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som tam

{continued}

Tam Taeng Kwaa

SPECIAL 
EQUIPMENT
•	 A Thai clay mortar

•	 A wooden pestle

The first time I had som tam made from cucumber, I was in Si Sa Ket, a small 
town in Isaan. I’d just seen the ruins of an old temple and I was on my way 
back to my hotel in God knows where. The motorcycle taxi I’d hired to take 
me to the ruins had dropped me off at a sort of crossroads. I was waiting there 
for a bus. Nearby was a general store where a bunch of people were hanging 
out, so I sidled over and greeted them in rudimentary Thai. They were making 
lunch, and I asked them what they were eating. They seemed excited to see 
a foreigner who wasn’t part of a tour group and offered me a plate of food. 
Instead of everyone grabbing from a mound of sticky rice, as I’d expected, we 
all had our own bowls with a few skeins of khanom jiin, noodles made from 
fermented rice. One of my new friends spooned the som tam over the top. In 
the typical Isaan fashion, it was fiery, just faintly sweet, and intensely funky 
from the fermented fish sauce called naam plaa raa. Not only did it drive 
home for me that green papaya has no monopoly on som tam, but it showed 
me that even in sticky-rice country, you could eat som tam however the heck 
you wanted. As I began to say my goodbyes, a few of them semi-jokingly 
suggested that I stay and marry their daughters. “I’m too old!” I told them. It 
didn’t seem to matter. My theory is that they were just thrilled that I happily 
ate plaa raa.

Flavor Profile FIERY, SOUR, SALTY, BARELY SWEET

Try It With Sii Khrong Muu Yaang (Thai-style pork ribs), page 128, or other grilled 
meat. If you’re not serving it over rice noodles, eat it with Khao Niaw (Sticky rice),  
page 33.

THAI CUCUMBER SALAD
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som tam

{Thai cucumber salad, continued}

DRY-FRY THE SHRIMP AND SOFTEN  
THE PALM SUGAR
Heat a small dry pan or wok over medium heat, add the 
dried shrimp, and cook, stirring frequently, until they’re 
dry all the way through and slightly crispy, about 5 min-
utes. Set them aside in a small bowl to cool. They’ll keep 
covered at room temperature for up to 1 week.

Put the palm sugar in a small microwavable bowl, 
sprinkle on the 1/4 teaspoon of water, cover the bowl 
with plastic wrap, and microwave on low just until the 
sugar has softened (not liquefied), 10 to 30 seconds. 
Pound the mixture in a mortar (or mash it in the bowl) 
until you have a smooth paste. Covered, it will keep soft 
for up to 2 days.

MAKE THE SALAD 
Cut one of the lime halves lengthwise into thirds, then 
cut the thirds in half crosswise. Set aside 3 of the pieces 
(reserve the remaining lime for another purpose).

Combine the garlic, chiles, and 1 heaping teaspoon 
of the softened palm sugar in a large clay mortar  
and pound just until you have a chunky sludge with 
small but visible pieces of garlic and slightly broken 
down chiles (do not turn the chiles into mush), 5 to  
10 seconds.

Add the 3 lime wedges and pound very lightly and 
briefly, just to release the juice. Add the shrimp, pound 
lightly just to release their flavor (don’t smash or pulver-
ize them), then add the long beans and pound lightly 
to bruise them (they should not break into pieces or 
dramatically flatten).

Halve the cucumber lengthwise and cut it into 
angled, irregular 3/4- to 1-inch chunks. Add the cucum-
ber, both fish sauces, and lime juice. The next step is 
easy but subtle. You want to use the pestle to barely 
bruise the cucumber (lightly pounding at a slight angle, 
not directly up-and-down) for about 10 seconds, while 
simultaneously using a large spoon to scoop up from 
the bottom of the mortar, essentially tossing the cucum-
ber, palm sugar mixture, and the other ingredients as 
you pound. Do not smash the cucumber.

Add the tomatoes and pound lightly, just to release 
the juices. Add the peanuts and mix briefly but well  
with the spoon.

If you’re using the noodles, put them on a plate with 
raised edges or in a shallow bowl. Spoon the contents 
of the mortar, liquid and all, over them. Stir well before 
you eat.

1 tablespoon medium-size 
dried shrimp, rinsed and 
patted dry

1 ounce palm sugar

1/4 teaspoon water

1 small lime (preferably a 
Key lime), halved through 
the stem

3 grams peeled garlic (about 
1 medium clove), halved 
lengthwise

1 gram dried Thai chiles 
(about 4), soaked in 
lukewarm water just until 
pliable, about 10 minutes, 
then drained

1 ounce long beans, ends 
trimmed, cut into 2-inch 
lengths (about 1/2 cup)

7 ounces Persian, English, or 
Japanese cucumbers (or any 
firm variety without large 
seeds and thick, bitter skin)

1 tablespoon Thai fish sauce

1 tablespoon naam plaa raa 
(fermented fish sauce)

1 tablespoon lime juice 
(preferably from Key limes or 
spiked with a small squeeze 
of Meyer lemon juice)

2 ounces cherry tomatoes 
(about 4), halved, or 
quartered if very large

2 generous tablespoons 
coarsely chopped unsalted 
roasted peanuts

2 ounces Vietnamese or 
Thai dried rice vermicelli, 
prepared according to the 
instructions on page 231 
(optional)

SERVES 2 TO 6 AS PART 
OF A MEAL; YOU CAN 

DOUBLE THE RECIPE IN 
A LARGE CLAY MORTAR




