ASIAN FOOD

Irr‘!w T
INFTCHIE




ASIAN FOOD

&

gl

ARM.

MY

Nature's ine-up of

curatve ngredients



PRROTOCRAR Y BY sIvORME YO ELANA OF JAAAIR) STUCHO

ASIAN FOOD

he elderly man wears a white turban and layers
of grey robes, defying a stubborn heat. The air
hangs heavy and humid in his Malaysian home.

1 am here o ask Tuanguru Ustar
Haji Hashim questions about a
conservative Muslim school he
founded 50 years ago - but I'm
preoceupied by his repetitious reach
for a bowl of cloves.

“1 eat at Jeast 10 every duy” the
Islamic lender says. His doctor
recoenmended rw cloves for a
healthy heart, good eyes and a keen
brain. At 84, he attributes at least
some of his energy to the pungent
litthe dried flower buds of the tropical
evergroen, Syzygium aromaticum.

For more than a decade, | have
reported on news and culture across
Asia, and no matter the purpose of
my interviews, my sources invariably
gravitate toward food - and health,
and the intersection of the twa, In
Laos, 1 leamn local insights: eating
chilli keeps you young, and bitter
vegrtables fight malaria. In the
Kelabit Highlands of Borneo, a
villager tells me the water inside an

unopened pitcher plant acts as a medicine for the gut. In
the far northeast Indian state of Nagaland, locals cat garlic

10 lower blood pressure and cleanse the body. “We sy when
you put & kot of garlic in our curry it Kills all the potsons.”
my guide Neitho explains. Tribesmen also eat beneficial
critters. “We call this medicinal worm”, a Naga woman tells
me at a local market, pointing to a tray of little crawdies.

In Asia, food and health are topics at the core of daily
life - especially in rural arcas. The Asian pantry is far more
than a repository of food; it is the kitchen pharmacy.
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So, was Hashim right about his
choves? Tums out he was. Modern
rescarch shows these litthe spice buds
can help improve insulin function,
lower cholesterol and glucose,
boost cardiovascular health and
dramatically benefit people with
diabetes. These pluses are enhanced
when combined with doves’ common
culinary partner, cinnamon, which
alsor helps o lower blood sugar and
cholesterol and has antimicrobial
qualities. Chinese medicine has relied
on cinnamon for centuries to fight
everything from diarrhoea to the
common cokd.

Most ancient medicines centre
on food, and most ancient cuisines
have been eaten with good health
in mind. Thai curry, Vietnamese
pho, Cambaodian sour fish soup -
each is packed with antioxidants
and ingredients that fight disease.
Look towards India, and we find
roots o one of the world’s oldest

healing sciences, Ayurveda. The word itself derives
from two Sanskrit concepts that mean ‘knowledge’ and
the ‘maintenance of long life. This ancient philosophy
combines mind, body and spirit in its pursuit of wellbeing.
“Diet is the most important way of doing this.” writes the
Indian historian and food scientist, KT Achaya. His book,
The Story of Our Food, quotes the Charaka Sambhita, the
oldest most authoritative text on Ayurveda:

“Without a proper diet, medicines are of no use; with a
proper diet, medicines are unnecessary.” &
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Thai and lapanese scientists found
Lhal Thailand's Famous tom yam
soup contains key ingredients

dalangal. lemongrass and kallir lime

Lhal interact in ways Lo promole
Lheir cancer lighting abilities

This thinking thrives today in
places historically influenced by
Indian culture. Prasan Fangrajang, Aty wnabrsunusclsadvusawi
known as Pip, runs the Thai House ewminsiwd Horehuegueniives
hamestay and cvushing school o0 8 sxulwawa gfunmsewhemm qudy
canal outside Bangkok. She spends vanedrivusTuihlune wusludse
nearhy as much time explaining vowssiwnussivihhsinnle
which ingnedients cure what wie wrinsnihusdaduusluro win
ailments as she does demonstrating wamaspemimemasdusuentiyin
down-home Thai cooking. “You ewmninehlnshirdnnbnlésd
have to know the culture of the wemidsvnaminndufivle uses
food.” she insists. In addition 1o her i mirdeuss 75 vesmgulwily
standard menu of soups, curries ewnlneitini 40 via Vi
and stir-fries, Pip offers an array of iasanlisds lamawrzaseBamgulve
motherly wisdom: turmeric is good vineszpefounciy Snideldeplin
for stomach and skin, ginger and wirfusrudnuszayulvrion:
galangal for stomach, tom yam soup visdutarmniu sevhwdesiulsn
for culds, wa gourd for conling srdaldngraunueu weneind rulde
the bedy. Kaffir lime for chear skin Tanswinnininnmeed nsuscdiuds
and shiny hair, Chinese flat-leaf wui ¥ arled wacluaenga Tuewm
chives for controlling high blood vanunssuirvedive @hassiivinw
pressure, pea cggplants for lowering Twiulunmilsafuliasndald
cholesterol, and lemongrass for
relaxing the muscles.

fighting properties. “Daily ingestion
of some vegetables and fruits could
undoubtedly contribute to cancer

prevention,” researchers concluded,

A subsequent study conducted
Jointly by Thai and Japanese
scientists found that Thailand’s
famous tom yam soup contains key
ingredients - galangal, lemongrass
and kaffir lime - that interact in
ways to promote their cancer-
tighting abilities.

Back to the Kelabit Highlands of
Malsysian Borneo: my host, Walter
Paran, is a hunk of muscular health
(aside from a stubbed toe), He keeps
a machete on his hip and spends his
days in the jungle, providing almest
everything his family needs, He
lends me into his dim litthe wood-
fired kitchen, where his mother
prepares wild meat, greens, flowers
and mushrooms found in the forests
surrounding their home.

In that vein, she tells me how to make a simple but
essential kemongrass tea: boil water, add lemongrass shices
(erushed for potency), stir, simmer and boil again, That's
it. Serve warm or cold, with or without sugar.

Folk remedy it may be, but hard science now knows the
Thai kitchen harbours serious cures. In a study of extracts
from 40 edible plants commonly used in Thai dishes,
researchers from Kyoto University found that more than
75 per cent of those plants - particularly species in the
ginger and citrus families - contain substantial tumour-
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Walter apologises needlessly for the simplicity of his
lifie ~ and meals. Yet he also tells me his Kin rarely get sick.
There is no medicine man in his village. Most remedies
come from the land. Only on rare occasion must a villager
travel & muddy forest trail theee hours to the nearest spit
of & town, where an hour-long flight leads to the closest
city with modern medical facilities,

Walter prefers to stay closer to home, where sustenance
grows around him. “Everything we have is from here)” be
says. “We plant, or it’s from the jungle” 0
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