
global flavours.

Clockwise (from far  
left): Iniala Beach  
House; hokkien mee 
(stir-fried Hokkien 
noodles); La Sirena 
restaurant at Point Yamu 
by Como; papaya at  
the market; infinity  
pool at Paresa resort; 
traditional batik sarong, 
as worn by Phuket’s 
Peranakan women.

The traditional food of Phuket is unlike anything 
else you’ll eat in Thailand. You just need to 

know where to look for it, says Lara Dunston.
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“Phuket cuisine is influenced by the Chinese, mainly from 

Hokkien – that’s why we have Hokkien noodles, dim sum, 
khanom jeen (noodles in curry broth) and Chinese cookies  
– and Muslims from India and Malaysia, which explains our  
roti and chicken curry,” says chef Chuprakong. “But unless you 

visit a home, it’s hard to find local food 
on the island outside Phuket Town.  
Phuket cuisine isn’t like the Thai food 
foreigners know. It’s not always 
balanced. It’s very spicy or not spicy  
at all. Foreigners don’t understand 
Phuket food, so locals make pad Thai.”

I’m not surprised; Phuket is one  
of Thailand’s most popular holiday 
destinations, receiving several million 
tourists each year. At the airport,  
I hear myriad languages spoken, from 
Russian to Cantonese; Spanish to 
Japanese. And as we drive through  
the coastal resorts, with their tattoo 
parlours, spas and $2 massage shops,  
I spot countless fast-food franchises 
and restaurants with blackboards 
offering pizza, schnitzel and sushi. 
Thailand boasts regional cuisines  
as complex and diverse as its ethnic 
groups and geography, yet the young 
chef is right. The only signs I see 
advertising Thai food are those  
for Isaan, the ‘it’ cuisine from  
north-eastern Thailand, but there  
are none promoting Phuket cuisine.

cultural crossroads
Phuket’s culinary scene has the past 
and present to both thank and blame. 
Unlike central and northern Thailand, 
which were settled by immigrants 
from China’s southern states, Phuket 
had been settled centuries earlier,  

as far back as the first century BC, by Indians, Malays and 
Muslim ‘Sea Gypsies’. Strategically located on what was once 
a peninsula before a channel was dug to create an island, 
Phuket Town was a port of call on the maritime spice and  
silk routes for traders from Persia, Arabia, India, China, 
Malaysia, Java, and Portugal. All of these visitors brought 

From where I’m lying, it's a postcard view overlooking  
one of Phuket’s serene beaches. Lofty palm trees, dripping 
with green coconuts, sprout from squeaky-soft sand. The 
azure-coloured Andaman Sea sparkles 
and blue fishing boats bob on the 
horizon. It’s a very different scene 
from last season, when Thailand’s 
military took power in a coup and 
army chief General Prayuth  
Chan-Ocha became Prime Minister.

Before the General’s Phuket 
clean-up began – aimed at restoring 
the island’s natural beauty as part of  
a nationwide ‘Return Happiness to 
Thai People’ campaign – beaches were 
littered with rubbish and skirted  
by tents offering massages and 
hair-braiding. Sun-beds three rows 
deep hogged the sand, and vendors 
hassled tourists to buy sarongs,  
towels and snacks. Now, it’s blissfully 
peaceful and pristine. There’s room to 
build sandcastles and throw a Frisbee. 
Beach-goers, no longer pressured to 
hire expensive sun-beds, spread their 
towels on the sand.

sea change
“Phuket cuisine is unique. It’s very 
special, but hard to find,” Phuket-born 
sous chef Phubase Chuprakong  
of Iniala Beach House’s Aziamendi 
restaurant tells me the next evening,  
as he presents an artfully plated 
deconstruction of phad pak mieng,  
a local dish made from bitter  
green leaves and scrambled  
egg. The experiment is one of five 
inventive dishes that Aziamendi’s Thai chefs have created  
as part of a Celebration of Siam Flavours menu, which sits 
alongside dishes rooted in the Basque flavours of parent 
restaurant Azurmendi in Bilbao, Spain. The idea is to introduce 
diners to authentic Phuket produce and dishes in a town where 
menus so often feature hamburgers and caesar salad. p
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r Clockwise (from above): 
fishing boats at Kamala 
Beach; pla krapong phad 
khamin (sea bass with 
turmeric, pepper and 
garlic) from a Paresa 
cooking class; aziamendi 
restaurant; Phuket Town 
street stall; marinated 
tuna with lemongrass, 
mint and chilli at 
nahmyaa restaurant.

PhuKet sPecIaltIes
Gaeng poo bai chaplu: rich red 
coconut crab meat curry with wild 
betel leaf.
Gaeng som: clear, tangy soup, 
typically served with shrimp.
Goong sarong: deep-fried 
noodle-wrapped shrimps.
Kari mei fun: noodle dish related 
to penang-style curry laksa.
Khanom jeen: breakfast of rice 
noodles, curries and vegetables.
nam prik goong seab: chilli dip 
made from dried shrimp served 
with raw vegetables.
Moo hong: fall-apart pork belly 
simmered in a five-spice broth.
O-aew: banana jelly dessert 
served with red beans and ice. 
O-tao: Fujian-style baby oyster 
omelette.
Phad pak mieng: sauteed greens 
with garlic and dried shrimp.
Popiah sod: fresh pork and 
vegetable rolls smothered in chilli 
and tamarind sauce.
Siew boi: breakfast of dim sum, 
steamed buns and custard tarts.
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their own spices, ingredients and recipes, and many, 
enchanted by life here, stayed on.

Some 75 per cent of Phuket's population are known as 
Peranakans or Baba-Nyonya, the mixed-race descendants  
of the Chinese, Indonesian and Malaysian immigrants  
who arrived in the 16th century. In Malay, the men are  
called baba and women nyonya, but as nyonya was 
unpronounceable for Thais, they used Baba-Yaya. Examples  
of the pretty, pastel-coloured Baba-Yaya houses, built in the 
Sino-Portuguese style, are on Romanee, 
Krabi and Thalang Roads, the old 
commercial heart of Phuket Town. 
Their designs are influenced by 
everything from European classicism  
to art deco, and feature decorative 
Chinese fretwork around the doors  
and window frames.

Phuket’s Baba-Yaya cuisine is  
a similiar fusion of styles, influenced  
by Royal Thai, Thai street food, and 
various Chinese regional cuisines, 
especially Hokkien, as well as Malaysian. Flavours are more 
subtle and less spicy than Thai and aren’t as salty or sweet  
as Chinese and Malaysian. 

While mass tourism and a taste for pad Thai have posed a 
threat to Phuket cuisine, efforts are under way to protect the 
island’s culinary heritage. Dr Kosol Tang-Uthai, of the Thai 
Peranakan Association, recruited 65 local chefs to help 
document Phuket’s culinary history, collating hundreds of 
recipes of unique local dishes to submit to UNESCO to 
nominate Phuket Town as a protected City of Gastronomy.

street Food
To sample authentic Phuket street food, make a beeline for  
the stalls, markets, food courts, and family eateries of Phuket 
Town. Avoid the ubiquitous pad Thai and Isaan’s som tam 
salad and grilled chicken sold around the island, and instead 
focus on local dishes. To ensure what you’re getting is 
genuine, say you want food that is Phuket-style. 

For a typical Phuket breakfast, try siew boi (dim sum) and 
khanom jeen. Head out between 6am and 8am to join the 

locals at crowded dim sum joints  
such as Guangdong-style Juan Hiang 
(Chana Charoen Rd) and Boonrat 1  
(off Bangkok Rd, behind the fresh 
market), each of which claims to be the 
oldest at around 100 years. While you’ll 
recognise many of the dumplings and 
buns, they are sweeter and locals will 
slather on chilli sauces rather than soy.

Afterwards, try Po Lamai (where 
Satun and Dibuk roads meet), the most 
legendary of Phuket’s famous khanom 

jeen shops, for the cold noodles served that you drown in 
laksa-like curries and eat with an array of green and fragrant 
herbs. Across the road you’ll spot Pehteow noodle House, 
established in 1949. It’s worth returning after it opens  
(around 11am) in order to sample the handmade Cantonese 
noodles in a broth that’s simmered all night and made to  
a secret family recipe. 

You’ll find Phuket’s most typical dishes at the 1950s-era Lock 
Tien Food Court (corner Dibuk and Yaowarat rds), made by the 
original families who brought them to the island. It’s a typical 

“Head out between 
6am and 8am to join 
the locals at crowded 

dim sum joints.”

global flavours.

Clockwise (from far left):  
a stall at the weekend market  
in Phuket Town; mee hun 
(stir-fried rice noodles with 
spare ribs in a clear soup) from 
Lock Tien Food Court; Sunset 
Bar at The Surin resort.
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hawker-style centre, the oldest in town, and is really just a 
collection of a dozen or so stalls under a tin roof. Many of the 
families have been dishing up their specialties for scores, if not 
hundreds, of years. At the entrance on the left at the Pae Lee 
stall, three generations of hawkers have made o-aew, Phuket’s 
famous banana jelly dessert that’s 
beloved by locals. The lady at the next 
stall will be rolling popiah (pork and 
vegetable wraps) that she’ll slather in  
a sticky tamarind sauce, while beside 
her at the famous Loh Bak stall, an old 
family makes deep-fried snacks of 
braised pork and offal.

On Soi Soon Utis, an alley behind 
Lok Tien, you’ll discover a handful  
of historic food carts, including Mae 
Sunee, a generations-old stall famous 
for its a pong, a crisp savoury pancake 
served with fresh greens, and a stall 
offering o-tao, the Fujian-style baby 
oyster omelettes brought to the island 
by the owner’s ancestors. Across the 
road, a lovely little woman called Jee 
Nguad specialises in kari mei fun, a 
light, creamy curry laksa-like soup, 
and cheh hu, a Chinese-Muslim salad, 
which has Malaysian origins.

On the corner of Thalang Road,  
you’ll find two of Phuket Town’s oldest 
Muslim restaurants, aroon and 
abdul’s, right beside each other, and 
diagonally opposite another, Phuket 
Muslim, still run by the descendants  
of the original Indian families who 
opened the doors some 60 years earlier. 
Choose the roti, which is made to order, 
and dip it in the rich chicken and beef 
curries heady with Indian spices such 
as star anise, cardamom and cumin.  
At Aroon’s, try the cha chuk, a frothy tea-coffee combo. 

At the opposite end of Thalang Road, the atmospheric 
Kopitamis is the spot to sample the thick, sweet pulled  
coffee that’s so popular with locals. Like many shops, it sells  
the old-style Chinese cakes, pastries and cookies made by 
Phuket’s best Chinese bakery, Keng Tin, on Phuket Road,  
which has been around since the 1940s.

Clockwise (from top left):  
learn traditional Phuket dishes 
at the Paresa cooking school; 
Dee Plee restaurant at the new 
anantara Layan resort; dried 
mushrooms, herbs and flowers, 
part of a Celebration of Siam 
menu at aziamendi restaurant; 
Zazada Beach Club’s red pool; 
freshly caught crabs.

If you're looking for a sit-down meal off the streets, look no 
further than raya, housed in a centuries-old house on New 
Dibuk Road. It’s the best, and oldest, on Phuket serving 
authentic Phuket cuisine, and is often jam-packed with  
Thai tourists. The owner, whose parents set up shop some  

100 years ago, can still be found in 
the kitchen or at the bar checking  
plates before they go to the table. 
Order the gaeng poo, which is the 
finest rendition of this creamy crab 
curry on the island, and the moo 
hong – tender pork belly. 

bacK to school
“Phuket food is fusion food,” says 
chef Srichan Pitak, executive chef  
of the Anantara Layan resort’s Dee 
Plee restaurant and instructor at the 
Spice Spoons Cooking School,   
as we trawl the Thepkrasattri fresh 
market for produce to use in our 
cooking class. “Thai food was very 
simple. Then curry powder came 
from India, stir-fry from China, and 
the Portuguese brought chillies and 
coriander from Mexico. Massaman 
curry was voted number-one dish in 
Thailand, but it’s Persian!” 

In his cooking class, I learn to 
make the spicy tom som soup with 
turmeric and tamarind, which are 
used much more in Phuket cuisine 
than elsewhere in Thailand. I’ll make 
the tom som again at the Boathouse 
(boathousephuket.com) cooking 
class, along with gaeng som (tangy 
soup), which the instructor insists is 
Phuket’s signature dish, and eaten for 
breakfast, lunch or dinner with rice 

and nam prik ong (a spicy and deliciously oily pork relish).
What sets the cooking schools at the new breed of Phuket 

resorts apart is their move away from generic Thai. Even 
established resorts, such as Trisara, The Surin and Paresa 
(paresaresorts.com) now feature Phuket specialties on their 
menus and at cooking classes, Paresa also offering guests  
a visit to Banzaan wet market, where few foreigners venture.

where to stay
If money is no object, Iniala 
Beach House (iniala.com) has  
10 villas and an all-inclusive rate 
that includes butler, driver, spa 
therapist, treatments, activities, 
picnics, barbecues and meals.

on a rocky point near Kata 
Beach, Kata rocks (katarocks.
com) has sleek, white lofts and 
villas inspired by super-yachts,  
with minimalist interiors, high-tech 
kitchens and private pools. 

Sala Phuket (salaresorts.com/
phuket), on one of phuket’s 
cleanest beaches, is laid-back, 
with sprawling lawns dotted  
with sun-beds, and pool suites 
behind high walls. 

Trisara (trisara.com) has lavish 
villas with spacious decks, and 
infinity pools with ocean vistas. 

Designed by renowned 
architect Ed tuttle, the cottages 
at The Surin (thesurinphuket.
com) are set amid coconut 
groves; the best are slap-bang  
on the creamy soft sand.
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PhuKet’s toP tables
Phuket’s new resorts have made an effort to feature Phuket 
specialties on their restaurant menus and use local produce. 
Your first priority should be to sample the Thai-infused Basque 
cuisine at aziamendi (aziamendi.com), the first foreign outpost 
of modernist chef Eneko Atxa’s three-Michelin-starred 
Azurmendi in Spain. Located at exclusive Iniala Beach House 
in Natai ( just over Sarasin Bridge, which links the island to the 
mainland), the restaurant, decorated with artwork that diners 
can purchase, is run by chef de cuisine 
Alex Burger, formerly of New York’s 
Daniel Boulud, with restaurant manager 
Behzad Davarkia and sommelier Fabien 
Etienne, from London’s Dinner by 
Heston Blumenthal. Guests select from 
three 14-course degustation menus, 
including Tribute, a retrospective from 
the Bilbao restaurant, and Twist, inspired 
by Thai flavours and ingredients. At 
newcomer The edge at nearby aleenta 
resort (aleenta.com), chef Alexander 
Bitterling, formerly of Brisbane’s Alchemy Restaurant & Bar  
and The Buffalo Club, has developed an eight-course tasting 
menu that largely uses locally sourced or organic produce. 

Back on Phuket at new Point Yamu by Como (comohotels.
com/pointyamu) a former Rockpool chef, Daniel Moran, directs 
the kitchens of La Sirena, a light-filled Mediterranean eatery, 
and the dramatic nahmyaa, currently the island’s best Thai 
restaurant, where the walls feature goldfish mosaics. Don’t miss 
the Aussie chef's rich rendition of gaeng moo, accompanied  
by cold khanom jeen noodles. The menu at Thai restaurant  

Dee Plee at the anantara Layan (phuket-layan.anantara.com) 
is divided into regional cuisines and features a handful of 
Phuket specialties. Try the southern tom som soup, made with 
turmeric, tamarind, lemongrass and galangal, which combine 
to give the broth its tangy, sweet and sour notes. 

The breezy Beach restaurant at Sala Phuket (salaresorts.
com/phuket), overlooking Mai Khao Beach, offers seven-course 
Thai tasting menus featuring island favourites and fresh 
seafood from the market. Order the Phuket lobster if available. 

nIght moves
Sundowners are best enjoyed by the  
sea, and resort-owned and stand-alone 
beach clubs are big in Phuket, despite 
shrinking in size following the clean-up 
that saw them pushed off the sand. 
Those that survived include Zazada 
(zazadabeachclub.com), where you can 
sip cocktails in jars, as you tuck into 
Thai-inspired fusion from the comfort  
of a beanbag by the red swimming pool, 

and re Ka Ta (boathousephuket.com), where ‘Sunset Apero’ 
includes free-flowing sparkling and canapes served in the 
library or poolside. In Phuket Town, you can eat retro snacks 
such as frankfurters and fish balls on skewers while sipping 
fresh fruit shakes with the Thai hipsters at the Indy Market 
(Thursday and Friday nights; Limelight Ave).

Kick on at The roxy, where you can catch some live blues, 
soul or jazz. Head to the buzzy Comics bar, whose lively crowd 
spills out onto the street, or try the whimsical Wonderland for 
its sophisticated vibe and top cocktails. d. 

“Sip cocktails in jars 
as you tuck into 

Thai-inspired fusion 
by the red pool.”

global flavours.

aziamendi at Iniala Beach House.  
right: La Sirena at Point Yamu by Como.


