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Herald Correspondents

W
e’d always heard that
Chiang Mai, with its
markets and cooking
schools, was the food
Mecca of the north.

Once an independent kingdom on
a caravan trade route, the old
walled city on the Ping River is still
bounded by moats, but now it’s a
bustling cosmopolitan center set
amidst hundreds of exquisite
temples and priceless Buddhas.

Chiang Mai is also the gateway to
the northern hill country where
Thailand’s more traditional tribal
peoples live — an area we wanted
to explore.

We spent the first few days in

Chiang Mai just reveling in
the remarkable variety of
produce displayed in the
farmers markets — the
eggplants alone ranged
from the size of tiny peas
to that of large gourds;

from white, green and magenta to
deep plum purple.

We sampled the aromatic
offerings from myriad food stalls,
savoring the Thai blends of spicy,
sweet, hot and sour that
characterize this cuisine. 

Khao sáwy noodles are one of
Chiang Mai’s specialties: chicken,
cooked in a spicy coconut curry,
ladled over boiled noodles, topped
with crispy fried noodles, and
served with a variety of
condiments, vegetables and sticky
rice. Everyone had a favorite place
that we had to try for “the best
khao sáwy.” They’d give us
directions, write the name in Thai
on a piece of paper for us, and
then we’d wind up wandering
down a street trying to match the
name on the paper to a sign on a
building. Usually someone would
notice our dilemma, look at the
paper and point us toward a little
restaurant; we never mastered
reading Thai script — but the
noodles were always delicious.

When we arrived in Chiang Mai,
preparations for Songkran, the
Buddhist New Year, were just
getting under way. At first we
didn’t understand why people
were literally ambushing each
other in the streets with water

Taste
Food
& Wine

Food Wranglers
Back Roads, Good Food

THAI TREK

                                                                                                                                                                                                   MARIE PERUCCA-RAMIREZ/Special to The Herald

Flavorful fun and fun-loving people highlight The Food Wranglers’ trip to Northern Thailand

We sampled the aromatic offerings from
myriad food stalls, savoring the Thai
blends of spicy, sweet, hot and sour that
characterize this cuisine.

                   MARIE PERUCCA-RAMIREZ/Special to The Herald

A chef in one of Chiang Mai’s cooking schools
demonstrates Thai cooking techniques while
Julio looks on.Please see Thailand page 7

The
distinctive
flavor of
Tom Yam
Kung, a hot
and spicy
shrimp soup,
comes from
kaffir lime
leaves,
lemongrass,
garlic,
ginger and
chiles.
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pistols and water pumps;
during the morning rush hour,
we’d see locals riding scooters
to work being drenched with
buckets of water tossed by
strangers in passing pickup
trucks — and everyone was
smiling.

When we first met with
Pom, a multilingual guide who
would take us up into the hill
country, she explained that the
traditional New Year’s
hand-washing rituals — such
as “Bathing the Buddha,”
where a small amount of
scented water is poured on the
hands of Buddha images, and
the respectful washing of
elders’ hands to ask for a
blessing — had evolved into a
festival of water fights and
general merriment now lasting
up to 10 days in some areas.
“You’ll see when we get back,”
she promised.

Pom picked us up early on
the morning we began our
trek; we stopped first at a
farmers market to buy
provisions for that evening’s
meal — a chicken, which Pom
salted to preserve it through a
day without refrigeration (not
recommended!), and assorted
ingredients basic to Thai
cooking — ginger,
lemongrass, shallots,
mushrooms, chiles, garlic,
limes, tomatoes and fish sauce.
Pom packed the produce along
with the chicken into her
backpack. 

The day was sticky-hot and
humid; rain threatened

occasionally as we climbed
through a forest full of
blooming orchids and booming
insects. The trail took us past
small villages, water buffalo,
women working in their
terraced fields and men
carrying firewood or returning
home from hunting. In the late
afternoon we reached the top
of a ridge, then we descended
down through a series of
switchbacks to arrive at a
secluded hot spring. Clouds of
steam from fumaroles in the
forest floor rose through the
trees. As sweaty as we were,
soaking in the heated water

was unbelievably refreshing.
We basked there in the late
afternoon sun, with the sounds
of the forest and the bubbling
stream around us — one of
those crystalline moments in
life when everything was
perfect.

Another 2K walk brought us
to the Karen village where we
would spend the night. The
Karen are subsistence farmers;
their wooden houses are built
on platforms to protect against
animals, snakes and heavy
rains; chickens scratch near
piles of neatly stacked
firewood and pigs root about

tethered to the posts. A
communal pump provides
water for the village. Food is
cooked over open fires inside
the homes, and candles
provide any necessary light.
Pom assembled the
ingredients for the evening
meal from her backpack; the
host family’s children helped
peel and chop the vegetables
— the most time-consuming
part of Thai cuisine. 

After a dinner of spicy tom
yam gai soup (made with the
chicken from Pom’s
backpack), a dish of bamboo
shoots with glass noodles, and

a warm beer, we played
dominoes by candlelight. Then
we retired to an empty room,
spread out our sleeping bags,
and fell asleep to the sound of
rain pelting the metal roof. The
evening air was surprisingly
cool and insect free: we slept
soundly, only waking when the
village roosters announced the
coming dawn.

In the following days, we
hiked through more villages
where tribal peoples were in
transition socially and
culturally. On the last day, we
rode an elephant from a
riverside village through
shallows and undulating
riverbank terrain to our final
stopping point, a river “way
station” where we loaded our
gear onto a narrow bamboo
raft. Standing upright, we poled
our raft through the rapids and
between the rocks as we
headed down river, past
fishermen casting their nets
and women washing clothes, to
the rendezvous point where
Pom’s brother would pick us
up.

Back in Chiang Mai, the wet
euphoric madness of Songkran
was in full swing. Rows of
people along streets greeted us
with buckets and hoses —
drenching cyclists, scooter
riders and passersby; at night
people were dancing in the wet
streets. Pom invited us to
march with the Northern
Thailand Trekking Club in the
Songkran parade on the
following day. We joined the
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Ambushed by a
child with a

garden hose,
Julio Ramirez

retaliates with
a bucket of

water during
Songkran, the
Buddhist New

Year. Far right:
An Akha tribal

woman, her
teeth stained

with betel nut,
in traditional

dress. The Akha
are one of

several
semi-nomadic

hill tribes living
in northern

Thailand. 

                            MARIE PERUCCA-RAMIREZ/Special to The Herald

Julio Ramirez
treks through
the hill
country of
northern
Thailand;
several
seminomadic
tribes live
along the Thai
borders with
Myanmar and
Laos.
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contingents of hill tribes in
their colorful finery, school
bands, sports clubs, civic
associations — everyone
carrying banners and flags —
parading through the streets of
Chiang Mai to wash the hands
of the governor — a symbolic
gesture that had become a
frenzy of water fighting. It took
the marchers four hours to
reach the governor’s palace to
pay our resects, sopping wet
and laughing.

That evening we returned to
the night market for a bowl of
curry and a beer. Several
townsfolk came up to us
—they’d recognized us from
the parade (as Westerners,
we’d stood out). They
congratulated us on our
participation — then squirted
us with water. But we were
prepared, now armed with our
own water guns. In this land of
hot, sweet, spicy — and wet —
Buddha was smiling.

                   Nam Prik Ong                   
          (Chiang Mai minced pork          
              and tomato sauce)              
                 (Makes 21⁄2 cups)                 

This is a traditional Northern Thai
festival dish. This version is a mild
but flavorful chile “dipping sauce”
served with an assortment of sliced
fresh and /or steamed vegetables
such as cucumbers, bell peppers,
snow peas, Chinese cabbage,
carrots and green beans. It’s
accompanied by sticky rice.
(Deep-fried pork rinds are
traditional accompaniments, too.)
Nam Prik Ong makes a great sauce
for rice, pasta and egg dishes — or
try it on spaghetti squash for a twist.
To use it as a sauce, you may want
to double the recipe; if it’s too thick,
add a bit more water.

10 dried California chiles (large
red chiles sold in cellophane bags in
supermarkets)

21⁄2 tsp kosher salt (11⁄4 tsp. table
salt)

1 T. chopped coriander root or
chopped cilantro stems

1⁄2 cup minced shallots
1 T. minced garlic
1⁄2 tsp. shrimp paste (see note) or

anchovy paste
1 T. fish sauce (see note)
10 cherry tomatoes cut into

quarters
1 tsp. minced galangal or minced

ginger
8 oz. lean pork, finely minced
1⁄2 cup to 3⁄4 cup water
3 T. peanut oil
1 T. chopped cilantro (garnish)
1 T. chopped scallion (garnish)
Steps: Remove stem end and

seeds from chiles; soak in water 30
minutes, then finely chop. Place
chiles, salt, cilantro stems, shallots,
garlic and shrimp paste in a food

processor and purée, cleaning the
sides constantly with a spatula, until
the ingredients are well blended into
a paste. Add the fish sauce (náam
plaa), the tomatoes, ginger and pork
to the processor, continue to purée
while adding the water until the
paste has the consistency of a thick
sauce.

Heat the oil in a wok or skillet
over medium heat; cook the sauce
for 4 to 5 minutes, stirring
constantly. Remove from heat.

Serve garnished with chopped
cilantro and scallions.

Note: If possible, use fish sauce
(náam plaa) and shrimp paste. They
are available in the international
section of many supermarkets and
at Asian markets. Fish sauce is one
of the main components in Thai,
Vietnamese and other Asian
cuisines; as a condiment, it adds a
wonderful flavor to variety of savory
dishes. 

                 Sesame chicken                 
              in pandanus leaves              
               (Makes 24 pieces)               

This dish is very tasty. It makes a
great presentation as an appetizer,
and it’s easy to make. The pandanus
leaves (used in both sweet and
savory cooking in Thailand) impart a
distinctive flavor to the dish. You can
find pandanus leaves, also known as
“pandan” or “screw pine,” in the
refrigerated section of Asian
markets such as the Indian-Filipino
Market, 1914 Fremont Blvd., in
Seaside. The chicken is served with
sweet and hot dipping sauce (recipe
below) and eaten with the wrappers
removed.

2 T. finely minced garlic
1⁄2 tsp. freshly ground black

pepper
2 tsp. brown sugar
2 T. light soy sauce
1 T. sesame oil
1 lb. skinless boneless chicken

breast cut into 11⁄2-inch cubes (about
24 pieces)

3 T. sesame seeds, toasted
optional

1 package pandanus leaves, rinsed
and patted dry

Oil for deep-frying
Steps: Mix the garlic, pepper,

sugar, soy sauce and sesame oil
together in a bowl; add the chicken;
mix well so that all of the chicken is
well coated with the marinade.
Cover and refrigerate; allow to
marinate for at least 4 hours.

Remove the chicken from the
refrigerator and stir in the sesame
seeds; mix well. Select a pandanus
leaf, flatten it out, then place a piece
of chicken on one end of the leaf, roll
it once or twice, cut off the excess
leaf with scissors, then secure the
bundle by tying it around the middle
with another long narrow strip of
leaf; tie a knot just as you would
when tying a package. The leaves are
very flexible. (The Thais do an
amazing job of tying the bundles
artfully, but this looks good and
cooks just as well). Repeat with the
remaining pieces of chicken.

Preheat at least 3 inches of oil in a
pot or frying pan to 350 degrees;
when the oil is at temperature, put

several chicken bundles in the pot
and cook for 2 minutes, then remove
from pan. Set on paper towels to
drain. Cook the chicken in small
batches; do not crowd the pan so
the oil will remain at 350 degrees.

Serve hot or cold with a dipping
sauce (see below). 

       Sweet and hot dipping sauce       
             (Makes about 1⁄2 cup)             

1⁄2 cup rice vinegar
2 T. water 
1 T. sugar
10 Thai bird chiles, minced (hot!)

or, for a milder sauce, 3 serrano
chiles, minced 

3 cloves garlic, minced
2 T. minced cilantro stems
3 green onions, finely sliced
Steps: Bring the vinegar, water

and sugar to simmer; add the chiles
and the garlic; remove from heat.
When cool, add the cilantro stems
and the onion.

                  Tom Yam Kung                  
                  (Spicy Thai hot                  
           and sour shrimp soup)           
                  (Serves 4 to 6)                  

Tom Yam is a traditional soup

served all over Thailand. Made with
chicken (gai) or shrimp (kung), this
hot and spicy soup is traditionally
made with lemongrass, kaffir lime
leaves and fish sauce, but if you
can’t find these, it tastes wonderful
using substitute ingredients more
readily available in Western
markets. Because this soup cooks
quickly — 7 minutes total — it’s
important to have all of the prep
work done in advance. Serve with a
small side plate to collect the shrimp
tails, ginger slices, etc.

1 pound shrimps, 21-25 size,
peeled, tail on

5 cups chicken stock (use
homemade or a rich boxed stock
such as Pacific Organic from
Costco)

2 T. (about 6 cloves) garlic,
minced

1⁄2 cup minced shallots or 1 cup
green onions, sliced

2 stalks lemongrass, outer layer
and top 2⁄3 discarded, sliced (or 1 T.
finely grated lemon rind)

10 thin slices of peeled fresh
ginger 

2 cups (about 7 oz.) button or
oyster mushrooms, cut in half

2 med. tomatoes, each cut into 8
wedges

3 Thai bird or 5 serrano chiles,
cut in half lengthways (add more if
you like it hot!)

3 T. fish sauce, called náam plaa
(or 2 T. soy sauce plus 1⁄2 tsp. salt)

5 kaffir lime leaves, torn in half,
stems discarded (or 1 T. plus 1⁄2 tsp.
finely grated lime zest)

2 T. freshly squeezed lime juice
1⁄2 cup chopped fresh cilantro
Steps: Place the stock into

medium-size pot; bring to a boil over
medium heat; reduce heat to
medium (a low boil) and add the
garlic, shallots, lemongrass (or
rind), ginger, mushrooms and chiles;
cook for 2 minutes. Add the shrimp;
cook for 3 minutes more; add the
fish sauce (or soy sauce and salt),
tomatoes, and the kaffir lime leaves
(or lime zest); cook for 2 minutes;
remove from heat. Add the lime
juice and cilantro and stir. Serve
hot. To reduce the spiciness,
remove some or all of the chiles
from the soup before serving.

Note: Since the chiles cook for a
relatively short time, they will not
make the soup as hot as you would
think.

                   Tom Yam Gai                   
              (Spicy Thai hot and              
              sour chicken soup)              
                  (Serves 4 to 6)                  

This is the soup we ate the first
night of trekking. Follow the
directions for Tom Yam Kung
(above) except substitute 3⁄4 pounds
chicken breast, cut into bite-sized
pieces, for the shrimp.

Add the chicken and stock to the
pot at the same time; bring to a boil
and cook for 5 minutes over medium
heat (a low boil); add the garlic,
shallots, lemongrass (or rind),
ginger, mushrooms and chiles; cook
for 5 minutes; then add the fish
sauce, tomatoes, kaffir lime leaves
and continue on as in the recipe
above.
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One of the traditional festival dishes of the north is nam prik ong, a full-flavored minced pork and
tomato concoction used as a dipping sauce.

About the authors

 Julio Ramirez and Marie Perucca-Ramirez, creators of the Fishwife
Seafood Restaurants and Turtle Bay taquerias on the Peninsula, sold
their restaurants to start The Food Wranglers Inc., a restaurant
consultant group.

Julio is certified as an executive chef by the American Culinary
Federation and in 1999 was inducted into the prestigious American
Academy of Chefs. Marie is a writer with a degree in history and
sociology and a master’s in applied linguistics.

The couple have always enjoyed traveling the back roads of the world;
they are interested in seeing what other ethnic groups grow, what they
eat, how they prepare their food — what their various cultures “taste
like.”

During their travels they have met many remarkable individuals, had a
number of unusual experiences, eaten a variety of unfamiliar foods —
and collected some great recipes they have adapted for home use.

Once a month they will share their experiences — through words and
photos — with Herald readers. Write to them at
marie@foodwranglers.com.
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