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  INTRODUCTION




  Before the publication of The Curry Secret almost 20 years ago, the Indian restaurant curry was an enigma. An elusive and moreish flavour that almost everyone loved but

  few outside of the closed restaurant community knew how to produce. Indian restaurant cooking had become shrouded in mystique and secrecy and it was the exploration and de-mystification of those

  cooking processes that made The Curry Secret a bestseller.




  It is not so with Thai ‘restaurant cuisine’ where the converse is true.




  Thai restaurants in the western world barely capture the true essence of Thai food. The fresh, fragrant and intoxicating flavours of good Thai food are amazing taste sensations rarely replicated

  by the majority of Thai restaurants. Cooking fabulous Thai food need not be difficult, but it requires a commitment to really fresh, flavoursome ingredients, correctly combined and quickly cooked

  to retain all their wonderful colour, aroma and flavour. Too many Thai chefs in the west compromise with the quality and freshness of the ingredients or the way they are cooked so that much of

  those delicious, satisfying flavours typical of real Thai cuisine are lost.




  To experience the best of Thai food, you have to cook it like they do in Thailand.




  My interest in Thai food began almost a quarter of a century ago when I fell in love with the delicious, complex spicy flavours of Tom Yum Soup, skewered Sate Chicken

  and Thai Red Curry served in a well frequented Thai restaurant in Birmingham, England. Like most non-Thais, however, I found that many of the ingredients used to produce these flavours were a bit

  of a mystery and very difficult to source. Since then several trips to Bangkok’s vibrant food scene have served to increase my understanding of and cement my relationship with Thai cuisine

  and, as Asian cuisines have become increasingly popular all over the world, many of the uniquely Thai ingredients are now much easier to find. Thai food still remains an enigma to many people

  though, and this book is written from the understanding of a ‘non-Thai’ for ‘non-Thais’ wishing to cook this wonderful food in their own kitchens.




  It quickly becomes obvious to anyone visiting Thailand that food is central to the fabric of Thai society. For Thais, food is not just for eating. It is a reason for people to get together with

  friends, family and community in celebration and joy. In Thai culture, as in my own Indian culture, food is used for religious offerings and services, and leftovers are never wasted. To throw food

  away is, in Thailand, a sin punishable by ‘the God of rice’ with bad luck or famine.




  Thai cuisine is colourful, fragrant, healthy and delicious and, to top it all, dishes are always beautifully presented. The concept of intricate and artistic presentation of food has been around

  for centuries in Thailand. It was first developed in the royal palaces where royal chefs had to make meals highly attractive as well as superbly delicious. Beautiful presentation has become an

  important aspect of Thai cuisine. Serving platters are often decorated with all manner of exquisitely carved fruits and vegetables, whilst palace-style stir-fries usually incorporate elegantly

  carved vegetables within the dish itself.




  Traditional Thai cuisine consists of various types of meat and seafood combined with locally produced vegetables, herbs and spices always served with rice. Around the

  fourteenth century the Chinese introduced noodles and wok cooking to Thailand and, later, influences from neighbours such as Vietnam, Cambodia, Burma, Indonesia, Malaysia and others resulted in the

  modern-day complex flavours of Thai food.




  India has also played a significant role in the evolution of Thai cuisine, but the majority of Thai curries remain quite different from Indian curries. Although some Indian spices are used in a

  minority of Thai dishes, Thai food has developed its unique flavour due to the use of local ingredients such as galangal (similar to ginger), lemongrass, kaffir lime and Thai holy basil.




  Pad Thai, meaning ‘Thai style frying’, is a dish of stir-fried noodles with several other ingredients including egg, peanuts, shallots, bean sprouts, tofu and meat or seafood

  flavoured with lime or tamarind. Although the dish has been eaten in various forms throughout Thailand for centuries, Pad Thai as we know it today was purported to have been developed in Bangkok to

  serve busy office workers with a quick, nutritious and tasty meal during their lunch breaks. Whilst the best Pad Thai is still to be found at the food stalls of Bangkok’s food markets, it is

  now one of the most popular Thai dishes in restaurants around the world, although this version tends to be oilier and heavier than the lighter Pad Thai found on the streets of Thailand.




  Whilst the spectacularly fresh and complex flavours of Thai food cooked in Thailand may be near impossible to replicate perfectly elsewhere, there need not be any mystery about cooking delicious

  Thai food anywhere in the world. It is quite simple once you come to know the basic principles of Thai flavours and this book will show you how to get those wonderful flavours from locally produced

  and imported ingredients. It will also give you some nifty cooking techniques and lots of helpful tips to help make cooking great Thai food a breeze.
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  ABOUT THAI CURRIES




  Curry in some form or another is popular throughout Asia and the Middle East. Thought to have its origins in India and Pakistan, curry was introduced to south-east Asia by

  Indian immigrants several centuries ago, where over time it underwent a period of evolution, changing and developing some unique characteristics with the inclusion of local ingredients and cooking

  styles.




  Thai v Indian Curry




  The typical Thai curry (gaeng) is quite different from Indian curry. The Thai curry is generally a speedily cooked more soup-like dish made with coconut milk or water with a complex and

  aromatic base of fresh curry paste, compared to its Indian counterpart which is often slow cooked with a thicker sauce made with a base of onion, ginger and dried spice blends. Also, Thai cooks use

  more fresh herbs (such as lemongrass, kaffir lime and basil) and rarely use the dried herbs and spices favoured by Indian cooks. On the whole there are very few Thai curries that resemble Indian

  curries. A couple of exceptions are the Massaman (Thai Muslim) and Panang curry – two Thai curries based predominantly on dried herbs and warm Indian style spices.




  There are only four spices used regularly in Thai cooking. Dry roasted cumin and coriander seeds, turmeric and dried chilli are ground and combined in varying

  proportions with fresh herbs to make the pungent and beautifully aromatic curry pastes that are unique to Thai cooking. Indian cuisine, on the other hand, is characterized by the expert use of

  several spices and spice blends that include cardamom, fenugreek, mustard seed, cinnamon, nutmeg and many others.




  Types of Thai Curry




  In many Thai homes some type of spicy, aromatic curry is eaten with rice every day. Endless combinations of fresh and tasty ingredients go to make dozens of different types of

  delicious Thai curries, traditionally containing little meat. With local herbs and vegetables, some grown around the home, it is an economical, tasty and nutritious dish.




  Thai curries can be broadly split into two categories – coconut based or water based – and further identified by the colour or type of curry paste used.




  Coconut based Thai Curry




  The richer coconut based Thai curries are the most popular in Thai restaurants throughout the west, with red (gaeng phet), green (gaeng kiow whan) and Massaman

  (gaeng massaman) being the most popular with western diners. Yellow Thai curry (gaeng leuang) and Panang (gaeng phanaeng) are also common. These curries, often made with

  generous amounts of coconut cream or milk, are deliciously creamy and generally less spicy, the coconut fat effectively toning down the heat of the chillies.




  Water based Thai Curry




  The spiciest Thai curries are generally water based. Water based sour curries (gaeng sohm plah), often prepared with fish and souring agents such as tamarind or lime, are

  typically eaten throughout Thailand. Jungle curry (gaeng pah), a delicious, spicy curry cooked with or without meat, is probably the best known water based curry in

  western restaurants. Water or stock based Thai soups are often eaten with rice or noodles in much the same way as curries.




  Whether you choose to make your curries with water or coconut, how hot you choose to have them is purely a matter of personal taste and your own chilli tolerance. Varying the amount of chilli,

  using a milder variety of chilli, adding more coconut milk or cream, are all effective ways of moderating the heat of the Thai curry.
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  BASIC INGREDIENTS FOR THAI FLAVOURS




  The unique taste of Thai food comes with the harmonious melding of four main flavours – sweet, sour, salty and spicy-hot – underpinning the lively, fresh aromas and

  flavours produced by fresh herbs and vegetables. Good Thai cuisine is intensely flavoursome and incredibly delicious, so much so that eating a good Thai curry can lift your spirits and enhance your

  mood.




  The best Thai cooking utilizes the freshest ingredients possible to produce wonderfully vibrant, fragrant and flavour packed dishes, but the secret of a really good Thai dish is in creating a

  balance between the four main flavours. Each flavour has to be intense enough to make a statement but not so strong that it overpowers the others. More about how to create this harmony of flavours

  is outlined further on in the book.




  The basic ingredients used to produce the sweet, sour, salty and spicy flavours unique to Thai food are listed overleaf.




  Although these ingredients are readily available in most places these days, you don’t have to do without Thai food just because you can’t find one or more

  of them where you live. The beauty of Thai cuisine is that it is quite adaptable and flexible so you can successfully substitute any of the ingredients listed here with other readily available

  items for similar results.
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        Fish sauce


      



      	

        (nam pla)


      



      	

        salty and pungent


      

    




    

      	

        Kaffir limes


      



      	

        (ma gruud)


      



      	

        sour and aromatic


      

    




    

      	

        Tamarind


      



      	

        (ma kam piek)


      



      	

        sour with a hint of sweetness


      

    




    

      	

        Lemongrass


      



      	

        (ta krai)


      



      	

        sour and aromatic


      

    




    

      	

        Palm sugar


      



      	

        (nam taan peep)


      



      	

        rich and sweet


      

    




    

      	

        Cumin


      



      	

        (ye raa)


      



      	

        spicy and aromatic


      

    




    

      	

        Ground pepper


      



      	

        (prig thai bhon)


      



      	

        spicy and hot


      

    




    

      	

        Ground chillies


      



      	

        (prig kee nu bonn)


      



      	

        very hot


      

    




    

      	

        Fresh Thai chillies


      



      	

        (prik kee noo)


      



      	

        hot (7/10) and aromatic
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  For instance, fish sauce can be substituted with light soy sauce or even salt. As fish sauce is quite pungent and not to everyone’s taste some western cooks prefer to use

  soy sauce or salt instead anyway.




  Kaffir limes, lemongrass and tamarind can be substituted with limes, lemons or even a little vinegar. I often use grated fresh lime zest and lime juice instead of kaffir lime, for impromptu and

  delicious Thai curries and soups.




  Soft brown or white sugar can be used instead of palm sugar, and cumin may be substituted with coriander (seed) or left out altogether if neither was available. Even the chilli powder can be

  substituted with hot sauce if necessary.




  Some ingredients like lemongrass and kaffir lime leaves may be available frozen so check the freezer section of your supermarket if you can’t get them fresh. Whilst the frozen ingredients

  are quite good, in my experience the same ingredients in dried form are generally tasteless.




  The key is to use fresh vegetables and herbs and authentic ingredients where you can, and substitute where you can’t but also to cook Thai dishes according to your personal taste, tasting

  as you cook, and adding a little more of this or that until the balance of those four flavours feels just right to your tastebuds.




  Other Important Ingredients for Thai cooking




  There are many exotic, unusual and (in the west) unfamiliar ingredients used in traditional Thai cooking throughout Thailand. I have focused mainly on recipes that can be made

  with ingredients that are easily available just about everywhere, but I’ve also given some ideas on substituting in case you can’t find something.




  Fresh Ingredients
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        Coriander (Cilantro)


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Mint


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Galangal


      



      	

        use ginger instead


      

    




    

      	

        Thai chillies


      



      	

        use any chilli according to how


      

    




    

      	

        


      



      	

        hot you want it


      

    




    

      	

        Thai basil


      



      	

        use sweet basil instead


      

    




    

      	

        Thai holy basil


      



      	

        use sweet basil instead


      

    




    

      	

        Thai lemon basil


      



      	

        use lemon scented basil instead


      

    




    

      	

        Crispy fried garlic


      



      	

        omit or use crispy fried onion


      

    




    

      	

        Crispy fried onion


      



      	

        omit if not available


      

    




    

      	

        Bean sprouts


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Garlic


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Garlic shoots


      



      	

    




    

      	

        (flat garlic chives)


      



      	

        omit or grow your own


      

    




    

      	

        Shallots


      



      	

    




    

      	

        (French shallots)


      



      	

        cooking onion may be used instead


      

    




    

      	

        Spring onions


      



      	

    




    

      	

        (scallions)


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Thai eggplant


      



      	

        any aubergine (eggplant)
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  Dried Ingredients
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        Bay leaf


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Cardamom


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Cumin


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Cloves


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Coriander seeds


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Turmeric


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Paprika


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Dried shrimps


      



      	

        omit if not available


      

    


  




  [image: ]




  Other Ingredients
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        Coconut milk


      



      	

        use canned in preference to powdered


      

    




    

      	

        Coconut cream


      



      	

        use canned in preference to powdered


      

    




    

      	

        Jasmine rice


      



      	

        any long-grain white rice


      

    




    

      	

        Rice noodles


      



      	

        fresh or dried


      

    




    

      	

        Shrimp paste


      



      	

    




    

      	

        (Ka Pee or Belacan)


      



      	

        omit if not available
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  HERBS IN THAI COOKING AND HOW TO GROW YOUR OWN




  Fresh herbs are used liberally in Asian cooking, and Thai food is no exception to this. The colour, aroma and flavour that fresh herbs impart cannot be matched by anything

  else. Herbs like coriander, basil and mint are available everywhere nowadays which is just as well because no Thai dish would be complete without one or more of these lovely culinary wonders.




  Most herbs are really easy to grow and can be grown in pots, hanging baskets, borders or beds. The sheer pleasure of picking your own, fresh, intoxicatingly aromatic herbs just when you need

  them is worth experiencing – and you can be sure that they are chemical-free and with no food miles.




  To get the best possible flavour and aroma, always try to include as many as possible of the fresh herbs listed in a recipe for Thai food.




  Coriander (Cilantro)




  Coriander is an absolute must for Thai cooking, where not just the leaves but all parts of the plant are used in different preparations and stages of cooking. Coriander root is

  an essential ingredient for Thai curry pastes, the stems are added to soups, curries and stir-fries and the leaves used for garnish and decoration.




  Home-grown coriander, freshly picked, is the best for flavour and fragrance. It is easy to grow and can be grown year round in a warm climate and during the warmer months in cold climates. Soak

  a handful of coriander seeds (the same coriander seeds you use as a spice) in a little water overnight. The next day, spread the seeds onto well drained soil in a garden bed, or in a deep pot

  placed where it will get lots of sun. Cover with a light sprinkling of soil or compost and water in. Keep moist and the seeds will germinate in about 14 days. Yo u can begin to harvest when the

  plants are as little as 10 cm (3 inches) high but they will grow to about double this height.




  Coriander bolts and goes to seed quite quickly if it dries out or if the weather becomes hot. The green seeds are intensely aromatic and can be used for anything that you would use the fresh

  herb for.




  Coriander is not a ‘cut and come again’ herb like mint or basil and will need to be sown every three to four weeks for a continuous supply.




  Thai Basil, Thai Holy Basil and Thai Lemon Basil




  These three varieties are quite different in appearance, aroma and flavour but all are interchangeable according to personal preference. Thai Basil has beautiful purple-green

  leaves and a mild aniseed flavour. Thai Holy Basil has large green leaves with purple stems and tastes more of cloves with a musky aroma that intensifies with cooking. Lemon Basil is a fast-growing

  plant with pale-green leaves and a fresh citrus aroma that is great with seafood dishes.




  Basil is a popular herb in Thai cooking and there are several strains of oriental basils, all generally stronger in flavour than western varieties. These sensationally aromatic herbs make

  excellent pot plants that can be grown indoors (preferably with periods of sunshine in the open air) or outdoors during warm weather. Grow them as border plants or in pots

  and containers. They will do well in partial shade or full sun but they need a sheltered position and good drainage.




  Sow seeds in late spring or early summer about 5mm (¼ inch) deep and about 30 cm (12 inches) apart where they are to grow, or buy seedlings or potted plants from your local nursery or

  garden centre. Pick the leaves as needed and remove flower heads to keep the plants growing vigorously.




  Garlic Shoots (Flat Garlic Chives)




  Garlic is used liberally in Thai cooking and, although the green shoots that appear when garlic cloves are planted are not absolutely essential, the best flavour, colour and

  aroma will be achieved if they are included in a recipe that calls for them. Many greengrocers and supermarkets sell them these days but why pay the extra when you can so easily grow your own and

  have the freshest garlic chives in your backyard just when you need them?




  Garlic shoots are similar in appearance to the green shoots on spring onions only they are flat and not quite as dark green. They can be grown year round except in very cold climates when the

  ground is frozen. In cold climates, plant cloves from spring onwards for harvesting through summer and autumn, right through to about six weeks before the ground is expected to freeze for

  harvesting the following spring. To sow, simply insert unpeeled garlic cloves into free-draining soil, about 15 cm (6 inches) apart in pots or garden beds until just the very top is visible above

  the soil. Keep moist and harvest when the shoots are around 25 cm (10 inches) high. If you harvest by slicing off the green part about 2 cm (just under an inch) above the ground, it will sprout

  again at least two or three times before you have to start again.




  Beware though. Much of the garlic available in the western world is imported and, as part of the regulatory process, it is irradiated and treated with chemicals and

  hormones. This treatment increases the shelf life of the garlic but also effectively kills it so it will not grow. My mother, who had been growing garlic all her life, spent several frustrated

  years trying to grow it in England only to find that she couldn’t. The garlic either would not sprout shoots at all or, if it did, growth was stunted and useless. She had given up in despair

  until I realized what was going on and purchased some organically grown garlic bulbs which she hopefully, but sceptically, divided into cloves and planted in deep pots. Because the garlic was fresh

  and young, it took much longer to sprout than expected (during which time my mother totally gave up on the idea) but suddenly one day beautiful, healthy green shoots appeared all over the place.

  Needless to say, mum was ecstatic.




  Planting it for garlic chives is a great way to use garlic cloves that are a bit old or starting to sprout, but, to be sure it will grow, you will need to buy organically or locally grown garlic

  that has not been destroyed with chemicals.




  Spring Onions (Scallions) and Onion Shoots




  These versatile little plants are used by cooks all over the world. Many western recipes call for the white part of the spring onion only but in Thai and other Asian cooking it

  is the green shoots that are most prized to add flavour, colour and aroma to a whole host of dishes. They are not an ‘essential’ but they do contribute that wow factor to many curries

  and soups.




  Spring onions are readily available all year round, but home-grown produce is always fresher, costs next to nothing and is available just when you need it. Sow seeds thinly in rows in

  well-drained soil every three weeks or so from spring to autumn or buy onion sets for greater ease and speed to harvesting. Another way of obtaining fresh green onion shoots quickly and cheaply is to plant cooking onions that are beginning to sprout. Simply bury them in soil or compost, in pots or garden beds, leaving the shooting peak exposed above

  ground. Water occasionally and slice off shoots as you need them.




  Mint (Spearmint)




  One of the most wonderful of herbs, mint is popular all over the world. Nothing compares with its fresh, ‘minty’ flavour and aroma. It’s fabulous in anything

  from sweets like chocolate to ice-cream and savoury concoctions like chutneys to sauces. It’s also amazingly easy to grow; in fact, given half a chance, this hardy perennial will happily

  spread all over your garden.




  Mint does not grow well from seed so either buy a plant from your local nursery or dig up a small piece of the plant – including some of the root – from a friend’s or

  neighbour’s crop. Choose a site in your garden where it can spread freely without interfering with other plants, or plant it in a good-sized pot. Another way to control mint’s rampant

  habit is to plant it in a bottomless container sunk into the soil. I’ve grown mint this way for some years and it works really well.




  Mint prefers partial shade and moist, reasonably rich soils, but it will grow in full sun or very little sun and in any kind of soil you have. Keep the soil moist until the plant is established

  and harvest often, whether you need it or not, to encourage vigorous growth. Prune back to just above ground level once the gardening season is over and top dress with compost. Once in a while, dig

  out the excess to keep it in check.




  Lemongrass




  Lemongrass is a tropical plant used liberally in Thai and other Asian cuisines for its lovely zingy, lemony flavour.




  Although lemongrass is native to the tropics and is frost tender, it can be grown as an annual or a tender perennial in cold climates. Lemongrass will grow from root

  cuttings or can be propagated by dividing an existing plant, so, if you know someone who grows it, ask for a piece of stem with some root on it, or a small clump. (Wear gloves if you divide a

  lemongrass clump as the leaves have sharp edges.) Otherwise, buy small plants or start off as seed indoors. Plant outdoors in pots or borders, feed with lots of organic compost and water generously

  – lemongrass likes lots of water. Lemongrass will grow to around 1.2m (4 feet) tall and is an attractive ornamental.




  In cold climates, cut back a little and bring indoors during winter. For cooking, peel away the tough outer leaves and use the pale bulbous section only, either crushed or finely sliced.




  Bay Leaf (Sweet Bay or Laurel Tree)
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