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INTRODUCTION

I find it very amusing seeing the look on people’s faces when they ask how many years I’ve spent In Thailand learning to cook, and I respond with, ‘I actually learned how to cook Thai food in Peckham’.

I still consider myself an accidental chef. In my time, I have wanted to be many things: a palaeontologist (don’t ask!), a travel writer and a food critic, but despite this I have spent more than half my life cooking in professional kitchens. I fell in love with food when I stepped into my first pub kitchen in Oxfordshire to do work experience when I was a kid. Since then, I have been cooking either full or part time, breaking only to travel and get a degree in Journalism from Kingston University. Not that this helped with my spelling or grammar – I’m sure the copy editor for this book had a nightmare! There is no doubt about it, I fell naturally into the world of hospitality and my bond with it grows stronger every day. I love it.

When I finished university, I knew I wanted to cook and I also knew I wanted to write. I had no idea, however, about all the bits in between, so I packed my bag full of chef whites and knives and, armed with my CV, stomped my way towards the bright lights of London. Almost immediately, I found myself at the Begging Bowl in Peckham. I considered myself experienced as a chef, but this kitchen put me back in my place. I felt like a baby again, every ingredient was a new taste and smell for me to explore. It was here that my knowledge and understanding of good quality Thai food developed into a passion, one that I have now devoted my career to. I was lucky enough to work closely with some amazing people who taught me a lot about the cuisine, the culture and Thai cooking methods. Some of them have been nice enough to contribute a recipe to this book.

After a few years honing in my skills, I was delighted to get asked to join the Smoking Goat Soho as the head chef for the launch of their Thai street food barbecue restaurant. This was a smash hit and still is. There we fused slow-cooked barbecue meats with funky Thai flavours in some incredible ways. In early 2016, I started my own Thai street food restaurant concept called Farang London, this has accelerated quickly and we are soon to open our third kitchen across London. We focus on making everything we possibly can ourselves and using only the best quality ingredients we can get our hands on. We hold no loyalty to authenticity, just to taste and flavour.

Throughout the last few years I have tasted and developed many recipes that even when I get home I cannot be without. I think the diversity of Thai food makes it something that should be eaten a few times a week, not just for a special occasion. The recipes in this book are a collection of my most loved meals to cook at home and it’s been an absolute pleasure putting them in a cookbook. I hope you enjoy cooking them as much as I do.
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There is so much fun to be had when cooking Thai food at home. From deep-frying whole pork bellies to smashing out fresh papaya salads, it’s an exciting way to get stuck into the kitchen and create some tasty results. I’ve learned through experience that there are a few things worth knowing when thinking about cooking Thai food on a regular basis.

One of the most eye opening was how easy it was to make my own coconut cream. Initially, it appeared to be a very daunting task – I’m not sure about you, but having to attack a fruit with a hammer to cook was a first! However, I learned that making coconut cream is a very simple process and if you are only making it for a few people it can be quick. The difference in taste between fresh coconut cream and tinned is remarkable; they are worlds apart. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not always feasible to make your own cream from scratch, but it is certainly worth a go on a rainy day.

COCONUT CREAM

To make 500ml of coconut cream you will need 5 coconuts, a hammer, a butter knife, a peeler, a grater, a stick blender, a straining cloth and 2 litres of water.

Start by cracking the coconuts with a hammer; be sure to wear thick rubber gloves to protect your hands. Holding the coconut in one hand, carefully hammer the coconut until it cracks around the outside. Continue to hammer it until the crack is large enough to insert a butter knife and the crack goes around all or most of the coconut. Next, using the tip of the butter knife, separate the tough outer shell of the coconut from the soft flesh within. The inner flesh has an inedible skin attached to it. Use a peeler to remove this skin, leaving just the white coconut flesh. Discard the outer shell.

Next put this flesh through a mincer, or grate it and add it to 2 litres of boiling water. Combine thoroughly using a stick blender for around 5 minutes. Once combined, filter the liquid from the flesh by ringing it out in a cloth or through a sieve. Once separated, place the liquid in the fridge and leave to cool. As it cools the cream will separate from the water; the white cream will sit at the top and the coconut milk will sit at the bottom. Separate the cream from the milk using a ladle.

Now this is where it really gets interesting, as there is a range of products that can be made from both the cream and the milk. The cream is mainly used for thickening and sweetening curries, soups and sauces, the milk to let out curries and soups. Any leftover coconut cream can be boiled down until it splits. In my experience this has always been known as coconut crack, which is essentially coconut oil. This is commonly used to cook out curry pastes and stir fries, it also freezes very well. Lastly, the leftover grated coconut can be toasted and used within salads, or thrown over an open fire to create flavoured smoke.

DRIED SPICES

Another thing I find more and more important every day is drying your own ingredients and spices whenever possible. Not only does this cut down on waste, as you can use up old produce, the flavours are much more intense than those of pre-prepared spices sold in supermarkets. You can really taste the difference when you use your own dried spices. Lots of the recipes in this book use certain dried spices regularly, so why not have the good stuff to hand.

For me, the three essentials are red turmeric, ginger and galangal, and all three require the same preparation, which is minimal. Firstly, you need to peel them, then slice them as thin as you can with a knife. If your knife skills are not great then it’s probably best to use either a peeler or a mandoline so you can be sure that all the slices are uniformly thin. Now lay these slices out on a raised rack, to allow air to circulate around them. Leave them in a warm dry place for around 48 hours – I use the airing cupboard at home. After this time the pieces should be shrivelled and dry and very slightly discoloured. If they aren’t, leave for a further 12 hours.

Once dried, grind them one at a time in a pestle and mortar or a spice grinder to a fine powder, then store in an airtight container. They will keep indefinitely, though the flavour will slowly fade over time.

BRINING

People have written entire books on the topic of brining, so if you are really interested in it I would recommend doing some wider reading on the subject. It’s a fascinating cooking technique that, in a nutshell, adds flavour to meat and allows it to be cooked at higher temperatures for longer without drying out. It’s therefore an ideal technique to use when slow roasting large joints of meat or cooking over an open flame or a barbecue. When you really get to grips with the brining process the salt content in the brining solution can be changed, as can the length of time the meat is brined for. Different flavours can also be added to the brining solution to alter the final taste of the meat.

My failsafe brining solution is a great thing to have lying around in the fridge, particularly since, as it’s basically salt and sugar, it’ll keep indefinitely. If I have them lying around at the time, I’ll also add pandanus leaves, galangal stems, lemongrass sheaths, garlic cloves, kaffir lime leaves. These are not essential, but a brine is certainly a good way to use up some of the waste left over after cooking with these ingredients or making a curry paste.

To make around 1 litre of brine, bring 1 litre of water to the boil in a large pot, add 100g caster sugar, 100g table salt and a selection of any of the ingredients listed above that you have to hand. Bring back to a simmer on a medium heat, stirring regularly until the salt and sugar have completely dissolved. Allow to cool, then either use straight away or refrigerate.

This is a basic, 10 per cent salt solution brine, which is quite strong. To put it into perspective, seawater is around 3 per cent salt and we’ve all accidently swallowed that before! I would allow 1 hour’s brining time for every kilogram of meat in a brine this strong. Also, when brining any meat, make sure that every piece is submerged in the brine so that the solution can fully take effect.

DEEP FRYING

Say these words to a British cook and most will think ‘fish and chips’, however in Thailand deep frying ingredients in oil is a cooking technique that has many different methods and applications. In most cases, the best equipment to use is a large wok full of oil and a spider (perforated spoon), with which to remove the deep-fried ingredients. This allows for a larger open surface area when frying, giving the cook a better chance of controlling the oil temperature.

Over the last few years I have continued to be amazed by the techniques used for frying ingredients in Thai cuisine. From whole fish to whole joints of meat, tempura vegetables to crispy basil leaves and deep-fried chilli jam to whole peanuts, it’s well worth investing in some proper equipment to ensure you can master this technique at home with ease.

THE PESTLE & MORTAR

Now I’m not going to bore you with all the usual mumbo jumbo around all the different types of pestles and mortars that seems to be in every introduction to most Thai cookbooks. However, I do feel it’s necessary to stress the importance of buying a large, granite pestle and mortar; it will make cooking the recipes in this book much easier. Also, in my opinion, there is no more effective or exciting way to combine ingredients than through using brute force. Many chefs will say you can use a food processor instead, which in some cases you can, though you’ll never achieve the same consistency as you will using a pestle and mortar as you can only chop ingredients.

These are just a few helpful pointers that are worth knowing before getting started cooking Thai food at home. This is a cuisine that I have fallen in love with and when you start getting stuck in you will too. Its varied cooking styles and flavours take you on a journey without even needing to leave your own kitchen, so what are you waiting for – get cooking!
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