COUNTRY CLOSE UP 1: THE LAND OF LAOS

THE SETTING.... 
Laos is landlocked in between Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, China and Myanmar. I found it to be the most relaxing place to travel in South East Asia.

The Laotian hospitality never ceases to amaze; we had new-found friends offering us shots of their Lao Lao rice whisky on early morning bus rides. We had locals fetching magical herbs for us from the jungle to fix wounds we'd collected on a slippery path.

The Laotian environment is pristine; from jungle covered mountains rising out of the mist in Vang Vieng to swimming under crystal clear waterfalls near Luang Prabang.

 

THE LOCAL CUISINE
These recipes are from a fantastic cooking course I took at the Tum Tum Cheng restaurant in the World Heritage city of Luang Prabang where orange robed monks stroll down the streets.

Being positioned between Vietnam and Thailand, Laos cuisine reflects a little of both of its neighbours. Laotians are not afraid of a little lime juice, a lot of fish sauce and mounds of delicious fresh herbs. This is pretty much my ideal cuisine! I have altered the original recipes just a tad, mostly because of the difficulty of getting all the ingredients in Australia.

 

TO GET THE PARTY STARTED - THE COCKTAIL
Unfortunately, or maybe it's a fortunate fact, I couldn't locate any of the traditional rice whisky called Lao Lao to put into my Laotian cocktail for the evening. Instead I used Gin. With a combo of other Laotian flavours of ginger, lemongrass and mint, we had a beautifully refreshing cocktail to begin the evening.

To prep
Make some lemongrass syrup:

1 cup sugar
1 cup water
1 stem of lemongrass
Cut the lemongrass up and simmer it together with the water and sugar in a pot for ten minutes to allow the flavour to infuse. Let the syrup chill before using.

 

The business side of things
2 shots of Gin
Sprig of fresh mint
Stem of lemongrass
1/4 teaspoon ground ginger
1 shot of lemongrass syrup
1 shot lime juice
2 shot ginger ale
Cut lemongrass into small pieces, and put a few pieces into the bottom of a cocktail shaker with a few leaves of mint and muddle until the flavour is released.

Add ginger, syrup gin and lime juice with ice. Shake well.

Strain into one of your host's CRYSTAL glasses until it's about 3/4 full, and top with ginger ale and garnish with a slice of lime.

 

WITH RUMBLING BELLIES, WE INTRODUCE THE MAIN COURSE 
These are 3 of my favourite Laotian recipes, and I think the fit pretty well together. All are courtesy of the Tum Tum Cheng restaurant, a place that loves using 'approximate' measurements, in the form of 'handfuls.' This means that everyone seems to cook a unique version of the dish, depending on what ingredients they have a preference for, and how small or large their hands may be. Once again, the size of your hands will determine how many people you can feed with the recipe, but I would say that each recipe generously feeds 4 people.

STEAMED MIX VEGETABLE SALAD
3 handfuls of white mushrooms
1/2 handful of jelly mushrooms (bought in a dried form and re-hydrated by letting them sit in some boiling water)
1/2 handful chopped green beans
1/2 handful of bamboo shoots (you can use the canned variety, but the fresh bamboo is so much better! its available in most asian supermarkets in an air-tight packet)
1/2 handful of morning glory (or any other asian green, leafy vegetable, I often use kan kung)
1/2 handful of fresh mint
3 tablespoons of chopped lemongrass (only use the end of the stem as it gets tougher the further up the stem you go)
1/2 tablespoon of chopped kaffir lime leaves
1 tablespoon galangal, cut into matchsticks
1 tablespoon of crushed roasted peanuts
1 tablespoon roasted sesame seed powder (made by mortar and pestle-ing roasted sesame seeds into a powder)
Fresh mint leaves to serve
DRESSING

Mix together:

3 tablespoons of fish sauce
4 tablespoons of lime juice
3 tablespoons of water
 

Steam vegetables, run through cold water and drain. Mix herbs and spices and scatter over the vegetables. Add sesame powder, peanuts and sprinkle with mint leaves. Drizzle dressing over the salad. Serve with chopped chillies on the side.

 

FRIED RICE SALAD
75g minced pork*
1/2 kg steamed rice
3 egg yolks
1 tablespoon chopped spring onions
1/2 tablespoon chopped garlic
1 tablespoon red chilli powder
3 tablespoons of lemongrass, chopped
1 teaspoon of kaffir lime leaves, thinly sliced
1/2 handful spring onions
1/2 handful snake beans
1/2 handful roasted peanuts
1 tablespoon chopped red chillies
1 handful mint leaves to serve
 

DRESSING

Mix together:

1 tablespoons of fish sauce
1 teaspoon sugar
1 teaspoon soy bean paste
4 tablespoons lime juice
 

Mix rice and minced meat with egg yolks, shallots, chilli powder and garlic. Form balls out of the mixture and fry in hot oil until crispy golden brown. Smash them into small pieces and mix with the herbs and pour the dressing over the salad. Mix well and top with fresh mint before serving.

 

MEATBALLS
250g minced pork*
2 egg yolks
1 tablespoon sticky rice powder (made by mortar and pestle-ing grains of sticky rice until it's powder-like, you can always use rice flour if you prefer)
1/2 tablespoon sugar
1/3 tablespoon white pepper
3 tablespoons of fish sauce
2 tablespoons of chopped spring onions
1 tablespoon of chopped garlic
Mix the minced meat with the seasonings. Add the egg yolks and rice powder, mix together. The mixture is usually ridiculously sticky with all the fish sauce. Heat oil up in a saucepan, and dollop mounds of the meat mixture into the hot oil. Fry until golden.

* minced tofu can be used instead of pork for those who prefer the vego option

 

FOR THOSE WITH A SWEET TOOTH... 
SWEET STICKY RICE WITH MANGO (serves 8)
2 cups of sticky rice
2 cups of coconut milk
1 cup of sugar, a tablespoon extra for the sauce
4 mangoes
Rinse rice 2-3 times until the water runs clear. Place rinsed rice in a bowl and cover with cold water and soak overnight. Strain the rice before using.

Put the rice in cheesecloth, and put the cheesecloth bundle into a bamboo steamer. Steam the rice for about 20 minutes, or until tender. Be sure that the bamboo steamer is not touching the boiling water.

Once cooked, transfer the rice to a bowl. Whilst it is still hot add 1.5 cups of coconut milk and 1 cup of sugar and mix through the rice until the grains are coated with it.

Cover the rice and let it cool.

For the sauce mix 1/2 cup of coconut milk with 1 tablespoon of sugar until the sugar dissolves.

To serve place sticky rice on a serving plate with sliced mango. Pour the sauce over the sticky rice and enjoy!

