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  A deep-seated passion for food

  



  Call me biased, but I think the best reason for visiting Singapore is the food. If Singaporeans aren’t eating a meal, then they are either talking about it or planning for the next. This passion does not stem merely from some culinary hedonism—although pleasure surely plays a large part—but from some deep-seated belief that the sharing of food and its preparation binds a family and community together. Even more so when the food tastes so good.


  Perhaps the true strength of Singaporean food lies in its diverse background and the willingness of the people to embrace new tastes and ingredients. Chinese, Malay, Indian and Nonya cuisines are both maintained and blended into one of the world’s most interesting, delicious cuisines. Whatever the reason the result is food that tastes … shiok!


  The Jackfruit Curry and Gulai Prawns make me want to go to the market and then into the kitchen. The Fishhead Curry could easily do a winning lap on Race Course Road. The Satay or Hainanese Chicken Rice are happily reminiscent of that served in the old Beach Road or Middle Road restaurants. In this book, culinary favourites such as these are presented in an enticing style with truly alluring photographs.


  I have known both Terry and Christopher Tan for several years and have always been impressed with their conviction and knowledge. This wonderful book is the outcome.
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  David Thompson
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  SHIOK!
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(SHE’IOK) (ADJ.) sublime, unspeakably wonderful,

  



  Some wag once said that the quickest way to start a debate in Singapore is to walk up to a random group of people and ask them, “So where can I get the best chicken rice?”


  Eating is the Singapore national sport. An irresistible vein of foodieness runs deep in the Singaporean genetic makeup. We plan lunch over breakfast and dinner over lunch, and then go out to supper. We incessantly trade tips about the best places to get the shiokest dishes. Our Chinese wedding dinners stretch to nine courses over four hours. We endure forty minutes of queueing for a simple bowl of ground pork noodles with black vinegar. Why? Because we can’t ﬁnd the particular ﬂavour of the stall’s old-fashioned chilli sauce anywhere else.


  There is a such diversity of ways and places to stuff your face here, from hawker centres and corner coffeeshops to the classiest contemporary Asian and Western restaurants. You can empty your wallet for a French dinner one night and sit down to a $1 dosai(south Indian rice crêpe) the next morning. Given the details of our island republic’s history, our egalitarian omnivorousness is no surprise. Over the centuries before and since its founding in 1819 by the Englishman Sir Stamford Rafﬂes, Singapore has had a cultural life braided with Chinese, Malay, Arab, Thai, Indian, Indonesian, Eurasian, colonial British and continental influences. Our cuisine, then and now, reﬂects this. How else to explain a Chinese chicken soup with macaroni, crispy shallots and fried bread croutons? A rich curry of pork ribs and bamboo shoots? A Hainanese chef’s special “chicken cutlets” in HP Sauce-spiked brown gravy with chips and peas? A staple breakfast trio of hot buttered toast slathered with coconut-egg jam, a soft-boiled egg drizzled with dark soy sauce and a cup of thick, black, highly sweetened coffee? When you grow up with such an eclectic mix of edibles, your taste buds get a uniquely intoxicating education.

  



  Chinese Cooking: Dialectical Differences Forget the greasy homogeneity of the oriental takeaway menu too often found abroad. The true diversity of Chinese cuisine is as wide and deep as regional French or Italian. There is no “Chinese food”perse—there is food from Hunan and Swatow and Beijing and Yunnan and Shanghai and that’s without considering the web of Chinese ancestry extending throughout South-East Asia, the Thai-Teochews, Indonesian Chinese and so on, each strand of which has its own culinary distinctions.


  Terry comes from the match of an Indonesian Chinese father and a mother whose antecedents came from the early Peranakan clans of Malacca, Penang and Thailand. Then again, his father’s family also had Hokkien roots in China’s Fujian Province and his mother’s family a branch of good Teochew stock from the Swatow district of Guangdong Province. Every family feast was a glorious tok panjang—the Peranakan festive offering of dishes spread across a long table. Chris’ maternal grandfather was a true-blue Baba who married a true-blue Cantonese lady and their house-hold meals were an eclectic mix of classics from both worlds, brought together in a mouth-watering alchemy.


  In essence, Chinese food in Singapore has four main regional branches—Hokkien, Teochew Cantonese and Hainanese. Teochews are inordinately fond of soups, braised dishes and steamed dishes, clear and relatively unadorned. Hokkiens stir up delicious noodle dishes and meat rolls. And the Cantonese are masters at roasted meats and simply sauced vegetables and seafood. The most celebrated contribution of the Hainanese, apart from the scores of ah kors or male chefs who manned the woks and ovens of country club kitchens and Western restaurants—some of whom still do today—is the aforementioned chicken rice, which by now has evolved into something quite different from the original dish cooked on Hainan Island.
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  Left to right: Beautifully mottled crab shells; man serving up chicken curry at the Adam Road food centre; a well-connected roast meat stall at the Tiong Bahru food centre; deep-fried “butterﬂy” buns; fish seller at the Chinatown Complex market; durian, the king of fruits; used condensed milk cans make handy takeaway coffee cups; otak-otak or barbecued ﬁsh in banana leaves.

  



  greatly more than satisfactory in all ways, unsurpassably good

  



  These précis do not of course do full justice to the full range of regional Chinese cuisines, which is displayed as much in home kitchens as in restaurants. Other Chinese styles of cooking, such as Shanghai, Hunan, Sichuan and such only noticeably established themselves as part of the local landscape from the mid-1950s onwards, as Chinese from those parts migrated here. Much in evidence these days too are the contemporary strains of Chinese cooking informed by Hong Kong-style Cantonese cuisine, French techniques and the occasional South-East Asian ﬂavour, which have a great sense of adventure and vibrancy to them.

  



  Malay Flavours: Rasa Sayang Malay cooking has a revered—though not always loudly acknowledged—place within the Singapore kitchen as a major evolutionary inﬂuence, in the same way Indian and Indonesian cuisines do. The fresh spices and herbs of the Malaysian Peninsula and the dry, aromatic ones of Arabic Muslim and Indian Muslim origins combine in the intricate weave of local Malay food. Who has eatennasi lemak and not remembered its delicate nuances? Some of Terry’s fondest childhood memories are of our neighbourhood Malay hawkers who sold little banana leaf packets of this coconut rice, topped with Crispy Ikan Bilis with Peanuts, a fried egg and a rich, hot Fried Chilli Sambal to dab on it all. And there are still few satays to beat those made by Malay chefs, Terry’s favourite being satay babat, made with tripe. The rich coconut, palm sugar and rice ﬂour in Indonesian and peninsular Malay desserts has also left its mark on Nonya sweets.

  



  Indian Inﬂuences: Spice-laden Breezes Historically, most of Singapore’s Indian inhabitants came from the south of the sub-continent—Tamils and Malayalees mainly. Later came the Sindis, Gujaratis, Bengalis and Punjabis from the northern provinces and presently the square kilometer that makes up Little India is redolent with their combined gastronomical talents. It is a disservice to summarise India’s cuisines in anything less than several hundred pages, but as a rough reference for the palate, southern Indian food in Singapore is characterised by rice ﬂour-based breads as well as rice dishes, with an abundance of seafood, fresh vegetables, cool yoghurt and sour tamarind as foils for aromatic, chilli-hot spice blends spiked with mustard seeds and curry leaves. Northern Indian food here calls more often on wheat breads as the staple and boasts many rich and complex curries as well as tandoori specialties. A meal of either ilk is typically built around a mix of dry and wet dishes and chutneys and pickles. One “Indian” curry, made with large ﬁsh heads in a spicy, sour gravy, is in fact a uniquely Singaporean variation on a Keralan theme that you won’t ﬁnd in the motherland.

  



  Peranakan Roots: Our Own Fusion Heriatage Also known as Straits Chinese, the Peranakan people (the latter term meaning “born of the soil”) have roots in Chinese, Malay and Indian culture. The respectful term for Peranakan men, Baba, comes from an Indian word; women are called Nonyas. The original community arose centuries ago in Malacca and today the other centres of the diaspora are in Penang and Singapore, with small groups in Indonesia and Thailand. Each community has its own distinct culinary emphases. Malaccan and Singaporean Nonya food is largely similar, but many Nonya dishes from Penang, further north, have a Thai mood about them and the Penangite patois embraces many Thai words. Many Peranakans were of Chinese-Indonesian parentage, like my father; the nearby Riau Islands were a Peranakan outpost.


  All told, it makes for scrumptious eating—a natural example of “fusion” cuisine—without any of the hapless connotations that word has gathered in the modern era. The Peranakan culinary canon integrates its diverse roots into a glorious whole. It includes curries of seafood, beef and chicken, but also pork; braised meats almost purely Chinese in style, but enlivened with a snap of spices; fattening festive noodle dishes and healthy salads of raw vegetables and herbs; and rich desserts that will have you napping after lunch. Perhaps its most iconic dish is chicken and pork ribs cooked in a spicy tamarind gravy with buah keluak, Indonesian black nuts whose meat tastes divinely like the offspring of a black trufﬂe, a dark chocolate bar and wet earth after rain.


  The best Nonya cooks, like cooks everywhere, measure ingredients and cooking times with their hands, eyes, noses and ears, and they give a name to this cooking by feel—agak-agak. Much of Terry’s own style in this respect was handed down to him by first his grandmother and then his mother, bless their Nonya souls, who in assigning him sometimes tedious kitchen tasks made him an unwitting trustee of the culture. Chris was not forcibly steeped in his ancestry in the same way, but picked it up through osmosis, as it were.


  As food writers, our sense of our heritage reminds us that we have a duty to arouse curiosity and passion about food culture in future generations, to instill a respect for tradition as well as a level-headed appreciation for innovation. We must all learn to care about our food traditions enough to prevent them from slipping away, to keep the precious legacy of our parents’ and grandparents’ kitchens alive and bright. We hope that this book will spur you on to do that.
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  How To Use This Book This book was written for three kinds of people. One is the Singaporean who doesn’t cook much, but wants to get to know his own food heritage better. The second is the intrepid non-Singaporean who wants to broaden his culinary horizons. Welcome to our world! The third is everyone else. Why would anyone want to miss out on some great food?



  If your desire to stir up something delicious is tempered by a vague idea of cooking as a complex, tedious process and therefore a dreaded chore, be reassured that none of these recipes are particularly difﬁcult. A few require a dedicated investment of time and all benefit from your full attention—the unexamined dish is not worth eating, after all—but, trust us, the returns are worth it.


  Cooking once was more labourious, true. Buying a chicken also used to mean killing, de-feathering, blood-letting and butchering it. Terry has severed his fair share of chickens’ jugulars, scoured neighbourhood hedges for the bunga telang flowers his mother would press a dark blue-purple dye from to colour her ang koo kueh (mung bean and rice flour cakes) and taken countless bus rides to the seashore to gather, at low tide, tons of wet, slimy, icky seaweed to be dried in the sun, boiled down, clarified, and cooked with sugar and water to make the delicious agar-agar jelly for Chinese New Year desserts.


  But that was long ago. Nowadays, you don’t have to coax damp wood to make a fire in a hung lo (earthenware) oven—a museum piece nowadays—or grind your own rice flour, or even peel your own shallots (though it does build character). Shopping for and cooking local food can be a source of pure pleasure. We urge you to take the time to explore your local wet market. Smell the herbs, pat the vegetables, watch the butchers and fishmongers carve up their charges and above all chit-chat with the stallholders and their regular customers, who are invariably founts of culinary information. You will learn, if you haven’t already, how to choose fruit and vegetables, how to appraise seafood with a wise eye, what this spice and that gourd is for, how to best portion a chicken for a family of five. This is knowledge not on sale at the supermarket, which though convenient and clean—and fast, if you’re pressed for time—lacks the sheer exuberance of the open-air Asian pasar.


  Chris, a former psychology student, likes to think of cooking as therapy; the sequence of shopping, assembling, prepping and following the final sequence of steps is a contemplative, creative and deeply satisfying activity. Taking a recipe and experimenting with it until it has gotten under your skin requires no less art and gives no less joy than learning to play a Chopin étude. We urge you to agak-agak, to judge and adjust quantities of ingredients on the fly, to imbue the dishes with your own personal touch.


  This collection of recipes is a personal and idiosyncratic one. It is not meant to be a deﬁnitive guide to Singaporean gastronomy—as if such a thing could be contained in a single volume!—nor is it an anonymous collation of ersatz ethnic expressions packaged for painless digestion. These dishes are drawn from our lives, from the home repertoires we have cooked our way through many times over the years. They are what we enjoy eating. We hope you ﬁnd them shiok too!
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  Singapore Ingredients
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  Assam gelugor is the Malay name for the sweet-sour garcinia fruit that resembles a dried apple. Dried slices of the fruit are used as a fruity souring agent in place of tamarind pulp in some Malay and Nonya dishes.
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  Asian basil (daun kemangi) is used as a seasoning and garnish, and there are several varieties. The most common is known as Thai basil or horapa and is fairly similar to European and American sweet basil. It is used liberally as a seasoning and sprigs of it are often added to platters of fresh raw vegetables. Lemon basil or manglak is similar to horapa but paler and with a distinctive lemony fragrance. It is used in soups and salads. Asian basils are commonly available in Asian food stores and many supermarkets, and Italian basil makes an acceptable substitute.

  



  Asian eggplants in Singapore are generally of the slender, purple-skinned variety, 15–20 cm (6–8 in) long. They are mild and need not be salted before use.

  



  Asian shallots are small and round and have a pinkish-purple colour. Shallots add a sweet oniony ﬂavour and a hint of garlic to countless dishes. They are also sliced, deep-fried and used as a garnish.


  [image: ]


  Bamboo shoots are the fresh shoots of the bamboo plant and make an excellent vegetable. Fresh shoots taste better than canned, but must be peeled, sliced and simmered in water for about 30 minutes before using. Ready-to-use sliced bamboo shoots, packed in water, can be found in the refrigerated produce section of some supermarkets and are convenient and easy to use. Canned bamboo shoots should be blanched for 5 minutes to refresh them before using. Both fresh and canned bamboo shoots are increasingly available in many supermarkets.
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  Banana leaves infuse a delicate flavour and aroma to food. They are often used as wrappers when steaming or grilling dishes, or as little trays to hold food when cooking. Soften the leaves slightly in boiling water for about 10 seconds before use to prevent them from cracking and tearing when wrapping foods.
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  Bangkuang is a root vegetable native to tropical America, where it is known as jicama. It has a crunchy white flesh and beige skin that peels off quite easily. It is excellent eaten raw, sliced and served with rock salt or dressing as a refreshing snack. Substitute daikon radish.

  



  Basmati rice is an Indian long-grain rice characterised by its fragrance. The grains stay whole and separate when cooked with oil and spices. Substitute Thai jasmine rice.

  



  Bean sprouts are sprouted from mung beans. Soybean sprouts are available but are less common. Purchase sprouts fresh as they lose their crisp texture quickly. They will keep for a few days if stored in the refrigerator immersed in a tub of water.
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  Belimbing is a pale green, acidic fruit about 5–7 cm (2–3 in) long, often added to curries, soups and pickles. It belongs to the same family as the starfruit and is sometimes called baby starfruit.
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  Black Chinese mushrooms, also known as shiitake mushrooms, are large and meaty, and are used in many recipes throughout this book. Fresh shiitake are increasingly available in supermarkets although porcini mushrooms, or dried black Chinese mushrooms may be used as well. If using dried mushrooms, soak in hot water for 10 to 15 minutes to soften, then drain and discard the stems before dicing or slicing the caps. Wood ear mushrooms are also called wood ear fungus, and are tree mushrooms that have a crunchy texture and a delicate woodsy ﬂavour. They are available both fresh and dried in Chinese markets and are dark brown to black in colour. Soak dried mushrooms in hot water until soft. Substitute shiitake or porcini mushrooms.

  



  Black moss fungus (fatt choi)is a ﬁne, hair-like fungus valued in Chinese cooking. Soak in warm water before using.
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  Bok choy is a highly nutritious type of cabbage with long, crisp stalks and spinach-like leaves. It has a clean, slightly peppery flavour and is a wonderful addition to soups and stir-fries. Baby bok choy is the small, tender variety of bok choy. Bok choy is available in most well-stocked supermarkets.
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  Bunga telang (butterfly pea) flowers, picked fresh from their vine or dried, yield a vivid indigo blue juice when crushed in water, that is used for colouring various kueh (cakes).
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  Candlenuts are waxy, cream-coloured nuts similar in size and texture to macadamia nuts, which can be used as a substitute, although less expensive raw almonds or cashews will also do. Candlenuts are never eaten raw or on their own, but are chopped, ground and cooked with seasonings and added to curries and spice mixes for their oil and texture. They go rancid quickly because of their high oil content, so buy them in small quantities and keep them refrigerated.
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  Cardamom pods are used to ﬂavour curries and desserts—giving foods a heady, sweet scent. The ﬁbrous, straw-coloured pods enclose 15–20 pungent, black seeds. Whole pods are bruised lightly with a cleaver or a pestle before use. Try not to use ground cardamom as it is virtually flavourless compared to the whole pods.
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  Chillies are indispensable in Asian cooking. The commonly-used fresh green and red Asian ﬁnger-length chillies are moderately hot. Tiny red, green or yellow-orange chilli padi or bird’s-eye chillies are very hot, designed for strong palates. Dried chillies are usually cut into lengths and soaked in warm water to soften before use. Dried chillies have a very different ﬂavour from fresh ones. To reduce the heat, discard some or all of the chilli seeds before preparation as part of a spice mix. Ground red pepper, also known as cayenne, is a hot seasoning made from ground dried chillies. It is not the same as Mexican ground red pepper which contains a mix of paprika, cumin, thyme and other spices. Western paprika is also relatively milder and tastes completely different from Asian ground red pepper. Chilli oil is made from dried chillies or ground red pepper infused in oil, which is used to enliven some Sichuan dishes. Chilli sauce is made by mixing ground chillies with water and seasoning the mixture with salt, sugar and vinegar or lime juice. It is available bottled and in jars.
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  Chinese cabbage, also known as Napa cabbage, has white stems that end in tightly packed pale green leaves. It has a mild, delicate taste.
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  Chinese celery is often referred to in Singapore as “local” celery. The stems are very slender and more fragrant than normal celery—more of a herb than a vegetable. The leaves are generously used to garnish a variety of Chinese dishes. Substitute celery leaves or Italian parsley.
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  Chinese chives, or garlic chives, have ﬂattened leaves and resemble thin green onions (scallions). They have a strong garlicky ﬂavour and are often added to noodle or stir-fried vegetable dishes during the ﬁnal stages of cooking. Substitute green onions, although their ﬂavour is more mild.
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  Choy sum is a leafy green vegetable with slightly crunchy stems. Available in supermarkets in Asia, choy sum is now increasingly available in Western countries too. Substitute any other crisp leafy greens.

  



  Cockles (hum) are tiny shellﬁsh that are also known as blood cockles or blood clams. They are usually very brieﬂy blanched or fried before being eaten. Cockles are known to carry hepatitis, so be careful where you buy them and cook them thoroughly.
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  Coconut milk or cream are used in many dishes in Singapore in much the same way that milk or cream are used in Western cooking. They are made by squeezing the ﬂesh of freshly grated mature coconuts. To obtain coconut cream, about ½ cup (125 ml) water is added for each grated coconut, then squeezed and strained. Thick coconut milk is obtained by adding 1 cup (250 ml) of water to the grated coconut, then pressing it to extract the juice. Thin coconut milk is obtained by adding another 2 cups (500 ml) of water to the already squeezed grated coconut and pressing it a second time. Although freshly pressed cream and milk have more ﬂavour, they are now widely sold canned and in packets which are quick, convenient and quite tasty. Canned or packet coconut cream or milk comes in varying consistencies depending on the brand, and you will need to try them out and adjust the thickness by adding water as needed. In general, you should add 1 cup (250 ml) water to 1 cup (250 ml) canned or packet coconut cream to obtain thick coconut milk, and 2 cups (500 ml) water to 1 cup (250 ml) coconut cream to obtain thin coconut milk. These mixing ratios are only general guides and you should adjust the consistency to individual taste. Desiccated coconut is grated coconut flesh that has been ﬁnely ground and dried. Sweetened and unsweetened coconut flakes of several sizes are sold in packets, usually in the baking section of supermarkets.
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  Coriander leaves, also known as cilantro or Chinese parsley, are used as a herb and garnish. Fresh coriander leaves should keep for 5 to 6 days if you wash and dry the leaves thoroughly before placing them in a plastic bag. Dried coriander seeds (ketumbar) are round and beige, and are perhaps the most widely used spice in India. When ground they release a warm, nutty, slightly citrus-like aroma. Whole coriander seeds have a stronger ﬂavour than ground dried coriander powder, which quickly loses its aroma.
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  Cumin seeds are pale brown to black in colour and ridged on the outside. They impart an earthy ﬂavour and are used whole, or roasted and ground to a fine powder. Cumin seeds are usually partnered with coriander seeds in basic spice mixes, and are often dry-roasted or fried in oil to intensify their ﬂavour.
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  Curry leaves are an important herb in southern Indian cooking. The small, dark green leaf has a distinctive flavour which is sadly missing from the dried herb. When a sprig of curry leaves is called for in a recipe, this means 8–12 individual leaves.
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  Daikon radishes are large root vegetables also known as “white carrots” or “turnips” in Singapore. They are juicy but bland, unlike the smaller western radish. They can grow to a length of 40 cm (15 in) or more. Choose ﬁrm and heavy daikons without any bruises. Scrub or peel the skin before you grate or slice the ﬂesh.
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  Dried prawns are a popular ingredient in sauces and sambals. They are tiny, orange-coloured sun-dried saltwater prawns. They keep for several months and should be soaked in water for 5 minutes to soften slightly before use. Dried prawns come in various sizes and the very small ones have the heads and tails attached. Look for dried prawns that are pink and plump. Better quality dried prawns are bright orange in colour and shelled.
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  Dried prawn paste is a dense mixture of fermented ground prawns with a very strong odour that may be offensive to some. Also known by its Malay name, belachan, it is sold in blocks that range in colour from caramel to dark brown. Small pieces should be sliced from the brick and roasted before use—either wrapped in foil and dry-roasted in a wok or skillet, or toasted over an open ﬂame on the end of a fork or back of a spoon—to enhance the ﬂavour and kill bacteria. In some recipes, dried prawn paste is ground with the rest of the ingredients and fried in oil without toasting. It is not to be confused with fermented prawn sauce (hay koh) which tastes and smells different.
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  Dried sweet Chinese sausages (lap cheong) are sweet, reddish sausages delicately perfumed with rice wine. They are used as an ingredient in stir-fries or braised dishes rather than being eaten on their own like European sausages. Sold in pairs, they keep almost indeﬁnitely without refrigeration.


  [image: ]


  Fennel is similar in appearance to cumin although slightly longer and fatter. Fennel has a sweet fragrance that is similar to aniseed. Some Indian cooks wrongly translate saunf, the word for fennel, as aniseed, but the latter spice is not found in India. The seeds are used whole or ground.
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  Fermented beancurd comes in two varieties—white fermented (foo yee) and red fermented (lam yee). Both are used as a condiment or seasoning.
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  Fenugreek seeds are ﬂat and slightly rectangular, about 3 mm (1/8 in) across, light brown in colour, with a deep furrow along their lengths. They are used in Indian cuisines and are quite bitter, so use sparingly.

  



  Fish sauce is the ubiquitous condiment used in almost every Thai or Vietnamese dish, just as salt or soy sauce are used in other cuisines. Made from salted, fermented ﬁsh or prawns, it has a very pungent, salty ﬂavour in its pure form. Fish sauce is often combined with other ingredients such as sugar, garlic and lime juice to make the various dipping sauces. Use sparingly and always look for a quality brand for a better ﬂavour. Refrigerate after opening.

  



  Five spice powder is a blend of five ground dried spices—cinnamon, cloves, fennel, Sichuan pepper and ginger. It is sold in small packets in the spice section in most supermarkets.
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  Galangal is a fragrant root similar to ginger. It imparts a distinctive fragrance and ﬂavour to many South-East Asian dishes. Try to ﬁnd young, pinkish galangal as they are more tender. Always peel and slice the root before grinding as it is tough. Galangal is available dried, frozen and packed in water, but try to get the fresh root whenever possible as it is far more fragrant.

  



  Garam masala is a blend of several strongly aromatic spices such as coriander, cumin, pepper and cardamom, designed to add ﬂavour and fragrance to meat dishes. Pre-blended garam masala can be bought from any store specializing in spices. Store the ground powder in an airtight jar away from heat or sunlight.

  



  Ginkgo nuts have a hard shell and are spherical in shape. The Korean variety is small, green and tender on the inside, unlike the common Chinese variety. Shelled white nuts are sold in Asian food stores in two forms—either refrigerated in plastic packets or canned. If using whole unshelled ginkgo nuts, boil them in water for about 7 minutes, drain and crack open to remove the hard shells. Soak the nuts in water to loosen the skins around them.

  



  Glutinous rice ﬂour is made from white glutinous rice grains that are ground into a powder. It is stickier than normal rice flour and is generally used in dumplings, buns and pastries. You can buy it in packets in most Asian food stores.

  



  Hay koh (fermented prawn sauce) is a black, pungent, molasses-like seasoning made of fermented prawns, salt, sugar and thickeners. It is sold in jars and cans, and is used as a sauce or a dip. It is sometimes labelled as petis and is unrelated to belachan.
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  Hoisin sauce is made from fermented soybeans, garlic, chillies, sugar and vinegar. The sauce is thick and dark and has as sweet, salty flavour. Commercially bottled or canned hoisin sauce is available in most grocery stores.
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  Ikan bilis or dried baby anchovies are tiny whitebait ﬁsh ranging from 2–5 cm (1–2 in) in length. They are usually sold in Asia salted and sun-dried. Remove the head and black intestinal tract before using. If possible, buy them already split, cleaned and ready for use. Ikan bilis are usually quite salty, so taste any dish using ikan bilis before adding more salt. They are used as a seasoning or deep-fried with chillies and peanuts to make a crunchy side dish or appetiser (see recipe on page 31).
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  Jackfruit, or nangka, is a large, green fruit with a tough, knobbly skin, which reveals bright yellow segments when opened. The yellow ﬂesh has a taste that is naturally sweet and fragrant. Readily available fresh in South-East Asia, the fruit can be purchased canned in the West.
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  Kai lan, also known as Chinese broccoli or Chinese kale, has long, narrow stems and leaves, and small edible ﬂowers. The stems are the tastiest part while the leaves are slightly bitter. Chinese broccoli is available fresh in Asian markets. Substitute broccoli stems, bok choy or broccolini.
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  Kafﬁr lime leaves (daun limau purut) add an intense fragrance to Malay and Nonya soups and curries. The leaves are added whole to curries, or ﬁnely shredded and added to salads, giving them a wonderfully tangy flavour. Kafﬁr lime leaves are sold fresh in the herb section of Asian markets and are available frozen or dried in Asian specialty stores in the West. Frozen leaves are more ﬂavourful than dried ones.
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  Kangkong, or water spinach, is a nutritious, leafy vegetable also known as morning glory or water convolvulus. The leaves and tender tips are often stir-fried. Bok choy or spinach make good substitutes.


  [image: ]


  Laksa leaves, also called daun kesom, polygonum or Vietnamese mint, are traditionally added to spicy laksa soup dishes. The spear-shaped leaves wilt quickly once they are plucked from the stem. They have an intense fragrance reminiscent of lemon with a hint of eucalyptus. There is no real substitute, but a mixture of spearmint and coriander leaves or basil does approximate its ﬂavour and fragrance.
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  Lemongrass is a fragrant, lemony stalk that is either bruised and used whole in soups or curries, or sliced and ground as part of a basic spice mix. It is usually sold in bunches of 3–4 stems in the supermarket. The tough outer layers should be peeled away and only the thick lower third of the stem used. Always slice the stems before grinding to get a smooth paste.

  



  Longans grow in clusters. The fruit has a brown skin and sweet, crunchy, juicy flesh. Also available in cans. Chinese dry goods stores sell whole dried unshelled longans, and also shelled, stoned raisin-sized nuggets of longan meat.
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  Loofah is a type of gourd with a woody, earthy flavour often used in soups. Any type of squash may be used as a substitute.
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  Lotus seeds are most commonly eaten in desserts. Most lotus seeds are sold with the bitter central core or endosperm already removed (if so, the seeds will have a narrow slit on both sides). Sometimes, there are a few rogues with the cores still intact, so check and if you see a dark greenish centre at the top of the seed, split it open and ﬂick out the core. Dried lotus seeds may be stored in an airtight container in the cupboard; they keep for many months.
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  Mustard seeds are either brownish-black (above right) or yellow (above left). Brownblack mustard seeds are more common in southern Indian cuisine as they impart a nutty flavour to dishes.
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    Noodles are a universal favourite in Singapore which the Malays, Nonyas and Indians have enthusiastically adopted from the Chinese. Both fresh and dried noodles made from either wheat, rice or mung bean ﬂour are found. Fresh yellow wheat noodles (Hokkien mee) are heavy, spaghetti-like noodles made from wheat ﬂour and egg. Substitute dried ramen or spaghetti. Fresh ﬂat rice noodles (kway teow) are ribbon-like noodles about 1 cm (½ in) wide, used in soups or fried. Substitute dried rice stick noodles. Fresh laksa noodles are round like white spaghetti, but are made from rice ﬂour and traditionally served in laksa soups. Substitute spaghetti. Dried rice vermicelli(beehoon) are very ﬁne rice threads that must be plunged into boiling water to soften before use. Dried glass noodles (tang hoon), made from mung beans, are ﬁne white strands that are generally used in soups. They are also called “cellophane” or “transparent” noodles, both accurate descriptions of their appearance after soaking. Both fresh and dried noodles should be blanched in boiling water before cooking to rinse and revive them—use a pair of long chopsticks to keep them from sticking together.
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  Nutmeg is the inner kernel of the fruit of the nutmeg tree. The lacy covering on the nutmeg is another spice—mace. Always grate whole nutmeg just before using as the powdered spice loses its fragrance quickly. Whole nutmegs keep almost indeﬁnitely.

  



  Oyster sauce is the rich, thick and dark extract of dried oysters. It is added to stir-fried vegetable and meat dishes, and must be refrigerated once the bottle is opened. Expensive versions made with abalone and vegetarian versions made from mushrooms are also available. Check the ingredients listed on the bottle as many brands are loaded with MSG.
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  Palm sugar is sold as a solid block or cylinder of sugar made from the sap of the coconut or arenga sugar palm. It varies in colour from gold to light brown and has a faint caramel taste. To measure, hard palm sugar should be shaved, grated or melted in a microwave oven. Substitute dark brown sugar.
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  Pandanus leaves impart a subtle fragrance and a green hue to dishes. They are usually tied in a knot and then added to a liquid recipe. Bottled pandanus extract can be substituted in desserts, but if fresh or dried pandanus leaves are not available, omit them from savoury dishes. Vanilla essence may be substituted in dessert recipes.


  [image: ]


  Persimmons are orange-coloured fruits about the size and shape of a tomato. They are native to China and can be found in most Asian food stores. Be aware that there are two types of persimmons: one type that is eaten when the flesh is pulpy and soft, and another that is eaten when it is firm on the outside and crisp and crunchy on the inside. Both types may be used in the recipes in this book.

  



  Plum Sauce is a sweet and sour reddish-brown condiment made from plums, vinegar and sugar. Sold in jars or cans in Chinese stores.
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  Prawn crackers or keropok are dried wafers made from tapioca starch mixed with bits of prawn or ﬁsh, which are deep-fried until crispy and served as a garnish or snack. The wafers must be thoroughly dried before deep-frying them in oil for a few seconds, when they puff up spectacularly. Store fried keropok in an airtight container.
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  Preserved Chinese cabbage , also known as tang chai, consists of beige-brown bits of dried salted and seasoned Chinese (Napa) cabbage. These are sold in plastic or cellophane packs and are used as a ﬂavouring, mainly in soups and noodle dishes.
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  Preserved salted mustard cabbage (kiam chye) is used in some Chinese and Nonya dishes. Soak the heavily salted cabbage in water for 15 minutes to remove some of the saltiness, repeating if necessary. This pickled vegetable has a taste similar to sauerkraut, which may be substituted in a pinch.

  



  Preserved salted radish or chai poh is a type of dried pickled Japanese radish or daikon. Often added to dishes for its crunchy texture and salty ﬂavour, it keeps almost indeﬁnitely and is available at Asian markets. The Japanese version of pickled daikon may be substituted.

  



  Rice ﬂour is ground from uncooked rice grains. It is used to make Asian desserts in the same way wheat ﬂour is used for Western desserts. Fresh rice flour was traditionally made by soaking the rice overnight and then slowly grinding it in a stone mill. The same result may be achieved by grinding soaked rice in a blender. Rice ﬂour is sold in powdered form in packets in supermarkets and Asian speciality shops.

  



  Rice vinegar is the type of vinegar most commonly used in Singapore cooking. Some recipes call for Chinese black vinegar or red vinegar, both of which have distinctive ﬂavours and are not interchangeable. Balsamic vinegar may be used as a substitute.

  



  Rice wine is added to some marinades and stir-fried dishes in very much the same way that sherry is used in Western cooking. Substitute Japanese sake or dry sherry. Shaoxing rice wine is a Chinese yellow rice wine fermented from sticky glutinous rice, yeast and water. A finely aged shaoxing rice wine can be expensive, and can release the fruity ﬂavours of a sweet Muscat wine. Some inferior qualities may taste chemical and almost vinegary. Available in most Asian stores and investing in a better quality shaoxing wine will enhance your cooking. A good sherry or mirin can be substituted.
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  Sago pearls are dried beads of sago starch obtained by grinding the pith of the sago palm tree to a paste and then pressing it through a sieve. The pearls are glutinous, with little taste, and are used in Asian desserts. Sago pearls must be rinsed in water and drained to remove some of the starch before use. They are sold in various sizes and colours. Available in plastic packets in Asian grocery stores.

  



  Salted fermented soybean paste or tau cheo is a seasoning similar to Japanese miso. The paste is sold in jars and varies from dark brown to light golden in colour, and is sometimes labelled “yellow bean sauce”. The basic salted soybean paste contains only soybeans, water and salt, however many sweetened versions, or those with added chilli are also common.
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  Sesame seeds come in black and white varieties; the latter are more common. Sesame seeds are usually dry-roasted over low heat in a pan before use. Sesame oil is extracted from roasted (darker oil) or raw (lighter oil) sesame seeds. It is added to Chinese dishes in small quantities as a ﬁnal touch for its strong nutty flavour and delicate fragrance. It is never used on its own as a frying medium as high heat turns it bitter.

  



  Sour plums are whole beige plums sold in jars of pickling liquid, used for making drinks or ﬂavouring soups and steamed items.

  



  Soy sauce is a fermented sauce brewed from soybeans, water, wheat and salt. Regular or light soy sauce is very salty and used as a table dip and cooking seasoning. Dark soy sauce is denser and less salty and adds a smoky ﬂavour to dishes. Sweet black soy sauce is a thick soy sauce brewed with molasses and sugar. if you cannot obtain it, use dark Chinese soy sauce and add brown sugar to sweeten it. Sweet Indonesian soy sauce (kecap manis) is much sweeter and thicker than normal soy sauce. It has palm sugar and cane molasses added. Sweet Chinese soy sauce may be substituted or you can just add dark brown sugar to normal soy, or you can try to find Indonesian kecap manis if you can, because it has a distinctive ﬂavour.
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  Star anise is a brown, star-shaped spice with eight points, each containing a shiny seed that has a pronounced aniseed ﬂavour. Often used whole and cooked with beef, it is available in plastic packets in the spice section of Asian markets and well-stocked supermarkets.

  



  Straw mushrooms are grown on rice straw found in paddy ﬁelds, hence their name. They are small, light brown mushrooms with tiny caps, thin stems and a musty, earthy ﬂavour. These mushrooms are a popular addition to Asian soups and stir-fries. Available in Asian markets either fresh, canned or dried.
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  Tamarind pulp is the fruit pulp found inside the tamarind tree seed pod. It is sold dried in packets or jars and generally still has some seeds and pod ﬁbres mixed in with the dried pulp. It is used as a souring agent in many dishes. To obtain tamarind juice, mash the pulp in warm water, strain and discard the seeds or ﬁbres. If using already cleaned tamarind pulp, slightly reduce the amounts called for in the recipes. Dried tamarind pulp keeps indeﬁnitely in an airtight container.
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    Tofu, or bean curd, is available in various textures ranging from silken to firm. Firm tofu holds its shape when cut or cooked and has a stronger, slightly sour taste. Pressed tofu (tau kwa)(which confusingly is often labelled as “ﬁrm tofu”) has much of the moisture extracted and is therefore much ﬁrmer in texture than normal tofu—it is commonly eaten in Asia as a meat substitute. Soft or silken tofu is slippery and tends to crumble easily, but has a silky texture and refined ﬂavour. Soft tofu is available packed in square plastic boxes or shaped into cylinders and wrapped in plastic. Another type of tofu sometimes added to braised dishes or soups is dried deep-fried tofu (tau pok), which is generally sold in small rectangles. These are often sold on strings in Asia, but are elsewhere usually packed in plastic. They are light and spongy in texture, and need to be dipped brieﬂy in boiling water to remove the oil before being used. Dried deep-fried tofu has an almost nutty ﬂavour and is particularly appreciated for the way it soaks up the liquid to which it is added. It can be kept refrigerated for at least two weeks. Dried sweet tofu strips (tau kee) are chewy and only slightly sweet. They are brown in colour and are often used in vegetarian cooking as a meat substitute. Tofu Skin is the thin layer of soy protein that forms on top of soybean milk when it is boiled. The skin is skimmed off and dried. It is sold in sheets as a wrapper. It has little ﬂavour but a wonderful texture. It is to be moistened with a wet cloth before use. It is a widely-used ingredient in vegetarian foods as it is a good and healthy alternative to meat. Tofu skin can be deep fried, steamed or even used as a garnish. Tofu skin wrappers are also made from dried tofu skin and are large, folded, opaque sheets that are light brown in colour and often used to wrap spring rolls and other fillings. Tofu skin is available in plastic packets in Asian markets and the various forms of tofu can be found in any well-stocked supermarket.
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  Turmeric (kunyit) is a root similar to ginger but with a bright yellow to orange colour and a strong woody flavour. Turmeric has antiseptic and astringent qualities, and stains permanently, so scrub your knife blade, hands and chopping board immediately after handling. Purchase fresh turmeric root as needed as the ﬂavour fades after a few days. Substitute 1 teaspoon ground turmeric for 1 in (2.5 cm) of the fresh root. Turmeric leaves are the large leaves of the turmeric plant that are used in some parts of Asia for cooking. They can also be thinly sliced and eaten with Nasi Ulam (page 61) and are seldom available outside Asia.


  [image: ]


  Water chestnuts are roots about the size of chestnuts. They are crunchy, white and juicy-sweet inside. Peel the dark brown skins before eating. It is worth the effort to use fresh water chestnuts if you can find them. Their crisp texture and sweet flavour make them popular in salads, stir-fried vegetable dishes and desserts. Store refrigerated, immersed in water, for up to a week.
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  Wild ginger bud (bunga kantan) are the pink buds of the wild ginger plant, also known as torch ginger. They are highly aromatic and lend a distinct fragrance to dishes of Malay and Nonya origin. Available in Asian markets.
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  White fungus (suet yee) or white woodears, have a crunchy texture and a slightly sweet ﬂavour. They look like sponges and will expand into frilly white clouds when soaked in water. They are used for their appealingly resilient texture. They are sold dried and must be soaked in water before using.

  



  Wonton wrappers are made from wheat dough, and come in a variety of sizes and thicknesses. They are ﬁlled with meat or vegetables, then steamed, fried or used in soups. Fresh or frozen wonton wrappers are available in most supermarkets.

  



  Yew char kway or yutiao (Chinese crullers) are 2 long sticks of dough stuck together and then deep-fried. They are savoury rather than sweet and are traditionally eaten with rice porridge (congee). Available in Asian fresh markets.




End of sample
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