the oldest of four daughters, Chanthu was the one expected to stay home and do most of the cooking and cleaning, but my mother was always right beside her.


Every morning after breakfast, Mae went to the market, then set a kettle to boil and began preparing lunch. The cooking didn’t pause for long after lunch was eaten. At five in the evening, Chanthu revived the leftovers from lunch to feed my father’s employees in the auto shop. After they had eaten, Chanthu and Mae made dinner for themselves, my father, and me. (My other two sisters and three brothers, all much older than I, were by then grown and married, in convents, or in school in Phnom Penh. One brother, Tung, lived in Battambang with his wife, Nary, and her family. He worked in the auto shop with my father.)


A traditional Khmer lunch or dinner can easily cover the whole table. A proper meal consists of three dishes served all together, with rice and an assortment of tasty condiments. My mother’s table usually featured a cha, or “stir-fry”; a more elaborate protein dish involving pork, chicken, beef, fish, or shellfish from Mae’s vast mental archive of recipes; and a soup, such as a delicately flavored s’gnao or a rich and complex samlor.


Mae might sometimes omit the vegetable cha or the meat dish, but a samlor had to appear at every meal. The category of samlor is not one thing, but many: rich or sour soups with beef, chicken, and/or fish; soups with vegetables, lotus, bamboo shoots, or even pineapple; highly spiced stews that resemble Thai red or green curries.


A very typical Khmer samlor, loved by rich and poor Cambodians alike, is samlor machu kroeung. Machu is Khmer for “sour,” a flavor Cambodians adore. Kroeung (which literally means “ingredients”) refers to several pounded herb/spice mixes that add a distinctively Khmer flavor to many soups, noodles, and curry-style dishes.


For us, samlor machu kroeung is the flavor of village life, of catching fish in a pond and children playing by a rice field. We love to add any number of vegetables, greens, and blossoms, like morning glories, water lily, banana flower, Thai basil, and raw garlic. But you can use whatever protein, vegetables, greens, and herbs you have on hand.


One of the few meals my mother and sister did not prepare from scratch was kuy teav, a noodle soup introduced by Cambodia’s Teochew (southern-Chinese immigrant) community—and a national breakfast staple. From dawn to late morning all over Cambodia, you’ll see street stands, market stalls, and open-air shops full of eaters happily slurping kuy teav, accompanied by strong coffee, hot or iced, sweetened with condensed milk.


Every morning, we bought kuy teav from a neighbor who produced miraculous quantities in his tiny kitchen. His was simpler than most restaurant versions: broth, chopped pork, a slice of meat, and chive flowers. Instead of rice noodles, he made mee—yellow noodles of wheat flour and egg. Whenever I had a day off from school, I loved to drop by and watch him kneading, rolling, and cutting the noodles by hand.


And every afternoon at 3 p.m., we listened for the soup-vendor neighbor’s son clacking bamboo sticks and hailed his soup cart for a snack—of kuy teav. On trips to the market on my days off from school, my mother went straight for—you guessed it—the kuy teav stall. I could barely stand the sight of it. I craved variety and would cast greedy glances at the vendor selling num banhchok—a traditional Khmer rice vermicelli noodle (and also the name of several dishes made with it), so universally loved in Cambodia, we call it “Khmer noodles.”


But in 1960s’ Cambodia, children were not asked their preferences. So if my family was having kuy teav for breakfast or a snack, so was I, whether I liked it or not. My mother would quiet my resistance by mixing the kuy teav with rice and hand-feeding me a few bites.


The recipe for kuy teav comes later in our story. It never crossed my mind to learn to make it until many years later, when I had to become a kuy teav street vendor myself.


The dishes I loved best when I was small were the ones that took the longest to make. My puppy sense told me that time equaled love, and love equaled deliciousness. On the time continuum, instant noodles tasted careless, like nothing at all; the kuy teav noodle-maker’s hand-cut mee were far superior. But the slowest and best noodles of all came from my mother’s kitchen. They went into Mae’s bobor bánh canh, a comforting, thick soup with chewy handmade rice flour noodles. In Vietnamese, bánh can mean “cake” or “bread,” and canh means “soup.” But in Khmer we call the dish bobor bánh canh—essentially, “cake soup porridge.” The base can be pork or chicken stock, and you can add your choice of protein, from pork knuckle to shrimp or crabmeat. But the springy, thick rice noodles play the starring role.


If you want to prepare bobor bánh canh the way my mother used to make it, you’ll need to clear your schedule. First, soak white rice overnight. In the morning, grind the rice into a cotton bag and place a stone on it to force the water out. When the dough becomes thick and a little bit sticky, cook it in a large frying pan. Keep stirring the dough until it’s half cooked through, then smash and mix the “cooked” and raw dough together. The dough is hot, but you have to squeeze it with your hands for more than an hour to make it soft, smooth, and very fine.


Next, shape the noodles. Tear off blueberry-sized chunks of dough and roll them one by one into identical cylinders. Nothing less than perfect will do. This will most likely take several hours, depending on how many soup-eaters you plan to feed and how many hands are available to roll noodles. Devouring the noodles will take a tiny fraction of the time required to prepare them.


I am joking! I know that you have no intention of grinding the flour yourself. Even I don’t do it that way anymore. And what’s worse, I cut the noodles with scissors instead of rolling them each by hand.


Mae would strongly disapprove. My mother despised the flavor of shortcuts.


I suspect that bobor bánh canh was Mae’s favorite, not despite but because of the investment of both time and effort. Cooking something complicated took longer, which meant more togetherness, more devotion. More love. Those were my favorite times—those special-occasion days when Mae and Chanthu prepared something extra difficult, dishes that took them many hours, or even days, to prepare.


One of the most unforgettable special-occasion tastes of the year comes at the beginning of harvest season, when a strange kind of water magic happens in Cambodia: as the rainy season wanes, the swollen Tonlé Sap, a great freshwater lake and river system, reverses direction and flows back toward the sea.


Bon Om Touk, the Water Festival, signals a time of plenty, when those receding waters leave behind fertile fishing grounds and richly silted fields along this lake that feeds a nation. Cambodians mark the occasion with dragon boat races, fireworks, and concerts. It is a tradition to make small boats out of banana or lotus leaves, laden with candles, to send onto the water.


What I remember best about the water festivals of my childhood is light: the river glittering with a full-moon sparkle, hundreds of tiny candlelit boats on the water, and paper lanterns afire, floating up into the silver night sky.


At the end of the monsoons, there is no more beautiful place on earth than Cambodia. In the final moments of day, sugar-palm silhouettes shimmer like mirages above a silver-green sea of rice, and flooded paddies glow with the dying sun’s fire. In all the years I was in exile, that is how I would remember autumn in Cambodia. Sunset on the rice fields, the aroma of my mother’s fish sauce, and young green rice fresh from the paddies.


Young rice is something you can only enjoy in its season. Before the rice is mature enough to harvest and dry for storage, we collect the sticky, milky green rice. The tender grains smell like the color green: fresh and alive, like grass, river water, or a cool wind carrying a suspicion of rain. My mother would mix it with coconut juice, tender coconut meat, and sugar. The taste of it reminded me of my mother’s fine French perfume.


The green rice has a very special flavor, nutty and sweet, and it does not keep for long. You cannot warehouse or export it.


The green-fresh fragrance of young rice is as lovely and fleeting as childhood itself.
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Slow-Noodles Porridge with Chicken and Pork (Bobor Bánh Canh)


My mother’s version is slightly different from traditional Vietnamese bánh canh, in which the chewy noodles are usually made with rice and tapioca flours. In her preparation, the soup is thicker, like porridge, and she uses only rice flour, which makes the noodles softer and less springy. For this recipe, I replace some of the rice flour with unbleached all-purpose flour—this helps bind the noodles.


In Cambodia, we love to include the bone-in cuts of meat right in the soup bowl. But you can pull meat from the bone to serve the soup, if you prefer.


Serves 4 (and keeps them busy before dinner) 


Ingredients:


For the noodles:


1½ cups rice flour


Boiling water (up to ¾ cup)


½ cup unbleached all-purpose flour


For the soup:


¼ to ½ cup neutral oil


2 heads garlic, minced


1 pound chicken pieces, such as thighs and drumsticks (or boneless thighs)


1 pound pork ribs or neck bones, separated (or pork shoulder)


Salt


1 teaspoon sugar (optional)


2 cubes Knorr chicken bouillon (optional)


For serving: 3 scallions, thinly sliced; ¼ pound bean sprouts; a few sprigs cilantro; Thai red chilies, sliced; Asian-style ground chili-garlic oil; freshly ground black pepper


Make the noodles: Place rice flour in a large bowl. Slowly add boiling water, mixing well with a spoon until the dough just comes together. (You may not need the whole ¾ cup.) Incorporate all-purpose flour with your fingers until dough is sticky and tough, then knead with your palms until smooth and elastic, about 5 minutes. (If the water isn’t hot enough, the dough will be brittle instead of stretchy.)


Line a baking sheet with parchment paper and dust with flour. On a lightly floured clean surface, divide dough evenly into golf ball–size portions, then use a rolling pin to gently roll into small, thin ovals (slightly less than ¼ inch thick). Use scissors to cut into thin strips about 2 to 4 inches long, transferring noodles as you work to prepared baking sheet, taking care not to crowd the noodles. If you want your noodles a little bit slower (and more noodlelike), roll strips into cylinders about the width of the small end of a chopstick. Toss a little flour over noodles and set aside in a cool, dry place.


Or roll them Mae’s slow-noodles way: Mix the dough as described above, then lightly oil a clean wooden surface (and your fingers) with canola or vegetable oil. Pull off blueberry-size pieces of dough and roll them out with your palm on the oiled surface until they are about 2½ inches long and about the width of the small end of a chopstick. Recruit lots of assistants. Laugh and talk for hours as you roll noodles together. Maybe make a cocktail. Lay out noodles on a parchment-lined baking sheet as described above.


Make the soup: In a medium skillet, heat oil over medium heat and fry garlic until golden and crisp, about 2 or 3 minutes. (Don’t let it get too dark, or the garlic will be bitter.) Remove garlic from skillet and set aside. Do not wipe skillet.


In the same skillet, sauté chicken and pork in garlic oil over medium-high heat until the exterior is light golden on all sides, about 2 minutes each side. Add a pinch of salt.


In a stockpot, bring 3 quarts of water to a boil. Add chicken and pork. Reduce heat and simmer gently, periodically skimming foam, until the meat is cooked through, about 25 minutes. Remove meat, pull from bone, and set aside for serving. If you’re using sugar and/or chicken bouillon, add them now. Season with salt.


Add noodles gently into the simmering broth, including 2 tablespoons of flour from the baking sheet. Do not stir. When broth resumes bubbling, reduce heat and simmer, stirring very gently from the bottom once or twice, for 3 to 5 minutes. When the noodles float, they are most likely cooked through—they should be tender and slightly chewy.


Serve in a large, deep bowl. Top with fried garlic, scallions, bean sprouts, cilantro, and chilies. Drizzle with chili oil and season with freshly ground black pepper.












3. Chicken-Lime Soup for the Village Soul





My dearest daughter, no matter how poor you are, follow the women’s rules.


—Chbab Srey, the “Rules for Women”


My mother was stunning; everyone said so. I didn’t look like her. When my sister and I went into town, people asked, “Is she your stepmother? You didn’t get her beauty, did you?”


I often stared into the mirror, wishing I had her straight nose and willing my skin to become as pale and milky as hers. Mae was tiny, with delicate bones, and she looked so graceful in the long, white áo dài tunic she wore to church. Her soft, low voice soothed me like a gentle rain when she swung me in the hammock at naptime and sang old Vietnamese ballads.


After lunch, Mae would relax with a book and listen to the radio. Mae’s favorite song became my favorite: “The Smile of the Mountain Girl,” about a boy who pines for a lovely young girl after spying her in the forest. She wears a white scarf and a shiny ring, and he never forgets her dazzling smile. People said the artist had written that song to freeze her image in his memory forever. Now the song is frozen in mine.


Mae did not need big muscles or a loud voice to intimidate people; her eyes did that well enough. She spoke quietly but looked straight into people’s faces, her eyes blazing, whenever she heard a cruel comment or a nasty bit of gossip. She despised meanness; she said it made people ugly.


“If you say mean things,” she often warned, “people will call you ‘Badmouth Girl.’”


I was afraid of that searing glare, so I kept my unkind thoughts to myself.


I don’t know where my mother acquired her regal gaze. Her nobility didn’t come from privilege. She fled Vietnam with her family when she was eight years old and grew up in a poor neighborhood in the northern outskirts of Phnom Penh—a cluster of stilted wooden shacks in a lowland flood zone, settled by ethnic Vietnamese. I never met my maternal grandparents, but the stories my mother told fueled my love for them. My grandfather was a carpenter, and my grandmother bought roots, herbs, and berries from the Chinese medicine shop and concocted traditional remedies.


People said Mae had the hands of a healer. She often treated our burns with an ointment her mother taught her to make. She would dissolve a bit of slaked lime in water overnight, then pour the clear liquid slowly into coconut oil until it was soft and creamy, like a salve. We always had a jar of it on hand. Once, when my father was working in his mechanic shop, a gas explosion burned his hand and knees terribly. My mother’s ointment healed his wounds, leaving no scars.


I nearly forgot it after Mae died. But later, in the refugee camps, I resurrected the recipe and it proved useful.


Mae told me that her mother had saved the lives of many children, including one French baby whose desperate parents came to her after doctors failed to help him. Somehow, my grandmother rescued the little boy. Every Lunar New Year afterward she feasted like a queen, thanks to that grateful French family, who always brought her delicacies for the holiday.


Mae’s brothers attended the Lycée Français René Descartes in central Phnom Penh. (I’m not sure how they afforded the fees, but some poor families received financial aid.) But my mother was a girl, so she went to school just long enough to learn to read and write.


Still, Mae was a literate woman. She spoke and read Khmer and Vietnamese. In her spare hours, she loved to swing in the hammock, her nose buried in a kung fu novel.


According to family lore, my mother was the loveliest girl in the district where she grew up. Somehow, my parents crossed paths: him at thirty-one, from a rich neighborhood, and her at eighteen, living in a flood-prone shantytown. Although his well-heeled mother had no use for my mother’s have-nothing family, it was Mae’s mother who opposed the marriage. His family was too rich, she said. She was a proud woman and did not want her daughter to suffer under the tyranny of a scornful mother-in-law.


My father had already eroded his mother’s opposition by threatening her with his own disappearance. He’d spent years in Vietnam training to become an auto mechanic. If he couldn’t marry this girl, he warned his mother, he would move back there permanently.


My father earned a good salary as a senior mechanic in Phnom Penh for Peugeot, the French car company, before the Second World War. He was a magician with any kind of engine. But he could never repair what was broken between his mother and his wife. My grandmother had no kindness in her heart for Mae. Early in the marriage, she warned her son to guard his money carefully, because his wife might steal it to support her own impoverished parents.


My father—I called him Puk, which is “Father” in Khmer—obeyed his haughty mother. Every month, he allowed Mae just enough money to buy food for us. He gave the rest to his mother to save for him.


I didn’t know how terribly she had treated my mother until many years later, when Mae told me stories about her mother-in-law’s cruelty. I learned that my grandmother was a nasty, puffed-up woman, the kind of person who donated large sums to the church to ensure herself a place in heaven but gave not a single riel to poor people on earth. But even as a small girl, I sensed my grandmother’s contempt, and I had no love for this particular grandmother. Once, she came to visit while my mother was cooking a chicken. She told Mae that she had no right to the same food my father ate.


“You are a dependent housewife,” the old woman spat. “You deserve nothing better than his leftovers.”


Mae held her tongue. In Cambodia then, mothers taught their daughters never to show anger to a husband (or his spiteful mother), no matter what he may have done. In public schools, Khmer girls studied a collection of classical didactic verses called the Chbab Srey (“Rules for Women”):


My darling daughter, don’t ever forget:


You must serve your husband


Don’t make him unsatisfied . . .


Remember that you are a woman


Don’t say anything to suggest you are equal to him.


Those poems, handed down through many generations, defined how Cambodian women were expected to behave: According to the Chbab Srey, a proper Asian woman was supposed to shine dimly, like a moon, and reflect her husband’s sunlight. Her skirts could not rustle when she walked. Even her laugh had to be quiet and demure.


“Lower the fire,” the saying went, “so the rice doesn’t get burned”—a warning to women to control their temper. In Catholic school, I didn’t study the Chbab Srey. And I never understood why the burden of fire-lowering was placed on the wife’s shoulders alone.


When World War II came, my father lost his job at Peugeot. The Japanese military had garrisons in French Indochina, which comprised Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, but still allowed Vichy France to govern its protectorates; in Cambodia, they installed a young Cambodian prince named Norodom Sihanouk as monarch. Puk was caught between occupiers, afraid that working for the French might bring reprisals from the Japanese, and vice versa, so my mother became the family breadwinner. Her poor parents had taught her to fend for herself. She used those skills to eke out a living by any means necessary. Mae was very resourceful: She raised pigs to sell in the market. When she bought the rice for pig feed, she would sieve the rice, sell the larger grains for people to eat, then feed the smaller grains to her pigs. She used the raw-cotton rice sacks to sew casual knee pants that my father wore inside the house.


My mother’s industriousness awakened in her a dream of freedom.


According to Cambodian tradition, the matriarch rules over the extended family. Her daughter-in-law must serve and obey her. And even as the family’s status suffered during the wartime hardships, Grandmother retained her imperiousness and was feared by her children and their families—including the men.


She abused her power and treated my mother with scorn. On the surface, my mother was compliant and docile—she kept her fire low. But quietly, she plotted an insurgency.


One day she asked for a small loan from my grandmother. Mae used the money to buy a chheu keo—a rickshaw pulled by hand—to rent out. Her business savvy and hard work slowly began to soften her mother-in-law’s mistrust. Once she’d proved herself capable of making a living, my mother then asked Grandmother to “loan” her the entire sum of my father’s earnings that he’d given his mother over the years. With that money, she bought nine more chheu keo.


Once her budding business had earned enough, Mae sold all ten chheu keo and convinced Puk to move the family to Battambang, a busy trading town near the Thai border. By working to earn a living for herself, Mae won her freedom—and I like to think perhaps my grandmother’s grudging respect, however fleeting. It was nothing less than an act of insurrection, a “silken rebellion” masquerading as moonlight deference.


I knew nothing about Mae’s act of defiance until those later years, when she told me the story during our lunches together, two lonely refugees in postwar Saigon. I was shocked: To me, she had always represented a feminine ideal that I knew I could never achieve: an elegant, demure, and steadfast wife who managed money like an accountant and cooked like a chef. She did not work outside the home once she arrived in Battambang, but her outfits were perfect: She wore a clean, ironed dress every day, even during our hardscrabble Saigon years.


All that time, I’d thought she was the very model of Chbab Srey womanhood, only to learn that the heart of a rebel pounded in her breast. I adored her all the more for it.


Long before I tasted hunger for myself, my mother and sister were quietly shaping my ideas about poverty and power, wealth and charity. And so was my horrid paternal grandmother.


Grandmother was a wealthy woman. Whenever anyone talked about her, they spoke with hushed reverence. Like my grandmother, I was the youngest child. I had ten older siblings, six of whom survived past infancy. In Khmer culture in those days, birth order determined your future. We have a saying: “The youngest child inherits a rich family’s wealth and a poor family’s suffering.”


As far as I could tell, our shared status as youngest was the only thing we had in common, but she made out far better in that arrangement than I did. Grandmother inherited most of the family’s property where her parents’ stately old wood home had stood—near Phsar Chas, the old market in Phnom Penh, by the Tonlé Sap River. She married a rich man who built a huge, French-style brick villa on the family compound.


I dreaded my visits to that house, and not only because I didn’t like my grandmother. In fact, she was usually absent until late in the evening: right after breakfast, Grandmother grabbed her umbrella and disappeared to play mahjong all day. But the quiet house didn’t feel peaceful; it felt lonely, with a foreboding silence and an all-white, haunted emptiness. I was afraid to go into the ghost house alone; the place pealed with fearsome echoes. Whenever a plane crossed the sky, the roar ricocheted inside like the cry of a beast, sending me fleeing to the garden, where chompu (Malabar plum) and custard apple trees grew. Grandmother had caged the fruit trees with bamboo to keep children from picking the fruit, so I salvaged the ripe plums that had fallen and sank my teeth into their sweet flesh. I never touched the custard apples, though—those were for my father. Yet during the day, I often had the garden all to myself and spent long mornings picking leaves and pretending to cook them on the steps, as if the staircase were my very own outdoor kitchen.


I preferred my great-auntie’s house to the cavernous, empty one belonging to my grandmother. I called my great-aunt Yiay Thom, and thought of her as my “poor grandmother.” She was Grandmother’s sister, but her home wasn’t grand; it was a humble house with palm-leaf walls and a thatched roof. I loved how the rain tapped the thin leaves, a soothing melody that lulled me to sleep.


Yiay Thom was permitted to live on Grandmother’s compound, but the two women lived very different lives. Rich Grandmother had servants and did not share food, or anything else, with her sister. Poor Grandmother couldn’t afford much meat or fish, so she learned to make magic from simple ingredients. The delicious aroma of her homemade fish sauce drew me to her kitchen. I once tried to sneak a taste of it from her fish sauce pot, but I spilled it all over me and was betrayed by the fishy smell that lingered on my clothes.


Her green papaya pickles were the best I have ever eaten. Whenever we planned a trip to Phnom Penh, my mouth watered in anticipation of that sour-fruit crunch and salty-vinegar fire. Green papaya pickles are a delicious snack, and they can elevate a simple bowl of rice to an exquisite meal.


In my years of forced exile from Cambodia, I dreamed of those pickles. When I returned home decades later, I experimented with recipes, but the taste wasn’t quite as I remembered. Then one day I found just the right fish sauce, and there it was—the intense flavor of fermented saltiness, of river fish cured in the sun. One bite of pickle, and I was five years old again, on Poor Grandmother’s front kitchen stairs, my senses flooded with the sour-sweet spice of pickled papaya.


I eat those pickles almost every day now. Whenever I serve them at dinner parties, the pickle jar empties quickly, and my guests’ happiness fills me with pride. Those green papaya pickles made me feel rich then, and they still do.
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Poor Grandmother’s Spicy Green Papaya Pickles


Ingredients:


1 large green papaya


3 tablespoons salt


3 large cloves garlic, minced


6 Thai red chilies, minced


5 tablespoons fish sauce


3 tablespoons rice vinegar


4 tablespoons cane sugar (or light brown sugar)


Day 1: Peel papaya as you would a cucumber or apple. Cut it in half lengthwise and scrape out the seeds and fibrous interior. Halve again crosswise, and slice into wedges about the width of two fingers. In a bowl, toss wedges with salt, cover, and refrigerate for at least 3 hours (or overnight, if possible).


Day 2: Rinse papaya well. Cut the wedges into pinkie-size pieces (about 2 inches long) and return to bowl. In a small bowl, combine garlic, chilies, fish sauce, rice vinegar, and sugar. Add to papaya, cover, and refrigerate for at least 3 more hours.


Taste the pickles and adjust seasoning. Store in a sealed container and keep refrigerated. (Papaya pickles can last for several weeks in the refrigerator, but probably won’t—because you’ll eat them all.) These pickles pair well with anything grilled—and with memories of beloved auxiliary grandmothers.


[image: ]


Those visits to my rich and poor grandmothers’ houses instilled in me a wariness of wealth. There seemed to be an inverse relationship between status and generosity, and I could not understand why.


Here is an image that seared itself into my little-girl mind: a traffic jam on a hot afternoon. A man pedaling a rickety bicycle-remork knocks into a big, shiny car. The boom-voiced owner of the car leaps out and shouts at the terrified remork man. He is stick-thin and dark-skinned, and he shakes with fear as the big man screams. Even as small as I am, I’m desperate to help the poor man somehow, to step between him and this storm of fury. To take away his powerlessness and make the rich man pay.


Why do I remember that moment so clearly, more than fifty years later? I let go of my too-simple ideas about rich and poor, good and bad, long ago, because I’ve come to know many people with both money and charity to spare.


But those early impressions don’t die easily. As a little girl, I saw my rich grandmother disdaining people she considered beneath her and showering attention on anyone with influence, or the promise of it. A perfect example is how she treated my sister Chanthu and my oldest brother, Jean Pierre Phan. Chanthu was the number-one daughter, not a lucky number for a girl. In Cambodian tradition, the eldest girl inherits only hard work but the first son is the family’s gold.


Jean Pierre Phan was his school name, but everyone called him Noh. He was a year younger than Chanthu but he was a son, not a daughter—almost a different species. He understood his importance and behaved accordingly. He wasn’t callous, like my grandmother, just pretentious and vain. To little me, back then, he was like a god.


At various times, four of my older siblings lived on my grandmother’s compound and attended secondary school in Phnom Penh. Noh studied law and economics at a university. My parents said he deserved this because the firstborn son heads the family when the father dies. He was my grandmother’s golden grandson. She wouldn’t let the maid clean his room or do his wash because she wanted to do those things for him herself.


In my mind, this meant Noh was someone momentous. I worshipped him from a great distance. He was much older, and I only saw him on our occasional visits to Phnom Penh. But I have a clear memory of watching him with fascination as he peeled an apple. He did it the French way, peeling toward your body, whereas we Khmers peel away. To me, this was more evidence that Noh was a superior person, above and apart from the rest of us.


It was on his Vespa that I rode that perfect, little-girl-heaven night, drinking from the evening sky. For me, that was as impossible as a dream of flight, to weave through the city with the Golden Brother.


Chanthu was the opposite of a dream; she was real, the one who was always there, sweating over the washing or helping Mae in the kitchen. She was big-boned and tall, with my father’s prominent nose.


Chanthu left school after fifth grade to help Mae care for the younger children. No one gave her a choice in the matter. Eventually, she seemed to stop caring about her own desires—she always put herself last. My mother loved beautiful things, so Chanthu made her a new outfit nearly every week. She also delivered food to our neighbors and visited patients in the Providence Convent medical clinic, acts of charity she somehow worked into her busy schedule. I remember seeing her buy bandages with her own money, to replace the soiled dressings on a patient’s bedsores. Chanthu wanted to join the Providence Convent. But Sister Celeste, the most powerful nun at the convent, told her no, it was her job to take care of our parents, and she could never leave them.


Many Cambodians believe that serving your parents is a divine act—“better than building a temple,” as one saying goes. So even though Chanthu gave up on becoming a nun, she still lived a life of service and selflessness. She never married, even though a man—one of my father’s young trainees in the garage—wanted to marry her. As the groom, he would have moved into our family’s house with her.


She said no, and my parents didn’t press the issue. “I’ve taken care of children my whole life!” Chanthu protested. “I don’t want more.” It was true: She took care of us all. She was like my second mother and could be a formidable maternal figure. She dressed me and fixed my hair for school and cared not at all when I protested the hideous topknot she sculpted on my head, or the hand-me-down boys’ shoes I had to wear. Once, when my teacher, Sister Leonore, wrote to inform her that my class ranking had dropped, Chanthu commanded me to lie on my belly, and then lashed me ten times with a stick. I remember the number because Chanthu always notified me in advance of how many times she planned to strike me on the bottom, and with what object.


Even worse was the coining treatment she gave me whenever I got sick. It took her and Mae both, plus a hired helper, to hold me down while my sister scraped in long lines down my back, neck, shoulders, and arms with brass coins until linear bruises appeared. The darker the bruises, the sicker I was—or so they believed. And that meant she would have to scrape me even longer to let the sickness out. I always fought to escape the painful “cure” and screamed from start to finish.


But Chanthu was equal parts ferocity and gentleness. I loved it when she washed my face at night. Her fleshy hands felt as cushiony as pillows against my baby-soft skin. And her fingers moved so lightly at her sewing machine, where she worked late into the night making clothes for hire. Whenever she had scraps left, she sewed them into a colorful new dress for me—sometimes of many fabrics artfully stitched together.


I was always confused by the disparity in how my eldest sister and brother were viewed in our family. In wartime Saigon, Chanthu’s resilience would prove a far more valuable survival skill than Noh’s vanity.


My thinking on poverty and status has evolved, but I still turn loud and fierce when I see a bully abusing his power. I’ve been known to vocalize my contempt for a neighbor who hits his wife or a village policeman who demands a bribe. This defies my instincts for self-preservation. But so far, I’ve survived these outbursts—if only because the victims of my tirade could not believe they were being dressed down by a woman.


My grandmother exercised her voice on behalf of no one except herself. She seemed to care more about money than people. I feared her, but I did not love her. Once, when I was six years old, she tried to make me accept a kiss, but I squirmed away. “I’ll give you ten riels,” she called after me. I considered the offer: Ten riels could buy a great many afternoon snacks, I reasoned. So I let her kiss me, accepted the money, and then ran outside to wipe the kiss off my face.
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