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Mari kita makan in 

Southeast Asia!
By: Nikko Pendleton

As the days get colder, and frost begins 
to curl its way into your early morning, 
and winter jackets are pulled out of their 

closets, my nostalgia for the warm days of 
summer start in earnest. For I am someone who 
cannot, in any way, handle the cold. But only a 
hope and a skip over a pond that is an ocean 
lays a wonderful land where November and 
December are met with shorts. Southeast Asia: 
a tropical, balmy paradise just as you’d imagine, 
with blowing palm trees, clear blue water, exotic 
flavors, and vibrant culture.

The countries in this southern area of Asia 
differ tremendously from the rest of their 
technologically advanced Asian counterparts. 
Countries in this region, though rich and 
pulsating with life, are poor and undeveloped. 
They are unique onto themselves, just as their 
cuisine is singular and somewhat unshared with 
the world at large. I traversed my way by plain, 
train, bus, and boat through Laos, Thailand, and 
Indonesia to find my favorite dishes in each.

Tasty Tour of Southeast Asia
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KHÁWY YARK KIN! 
(LET’S EAT! IN LAO)
Lao is a magical land that can make you feel as 
though you have walked onto an Indiana Jones’ 
set. Sprawling ancient temples and massive moss 
covered Buddha statues lounge amidst the palm 
forests and palaces of shimmering gold point 
towards the sky. However, apart from the ruling 
class, Laotians are one of the poorest people in 
the world. But poor doesn’t mean depressed 
here, as everything speaks of happiness and 
life. The people are vivacious and bright colors 
abound everywhere. So it goes with their food. 
With influences from their neighbors, Vietnam 
and Thailand, but with interesting variations of 
their own, Lao dishes are flavorful and delicious. I 
love Laotian sausage, or sai ua, or sai grok, which 
is made of pork fat and flavored with garlic, lime, 
lemongrass, ginger, and chilies. I love lime and 
lemongrass flavors, and Lao is the only place I 
have found them in a sausage. My favorite dish 
is a soup called khao pun. It looks almost like 

Vietnamese phò, but with very different flavors. 
Khao pun consists of rice noodles in a spicy, herb
flavored broth with shredded pieces of chicken 
or pork and fish balls. It is also served with a plate 
of mung bean sprouts and fresh greens to add 
to the soup. The broth is what makes this dish, 
as the blending of spices is unique. But with 
ingredients like, lime leaves, pawpaw, galangal, 
and banana blossoms it’s easy to say you don’t 
taste those flavors everyday at your local diner.

HI KIN! 
(LET’S EAT! 
IN THAI))
We all know and love Thai food. It has become a 
trendy alternative to Chinese takeout in America 
and remains one of my favorite kinds of food. But 
Thai food in Thailand is of course a completely 
different experience. Thailand is one of my 
favorite places in the world. It has busy, dirty, fast-
paced Bangkok and tranquil island paradises. 

It is in places untouched by the Western 
world, and in others oversaturated in faux 
Westernization in an exaggerated attempt to 
appeal to their tourist patrons. But removed 
from the bright lights and bustle of cities I found 
a secluded piece of heaven.

Tasty Tour of Southeast Asia
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On the same island of Koh Phangan as the 
infamous Full Moon Party, and only a short 
water taxi ride away is a small pristine beach 
with only a few people to interrupt your beach 
nap. From this beach you follow a path onto 
the rocks overlooking the ocean, and onto a 
narrow handmade bridge of wooden branches. 
This winds up higher and higher over the water 
and finally to a restaurant in a palm bungalow 
perched over the edge of the cliff. From here, I 
watched the sunset with a cocktail in my hand 
and the best Thai food I’d ever eaten. Yes, I’m 
thankful for the life I live. I fell in love with a dish 
I had never tried before, because I always order 
pad Thai, called mussamun curry, which is a 
hardy curry of potatoes, chicken, and peanuts. 
The sauce is creamy and flavorful and since I’m a 
meat and potatoes kind of girl this hit all the right 
spots. I also love som tam, or spicy green papaya 
salad, which is simple and refreshing. Thailand 
has such a large tourist industry that you have to 
be careful to avoid the Westernized tourist trap 
restaurants and find the authentic gems. But 
also, anything tastes good when eaten in a palm 
hut on the beach in my opinion.

MARI KITA MA-
KAN! LET’S EAT! 
IN 
INDONSIAN)
Before going to Indonesia all I knew 
about it was what I had read in “Eat, 
Pray, Love” and from a brief paper I had 
read on it in a Sociology class in college 
about the country’s traditional ritual 
in which men attach swords to their 

genitals and battle it out. But Indonesia 
is an enchanted place for me. I grew up next to 
the Pacific Ocean, so not only am I obsessed with 
beaches, but I have a pretty high rating system 
when it comes to them. Indonesia’s beaches 
are indescribably beautiful, endless stretches of 
white sand against pure blue water. Some of the 
best I’ve seen. And step aside sushi and Korean 
BBQ, I have a new food love, and they are called 
gulai kambing and rendang sapi. Gulai is spicy 
lamb stew, and I have never tasted anything 
like it before. It is a creamy mingling of coconut 
milk and many spices, coriander, lemongrass, 
galangal, and bay leaves being some of them. 
I could never look at soup the same after the 
first spoonful of this passed through my lips. 
Rendang is spicy beef, often served with rice, 
soybean tempeh, and the ever-popular garlic 
chips. Indonesians have their spices down. 
Whatever they use to flavor any food they make 
they have made into the science of my tastes. 
It’s never too spicy but always chock-full of rich 
flavors. Unlike the light and freshness of Lao and 
Thai foods, Indonesian food is much hardier and 
stronger in taste. Lao and Thai foods use a few 
ingredients that you can taste and identify but 
Indonesians are not afraid of bringing as much 
flavor to a dish as possible. Terima kasih (thank 
you) Indonesia.
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Southeast Asia is an amazing place to visit and 
the food is without comparison. At home, I often 
see different kinds of Asian restaurants in small 
hideaways with unknown Asian characters above 
the door, and always think I would like to try it, but 
pass by because I’m too hungry to risk it or not 
brave enough to eat the mystery meat. But now 
I seek them out like a prize. My travels have taken 
away my fear of unknown ingredients and now 
I live in pursuit if new flavors. Laos, Thailand, and 
Indonesia opened my eyes to a part of the world 

that was beyond my imagination. Their food is 
healthy, fresh, and tasty. If I were ever inclined to 
diet, Lao and Thai dishes would be a perfect way 
to do it without forfeiting the happiness food 
gives me. Some of it is easy to make as well, if 
you can find the ingredients. Now, as I sit in my 
office and the harsh autumn wind roars outside, I
dream of my next Southeast Asian eating 
adventure. Here I come Cambodia and
Vietnam!
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