







QUICK & EASY THAI


QUICK & EASY THAI

70 EVERYDAY RECIPES

by NANCIE McDERMOTT
photographs by ALISON MIKSCH

[image: image]


This book is for my sweet sisters,

LINDA LLOYD McDERMOTT AND SUSANNE McDERMOTT SETTLE,

who are quick to laugh and easy to love.


Table of Contents

Introduction

Appetizers & Snacks

Soups

Curries

Chicken & Eggs

Meats

Fish & Seafood

Rice & Noodles

Vegetables, Salads, a Pickle & a Sauce

Sweets & Drinks

Menus for Quick & Easy Thai Meals

Useful Utensils for Cooking Thai Food

Techniques

A Thai Pantry

Mail-Order Sources for Thai Ingredients

Index

Table of Equivalents


INTRODUCTION

My goal in this book is to celebrate the extraordinary, delicious food of Thailand, and to help you cook Thai food at home with pleasure and success. To me, that means being able to put terrific, delicious Thai dishes on my table without devoting a weekend to the preparation and execution of a meal.

I first encountered Thai food as a Peace Corps volunteer, during the three years I spent teaching English as a second language in Thailand. In cafés and market stalls, bus stations, Buddhist temples, and in the homes of students and friends, I reveled in the chance to savor Thai food all day, every day. I devoured rice with countless delectable curries; I snacked on crisp golden fritters made with bananas, corn, or shrimp; I nibbled delectable chicken grilled on bamboo skewers; and I slurped away at steaming bowls of rice noodles in garlicky broth. Homesick for Thai food once I had returned to North Carolina, I began learning how to cook it in my Western kitchen.

Ingredients and equipment were difficult to find at that time, but to me the challenge was a plus. All week I taught school, but Saturdays I gladly spent tracking down a source for this coconut grater or that aromatic herb, standing beside Southeast Asian friends and watching them cook, and making Thai feasts in my tiny apartment kitchen for my family and friends. Newly married a few years later, I moved to Southern California, already home to enough people from Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam to support supermarkets filled with Asian food and tools. From fresh Thai chilies and wild lime leaves to sticky rice steamers and roasted chili paste, I suddenly had the vibrant world of Asian food close at hand. Soon I was teaching Thai cooking classes around the country, creating recipes and stories on Thai food for newspapers and magazines, and writing two of my previous cookbooks, Real Thai: The Best of Thailand’s Regional Cooking (Chronicle Books, 1992) and Real Vegetarian Thai (Chronicle Books, 1997).

The great blessing of our two daughters meant the dawn of a new era in my kitchen, one in which I reacquainted myself with old friends like creamed corn, tomato soup, cottage cheese with pineapple, and cinnamon toast. I began to understand the despair I had seen on some of my students’ faces as I presented a recipe with 23 ingredients and 19 steps. I gravitated toward dishes I could cook with one hand while the other hand held a telephone, a Raffi cassette, or a cookie. I found myself very interested in what I could do with the ten thousand items already awaiting me in my nearest grocery store, and far less attracted to the glorious and perfect ingredients available anywhere off my standard errand path.

I still love seeking out obscure traditional cooking utensils and reading up on the culinary legacy of the Sukothai period, and I am glad I took the time to master such street-food classics as crispy spring rolls and curry puffs, and such complex palace-style creations as mee grop and red curry seafood mousse steamed in bananaleaf cups. The results were magnificent, but required much from me: devotion to the task, considerable effort, quantities of time, and lots of shopping and dishes. I chose to undertake these projects, and I loved the process and the results, but quick and easy they were not.

Both girls are now in school and they not only adore red curry, our older daughter, Camellia, can make it for us. I still cook almost every night, and I still love to do it, but these days I want to balance my passion for cooking with my busy life. That life is bubbling along, overflowing with my wonderful children, my sweet husband, a little garden, a big dog, a faith community, helping out at school, going to the gym, walking with my neighbor, and keeping up with precious sisters, parents, and friends.

I wrote this book because I want to enjoy the dazzling flavors of Thai food even on a weeknight, to be able to cook Thai dishes as easily and happily and quickly as I make other favorite dishes for our table. To accomplish this, I focused on the enormous repertoire of Thai dishes that are intrinsically easy, the everyday food that Thai people cook at home. I also worked out recipes for great street food and classic restaurant dishes that are manageable in a home kitchen: most people in Thailand do not cook them, since they can stroll down to the night market for a bowl of noodles, a single serving of chicken with basil over rice, or a tall frosty glass of Thai iced tea. I also included a few dishes that would take too much time and effort in their pure form, for which I found reasonable shortcuts to a simpler but still wonderful version.

The result is this handbook to Thai cooking, filled with dishes that can become part of your everyday kitchen repertoire. A delectable spicy curry; a tureen of fragrant, nourishing soup; a plate of shrimp and snow peas with garlic and pepper; a pot of jasmine rice; a five-alarm salad of grilled beef seasoned so perfectly with chilies, lime juice, sugar, and fresh mint that it nearly puts out sparks: these are Thai dishes you can make anytime, anywhere, quickly and easily.

To give you background information about particular ingredients used in Thai cooking, I have included “A Thai Pantry” (page 154), along with “Mail-Order Sources for Thai Ingredients” (page 162), to help you track down any items unavailable near your home. I have also provided you with detailed explanations of “Useful Utensils for Cooking Thai Food” (page 146) and “Techniques” (page 150), along with a list of “Menus for Quick & Easy Thai Meals” (page 142), to help you enjoy these recipes.

I hope this book will live in your kitchen, earning the stains and creases of frequent countertop use. I hope you will enjoy the Thai food you make, and the time you spend making it. I hope that you will cook often, and with friends, the way Thai people do, feeding themselves wonderfully, body and soul.


appetizers & snacks

Meatballs in Panaeng Curry Sauce

Spicy Fish Cakes with Green Beans and Wild Lime Leaves

Soft Spring Rolls with Shrimp and Fresh Mint

Spicy Cashew Salad with Chilies, Cilantro, and Lime

Thai Crab Cakes

Northern-Style Dipping Sauce with Ground Pork and Tomatoes

Crispy Pork Spareribs with Black Pepper and Garlic

Chicken Satay with Spicy Peanut Sauce

INTRODUCTION TO APPETIZERS & SNACKS

This chapter sparkles with an array of contrasting dishes that epitomize the Thai philosophy of food; they’re playful and varied, delicious and diverting, full of energy, surprises, and wit. Bright flavors abound, from brash chili sauces and tangy dressings to an aromatic breeze of lime juice, cilantro, and mint. This food makes noise, from the crunch of pork rinds and tart green apples to the sizzle of frying fish cakes and the hiss of satays browning over glowing coals. Garlicky spareribs invite you to lick your fingers, serene soft spring rolls look almost too pretty to eat, a bowl of Swedish meatballs turns out to be panaeng meatballs, in a luscious red curry sauce that definitely speaks Thai.

These dishes can be starters and snacks, in-between food for toting to potlucks or for getting people talking at your next open house. Some work with rice or noodles as part of a meal, and leftovers are always a treat. Cook Spicy Fish Cakes with Green Beans and Wild Lime Leaves (page 15) tonight, and make tomorrow’s lunch a leftover fish cake on an onion roll, with lettuce and tomato and a dollop of mayonnaise spiked with red curry paste. Toss leftover satay sauce with spaghetti or macaroni, and enjoy with cucumber slices and spicy salsa on the side. Pick a recipe, shop a little, and start cooking. You will love the sparkling flavors, and you will be amazed how quickly and easily you can cook this food.

meatballs in panaeng curry sauce

panaeng look chin neua sahp

This is my favorite contribution when we’re invited to a party for which guests bring along something to share. Whether it’s a Southern California potluck or a North Carolina covered-dish supper, my Thai version of meatballs disappears fast. My family loves it as a weeknight curry, along with Spinach with Black Pepper and Garlic (page 123), Easy Omelet with Sri Rachaa Sauce (page 59), and Jasmine Rice (page 100); or spooned over a bowl of noodles. If you don’t have wild lime leaves, just substitute fresh basil or fresh cilantro, or omit the herbs altogether— it will still be delicious.



1½ cups unsweetened coconut milk

1 pound ground beef

½ teaspoon salt

2 tablespoons panaeng curry paste or red curry paste

½ cup water

1 tablespoon fish sauce

1 tablespoon palm sugar or brown sugar

6 wild lime leaves (optional)



[image: image] Heat the coconut milk in a medium saucepan over medium heat, stirring occasionally, until it thickens a little and becomes smooth and fragrant, about 5 minutes.

[image: image] Meanwhile, season the ground beef with the salt and shape it into meatballs. Use about 1 tablespoon for each one, and place them on a plate.

[image: image] Add the curry paste to the saucepan and cook about 3 minutes more, mashing and stirring to dissolve the paste into the coconut milk. Add the meatballs and cook, turning gently to coat, 1 to 2 minutes.

[image: image] Increase the heat to medium-high, bring to a gentle boil, and add the water, fish sauce, and palm sugar. Crush the lime leaves, if using, in your hand and stir them in. Simmer, stirring gently now and then, until the meatballs are cooked through and the sauce is smooth, about 5 minutes. Remove from heat, transfer to a serving bowl, and serve hot or warm.

Makes 2 to 3 dozen meatballs

spicy fish cakes with green beans and wild lime leaves

tode mun plah

This is a quintessentially Thai dish, traditionally consisting of very small, very chewy patties, deep-fried to a dark reddish brown. I like them that way but I also love them like this, plump and tender and easy to cook. You can make them without a food processor by simply cutting the fish into big chunks and then chopping these down to smaller pieces. You can prepare the seasoned fish mixture ahead of time and refrigerate, covered, for a day. Make it even without the lime leaves; it’s still lovely.



1 pound firm fish fillets, such as tilapia, catfish, rockfish, snapper, black bass, or salmon

1 egg

2 tablespoons red curry paste

1 tablespoon fish sauce

½ teaspoon sugar

½ teaspoon salt

3 to 4 raw green beans, very thinly sliced crosswise (about ¼ cup), or 2 green onions, very thinly sliced crosswise

8 wild lime leaves, very thinly sliced crosswise or minced

3 tablespoons vegetable oil

Tangy Cucumber Pickles (page 128)



[image: image] Cut the fish fillets into big chunks, and then pulse them to a coarse paste in a food processor, stopping often to scrape the bowl, grinding the fish coarsely but fairly evenly without reducing it to a smooth paste. To use a blender, pulse the fish to a coarse paste in 3 or 4 batches, stopping often to scrape down the sides. Transfer the fish to a medium bowl and add the egg, curry paste, fish sauce, sugar, salt, green beans, and lime leaves. Use your hands to combine everything well. Shape into plump cakes, 2 to 3 inches in diameter, and set aside.

[image: image] Heat the oil in a large, deep skillet or wok over medium-high heat until a bit of the fish mixture sizzles at once. Add half the cakes to the oil and fry for 3 to 5 minutes, until golden brown and cooked through, turning once. Drain well on paper towels, and then repeat with remaining cakes. Serve hot or warm with Tangy Cucumber Pickles.

Makes about 4 large or 8 small cakes

[image: image]

soft spring rolls with shrimp and fresh mint

miang yuan

I enjoyed these delicate and delightful snacks in Vietnamese cafes in the northeastern Thai metropolis of Ubon Rachatahnii, which, like most larger towns in the vicinity of the Mekong river, has a sizable Vietnamese community. Soft spring rolls are a pleasure to see and to eat, and simple to make if you set up a small assembly line with all the components ready to roll up. The secret Thai ingredient here is extra pairs of hands, to make the job sa-nuk: light-hearted, happy, interesting, and fun. Recruit some helpers and make a double or triple batch. You can hold them for several hours at room temperature, loosely covered with a damp kitchen towel or a sheet of plastic wrap. Serve with Sweet-Hot Garlic Sauce (page 129) or prik nahm plah, a small bowl of fish sauce topped with minced fresh hot green chilies.



8 ounces very thin dried rice noodles

12 round rice paper sheets, about 8 inches in diameter

10 leaves of bibb, Boston, or other tender lettuce, cut crosswise into 1-inch strips (about 2 cups loosely packed)

½ cup fresh mint leaves

½ cup fresh cilantro leaves

5 green onions, cut in 3-inch lengths and chopped lengthwise into thin strips

12 medium shrimp, cooked, peeled, and halved lengthwise



[image: image] Bring a medium saucepan of water to a rolling boil over high heat. Drop in the rice noodles, and remove from the heat. Let stand 8 to 10 minutes, gently lifting and stirring the noodles now and then as they soften, to keep them separate and to cook evenly. Drain, rinse with cold water, drain well, and set aside. You should have about 2 cups of noodles.

[image: image] Arrange all the ingredients separately around a large cutting board or tray set before you. Set out a platter to hold the finished rolls, as well as a large skillet or shallow bowl filled with very warm water.

[image: image] To make each roll, slide 1 sheet of rice paper into the pan of water and press gently to submerge it for about 15 seconds. Remove it carefully, draining the water, and place it before you on the cutting board.

[image: image] Line up a horizontal row of each of the following ingredients on the rice paper sheet, starting on the lowest third of the sheet and working away from you: a small tangle of noodles (about ¼ cup), a row of lettuce strips, a row of mint leaves, a row of cilantro leaves, and a row of green onion slivers on top.

[image: image] Lift the wrapper edge nearest to you and roll it away from you, up and over the fillings, tucking it in under them about halfway along the wrapper and compressing everything gently into a cylinder shape. When you’ve completely enclosed the filling in one good turn, fold in the right and left sides tightly, as though making an envelope. Then place 2 shrimp halves, pink-side down, on the rice sheet just above the cylinder. Continue rolling up the wrapper and press the seam to close it, wetting it with a little splash of water if it has dried out too much to seal itself closed. Set the roll aside on the platter to dry, seam-side down. Continue to fill and roll up the rice paper sheets with the remaining ingredients until you have made 8 to 10 rolls. Set aside.

[image: image] To serve, present the rolls whole, or halved crosswise, straight or on the diagonal, or trim away ends and cut into bite-sized lengths.

Makes 8 to 10 rolls

spicy cashew salad with chilies, cilantro, and lime

yum meht mahmuang himapahn

You may think that cashews are nearly perfect already, but try this simple preparation and you will agree with me that sometimes a good thing can get even better. Raw cashews are widely available in Asian markets at a reasonable price, and they keep a long time uncooked. You can add a big spoonful of dried shrimp, if you like them, and offer a plate of small lettuce cups so your guests can scoop up these delectable cashews bite by bite.



Vegetable oil for frying

1 cup fresh raw whole cashews (about ¼ pound)

½ teapoon salt

3 tablespoons coarsely chopped shallots

3 tablespoons thinly sliced green onions

2 teaspoons dried red chili flakes

2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lime juice



[image: image] Line a plate with a double layer of paper towels, and place it by the stove, along with a slotted spoon or an Asian-style wire-mesh strainer. Heat 2 or 3 inches of vegetable oil in a medium skillet or wok over medium heat until a raw cashew begins to sizzle a few seconds after you add it to the oil, 4 to 5 minutes. Keep one raw cashew handy by the stove to help you judge the changes in color as the nuts cook.

[image: image] Gently add cashews and cook, stirring gently and often, until the nuts turn a soft, pale golden brown, 2 to 3 minutes. Scoop the cashews out onto the prepared plate, using a slotted spoon or a wire-mesh strainer. Let them drain and cool a little while you set out a medium bowl and a small serving platter.

[image: image] Turn the still-warm cashews into the bowl and toss with the salt. Add the shallots, green onions, and chili flakes and toss well. Just before serving, add the lime juice, toss well, and mound on the serving platter. Serve warm or at room temperature, with small spoons for eating, or as finger food.

Serves 3 to 4

thai crab cakes

boo jah

Seaside cafes all along the Gulf of Siam make hearty, delicious crab cakes with pork, garlic, and pepper. Fresh crabmeat is spectacular in this dish, but canned also works fine. In the classic Thai presentation, the mixture is stuffed into crab shells, steamed, and then fried, filling-side down, until golden and crisp. This version is just as delicious, but much quicker to make. Serve with a simple spicy sauce, such as Sri Rachaa sauce, Sweet-Hot Garlic Sauce (page 129), or mayonnaise spiked with either roasted chili paste (nahm prik pao) or red curry paste and chopped green onions.



1 tablespoon chopped garlic

1 tablespoon chopped fresh cilantro roots, or stems and leaves, plus a handful of fresh cilantro leaves, coarsely chopped

2 tablespoons water

1 tablespoon fish sauce

1 teaspoon soy sauce

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground pepper

¾ pound cooked lump crabmeat

½ pound ground pork

½ cup bread crumbs or mashed potatoes

1 egg, beaten

All-purpose flour for dredging

2 tablespoons vegetable oil



[image: image] In a small food processor or blender jar, combine the garlic, cilantro roots, water, fish sauce, soy sauce, salt, and pepper and blend well until fairly smooth. In a medium bowl, combine the garlic-cilantro mixture with the crabmeat, pork, bread crumbs, cilantro leaves, and egg and mix gently. Shape the crabmeat mixture into 8 plump cakes, each about 3 inches in diameter. Put the flour on a dinner plate, dip each crab cake in the flour to coat it lightly, and place it on a platter by the stove.

[image: image] Heat the oil in a large skillet over medium-high heat for about 1 minute, until a pinch of flour sizzles at once. Add 4 cakes to the oil and fry, turning once, until golden brown and cooked through, 5 to 7 minutes. Drain well on paper towels, and then repeat with remaining cakes. Transfer the cakes to a serving platter and serve hot or warm.

Makes about 8 crab cakes

[image: image]

PRINTER: Please scitex out the green onions in the crab cake on the left

northern-style dipping sauce with ground pork and tomatoes

nahm prik ohng

The classic Northern Thai khan toke meal includes this hearty dish, a specialty of the Tai Yai, or Shan, people. It is a winner, with easy-to-find ingredients, straightforward methods, and terrific flavor. I love it with sticky rice and kaeb moo, crunchy pork rinds that are easy to find here in North Carolina. Traditionally, nahm prik ohng is served in a small bowl along with sticky rice and an array of crisp, raw vegetables for dipping in and scooping up the chunky sauce. My family enjoys it without them as well, paired with Jasmine Rice (page 100) and a big green salad for a speedy and satisfying weeknight supper. If I have any leftover nahm prik ohng, I toss it with noodles and cucumber slices for a quick lunch.



3 tablespoons vegetable oil

2 tablespoons finely chopped garlic

2 tablespoons chopped shallots

1 tablespoon red curry paste

½ pound ground pork

20 cherry tomatoes or 5 roma (plum) tomatoes, coarsely chopped

½ cup water

3 tablespoons fish sauce

1 tablespoon brown sugar

Optional Accompaniments

Cucumbers, peeled and sliced into thick ovals (about 1½ cups)

Green beans, trimmed to 2-inch lengths (about 1½ cups)

2 wedges cabbage, about 2 inches across at widest part

Sticky Rice (page 98)

Crisp-fried pork rinds



[image: image] In a medium skillet or wok, heat the oil over medium heat and then add the garlic and shallots. Cook, tossing now and then, 1 to 2 minutes, until they are shiny and fragrant. Add the curry paste and cook, mashing and stirring well to soften, about 1 minute longer.

[image: image] Add the pork and toss well. Stir in the tomatoes, water, fish sauce, and brown sugar, and bring to a gentle boil. Cook 5 to 7 minutes, stirring now and then. Remove from heat and transfer to a small serving bowl. Serve warm or at room temperature, with one or more of the optional accompaniments, or with rice.

Serves 4 to 6

crispy pork spareribs with black pepper and garlic

gradook moo tote

For the bite-sized spareribs traditional in Thailand, ask the butcher to cut a rack of pork spareribs across the bone into 1-inch lengths. Then cut lengthwise between the bones to separate the ribs into meaty pieces. Or, leave the ribs whole and oven-roast or grill. These are great: your guests will be licking their fingers.



2 tablespoons coarsely chopped garlic

2 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh cilantro roots, or stems and leaves, plus a handful of fresh cilantro leaves

1 teaspoon freshly ground pepper

2 or 3 tablespoons water

3 tablespoons fish sauce

1 teaspoon sugar

2 pounds pork spareribs

Vegetable oil for deep-frying



[image: image] Grind the garlic, cilantro roots, pepper, and water into a fairly smooth paste, using a small food processor or a blender (or use a fork to mash them on your cutting board along with the sugar). Scrape the seasoning paste into a medium bowl and stir in the fish sauce and sugar. Add the ribs and toss to coat well. Cover the bowl and refrigerate for 30 minutes to 1 hour.

[image: image] Add about 3 inches of vegetable oil to a deep-frying pan or a wok. Over medium heat, bring the oil to frying temperature, 350 to 375 degrees F. Meanwhile, set a plate lined with paper towels or a brown paper bag by the stove, for draining the cooked ribs. Also set out a long-handled wire-mesh scoop or a slotted spoon for transferring the cooked ribs to the plate.

[image: image] When the oil is hot enough to make a bit of garlic sizzle at once, add about a third of the ribs. Gently separate them as they sizzle and foam in the oil. Fry, turning them occasionally, until they are evenly browned and cooked through, 4 to 6 minutes. Scoop the ribs out and place them in a single layer on the prepared plate. Cook the remaining two batches the same way.

[image: image] Pile the ribs on a serving platter, garnish with a small bouquet of cilantro leaves on the side, and serve warm, along with a bowl for the leftover bones.

Serves 4 to 6

chicken satay with spicy peanut sauce

gai satay

This dish looks inviting, tastes fantastic, and is fun to eat. To make in advance, marinate the meat, put the cucumber pickles together, make the sauce, and then cover and chill. Let your first guests skewer the meat and get it grilling while you gently reheat the peanut sauce. This way you will have time to make a quick batch of the traditional satay accompaniment: toast! Thais often serve satay with a side of toast points, the better to enjoy the fabulous peanut sauce.



Marinade for Chicken

½ cup unsweetened coconut milk

1 teaspoon fish sauce

1 teaspoon brown sugar

1 teaspoon curry powder

1 pound boneless, skinless chicken thighs or breasts

Spicy Peanut Sauce

¾ cup unsweetened coconut milk

1 tablespoon red curry paste, or mussamun curry paste

2 teaspoons roasted chili paste (nahm prik pao; optional)

½ cup chicken broth or water

1 tablespoon fish sauce

1 tablespoon palm sugar or brown sugar

¼ cup chunky peanut butter or very finely ground peanuts

1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lime juice or tamarind liquid (see page 150)

About 60 bamboo skewers, soaked in water for at least 30 minutes

Tangy Cucumber Pickles (page 128)



[image: image] Combine the coconut milk, fish sauce, brown sugar, and curry powder in a large mixing bowl and stir well. Cut chicken thighs into generous, bite-sized chunks, and cut breast meat lengthwise into ½-inch strips. Add the meat to the marinade and mix well. Cover and refrigerate for at least 30 minutes or as long as overnight.

[image: image] To prepare the peanut sauce, bring the coconut milk to a gentle boil in a medium saucepan over medium-high heat. Add the curry paste and roasted chili paste and cook 4 to 5 minutes, mashing and stirring occasionally to dissolve them. Add the chicken broth, fish sauce, palm sugar, peanut butter, and lime juice and cook 1 minute more, stirring well to make a smooth sauce. Remove from heat, transfer to a small serving bowl, and set aside to cool. The sauce can be served warm or at room temperature, or cover and refrigerate, reheating gently just before serving time.

[image: image] Thread meat onto tips of bamboo skewers, and cook on a lightly oiled, hot grill or under a broiler, turning often, until browned and cooked through, 4 to 6 minutes. Serve at once with the peanut sauce and Tangy Cucumber Pickles.

Serves 6 to 8

[image: image]


soups

Chicken-Coconut Soup

Meatball Soup with Spinach and Crispy Garlic

Shrimp and Lemongrass Soup

Catfish Soup with Bamboo Shoots

Rice Soup with Chicken, Cilantro, and Crispy Garlic

Tangy Salmon Soup with Fresh Ginger and Tamarind

INTRODUCTION TO SOUPS

Thai soups must be the easiest of all these quick and easy Thai dishes to prepare. Most of the work happens on the stove during a simmering session, not even a very long one when compared to soup-making in the West. Once you have cut up some meat, sliced a few green onions, or whacked a stalk of lemongrass to release its perfume, you assemble the players in a pot and leave them to it. You are free to read, or peel a mango, or refill the sugar bowl, but do not pick up the telephone or try to nap; you will not have time. Most Thai soups come together so fast that you will want to put the rice on first, and leave any additions of lime juice or scattering of cilantro and green onion for the last minute. Those aromatic touches should come right before serving, when the soup is steaming hot.

A word about Thai soups and rice. Rice is the essence of the Thai meal, and Thai soups evolved as intensely seasoned partners to it. Soups in the West stand alone, either as a first course or as a simple meal with salad and bread. Thai soups join other dishes to compose a rice meal, each playing off the other with its contrasting flavor. For hot, spicy notes Thais might choose the Shrimp and Lemongrass Soup (page 30); for voluptuous, tangy notes, the Chicken-Coconut Soup (page 28); and for smooth, salty notes, the Meatball Soup with Spinach and Crispy Garlic (page 29).

But you, dear reader, are not to worry about strictly following the Rules for Soup. You are expected only to pick a soup, put it together, start it simmering, and then enjoy it when it is ready. You may serve the soup alone as a first course, or offer it Thai style with rice and other dishes. You may even build a little meal around it, savoring it with a baked potato, polenta, or bread. Perhaps some pasta, a green salad, or buttery corn on the cob? As they say in Thailand, dtahm jai; “suit yourself.”

chicken-coconut soup

tome kah gai

Back in North Carolina after my Peace Corps service, and homesick for Thailand, I tried making this soup. To my amazement, it was spectacular, bright and bracing with lime juice and galanga, and comforting, like all the world’s chicken soups. It was so easy and so good, it inspired me to keep right on cooking Thai food. I used big woody chips of dried galanga for my first version of this soup; thin, crisp slices of fresh galanga after I moved out to Southern California; and fresh ginger, galanga’s first cousin, whenever I ran out of either one. They all made an extraordinary tome kah gai, or in the case of the fresh ginger version, tome king gai. Now that I am back in North Carolina, I use slices of frozen galanga imported from Thailand. For family meals I leave the galanga and lemongrass in the soup, Thai style, but for company I strain them out.



2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lime juice

2 tablespoons fish sauce

2 green onions, very thinly sliced crosswise

6 wild lime leaves, torn or cut in quarters (optional)

2 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh cilantro

1½ cups unsweetened coconut milk

1½ cups chicken broth or water

10 to 12 slices galanga, fresh, frozen, or dried

2 stalks fresh lemongrass

¾ pound boneless chicken, cut into big, bite-sized chunks

1 cup thinly sliced fresh mushrooms



[image: image] In a large serving bowl combine the lime juice, fish sauce, green onions, and half the wild lime leaves, if using. Place this bowl by the stove, along with a small bowl containing the chopped cilantro.

[image: image] In a medium saucepan, combine the coconut milk and chicken broth and bring to a gentle boil over medium-high heat. Stir in the galanga, lemongrass, and remaining lime leaves. Add the chicken and mushrooms, return to a gentle boil, and simmer gently until chicken is cooked through, about 10 minutes.

[image: image] Remove from heat, pour the hot soup over the herbs and seasonings in the serving bowl, and stir well. Sprinkle with the chopped cilantro and serve hot.

Serves 4 to 6

meatball soup with spinach and crispy garlic

gaeng jeut look chin moo ru neua

Too busy or too tired to cook, but too hungry not to? This is the soup for you. Served Thai style, it goes with rice and other dishes, but if you ladle the soup over a big bowl of cooked rice noodles, jasmine rice, or elbow macaroni, you will have a one-pot, one-bowl, satisfying meal. I use a bag of washed, prepped spinach, preferably the sturdy, curly, dark green kind, but baby spinach leaves are also fine, as are Swiss chard, watercress, or bok choy.



4 cups water

3 tablespoons vegetable oil

2 tablespoons coarsely chopped garlic

½ pound ground pork or ground beef

About 8 cups fresh spinach leaves, washed and trimmed (about 10 ounces)

2 green onions, thinly sliced crosswise

1 tablespoon fish sauce

½ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon freshly ground pepper



[image: image] In a medium saucepan over medium-high heat, bring the water to a rolling boil. Meanwhile, for the crispy garlic in oil: Place a small heatproof bowl by the stove. Heat the oil in a small frying pan over medium heat until a bit of garlic sizzles at once. Add the garlic and cook, stirring often, until it is fragrant and golden, 1 to 2 minutes. Remove from heat, pour hot garlic and oil into the heatproof bowl, and set aside to cool.

[image: image] When the water is boiling wildly, add the ground pork in generous pinches, by hand or by teaspoons, making free-form meatballs. Stir well, and simmer 3 to 4 minutes until meat is cooked.

[image: image] Remove from heat and stir in the spinach, green onions, fish sauce, salt, and pepper. Transfer to a serving bowl, pour the crispy garlic and oil mixture over the soup, and serve hot.

Makes 4 servings

shrimp and lemongrass soup

tome yum goong

Although world-renowned as the fiery queen of Thai soups, tome yum is very much a quick and easy dish. You need the lemongrass, but you can still make a tasty tome yum without the galanga and wild lime leaves. The roasted chili paste fortifies the broth wonderfully, but it is not essential either. You can also make a rustic, northeastern Thai version of tome yum using chunks of catfish or salmon instead of shrimp, adding a generous handful of halved cherry tomatoes and a quintet of tiny Thai chilies, whole ones, stemmed and crushed lightly to release a little extra heat.



3 tablespoons freshly squeezed lime juice

1 tablespoon thinly sliced fresh hot green chilies

2 green onions, very thinly sliced crosswise

6 wild lime leaves, torn or cut in quarters (optional)

2 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh cilantro leaves

3 cups water, chicken broth, or shrimp stock

3 stalks fresh lemongrass, trimmed to 3-inch base and cut on the diagonal into 1-inch lengths

5 slices galanga, fresh, frozen, or dried

½ pound medium shrimp, peeled and deveined

1 cup thinly sliced fresh mushrooms

2 tablespoons fish sauce

2 tablespoons roasted chili paste (nahm prik pao; optional)



[image: image] In a large serving bowl combine the lime juice, chilies, green onions, and half the lime leaves, if using. Place this bowl by the stove, along with a small bowl containing the chopped cilantro.

[image: image] In a medium saucepan, combine the water, lemongrass, galanga, and remaining lime leaves, if using. Bring to a boil over medium-high heat and cook for 3 to 4 minutes. Add the shrimp and mushrooms to the broth, and cook 2 to 3 minutes more, until the mushrooms are tender and the shrimp are cooked.

[image: image] Stir in the fish sauce and roasted chili paste, if using, and remove from heat. Pour the hot soup over the lime juice and herbs in the serving bowl, and stir well. Sprinkle with the chopped cilantro and serve hot.

Serves 4 to 6

[image: image]

catfish soup with bamboo shoots

gaeng leuang plah

This signature dish of Thailand’s lush southern region is terrific with Spinach with Black Pepper and Garlic (page 123) and a steaming bowl of Jasmine Rice (page 100). Delicious and pretty, this soup has lots of ingredients, but all you do is a little chopping and a bit of stirring.



3 cups water

3 tablespoons gaeng leuang curry paste, or
3 tablespoons red curry paste plus
2 teaspoons curry powder

15 fresh green beans, trimmed and halved crosswise

1 cup drained sliced canned bamboo shoots

1 cup thin, bite-sized chunks fresh pineapple or drained, canned pineapple chunks

1 pound meaty white fish fillets, such as tilapia, catfish, snapper, grouper, or cod, cut crosswise into 2-inch chunks

2 tablespoons fish sauce

2 tablespoons tamarind liquid (see page 150), Indian-style tamarind chutney, or freshly squeezed lime juice

1 tablespoon palm sugar or brown sugar

1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lime juice



[image: image] In a medium saucepan, bring the water to a gentle boil over medium heat, and then stir in the curry paste, green beans, bamboo shoots, and pineapple. Stir well and simmer 5 minutes.

[image: image] Add the fish chunks, fish sauce, tamarind liquid, and palm sugar, and cook 3 to 5 minutes, until fish is cooked through. Remove from heat and transfer to a serving bowl. Stir in the lime juice, and serve hot.

Serves 4 to 6

rice soup with chicken, cilantro, and crispy garlic

kao tome gai

Simply delicious and simple to make, this is Thai-style comfort food. Thais eat kao tome for breakfast, supper, or as a midnight meal at a cafe after a night on the town. It’s the first choice when Thais cook for someone who’s under the weather, but I make it whenever we need a quick and hearty one-dish supper that satisfies us all. In Thailand, coarsely ground pork is most popular, but other meats work well, including ground turkey or chicken, leftover roast duck, or roast chicken. Shrimp is also divine, but take care to remove the soup from the heat as soon as it is cooked through.



3 tablespoons vegetable oil

2 tablespoons coarsely chopped garlic

4 cups chicken stock

2 cups cooked rice

¼ pound ground pork, chicken, or turkey

1 tablespoon fish sauce

1 teaspoon freshly ground pepper

1 tablespoon minced fresh ginger (optional)

3 green onions, thinly sliced crosswise

A handful of fresh cilantro leaves, coarsely chopped



[image: image] Place a small heatproof bowl by the stove. Heat the oil in a small frying pan over medium heat until a bit of garlic sizzles at once. Add the garlic and cook, stirring often, until it is fragrant and golden, 1 to 2 minutes. Remove from heat, pour hot garlic and oil into the heatproof bowl, and set aside to cool.

[image: image] Bring the chicken stock to a boil in a medium saucepan over medium-high heat, and then stir in the cooked rice. When the soup returns to a boil, add the ground pork in generous pinches, by hand or by teaspoons, making free-form meatballs. Stir well, and add the fish sauce. Simmer 3 to 4 minutes, until meat is cooked.

[image: image] Transfer the hot soup to a serving bowl and top with the crispy garlic in oil, pepper, ginger (if using), green onions, and cilantro. Just before serving, stir well and serve hot.

Serves 4 to 6

[image: image]

tangy salmon soup with fresh ginger and tamarind

tome some plah

A beautiful soup, delicate and nourishing, with the flavor of Thai country life. Freshwater fish are typically used, but salmon is my favorite and shrimp make a marvelous special-occasion version. To cut fresh ginger into fine threads, peel and slice it crosswise into very thin coins, stack the coins in little piles, and cut into very thin strips. If this is too much work, just mince it up and toss it in.



3 cups water

3 tablespoons coarsely chopped shallots

2 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh cilantro roots, or stems and leaves, plus 2 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh cilantro leaves

½ teaspoon freshly ground pepper

3-inch chunk of fresh ginger, peeled and shredded or finely chopped

¾ pound meaty fish fillets, such as salmon, catfish, or tilapia

¼ cup tamarind liquid (see page 150), Indian-style tamarind chutney, or freshly squeezed lime juice

2 tablespoons fish sauce

2 tablespoons palm sugar or brown sugar

½ teaspoon salt

2 tablespoons thinly sliced green onions



[image: image] In a small food processor or a blender, combine ½ cup of the water with the shallots, cilantro roots, and pepper, and grind to a fairly smooth paste. (Or finely chop the shallots and cilantro roots and mix with the pepper to make a coarse paste.) In a medium saucepan, combine the shallot-cilantro paste with the ginger and the remaining 2½ cups water and bring to a boil over medium-high heat.

[image: image] Meanwhile, cut the fish in half lengthwise and cut each long section crosswise into 2-inch chunks. When the broth reaches a boil, reduce the heat to medium, add the fish, and let the soup return to a boil.

[image: image] Add the tamarind liquid, fish sauce, palm sugar, and salt and return soup to a boil. Remove from heat and transfer to a serving bowl. Stir in the green onions and cilantro leaves, and serve hot.

Serves 4
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