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Dear Reader,

My most vivid memories of my childhood are of cooking. I remember sitting on the floor, handing my grandmother ingredients while she made dinner and pounded curry pastes. I spent so much time watching my mother and grandmother cook, I knew I would be able to do it on my own if I was just given a chance.

I lived at home until I moved to Austin, Texas, in 2001, where I started to cook for my college roommates and new friends. I had dinner parties all the time, and after graduating with my master’s degree, I began teaching Thai cooking classes. I had found my passion: sharing my knowledge with others.

Thai cooking is driven by what ingredients are available and in season. From the beginning of my cooking days, I have used a variety of ingredients like summer and winter squashes, turnips, rutabaga, and others available at farmers’ market stands. I learned very quickly that the best tasting meal is the meal that uses the freshest ingredients. I am overjoyed to share my passion for cooking with you. Kin Kao, or let’s eat, as we Thais always say.
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Introduction

THAI COOKING IS ALL about taste and balance. The five flavors—sweet, sour, salty, spicy, and bitter—are always present, either in a single dish or throughout a meal. Each ingredient has a unique role to play, adding specific flavors and textures. You will use your senses to create each dish, as if you are creating a piece of artwork. You’ll find yourself adding a little bit of fish sauce, balancing it slightly with sugar, or adding extra lime to balance the sweetness. After time, when you have gained experience, your instincts will begin to guide you through this process. Eventually you won’t even need to think about it.

Just as you create balance within a particular dish, when planning a meal try to create balance between the different dishes you are serving. For example, if you are cooking a spicy curry, a plain vegetable stir-fry will complement the curry perfectly. Condiments are always present at the Thai dinner table as well; and each one can be used to fine-tune the balance of the five flavors. For example, lime juice, tamarind water, and white vinegar all add sourness to food. Some cooks prefer to use lime juice, because of its strong sharp taste, while some prefer to use tamarind water for a more rounded and sweeter taste. Balance is always the goal.

Thailand is blessed with an abundance of food. There is plenty of seafood, fresh meat, fruit, and vegetables; most grow all year round. Thai dinners tend to revolve around which ingredients are currently available. A Thai cook starts with what she’s got in the kitchen, then considers which ingredients are in season when deciding what to cook for dinner. Recipe books were not a part of Thai kitchens until the 1980s—in fact, some Thai cooks have never picked up a recipe book in their lives.

When using this book, have fun with it. Remember, there are no terribly strict rules. The measurements in the recipes are there to give you a rough idea. That is why a recipe will often call for 1–2 tablespoons of an ingredient. The amount you will use ultimately depends on your taste and those whom you are cooking for. If your guests aren’t very adventurous as far as spices go, tone it down, and add fewer chilies. Learn by using your senses and always taste as you go along. One good way to master Thai flavors is to taste a dish every time you add an ingredient, just to see the difference each one makes. Once you are familiar with what each ingredient adds to the dish, you will be more confident about substitutions when you need to make them. Remember: start small. Once an ingredient is added, you cannot take it out, but you can always add more if you don’t use too much to begin with.

The serving sizes given are just rough estimates. Thais usually eat many dishes in the same meal, and the actual serving size depends on how many dishes you are making for that meal. Most dishes, apart from fried rice and noodles, are served with rice. When tasting the food during preparation, remember that rice will be served; so make the seasoning in your dishes a little bit stronger. This way, when eaten with rice, it will be balanced and not bland.

Cooking is not a contest; it is a joy. It is a journey and oftentimes therapeutic. Give yourself time. The most important thing is to have fun while cooking. Enjoy the process and remember to trust your instincts!


CHAPTER 1

An Introduction to Thailand and Thai Cooking

Thailand’s roots can be traced back to the T’ai tribesmen, who lived in the shadow of the Chinese in what are now the Chinese provinces of Yunnan and Sichuan, which lie along important east-west trading routes. The first true Thai kingdom, Sukhothai, was established in the thirteenth century after the Thais were freed from the power of Angkor. The era was referred to as the “Dawn of Happiness.” During this era, the Thai adopted their first alphabet and the tenets of Buddhism.

The most common name outsiders use for Thailand is Siam. The origin of the name is uncertain, but the name Siam was used to refer to modern-day Thailand until the twentieth century, when it was changed to Thailand in 1949.

Cultural Influences

The thriving seaport city of Ayutthaya became the capital of Siam in 1350, and a monarchy was established. Portugal set up the first embassy there in 1511. By 1662, Holland, Denmark, England, and France all had embassies in the city. The French began amassing troops in Siam beginning in 1675, intent on colonizing the area, but in 1688, the Siamese forcibly removed the farang (slang for “French” at the time, the word now means “foreigner”) from the country and sealed its borders for 150 years. Thailand is the only Asian country never to have been colonized by a European power, although it has been occupied by the Khmer, the Burmese, and the Japanese.
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Thai food is simply a mixture of Chinese and Indian cuisine. Food travels from India (south of Thailand) and from China (north of Thailand) with the people who migrate. Therefore, the food is milder and uses less dried spices in the north, and is spicier and uses more dried spices in the south.



During his reign from 1824 to 1851, King P’ra Nang Klao began developing trade with China and reopened the borders of the Thai kingdom. The country saw a wave of democracy surge in the 1930s, and in 1932 a constitutional monarchy was formed. Soon after, the country was officially renamed Thailand, meaning “Land of the Free.” Today, 75 percent of the population are ethnic Thais, roughly 11 percent are Chinese, and 3.5 percent are Malays. The rest is a combination of Vietnamese, Khmer, and various others. There are only a very small number of non-Asian permanent immigrants.

Weather

Thailand has a monsoon climate. The peninsula has two seasons: wet from November through July, and dry from August through October. The mainland experiences three seasons: wet from May through November, dry and cool from November through February, and dry and hot from March through April. Yet, these definitions are deceiving. From a Western perspective, Thailand is hot and humid all year round; it just varies in degrees. The only real escape from the heat is heading to the mountains in the northern part of the country.

Agriculture

Thailand’s fertile delta region, in combination with its hot and humid climate, makes for very good growing conditions, especially for rice. Archeologists believe that what is now central Thailand was the first true agricultural site on the planet, and that rice has been cultivated there since between 4000 and 3500 B.C. Agricultural products account for 66 percent of Thailand’s exports, and Thailand produces 36 percent of the world’s rice. Other important products include coconut, tapioca, rubber, sugar, pineapple, jute, soybeans, and palm oil. Sixty-five percent of the Thai labor force is involved in agriculture.

Food Culture

Achieving harmony is the most important goal when it comes to Thai cooking. The balance of sweet, salty, sour, spicy (or hot), and bitter is essential, not only within most individual dishes, but also within the context of the overall Thai meal. The key flavoring agents found in a Thai kitchen include lime, chili, garlic, ginger, lemongrass, cilantro, and fish sauce (derived from fermenting fish and salt for a long period of time). These ingredients are as basic as salt and pepper are to a Western kitchen.

All of these ingredients are indigenous to the Asian continent with one notable exception: chilies, which the Portuguese introduced to Asia in the sixteenth century after discovering them in the New World. This is perhaps one of the most profound influences on Thai cuisine, as modern Thai cooking is almost impossible to imagine without the heat of chilies. However, the Portuguese are not the only people to have significantly influenced Thai cuisine as we know it today. The Chinese introduced the concept of stir-frying, and the Indians brought curries and dried spices to the mix.

Thai cuisine reflects the country’s ample waterborne resources. Both saltwater and freshwater fish are eaten in abundance. Fish sauce is as common as ketchup and is used as a condiment, a salt substitute, and a general flavoring agent. Shrimp paste is used as we use anchovy paste in the United States. The cuisine also reflects Thailand’s tropical climate with an almost endless supply of exotic fruits that are eaten in salads, savory dishes, desserts, and by themselves.
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Thais use spoons and forks when eating their meals. Because the spoon is used in place of a knife, everything is cut into bite-size pieces to reduce the need for cutting. The spoon is the main tool used. Chopsticks are only used in noodle soups.



By far, the most important food in Thailand is rice. It is farmed everywhere from mountaintops to floodplains. It is Thailand’s number one export. Rice is so important in Thai culture that the word for rice is the same as the word for food. When Thais say “kin kao,” or “eat,” they are literally saying “eat rice.” It is eaten with every meal and made into different forms, from stir-fries to beverages to puffed cakes and desserts. The goddess of rice is Mae Po Sop. Rice is considered the core of existence and is celebrated in several Thai festivals and ceremonies, including births, weddings, and funerals.

Rice is a type of grass, the grain of which can only be extracted by milling or pounding. Thai people take great pride in the quality of their rice, and the whiter and more perfumed the rice is, the better. For this reason, jasmine rice is the long-grained variety preferred above all others. Meat, although readily consumed, is not the centerpiece of a Thai meal, but instead is looked upon as a special treat. Theravada Buddhism, which forbids the killing of animals but not the eating of meat, is practiced by 95 percent of the population of Thailand. To make meat more palatable to the Buddhist psyche, meat is almost always shredded or cut into very small pieces. Rarely will you find a steak or chop served.
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Thai chilies are very hot. When using Thai chilies, start with a small amount. When adding Thai chilies to a dish, either leave them in big pieces so people can see them and discard them, or mince them finely so when the guests eat the chili, it will only be a very small piece.



Dinner in Thailand is not served in courses, but rather soups, starters, rice, noodles, side dishes, and main courses are all served together to allow the cook to enjoy his or her guests. The meal is always served family style where everyone shares the dishes at the main table. Only dessert is served separately. Condiments such as dried chilies, chili paste, chopped peanuts, fish sauce, and soy sauce are usual additions to the Thai table, just as salt and pepper are in Western countries. Fresh fruits are the typical end to a Thai meal. Desserts such as sticky rice and mango are usually served only at the end of a fancy banquet. Heavy in fish, vegetables, fruits, and rice, and low in meats, Thai cuisine is great for your health. These foods are rich in carotenoids, flavonoids, and antioxidants, all of which are known to reduce cancer. In fact, the Thai have the lowest incidence of digestive tract cancer of all cultures.

Some Cooking Basics

The following are some guidelines that should make your cooking experience more satisfying, no matter what your level of expertise.


	Read the recipe in its entirety before you begin—twice is even better.


	Thai cooking is based on taste. When adding any flavoring ingredient like fish sauce, soy sauce, or sugar, add a small amount and taste first. Add some more if needed.


	Make sure you have all of the ingredients, pans, and utensils, have enough time, and understand the methodology.


	Use seasonal ingredients whenever possible. Thai food is designed around what is in season. Because of the climate, most Thai ingredients are available all year in Thailand. Utilize fresh ingredients from your farmers’ market or your garden in the recipes.


	Be prepared. Have your ingredients prepped before you begin cooking—vegetables diced or sliced, dry and wet ingredients properly measured, etc.


	Take meat out of the refrigerator about fifteen minutes before you are going to cook it, allowing it to come to room temperature. It will cook faster and more evenly and be less likely to stick to the pan. Marinate meat in light soy sauce or oyster sauce before using for stir-fries.


	Use freshly ground pepper, if you can. Pepper begins to lose its flavor and pungency as soon as it is ground.
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Many Thai ingredients can be frozen up to six months. Consider buying extra ingredients like galangal, lemongrass, lime leaves, and Thai chilies. Those ingredients freeze very well. Once thawed, they have to be used immediately and should not be refrozen.



Basic Cooking Methods

The following are some of the more common cooking methods used, not only in Thai cooking, but all over the world. A basic understanding of these methods will help you with all of your cooking.

Stir-Frying or Pad


Stir-frying involves cooking in an open pan over high temperatures, turning and tossing constantly. Stir-frying is a Chinese method of cooking that was adopted by Thais and is usually done in a carbon steel wok for smoky flavor.

In an effort to alleviate the difficulty of cleaning a wok, aluminum woks were made around the mid-nineteenth century. Make sure to season your carbon steel wok before using. Heat up the wok over high heat until hot. Thinly spread vegetable oil over the entire surface and wipe excess oil. Continue heating until the surface turns somewhat black.

Cooking fats should be relatively free of flavor and have a high smoking point. The best are vegetable oil and peanut oil. The pan must be hot before adding the oil. This will give the pan a somewhat nonstick surface and help prevent the oil from smoking while heating the pan. If the pan is hot, oil will heat up very quickly. Make sure the oil is hot, but not smoking, before adding the spices. Turn down the heat at the beginning to brown the spices properly. Be careful—spices burn easily. Continuous tossing of the spices will prevent burning.

Grilling

Grilling is a cooking method where food is cooked by exposing it to direct (usually intense) heat over hot coals or some other heat source. This method is typically fast; the direct heat chars the surface of the food, giving it great flavor. Thai recipes that call for the grilling method usually have oil as an ingredient in the marinade. Oil will prevent the food from sticking to the grill.

Simmering

 Simmering is a technique that involves cooking food in liquid. The cooking liquid is first brought to a boil and then the heat is reduced in order to obtain less active bubbling. This slow and low cooking method is used to ensure that the meat or vegetables are not overcooked or toughened, but cooked through. Cooking whole chicken or ground pork for larb are good examples of this method. Only a few foods are actually boiled—vegetables are the most common ingredient to be boiled. Protein tends to get tough if cooked at a rapid boil.

Blanching

You can use boiling water to blanch fruits and vegetables before they are exposed to another cooking method or if you want to keep them tender-crisp. Blanching involves placing the ingredients in boiling water briefly and then plunging them into cold water to help retain color and flavor. This method is used for ingredients that require very little cooking time to remove bitter or raw flavors. It is also used for noodles in noodle soup.

Steaming

Another cooking process that involves water is steaming. For this method, the food is placed in a steamer over boiling water. The pot is always covered to ensure that the steam remains in the pot to cook the food thoroughly. Thais commonly use this method to cook sticky rice. Another great steamed dish is whole fish; a whole fish is scored, put on a plate with seasonings, and steamed in a large metal steamer.

Deep-Frying

Woks and high-sided pans are great for deep-frying. You will need enough oil to cover the food completely. The oil should be hot, at about 350°F. You can use a thermometer to take the temperature, or stick a wooden spoon in hot oil—if the oil sizzles around the spoon, it’s ready to go. Remember that as you add food to the hot oil, you’re reducing the temperature. Drop items into the hot oil in small batches and fry until they float to the top, then drain on paper towels. When done properly, deep-fried food will not be excessively oily.

What You’ll Need

Thai cooking really doesn’t require a kitchen full of fancy gadgets. Most often you will use standard mixing bowls and measuring cups, pots and pans, ladles, spatulas, spoons, and knives. Here are a few items that will make your Thai cooking easier and more enjoyable.

KNIVES


	Paring knife: a short-bladed knife (usually 2–4 inches) used to trim fruits and vegetables


	Chef’s knife: a medium-bladed knife used for chopping and slicing


	Cleaver: a large knife used to chop bone-in meats or for slicing and mincing meat




SPECIALTY UTENSILS


	Mortar and pestle: probably the most important tool in a Thai kitchen for making curry pastes and relishes. Nothing makes curry pastes as smooth as a mortar and pestle. A food processor or blender will cut spices into small pieces, but a mortar and pestle will grind the spices to a fine paste, allowing the fragrant oil to be released. There are two kinds of mortar and pestles that Thais use. A clay mortar with wooden pestle is used to make salad, particularly Som Tum (Green Papaya Salad in Chapter 4). A granite mortar and pestle set is used to make curry pastes and relishes or to grind rice or dried shrimp to a fine powder.


	Wok: a high-sided, sloping, small-bottomed pan designed to cook food quickly and evenly. American stovetops are not designed to hold a wok, and it can be difficult to get a wok hot enough to cook the food quickly. A good substitution for a wok is a large, high-sided pan like a sauté pan or a Dutch oven. The bigger bottom surface will ensure the high heat while the higher sides will help the food to stay inside the pot while cooking.


	Rice cooker: an electric appliance that makes cooking rice a stress-free experience.


	Food processor: the workhorse of the kitchen when it comes to mixing, chopping, puréeing, and shredding.
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How do I serve a Thai meal?

Thai meals are all about the balance of different flavors and texture. Thai meals are almost always eaten family style. When cooking a Thai meal, make sure to take into consideration the balance of salty, sweet, sour, spicy, and bitter. And don’t forget the rice!



Thai Ingredients and Tips on Substitutions

Some ingredients cannot be substituted. In many cases, omitting those ingredients is a better alternative than substituting them. The items that cannot be substituted include galangal (cannot be substituted with ginger) and kaffir limes or kaffir lime leaves (cannot be substituted with regular limes or lime leaves.) A lot of fresh Thai ingredients are easy to grow in a warmer climate. Many online Thai grocery stores also sell fresh ingredients that you can purchase and freeze for later use. If you have to substitute, here are some tips on some of the ingredients.
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	Fish sauce
	Thai soy sauce (not the saltier and less sweet Japanese soy sauce)



	Thai soy sauce
	Chinese soy sauce



	Long beans or snake beans
	Green beans



	Shallots
	Red onions



	Homemade curry paste
	Store-bought curry paste



	Thai chilies
	Serrano peppers




Thai Pantry

These are things you should always have in your pantry or freezer. These essential ingredients will transform fresh ingredients into many delicious Thai dishes.

Bamboo Shoots (Nor Mai)

Bamboo shoots are excellent in curries and stir-fried dishes. Raw bamboo shoots are a little bitter, but the bitterness is reduced after cooking. If you buy canned bamboo shoots, rinse them before using.

Chilies (Prik)

Thai chilies are available in Asian supermarkets. The flavor of the Thai chili is unique, and it should not be substituted with other kinds of chilies. Small bird’s-eye chilies are hard to come by in the United States, but the slightly less hot chilies you’ll find are good enough for Thai cooking. Thai chilies can be frozen for up to six months.

Coconut Milk (Kati)

Coconut milk is used in curry dishes and in desserts. Coconut milk can be made fresh by shredding coconut meat in a food processor and adding water to extract cream from the meat. The first round of extraction will yield creamy white coconut cream, and the second round is called coconut milk.

Curry Paste (Nam Prik Kaeng)

Canned curry pastes are available in Asian supermarkets, but you can easily make your own. Making your own paste with a mortar and pestle, or even with a blender or food processor, will definitely yield better-tasting curries than canned paste. However, there are a few good quality premade pastes you can use. If you use a canned paste, add a little freshly ground white peppercorn to the paste to revive it.

Fish Sauce (Nam Pla)

Almost all Thai dishes use fish sauce. Add this amazing seasoning to anything, and it will do wonders. On its own, fish sauce smells and tastes very pungent. But when cooked in a dish, fish sauce completes the unique taste of Thai cooking as it blends and supports other flavors.

Galangal (Kha)

Galangal is a rhizome that is used widely in Thai cooking. Galangal can be purchased fresh or frozen at Asian supermarkets. Dried galangal has a more pungent flavor, so use 30 percent less.

Garlic (Gratium)

Garlic is used in almost all curry pastes. Minced garlic is used in almost all stir-fried dishes. Minced garlic is usually fried in vegetable oil until golden brown before adding other ingredients into stir-fried dishes. Always mince fresh garlic right before using. Bottled minced garlic has lost much of its flavor.

Kaffir Lime Leaves (Bai Magrood)

Kaffir lime leaves add great flavor to curries and soups like Tom Yum or Tom Kha. They may be difficult to find in the market, but if you do find them, remember that they’ll keep in the freezer for up to six months. Kaffir lime plants can also be found in some nurseries.

Lemongrass (Ta Krai)

Lemongrass is used in curries and soups like Tom Yum and Tom Kha and in curry pastes. You can easily grow your own lemongrass. Place a stalk in water for two weeks and then plant it in a large pot (or in the soil if you live in a warmer climate). Keep the soil moist. Fresh stalks can be frozen for up to six months.

Oil (Nam Maan Puet)

Vegetable oil is used for most Thai dishes. Pork or chicken fat is also used in many recipes.

Oyster Sauce (Nam Man Hoi)

Although of Chinese origin, oyster sauce adds flavor to many Thai stir-fried dishes. Keep a bottle at home to use interchangeably with soy sauce and sugar. It is salty and sweet.

Peppercorn (Prik Thai)

White peppercorns are commonly used in Thai cooking. Freshly ground peppercorns have a much more robust flavor than preground pepper.

Rice (Kao)

The favorite Thai rice is the long-grain jasmine rice, kao hom mali.

Shrimp Paste (Kapi)

Shrimp paste is the heart of Thai cooking. It is used to season almost all curry pastes and many stir-fried dishes. The smell of shrimp paste is extremely pungent. You can buy shrimp paste at Asian supermarkets or make your own. Thai shrimp paste is different from other countries’ shrimp paste, so make sure you buy shrimp paste from Thailand. Shrimp paste will keep for up to one year in the refrigerator.

Soybean Paste (Tao Jeuw)

Soybean paste is often used to make many Chinese-influenced dishes. The soybeans are salted and then fermented with rice mold. It is used in sauces, soups, steamed dishes, and some stir-fried dishes.

Soy Sauce (Sii Euy)

Thin soy sauce has a rich salty flavor and is used for many stir-fries and soup dishes. Thick soy sauce is used to add golden brown color to stir-fried dishes or soupy dishes. Sweet soy sauce is simply thick soy sauce with more sugar. You can make sweet soy sauce by adding one part sugar to two parts thick soy sauce.

Sticky Rice (Kao Neuw)

Sticky rice is eaten with many salads or is used to make desserts. Although it’s also called glutinous rice, sticky rice does not contain any gluten.

Sugar (Nam Tarn)

Palm sugar (nam tarn peep or nam tarn maproa) is rich in flavor and is preferred when cooking Thai food. Palm sugar is available in bottles. White sugar (nam tarn sai) can usually be used as a substitute for palm sugar; however, there are only a few dishes that will be distinctively different when using palm sugar. The recipes will indicate if palm sugar is necessary.

Tamarind (Ma Kaam Piak)

Tamarind is used to add a sour taste to dishes. Tamarind pulp can be bought at Asian grocery stores. To make 1 cup of tamarind water, add warm water to 1⁄3 cup of tamarind pulp. Leave it for a few minutes until softened, then squeeze and work the pulp to get the juice out of it. Strain the remaining pulp. Thick tamarind water can be added to curries, soups, or other Thai dishes.


CHAPTER 2

The Basics

Coconut Milk (Kati)

Jasmine Rice (Kao)

Sticky Rice (Kao Neaw)

Green Curry Paste (Kaeng Kiew Wan)

Red Curry Paste (Kaeng Daeng)

Panang Curry Paste

Southern (or Massaman) Curry Paste

Northern (or Jungle) Curry Paste (Kaeng Pa)

Yellow Curry Paste (Kaeng Karee)

Homemade Curry Powder

Sriracha Sauce

Chilies in Vinegar

Pickled Chilies and Garlic

Tamarind Water

Thai Chili and Fish Sauce (Nam Pla Prik)

Thai Chili and Fish Sauce with Lime, Shallots, and Garlic

Roasted Thai Chili Flakes (Prik Pon)

Fried Chilies with Shallots and Garlic

Chicken Stock

Vegetable Stock

Marinade for Meat

Boiled Eggs (Kai Tom)

Fried Eggs (Kai Tod)

Deep-Fried Minced Garlic

Salted Duck Eggs (Kai Kem)

Salted Shrimp (Kung Haeng)

Rendered Pork Fat

Plain Rice Soup

Coconut Milk (Kati)

Coconut milk can be purchased in a can or made with shredded coconut meat. You can find shredded coconut meat in the frozen section at Asian grocery stores.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 2 CUPS

2 cups frozen shredded coconut meat

3–4 cups water




Storing Coconut Milk

Coconut milk can be frozen for later use. If you use coconut milk from a can, it will keep for four days after opening, but once opened, be sure to transfer it to a different container and store it in the refrigerator.




	In a large bowl, add enough water to coconut meat to cover. Squeeze the meat with your hands until the liquid becomes white and thick. Strain through a fine mesh strainer. This first round of the liquid is called coconut cream or the “head” of coconut milk.


	Repeat the process by adding more water to cover the coconut meat. Strain the second round of liquid. This second round of liquid is called coconut milk or the “tail” of coconut milk. When making dessert, most often, only the head is used. When making curries, both the head and tail are used. Store-bought coconut milk is a mixture of head and tail.




Jasmine Rice (Kao)

Rice is a crucial part of Thai cuisine. It is so important that the term “eat rice” means to eat a meal.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 2 CUPS

1 cup white jasmine rice

11⁄2 cups water




Cooking Perfect Rice

The common recipe of 1 part rice to 2 parts water often yields overcooked rice. Jasmine rice contains more moisture than other long-grain white rice, so 1 part rice to 11⁄2 parts water is ideal. Another easy method of measuring the right amount of water is to cover the rice with water, stir it, then level the top of the rice. Touch the top of the rice with your index finger. The water should be one knuckle above the rice.



Add rice and water to a medium saucepan and stir. Bring the water to a boil, turn the heat down to very low, cover the pan, and let the rice simmer for about 10–12 minutes. Check after 10 minutes. When the water is all absorbed, the rice is done. Keep the cover on for another 5 minutes so the rice will fluff up. Serve.

Sticky Rice (Kao Neaw)

Sticky rice, or sweet rice, has a higher starch level than regular white rice. It is sometimes called glutinous rice, not because it contains gluten, but because of its glue-like texture once cooked.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 3 CUPS

1 cup sticky or sweet rice




	Soak rice in room-temperature water for at least 4 hours and up to 12 hours. Steam in a bamboo or any type of steamer for 15 minutes.


	Alternatively, wrap soaked sticky rice in a dampened towel and place on a plate. Microwave the rice for 3 minutes and check to see if it is done (rice is done when it is completely translucent). Cook in 1-minute increments until the rice is done.




Green Curry Paste (Kaeng Kiew Wan)

Green curry is considered one of the spiciest coconut milk–based curries. It is a great curry for all kinds of meat and seafood. Garnish with Thai basil to complete the dish.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1⁄2 CUP

15 green Thai chilies

1 teaspoon roasted coriander seeds

1 teaspoon roasted cumin

1 teaspoon white peppercorn

1 tablespoon finely chopped galangal

1 tablespoon chopped lemongrass (about 1 stalk)

1 teaspoon chopped cilantro roots or stems

3 shallots, coarsely chopped

9 cloves garlic

1⁄2 teaspoon kaffir lime zest (optional)

1 teaspoon shrimp paste

1 teaspoon salt



Make a paste using a mortar and pestle by adding ingredients one at a time in the order given. Pound one ingredient until it’s broken up in small pieces before adding the next one. When all ingredients are added, continue pounding until it forms a fine paste. Alternatively, place coarsely chopped ingredients in a blender and blend until smooth, adding water as needed.

Red Curry Paste (Kaeng Daeng)

Red curry paste uses large dried red chilies instead of fresh chilies. It’s a little smoky compared to green curry. Almost any type of meat can be used with this curry paste.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1⁄2 CUP

7 dried large red Thai chilies, soaked and seeded

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon coriander seeds, toasted

1 teaspoon cumin seeds, toasted

1 tablespoon chopped lemongrass (about 1 stalk)

1 tablespoon finely chopped galangal

1 teaspoon kaffir lime zest (optional)

2 teaspoons chopped cilantro roots or stems

5 shallots, chopped

10 garlic cloves, chopped

1 teaspoon shrimp paste



Make a paste using a mortar and pestle by adding ingredients one at a time in the order given. Pound one ingredient until it’s broken up in small pieces before adding the next one. When all ingredients are added, continue pounding until it forms a fine paste. Alternatively, place coarsely chopped ingredients in a blender and blend until smooth, adding water as needed.

Panang Curry Paste

Panang curry is a thicker and creamier curry that uses more coconut cream than other curries. This classic version uses roasted peanuts, but peanuts are often not added to the curry found in restaurants and markets. Beef is the most common meat used in this curry.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1⁄2 CUP

10 dried large red Thai chilies, soaked and seeded

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon ground white pepper

1⁄2 nutmeg, broken, roasted, and ground

4 tablespoons chopped roasted peanuts

1 tablespoon chopped lemongrass

11⁄2 tablespoons finely chopped galangal

1⁄2 teaspoon kaffir lime zest (optional)

5 shallots, chopped

10 garlic cloves, chopped

1 teaspoon chopped cilantro roots or stems

1 teaspoon shrimp paste



Make a paste using a mortar and pestle by adding ingredients one at a time in the order given. Pound one ingredient until it’s broken up in small pieces before adding the next one. When all ingredients are added, continue pounding until it forms a fine paste. Alternatively, place coarsely chopped ingredients in a blender and blend until smooth, adding water as needed.

Southern (or Massaman) Curry Paste

Massaman is the most complex of Thai curries. It was influenced by Malaysian curry, with the addition of more dried spices.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1⁄2 CUP

5 dried large red Thai chilies, soaked and seeded

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon coriander seeds, toasted and ground

1 teaspoon cumin seeds, toasted and ground

2 cloves, toasted and ground

1 teaspoon ground white pepper

1 tablespoon chopped lemongrass

1 tablespoon finely chopped galangal

1 teaspoon kaffir lime zest (optional)

2 teaspoons chopped cilantro

3 shallots, roasted

2 garlic cloves, roasted

1 teaspoon shrimp paste



Make a paste using a mortar and pestle by adding ingredients one at a time in the order given. Pound one ingredient until it’s broken up in small pieces before adding the next one. When all ingredients are added, continue pounding until it forms a fine paste. Alternatively, place coarsely chopped ingredients in a blender and blend until smooth, adding water as needed.

Northern (or Jungle) Curry Paste (Kaeng Pa)

Jungle curry is a spicy stock-based curry from the north of Thailand. It is simple and uses only fish sauce to season the curry. Sometimes a little sugar is added. It is never made with coconut milk and it often combines different kinds of vegetables in the curry.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 2 CUPS

15–20 fresh red or green Thai chilies, or dried small red Thai chilies

1⁄4 teaspoon salt

1 tablespoon chopped galangal

2 tablespoons lemongrass, chopped (about 1 stalk)

2 teaspoons minced cilantro roots or cilantro stems

2 tablespoons chopped wild ginger or lesser galangal (grachai)

1 or 2 shallots, chopped

1 tablespoon chopped garlic

1 teaspoon shrimp paste



Make a paste using a mortar and pestle by adding ingredients one at a time in the order given. Pound one ingredient until it’s broken up in small pieces before adding the next one. When all ingredients are added, continue pounding until it forms a fine paste. Alternatively, place coarsely chopped ingredients in a blender and blend until smooth, adding water as needed.

Yellow Curry Paste (Kaeng Karee)

Yellow curry is influenced by the Indian spices curry powder and turmeric. This curry is less spicy but more pungent with dried spices.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1⁄2 CUP

4 dried long red Thai chilies, soaked and seeded

3 shallots, toasted

7 cloves garlic, toasted

1 teaspoon minced ginger, toasted

1 teaspoon minced galangal, toasted

1 tablespoon chopped lemongrass

1 tablespoon coriander seeds, toasted

1 teaspoon cumin seeds, toasted

2 teaspoons curry powder

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon shrimp paste (optional)



Make a paste using a mortar and pestle by adding ingredients one at a time in the order given. Pound one ingredient until it’s broken up in small pieces before adding the next one. When all ingredients are added, continue pounding until it forms a fine paste. Alternatively, place coarsely chopped ingredients in a blender and blend until smooth, adding water as needed.

Homemade Curry Powder

Making your own curry powder ensures that no additives like tapioca flour or wheat flour are added.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1⁄2 CUP

1 tablespoon black peppercorns

3 tablespoons coriander seeds

2 tablespoons cumin seeds

1 tablespoon cloves, whole

15 white Thai cardamom pods

2 tablespoons ginger powder

1⁄4 cup turmeric powder

3 dried long Thai chilies or dried long New Mexico chilies




	Toast whole dried spices separately in a dry frying pan over low heat until fragrant. Cumin seeds will take about 1 minute, while the rest of the spices take about 2 minutes.


	Combine all ingredients in a coffee grinder, working in batches if necessary. Store in a jar with a tight lid for three months.




Sriracha Sauce

Sriracha is the name of a town on the eastern seaboard of Thailand. This sauce is used in various dishes or as a dipping sauce.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1 CUP

10 dried long red Thai chilies (dried Serrano is a good substitution)

1 cup whole garlic cloves

1 teaspoon salt

1⁄4 cup sugar

11⁄2 cups water

3 tablespoons white vinegar




	Combine chilies, garlic, salt, sugar, and water in a saucepan. Bring to a boil and simmer until chilies and garlic are tender, about 5–7 minutes. Let cool.


	Add vinegar to the mixture and purée until smooth.




Chilies in Vinegar

This is a classic condiment for Pad See Ew and many other stir-fried noodle dishes. It’s easy to make and keeps well when refrigerated.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 3 CUPS

3 cups sliced jalapeño or Serrano peppers

Distilled white vinegar




Condiments

Thais are big on condiments. There are always little bowls of sauces at the table for you to adjust each dish to your preferred taste. Condiments add balance to the dish.



In a medium bowl or glass jar, cover sliced peppers with vinegar. Let sit for at least 30 minutes. Store in the refrigerator for up to three months.

Pickled Chilies and Garlic

This is a simple, yet complex-tasting sauce to add to any noodle soup. It’s a great sauce for stewed meats as well.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1 CUP

1 cup Serrano peppers

3 Thai chilies

4 cloves garlic, peeled

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon sugar

1 cup white vinegar



Purée all ingredients in a blender until smooth. Transfer to a jar, seal, and refrigerate for up to three months.

Tamarind Water

Tamarind water or concentrate is a key ingredient in many Thai recipes. It is tart and a little sweet, and once it is made, the water or paste can be frozen indefinitely.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1 CUP

1⁄2 cup tamarind pulp

11⁄2 cups water




Tamarind

Tamarinds can be sweet or sour. Sweet tamarind is eaten like a snack in Thailand, while the sour kind is used in cooking.



Soak tamarind pulp in 1 cup of water for a few minutes to soften. Work the pulp to dissolve the meat. Strain and reserve the thick brown water. Repeat by adding the other 1⁄2 cup of water and strain.

Thai Chili and Fish Sauce (Nam Pla Prik)

This is the main condiment at every Thai dining table, at home or in restaurants. Chilies pickled in fish sauce become less spicy.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1⁄2 CUP

1⁄4 cup red or green fresh Thai chilies, sliced

1⁄3 cup fish sauce to cover



Combine all ingredients in a bowl and let sit for 30 minutes.

Thai Chili and Fish Sauce with Lime, Shallots, and Garlic

This is a more complex version of chili and fish sauce. It is a perfect condiment for rice dishes, and adds a lively sour element to any dish.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1 CUP

1⁄4 cup fresh red or green Thai chilies, sliced

1⁄2 cup fish sauce

1 clove garlic, thinly sliced

1 small shallot, thinly sliced

3 tablespoons lime juice




Thai Chilies

Small, thin-skinned, long Thai chilies are known for their heat. Serrano peppers or other hot peppers can be used in place of Thai chilies. However, they are not as spicy and will require quite a few more chilies to achieve the same level of heat.



Combine all ingredients in a bowl and let sit for 30 minutes.

Roasted Thai Chili Flakes (Prik Pon)

Roasted Thai chilies are a simple and fast way to add heat to your dishes. Once made, ground roasted chilies will keep for six months in an airtight container. Toasting chilies first before grinding helps release the heat and aroma of the chilies.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1 CUP

4 cups dried small Thai chilies




Roasting Chilies

Make sure that the kitchen is properly ventilated when dry-roasting chilies. The smoke can irritate your eyes and throat.




	Heat a dry pan over low heat. Add chilies to the pan and toss until slightly brown and fragrant. Alternatively, heat the oven to 350°F. Place dried chilies on a baking sheet and roast for 3 minutes or until fragrant. Remove from heat and let cool.


	Grind roasted chilies in a food processor and store in an airtight container in the pantry.




Fried Chilies with Shallots and Garlic

Enjoy this flavorful chili paste with many different dishes like Curried Egg Noodle Soup with Beef (see Chapter 6).


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1⁄2 CUP

1 cup vegetable oil

3 shallots, chopped

2 garlic cloves, chopped

15 dried small Thai chilies

1⁄4 teaspoon salt

1⁄2 teaspoon palm sugar




	Heat oil in a pot to about 325°F. Deep-fry shallots and garlic until golden, about 1 minute. Drain and set aside.


	Deep-fry dried chilies until fragrant, about 1 minute, and drain on paper towels.


	Combine all ingredients, including salt and palm sugar, in a small food processor with 2 tablespoons of the oil from deep-frying and blend until smooth.




Chicken Stock

Homemade chicken stock is hard to beat. Chicken stock is a great addition to soups, curries, or stir-fries. Cooked chicken left over from making chicken stock can be used in many dishes like Chicken and Rice (see Chapter 9) or Rice Congee (see Chapter 9).


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 12 CUPS

1 whole chicken (about 3 pounds)

3 cloves garlic, crushed

5 slices ginger, 1⁄4″-thick

10 stalks cilantro stems

2 teaspoons salt




	Combine all ingredients in a large stockpot. Add enough water to cover the chicken. Bring to a boil over high heat, then reduce heat to medium-low. Cover and let simmer for 25 minutes.


	Remove chicken from the stock and let sit. Strain stock and let it cool. Stock can be frozen for up to six months.




Vegetable Stock

This stock can be made with all or some of the vegetable ingredients. It is mainly designed to use whatever is left in your fridge. The outer leaves of a cabbage are also a great ingredient for the stock.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 8 CUPS

2 celery stalks

1 daikon or Japanese white radish, sliced

3 cloves garlic, smashed

1 yellow onion, chopped

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon sugar

3 cilantro stalks



Combine all the ingredients in a stockpot. Cover with water about 6″ above the vegetables, bring to a boil over high heat, then reduce heat to medium-low. Cover and let simmer for 1 hour. Strain.

Marinade for Meat

This is a classic Thai marinade. It is the most used marinade recipe for deep-frying, grilling, or sautéing meats. This mixture will marinate 1⁄2 pound of meat.


INGREDIENTS | YIELDS 1⁄2 CUP

1 teaspoon chopped cilantro roots or stems

1⁄4 teaspoon salt

2 teaspoons chopped garlic

1⁄2 teaspoon freshly ground white pepper

2 teaspoons palm sugar

2 tablespoons light soy sauce

Dash of dark soy sauce (optional)




Dark Soy Sauce

The dark soy sauce will enrich the color of the marinade to a darker brown and add smoky flavor. It is used mainly for grilled items because the sugar in dark soy sauce will caramelize and enhance the flavor and the look of the dish.
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