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Cambodian cuisine is 
uniquely different from 
neighboring Thailand and 
Vietnam, to which it is most 
often compared. It derives 
its flavour from spices and 
aromatic herbs, with little use 
of fat and meats. 

Fresh vegetables, ripe and 
unripe fruits and fish are used 
in abundance. This cuisine is 
a combination of complex, 
vibrant flavors, and a very 
delicate balance between 
saltiness, sweetness, sourness 

and bitterness, with a keen 
appreciation for textures. 

From India, by way of Java, 
Cambodians have inherited 
the art of blending spice 
paste which they have 
made their own by adding 
indigenous aromatic herbs 
such as lemongrass, galangal 
and kaffir lime. 

There is an abundance of 
both fresh and seawater 
fish in Cambodia which is 
salted, dried, smoked, and 
fermented. As in Vietnam, fish 
sauce is served in and with 

just about everything. But 
the most unique Cambodian 
ingredient is prahok, 
fermented fish paste which 
is used with much greater 
reserve than fish sauce so 
that when it does appear, it 
signals the food as distinctly 
Cambodian. 

Cambodian cuisine 
possesses the brightness 
of flavour of Vietnamese 
cuisine, the depth and 
richness of Indian cuisine 
and the versatility of Chinese 
cuisine. However, it stands 
on its own in uniqueness and 
complexity. While bursting 
with flavour, this cuisine also 
offers a diet with very little 
fat, using generous amounts 
of fresh vegetables, fruits and 
seafood with rice as a staple, 
making it one of the world’s 
healthiest, most balanced 
and most interesting cuisines.

With thanks to Nadsa de 
Monteiro, Executive Chef 
of The Elephant Walk 
restaurants in the Boston 
area, USA. 
www.elephantwalk.com

banana flower salad, stir fried eggplant (aubergine) and ma chou kroeung with beef

Why ‘Cambodia on a 
plate’?

No part of Cambodia’s 
cultural heritage escaped the 
ravages of the 1970s and 
1980s and it has taken at 
least as long to rebuild it. 

More than a million tourists 
visit the fabled temples of 
Angkor each year, a UNESCO 
World Heritage site that is 
being restored and protected. 
The Cambodian Royal Ballet, 

a frequent performer in Paris 
in the early and mid part of 
the last century, has trained a 
new troupe that performs on 
world tours. Khmer shadow 
puppetry (sbaek thom) is 
recognised by UNESCO as 
one of only 89 ‘Masterpieces 
of the oral and intangible 
Heritage of Humanity’ in the 
world.

Cambodians are also re-
discovering the rich history 
of their own cuisine and a 

group of dedicated chefs 
are winning international 
plaudits for their passion for 
Cambodian food.

‘Cambodia on a Plate’ 
aims to inspire visitors and 
local businesses to explore 
and enjoy Cambodian 
cuisine and, in the process, 
encourage greater local 
benefit from tourism through 
the purchase and use of 
locally-grown and locally-
made products.
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With thanks to 
Friends International for 
permission to use some of 
the photos on pages 10, 
11, 13, 16, 17, 18, 19 
and 21 and reproduce 
the recipes on pages 18, 
19 and 20.

Thanks also to Joannès 
Rivière and Nadsa de 
Monteiro for valuable 
advice on Cambodian 
cuisine, and to the many 
producers listed on pages 
8 and 9 for providing 
photographs.
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and Cambodia’s, finest 
restaurants, and created 
its highly acclaimed Khmer 
Tasting Menu. 

Joannès has also penned the 
first and only French book 
on Cambodian cuisine (an 
English version is due soon) 
and is currently working on 
another book, “about the state 
of Cambodian cuisine today.”

Joannès wasn’t an 
immediate convert to the 
cuisine. His first encounters 
with local food were in 
touristy restaurants in 
Siem Reap and the French 
man wasn’t impressed. 
He remembers, “At first 
it seemed to me that all 
ingredients just ended up 
in a soup. I even suggested 
that we stop teaching 
Cambodian food as I 
believed it would not be 
useful for the students.”

Then he discovered the 
great variety of ingredients 
Cambodian markets had to 
offer, from exotic fruits and 
vegetables to familiar meats 
and greens, and fell in love. 

4 MORE than just fish amok

The biggest misconception 
travellers have about 
Cambodian cuisine is that 
it’s a poorer cousin to Thai 
and Vietnamese cuisines. 
While conceding that there 
are similarities, like the 
parallels between Spanish, 
Provencal and Italian 
cuisine, Joannès is adamant 
that Cambodian cuisine 
should be taken in its own 
right. 

“Thailand, Cambodia 
and Vietnam share similar 
climate and soils and the 
ingredients are more or less 
the same. The Khmer empire 
occupied the whole area 
for centuries so Cambodian 
cuisine has given its 
neighbours probably as 
much as it has received from 
them.

“Cambodian cuisine is 
simple to prepare and cook 
but it is tasty, healthy and 
interesting.”

Joannès should know. He 
first came to Cambodia 
in 2003 as a training chef 
with Sala Bai, a hospitality 
school for disadvantaged 
Cambodian youth, based in 
Siem Reap. 

Since then, he has worked 
as executive chef at Meric, 
one of Siem Reap’s, 

There’s more to Cambodian cuisine than the famous dish, fi sh 
amok, and the nuances are worth seeking out says Joannès 
Rivière, star chef, a self-confessed fan of the cuisine and author of 
a Cambodian cookbook. 

Cambodian snacks

“
        

 
           ”

… the best thing 
about Cambodian 

food is how primary 
tastes (salty, sweet, 

sour, bitter and 
spicy) are balanced 
not in a single dish 
but in the group on 

the table.
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Joannès Rivière on fi sh, 
prahok and different 
categories of vegetables.

Fresh water fi sh
The FAO (Food and 
Agriculture Organisation) 
estimates that there are over 
500 varieties of fresh water 
fish of commercial interest in 
Cambodia. 

70% of the protein consumed 
in Cambodia comes from 
the Tonle Sap Lake and the 
Mekong. This includes fish, 
but also shrimps, crabs, snails, 
frogs, snakes, etc. There are 
10 times more fish per cubic 
kilometre in the Lake than in 
the Atlantic Ocean. 

As Europeans created cheese 
in order to preserve milk, 
Cambodians have done the 
same with fresh water fish. 
Dried fish, smoked fish, salted 
fish and fish pastes (including 

prahok) are all extremely 
important ingredients in 
Khmer food.

Vegetables and fruits
These are divided into 3 types. 

Some are cultivated on 
a small scale around 
the house (lemongrass, 
galangal, camphored 
galangal and turmeric, and 
different types of gourds,  
eggplant and fruits). 

Some are taken from the 
wild and planted near the 
house, like krosang (Java 
feronilla, a soup fruit used 
for many things), water lily 
or ngno and noni tree, for 
the fruits or leaves. 

Some are foraged from the 
wild including all kinds of 
sour leaves, plants used as 
crudités, (unloah in Khmer) 
and wild roots (eight types 
of wild yam are eaten in 
Cambodia)

Deum Kor market, Phnom Penh

He started to learn the 
language too and met 
people who invited him to 
their houses or to great but 
unknown restaurants. 

Joannès says, “To become 
a supporter of Cambodian 
cuisine I had to discover 
Cambodian culture and 
language.”

Variety is one of the best 
things about Cambodian 
cuisine, he says, rattling off a 
list of dishes and delicacies 
that few travellers have heard 
of and must try and he is 
passionate about promoting 
local produce. 

He says, bok (pounded 
dishes) are an unexplored 
part that deserve to be better 
known: pounded sesame, 
pounded coconut, pounded 
pea eggplant, pounded long 
bean and so on. Soups are 
also very important and offer 
a wide range of flavours and 
textures.

“But the best thing about 
Cambodian food is how 
primary tastes (salty, sweet, 
sour, bitter and spicy) are 
balanced not in a single dish 
but in the group on the table.”

For those looking to 
experience authentic 
Cambodian cuisine, Joannes 
has this advice – “Get away 
from tourist spots.”

He suggests, “Ask locals to 
recommend a good place to 
eat, ask waitresses what is the 
speciality in their restaurants, 
and be adventurous. 
Cambodians have good 
standards of hygiene and 
local restaurants prepare and 
cook food fresh each day. 
According to my personal 
experience, the places that 
make you sick are never the 
ones you expect.”

crabs at the market
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Cambodian markets teem with mounds of colourful and 
aromatic fruits, vegetables and herbs. What better snack than 
some freshly bought (and thoroughly washed!) fruit or a fruit 
juice? Here’s a quick guide to things you should look out for.

FRUITS
The typical Cambodian diet 
is rich in fruits, eaten as 
snacks throughout the day 
and as part of a meal. 

Cambodia boasts several 
varieties of bananas.
The finger-sized chek pong 
mowan is particularly sweet 
and not often available in 
western countries. Equally 
delicious are the grilled 
bananas that roadside 
vendors serve up called jeyk 
ann or jeyk jian.

For the more adventurous, 
there is always durian (thu 
rian) . This large green fruit 
with a hard, spiky exterior 
is extremely popular with 
Cambodians. Durian from 
Kampot (on Cambodia’s 
southern coast) is particularly 
sought after. Not everyone 
enjoys the smell of durian, 
but the pale, creamy flesh is 
quite delicious.

Cambodian mien 
(sometimes referred to 
as Longan) is justifiably 
famous. Larger and fleshier 
than varieties grown in other 

6 FRESH, fragrant and full of flavour

countries, this cherry-sized 
fruit has a hard brown skin 
and a wonderfully sweet and 
refreshing flesh that is similar 
in texture and colour to the 
better-known lychee. 

Like bananas, mien makes 
a perfect, hygienic snack 
as they are encased in their 
own protective skin. Ask for 
Cambodian varieties of mien 
when you are at the market 
and taste the difference.

Mangoes (svay) are grown 
all over Cambodia and are 
used in one of Cambodia’s 
most famous desserts 
– mango and sticky rice.

Dragon fruit (sror ka 
neak) is probably the 
strangest looking fruit you 
are likely to encounter. It has 
spiky, pink skin and white 
flesh speckled with tiny black 
seeds.

Deum Kor market, Phnom Penh
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VEGETABLES 
AND HERBS
Fresh, crisp vegetables 
such as banana blossom, 
long beans, cabbage and 
cucumber accompany many 
dishes for texture. Garnishes 
of different varieties of mint 
and basil also add another 
layer of flavour.

Basil, mint and coriander 
are popular too as fragrant 
decoration.

Herbs feature prominently 
in most Cambodian dishes 
and are bought fresh or 
harvested from home 
gardens on a daily basis. 

As with other countries in 
South East Asia, Cambodia 
has a large number of native 
plants or herbs which are 
used to flavour the food. 
Some dishes, like Khmer 
spring rolls, known as naem, 
are based almost wholly on 
a range of herbs including 
perilla, basil, heartleaf, 
coriander and chives. 

For some herbs, it is hard 
to find a direct English 
translation – ma-om is 
referred to as the rice paddy 
herb, chee bon la (or chee 
barang) is called saw-leaf. 

Many of the dishes enjoyed 

Here are some of the more 
unusual vegetables (bon 
lie), herbs and other plants 
that are commonly grown 
and eaten in Cambodia

Banana flower 
Tror Yaung Chek

Chili  Ma Tes

Ginger Kha Nhai

Mint Ji Ang Kam

Morning glory  Tror Koun 

Pepper Ma Rech

Sweet basil Ji Sang Horm

Tamarind leaf Sloek Ampil

Water lily Pro Lit 

Winter melon Tror Large

Young bamboo Tror Peang

7FRESH, fragrant and full of flavour

Fruit juices are also widely 
available. Roadside coconut 
vendors will cut open a 
newly-harvested coconut 
for you and sugar cane 
juice is freshly squeezed for 
each customer. You will see 
Cambodians sipping sugar 
cane juice from little plastic 
bags as they go about their 
daily life.

in Cambodia have a pinch 
or sliver of one of these 
herbs, or slirk sblu, wild betle 
leaves.

lamot (sapodilla)

A selection of Camdodian greens and herbs including morning gloryGlossary of fruits 
(plaicher) that are 
commonly grown in 
Cambodia

Banana Chek
Coconut Daung
Custard apple Tiep Barang
Dragon fruit Sror Ka Neak
Durian Thu Rian
Jackfruit Knor
Longan Mien
Mango Svay
Milk fruit Ple Teuk Doh Kau

Oranges (from 
Battambang) Krouch Pursat
Papaya La Hong
Pineapple Ma Naos 
Sapodilla or Chhiku Lamot
Soursop Tiep
Water melon Ou Loeuk

pkar kachhay (chive flower)
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As decades-old peppercorn plantations are slowly brought back 
to life, these and other products make beautiful gifts to take back 
home. They also have their own, unique Cambodian stories to tell. 

Grown in the southern 
coastal province of Kampot, 
with its iron and manganese 
rich soil, Kampot pepper is 
said to have a very distinct 
aroma – strong, but delicate 
– with a pungent taste. 
In addition to black and 
white peppercorn, green 
red and bird pepper is also 
produced.

Black pepper tends to 
be the best known. It’s 
harvested when the fruit 
reaches maturity and turns 
yellow. After drying under 
the sun for a few days, the 
peppercorns turn black. 

White pepper is fully mature 
pepper that has been 
soaked in water to dissolve 
the black husk. It has a 
milder flavour.

Green pepper is the young 
fruit of the pepper vine and 
it is consumed fresh. You will 
see this in markets around 
Cambodia. 

Red pepper is very pungent, 
rare and highly sought after. 
It is harvested when the fruit 
is fully mature and takes on 
a red colour on the vine. The 
peppercorns are dried for a 
few days and turn black with 
a red tint.

Bird pepper is fully mature 
pepper that has been 
digested by birds! This white 
pepper is extremely rare and 
believed to have aphrodisiac 
properties.

For more information:
www.farmlink-cambodia.com  
www.kampotpepper.biz

Kampot Pepper
Pepper has a long and 
distinguished history in 
Cambodia and Kampot 
pepper, in particular, has 
long been acknowledged as 
one of the world’s finest. In 
the early 1900s, Cambodia 
was exporting about 8,000 
tonnes of Kampot Pepper 
a year and was the pepper 
of choice for fine Parisian 
restaurants.

During the Khmer Rouge 
period from 1975 to 1979, 
Kampot’s famed pepper 
plantations were almost 
completely destroyed 
through neglect. Almost 
a hundred years after 
Cambodia’s first pepper 
export boom, farmers are 
again planting pepper. 
Produced in very small 
quantities, the rare Kampot 
pepper is again considered 
one of the best in the world.

Where to buy Kampot Pepper

A range of shops and 
restaurants across Cambodia 
stock ‘Kampot Pepper’ 
produced and harvested 
by farmers supported by 
Farmlink-Cambodia. The 
pepper is sold in beautiful gift 
bags.

In Phnom Penh: Cambodian 
Cooking School, Garden 
Centre Café 1 & 2, Jayana 
Gift Shop,  Scuba Nation 

In Sihanoukville: Blue Frog 
Hotel & Restaurant, Le 
Manguier Guesthouse & 
Restaurant

In Kampot & Kep: numerous 
guesthouses and restaurants. 

Pepper grown in another 
coastal province, Koh Keh, 
is available from Kurata 
Pepper. A range of outlets 
include Raffles Hotel Le 
Royal in Phnom Penh and 
Siem Reap’s Hotel de la Paix. 
They also have their own 
office and store at 206Eo 
Street 63 (corner Street 322) 
in Phnom Penh.

Kampot black pepper

green pepper on the vine
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Spices
Apart from Kampot pepper, 
Cambodia produces a wide 
range of spices including 
ginger, cardamom, mace, 
turmeric, dried chillies and 
star anise.

Where to buy Cambodian 
spices

Senteurs d’Angkor 
process and sell a range 
of Cambodian spices, all 
beautifully presented in 
packaging made from sugar 
palm leaves. They also sell 
Cambodian cashew nuts, 
coffee, coconut oil, lotus 
flowers, honey and rice 
wine. 
www.senteursdangkor.com

The Senteurs d’Angkor 
boutique is opposite the 
old market in Siem Reap 
and you will also find their 
products in the duty free 
stores at the airport.

Sugar Palm

Rice fields dotted with sugar 
palm trees are a common 
sight in rural Cambodia. 
Indeed the country has 
the most sugar palms per 
hectare in South East Asia. 

Early in the morning, 
collectors climb the sugar 
palm trees and make cuts in 
the flower buds. A container 
below catches the nectar 
that slowly drips from these 
cuts. A few hours later, 
collectors harvest the filled 
containers. The light, cloudy 
sap is then poured into large 
woks and boiled until a 
sticky sugar remains.

This palm sugar provides 
a sweet treat for children 
(‘palm lollies’) and is used 
as an ingredient in many 
types of dishes. Palm sugar 
is also processed into sugar, 
juice, vinegar and wine. 

Where to buy Cambodian 
sugar palm products

A range of companies 
including Confirel and New 
Rain Organics produce 
sugar palm products, like 
sugar, juice, wine and 
vinegar and these are 
available in most of the 
supermarkets in major towns 
and cities

Rice
A number of national and 
international organisations 
are working with farmers 
to help them grow better 
varieties of rice, improve 
yields and, in some cases, 
produce and market organic 
rice.

Premium Cambodian rice, 
organic rice, brown rice and 
wild rice are now available 
in supermarkets in the main 
cities.

Where to buy Cambodian 
rice including organic rice 
and brown rice

A range of companies 
including New Rain 
Organics and Natural 
Agri-products sell their 
products in supermarkets. 
Natural Agri-products also 
has their own shop at #689B, 
Kampuchea Krom Boulevard 
in Phnom Penh. 
www.cedac.org

palm sugar

organic brown rice

spices available from Senteurs d’Angkor
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When Gustav Auer and Sok 
Chhong first met in January 
2000, Gustav was teaching 
hospitality training instructors 
and getting ready to set up 
Friends - The Restaurant. 

Chhong had just been 
persuaded by a volunteer 
from the international 
NGO (non-government 
organisation) to leave the 
streets and start a new life.

Since then, Friends 
International’s Cambodian 
restaurant, Romdeng, has 
opened to critical acclaim, 
Gustav has published a 
cookbook for Friends - the 
Restaurant and Chhong has 
married and become head 
chef and trainer. 

Both are now strong 
advocates for reviving 

and promoting authentic 
Cambodian cuisine. 

However, this has been 
an uphill climb due to a 
number of factors but, 
most importantly, because 
the people who know 
Cambodian cuisine well are 
aging and their knowledge is 
being lost. Gustav says most 
recipes are not written down 
but passed on from memory 
from mother to daughter. 

In addition, people are using 
more and more processed 
foods due to time and cost 
constraints. The duo say “In 
most restaurants, the food 
is very much adapted to 
foreigners’ tastes, so lots of 
Knorr, MSG (monosodium 
glutamate, a food additive) 

One was born in Austria and the other used to roam the streets of 
Phnom Penh. And now these two chefs from Mith Samlanh (‘Best 
Friends’ in Khmer), the Cambodian arm of Friends-International, 
are working together to breathe life into their common passion 
– Cambodian food.

and many of these horrible 
bottled sauces are used.”

They add, “It’s also 
important to acknowledge 
that many Cambodians 
are still poor and their diet 
is very much based on 
what they can afford and 
what is available from their 
surroundings, like wild herbs 
from the forest, fish from the 
pond close by and whatever 
is growing in their small 
garden.”

The chefs’ search for 
authentic recipes to serve 
at Romdeng took them all 
over the country, speaking 
to villagers, street food 
vendors and friends and 
family members of Mith 
Samlanh’s staff. They say 
“the best place to find 
real Cambodian food 
is still in Cambodian 
homes, especially in the 
countryside.” 

Armed with the recipes they 
gathered, their revival of 

lotus seeds
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Cambodian 
cooking is not 

difficult. It’s very 
fast, fresh, fragrant 

and unique.

 “       

             ”

romdeng (galangal)

Cambodian cuisine started 
at Romdeng. Gustav, who 
believes in keeping a cuisine 
alive and fresh by updating 
and adapting the recipes, 
encouraged Chhong to 
explore and be creative. 

The two banned MSG from 
their restaurant. Chhong 
reasons, “It destroys the 
flavour of the food. Now 
the students can eat 
without MSG and if they 
eat out, they can taste the 
difference.”

Both chefs are keen to reach 
as wide an audience as 
possible. Most recently, they 
co-authored “From Spiders 
to Water Lilies” one of the 
very few English-language 
Cambodian cookbooks, 
and they are hoping tourists 
attracted to Cambodia by 
the splendours of Angkor 
Wat will realise the country 
also holds culinary treasures.

All the recipes available in 
the cookbook are served in 
Romdeng, newly located to 
a larger venue in the heart 
of Phnom Penh. 

The cooks explain, “With 
the book, we want to 
make people aware of the 
problems that Cambodian 
youth are facing, how 
Friends is helping them with 
hospitality training and at 
the same time bring back 
Cambodia’s nearly-lost food 
culture.”
www.friends-international.org

ampil (tamarind)

grilled fish and baby eggplant (aubergine) dip
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Whether you have two days or two weeks to spend in 
Cambodia, here’s a selection of dishes that captures some of the 
best tastes, textures and colours of Cambodian cuisine. Don’t 
forget that Cambodians tend to order several dishes and share 
these with friends.

Deum Kor market

12 12 Must-try dishes 

 amok trey (fish amok)

Noam swei kchai chia 
mui trei chaal Green 
mango and smoked fish 
salad with sun-dried shrimps, 
typically seen on wedding 
menus in the country.

Samlor prohor Smoked 
fish with melon, bas leaf, 
ngoib leaf, pumpkin, 
nornoung, taro and corn 
with kroeung 

Khor trey swey kchey 
Braised fish with palm 
sugar and green mango. 
Everything in this dish is 
Cambodian. The fish, the 
vegetables, the simplicity 
and the final taste – which 
is a contrast between the 
sweetness of sugar, the heat 
of black pepper and the 
tartness of green mango.

Num pachok samlor 
Khmer Green prohor 
(coconut fish curry) ladled 
over Khmer rice noodles. 
This is a favourite dish at 
markets and small roadside 
restaurants where all the 
day’s dishes are presented in 
cooking pans - and served 
until the dish is finished.

Fish amok The 
quintessential Khmer dish 
with a mousse-like texture. 
Fish is steamed in coconut 
with a wonderful array of 
herbs and spices including 
turmeric, galangal, 
lemongrass, krachai, slok 
gno leaf and palm sugar. 
Beautifully served in banana 
leaf parcels.

Samlor korko A 
traditional khmer soup of 
mixed vegetables and fish 
that has been cooked with 
kroeung.

Teuk kroeung Fish 
cooked with prahok and 
served with fresh vegetables

FISH DISHES

If you’re not sure about 
what to order when you’re 
in a restaurant, ask if they 
make one of these great 
dishes. Please see pages 
23 and 24 for a selection 
of restaurants in Phnom 
Penh and Siem Reap that 
specialise in Cambodian 

cuisine. num pachok samlor Khmer
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Samlor mah chu 
kroeung slack knang. A 
delicious sour-tasting soup, 
made with beef, slack knang 
and curry leaves. 

samlor machou kroeung

BEEF AND PORK 
DISHES

prahok ang

Prahok ang Grilled pork 
(Khmer bacon) which has 
been marinated with prahok, 
lemongrass, tamarind and 
other herbs and sauces

CHICKEN DISHES

noam gro aui chukh chia mui sat moan

Noam gro aui chukh 
chia mui sat moan a 
wonderful salad made with 
steamed chicken, young 
lotus roots and tossed with a 
selection of herbs, peanuts 
and a tangy dressing

Chhar kdao Chicken or 
beef stir fried with lemon 
grass, kaffir lime leaf, spicy 
basil leaves and galangal 
root 

Nhoam troryong chek 
Banana flower salad with 
chicken and herbs 

Vegetarian?

If you’re vegetarian, almost all the restaurants listed on pages 22 and 23 will offer some 
vegetarian options. In Phnom Penh, Amok and K’nnay restaurants are popular with vegetarians 
looking for Khmer food, and the latter also offers vegan dishes. Amok does a great tofu amok 
and K’nnay offers a range of curries. Depending on your preferences, you may want to check 
whether the restaurant adds fish sauce to your vegetarian dish.
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As you travel around Cambodia, you’ll be struck by the 
numerous food stalls in markets, street-side restaurants and 
snack and drink vendors. From dawn to dusk, you will see 
Cambodians enjoying bowls of soup, drinking juice from little 
plastic bags, or snacking on fresh fruit.

Although an office culture 
with regular working hours 
is increasingly apparent in 
bigger towns and cities, you 
will still see Cambodians 
having street-side snacks 
and meals at all times of the 
day.

bay sach chrouk

The day might start with a 
bowl of bor bor (porridge) 
at 7am before work or, for 
city dwellers, some rice with 
fried pork (bay sach chrouk) 
followed by a mid-morning 
plate of num baan chok 
(Khmer noodles).

Throughout the day, 
Cambodians enjoy fresh 
fruit juices – sugar cane or 
coconut juice, for example.

Whether eaten at home 
or in restaurants or from 
a tiffin, Cambodians take 
their lunches and dinners 
seriously and typically share 
a number of dishes with 
family or friends. 

These are all served at 
the same time and usually 
include a soup, a salad, a 
main fish dish and rice.

Afternoon snacks might 
include num krouk, savoury 
cakes made from rice flour 
seasoned with herbs, some 
freshly grilled bananas (chek 
ang), sweet donuts (num 
pong) or some fruit.

SPICES
From India, by way of Java, 
Cambodians have learnt the 
art of blending spice paste 
using aromatic ingredients 
such as cardamom, star 
anise, cloves, cinnamon, 

nutmeg, ginger and 
turmeric.

Other local ingredients 
such as lemongrass, 
galangal, garlic, shallots, 
coriander and kaffir lime 
leaves are added to these 
spices to make a distinctive 
and complex paste called 
kroeung (pron. Grew-ung). 
This is the base flavour 
for countless Cambodian 
dishes. There are 3 types of 
kroeung paste:

Individual kroeung is used 
for unique dishes, which 
may call for blending extra 
ingredients in with the 
kroeung such as roasted 
ground rice.

Royal kroeung includes 
herbs like kaffir lime leaves.

Colour kroeung 
distinguishes each paste with 
colours ranging from yellow 
to green to red. These are 
commonly used to make 
stuffing, soups and stir-fries.

Cambodian desserts
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num krouk

RICE
Rice is such an integral part 
of the Cambodian diet that 
the Khmer phrase for eating, 
nyam bai, literally means 
‘eat rice’.  Rice is served with 
every meal and Cambodian 
desserts are often made from 
fresh fruits and sticky rice. 

Ninety percent of farmland in 
the country is devoted to rice 
and about 85% of the people 
are rice farmers. 

During the Khmer Rouge 
period, hundreds of rice 
varieties were lost. Fields 
were instead planted with 
millions of antipersonnel 
mines. With nothing to eat, 
starving people ate the rice 
seed stocks in the national 
rice gene bank. Almost all the 
knowledge of traditional rice 
varieties and their traits, of the 

different soils, of irrigation 
and drainage, of plant 
breeding, cultivation and 
pest management was lost. 

However, miraculously, 
Cambodia has been able 
to recover some of the ‘lost’ 
indigenous varieties. Before 
the Khmer Rouge’s reign 
of destruction began, 765 
duplicate samples were sent 
to the International Rice 
Research Institute (IRRI), 
the world’s largest rice 
treasury in Los Banos in the 
Philippines. These seeds 
have since been returned 
to Cambodia and the 
‘new’ traditional varieties 
are once again growing in 
Cambodian fields – as they 
have for centuries.

www.irri.org

In the early evening: 
‘Promenade’ snacks. 
Perhaps some boiled or 
grilled corn (pout), crunchy 
lotus seeds or crispy fried 
tarantulas.

If you travel by road 
between Phnom Penh and 
Siem Reap, look out for the 
spider-sellers at Skuon. The 
palm-sized tarantulas are 
deep-fried in garlic and salt.

insects and other savoury snacks

lotus seeds
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There are now a handful of English-language books about 
Cambodian cuisine - all playing their part in reviving and 
preserving this wonderful part of Cambodia’s culture.

From Spiders to Water 
Lilies – Creative Cambodian 
Cooking with Friends 

Gustav Auer and 
Sok Chhong, Friends 
International

Published by Friends 
International, an 
international non-
government organisation, 
this gorgeously 
photographed book gives 
not only a glimpse into 
the wonderful world of 
Cambodian cuisine but 
also of the work of Friends 
International. Written by 
Gustav Auer and Sok 
Chhong, the recipes are 
easy to follow and all 
proceeds go towards 
Friends’ projects. You can 
enjoy many of these recipes 
at the restaurant ‘Romdeng’, 
which is another Friends’ 
initiative.

Available in Cambodia at: 
Monument Book Shop, 
Friends and Romdeng 
Restaurants (Phnom Penh)

La Cuisine du 
Cambodge avec les 
Apprentis de Sala Baï 

Joannès Rivière, Sala Bai

This is the first and only 
Cambodian recipe book in 
French. Written by Joannès 
Rivière, former executive 
chef at Hotel De La Paix 
in Siem Reap and training 
chef at Sala Bai Hospitality 
School, the English version is 
slated for release next winter. 
Joannès says the recipes 
are not 100% authentic as 
they are deliberately written 
in a way that can be easily 
replicated in Europe. The 
book nevertheless gives a 
good sample of the variety 
of Cambodian cuisine and 
proceeds go to Sala Bai. 

Available in Cambodia at: 
Sala Bai , in the shops 
Senteurs d’Angkor & 
KoKoon, at the restaurants Le 
Tigre de Papier and L’Escale 
des Arts et des Sens (all in 
Siem Reap), or bought online 
through the NGO Agir 
Pour Le Cambodge, which 
created Sala Bai. 
www.agirpourlecambodge.org

The Elephant Walk 
Cookbook

Longteine de Monteiro and 
Katherine Neustadt

This book is co-authored by 
Boston-based Cambodian 
restaurateur, Longteine de 
Monteiro, and charts the 
history of the cuisine as well 
as her remarkable life story, 
together with recipes of 
dishes popular at her Boston 
restaurant, The Elephant 
Walk, and the exotic 
ingredients that make up 
Cambodian dishes. 

Available online: 
www.elephantwalk.com
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Taste of Angkor

I Wayan Mawa for The 
Raffles Group

Recipes for a selection of 
popular Cambodian dishes 
are featured.

Available in Cambodia at:
Raffles Grand Hotel 
d’Angkor Siem Reap and 
Raffles Hotel Royal Phnom 
Penh

The Cuisine of 
Cambodia

Nusara Thaitawat

With a foreword by the 
King Father, His Majesty 
King Norodom Sihanouk of 
Cambodia, this beautifully 
photographed book has a 
special focus on the kitchen 
of the Royal Household. 
Throughout, there are 
historical and cultural 
references for the dishes. 

Available online: 
www.asiafinebooks.com

Prahok

A grey paste of preserved 
fish, this is probably the 
most distinctive flavour in all 
Cambodian cooking and 
certainly the most unusual 
for Westerners. The odour 
is reminiscent of over-ripe 
Camembert and you may 
ask why anyone would want 
to eat it. The answer lies in 
something beyond flavour 
- prahok adds volume 
and body to a dish. A very 
small amount goes a long 
way and there is really no 
substitute for prahok.

Lemongrass

One of the signature 
flavours of Cambodian 
cuisine, this plant provides 
a distinctively balmy lemon 
flavour that is reminiscent 
of its even more aromatic 
relative, citronella. In 
Cambodia, where it is used 
so often and thrives so 
well, you see lemongrass 
growing in most gardens. 
Lemongrass resembles 
slightly dry, woody scallions, 
and like scallions, it is best 
when the tops of the leaves 
are still green. 

Kaffir lime leaves

Kaffir lime leaves are ground 
into spice pastes, used like 
bay leaves to flavor a broth 
or sliced into thin threads as 
a garnish. 

Galangal

This cream-coloured root 
resembles ginger but 
has a more delicate, less 
biting flavour. Galangal 
is commonly used peeled 
and pounded into pastes. A 
single slice of galangal can 
also be used to give a nice 
roasted flavour to a dish. 

Tamarind

Tamarind paste is the dark 
pulp from the inside of the 
flat, beanlike pods that grow 
on giant tamarind trees. 
From an Arabic word for 
‘Indian date’, tamarind was 
introduced to the region by 
Indian traders. Cambodians 
use tamarind to darken 
soups and curry sauces and 
to give them a sour, slightly 
sweet taste. 

With thanks to Nadsa de 
Monteiro, Executive Chef 
of The Elephant Walk 
restaurants in the Boston 
area, USA. 
www.elephantwalk.com

Five main Cambodian ingredients

Kaffir limes
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Our thanks to authors Gustav Auer and Sok Chhong and 
Friends International for their permission to reproduce the two 
recipes on this page and one on the next page. For more great 
recipes, see their book ‘From Spiders to Water Lilies – creative 
Cambodian cooking with Friends’. 

This dish is so simple to 
prepare – and so delicious 
to eat! It comes from 
Cambodia’s coastal region, 
which is famous for its 
seafood and especially its 
sun-dried shrimp. In Kampot 
province, this salad is eaten 

by putting a lettuce leaf in 
one hand and filling it with 
rice noodles, spooning over 
some pounded sun-dried 
shrimp and then dipping it 
all in the coconut dressing. 
It’s very messy, but tastes 
wonderful.

Method
Gently mix all ingredients 
except garnishes together. 
Place on a large plate and 
garnish.

Chilli Paste 
(makes about 250g)
200g dried large chillies (not 
too spicy), seeded

500ml warm water

1 tbsp sunflower oil

Soak chillies in water for 5 
minutes. Drain and squeeze 
as much of the remaining 
water out as possible. Chop 
into a paste. In a wok, heat 

oil, add chillies and fry on 
medium heat for 2 to 3 
minutes or until fragrant. 
Allow to cool and store in a 
lidded glass jar. Keeps for 1 
week if refrigerated.

Kampot Rice Noodle Salad in Coconut and Lime 
Vinaigrette (Nom Pan Chok Tak Trei Baim Chia Mui Bong Gia 
Kriam Nang Ktich Dong)

800g fresh thin rice 
noodles

4 tbsp dried shrimp, 
soaked in warm water for 
5 minutes

4 tbsp roasted and 
chopped peanuts

8 tbsp coconut cream

125ml Khmer sweet and 
sour sauce

2 tsp lime juice

1 handful of bean sprouts

4 small cucumbers, peeled 
and cut into julienne strips

1 handful of mixed fresh 
herbs, such as Thai basil, 
mint and coriander

Sliced red chillies, Asian 
shallots, peanuts and dried 
shrimp, for garnish.

serves 4     Ingredients
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Grilled Eggplant (aubergine) Topped with Pork and 
Coriander (Cha Droap Chia Mui Sat Chruch) 4 tbsp sunflower oil

6 garlic cloves, finely 
chopped

600g lean pork, minced

2 tbsp palm sugar

1 tbsp fish sauce

8 tbsp oyster sauce

100ml pork or chicken 
stock

Salt and black pepper to 
taste

4 tbsp chopped green 
onions

8 medium-sized Japanese 
eggplant (aubergine) 
grilled, skinned and cut 
into 2cm pieces

Fresh coriander leaves for 
garnish

serves 4     Ingredients

Method
Heat oil and stir fry garlic 
until fragrant. Add pork 
and fry for about 5 minutes 
or until cooked. Add palm 
sugar, fish and oyster sauces, 
stock, salt and pepper, and 
cook for another minute. 
Stir in green onions. Divide 
the eggplant (aubergine) 

between 4 plates and 
top with the pork. Serve 
garnished with coriander and 
steamed rice on the side.

The eggplant (aubergine) 
develops a lovely smoky 
flavour when it’s grilled over 
an open fire or charcoal 
grill, but you can do it in the 
oven as well.

When peeling off the 
blackened skin of the 
eggplant (aubergine), do not 
use water or the eggplant 
will become soggy and the 
smoky flavour will disappear. 
Instead use a knife and rub 
the skin off gently.

 

Lemongrass 
Paste 
(makes about 250g)
200g young lemongrass 
stalks (about 15 pieces), 
sliced 

1 tbsp peeled and chopped 
galangal

2 tbsp peeled and chopped 
fresh turmeric 

4 kaffir lime leaves, thinly 
sliced

4 garlic cloves, halved

Peel of half a kaffir lime, 
chopped

1 tbsp peeled and chopped 
Cambodian rhizome

With mortar and pestle, 
pound lemongrass into a 
paste, then add remaining 
ingredients and pound until 
well combined. This paste 
will keep refrigerated for 1 
day only. 

Tamarind Paste 
(makes about 250ml)
500g tamarind pods

375ml water

Place pods in a bowl and pour 
water over. Mix well for 2 to 3 
minutes so the fruit loosens, 
then strain. Bring liquid to 
a boil, then simmer for 5 
minutes and set aside to cool. 
Keeps 4 to 5 days in a lidded 
glass jar if refrigerated.
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If food is at the heart of a culture, then what better way to 
get to know Cambodia than by taking a cooking class while 
you are here?

Cambodian mis en place

You can now enjoy a 
cooking class in four of 
Cambodia’s leading cities 
and towns: in the capital 
Phnom Penh; in Siem Reap, 
gateway to the temples of 
Angkor; in Sihanoukville 
with its beautiful white sand 
beaches and balmy blue 
seas; and in Battambang, 
a charming provincial town 
with a laidback atmosphere 
and beautiful French colonial 
and Cambodian traditional 
architecture.

Each cooking class is 
different but, typically, you 
start with a shopping trip to 

the local market where your 
guide-chef will help you 
select produce for the day’s 
cooking. This is followed by 
the actual food preparation 
and cooking session back at 
the cooking school, followed 
by the all-important business 
of eating ‘the fruits’ of your 
labour.

Prices range from $8 - $60 
per person, depending on 
where you’re taking the 
course, the size of the group 
and whether it’s a half-day 
or full-day course.

An advance reservation 
is needed for all cooking 
classes – sometimes only a 
day ahead. Some schools 
will also provide classes 
in vegetarian Cambodian 
cuisine. Phone ahead and 
see if these are offered.

PHNOM PENH
Boddhi Tree Hotel and Restaurant 
(Asian Culinary Arts School)
#70E, Street 244
Phone: 012 565 509
           016 865 445
boddhitree_pp@hotmail.com
www.boddhitree.com 

Cambodia Cooking Class
#67, Street 240
Phone: 012 524 801
frits@cambodia-cooking-class.com 
www.cambodia-cooking-class.com

Cambodia Uncovered  
(Khmer Cooking Lessons)
Phone: Souen 012 507097,  
           Frances 012 626 353
info@cambodiauncovered.com 
www.cambodiauncovered.com 

SIHANOUKVILLE
Traditional Khmer Cookery Classes
#335, Ekareach Street
Phone: 092 738615
           011 389 772
khmercookery@hotmail.com

grinding your own spices 

palm sugar
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SIEM REAP
Paul Dubrule Hospitality and 
Tourism School
National Road No. 6
closed on Saturday and Sunday
Phone: 063 963 672-3
info@ecolepauldubrule.org
www.ecolepauldubrule.org

Shinta Mani Hotel
Mondul 2 Village
Phone: 063 761 996-8
reservations@shintamani.com 
www.shintamani.com 

Sugar Palm Restaurant
Taphul Street
Phone: 012 818143 
bruce_kethana@hotmail.com 

The River Garden 
# 113, Mondul 3
Phone: 063 963 400
           092 883 293
info@therivergarden.info 
www.therivergarden.info

Tigre de Papier
Pub Street
Phone: 063 760 930
           012 265 811 

BATTAMBANG
The Smokin’ Pot Restaurant
#229, Group 8, 20 Usaphea 
Village
Phone: 012 821 400

Fish, Pumpkin and Coconut Curry
Samloh Kari Trei Lapov Nang Dong

500ml coconut cream

2 tbsp chilli paste

8 tbsp lemongrass paste

1 tsp shrimp paste

2 tbsp fish sauce

600g fish fillets, cut into 
strips, 1cm wide

1 tbsp palm sugar

1 tsp curry powder

½ tsp star anise

½ tsp powdered coriander 
seed

2L fish or vegetable stock

600g pumpkin, cut into 
strips1cm wide, blanched

Salt to taste

Fresh coriander for garnish

serves 4     IngredientsMethod
In a pot, reduce 250ml of 
the coconut cream by half. 
Add chilli, lemongrass, 
shrimp paste and fish sauce, 
and fry until fragrant.

Add fish and mix well. Add 
palm sugar, curry powder, 
star anise, coriander seed 
powder, stock and pumpkin 
and simmer for about 3 
to 4 minutes or until fish is 
cooked. Season with salt.

Remove pumpkin and fish 
from sauce. Blend sauce 
until smooth, pour back 
into pan and add remaining 
coconut cream. Simmer for 
2 to 3 minutes more.

Gently add back fish and 
pumpkin. Garnish with 
coriander.

grating coconut
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Eating out. There are an increasing number of 
restaurants serving up delicious Cambodian cuisine, for all 
budgets.

Restaurants in 
Phnom Penh
$$$ 

Malis Restaurant
Modern Khmer restaurant with 
a courtyard set around narrow 
water channels and decorated 
with terracotta floor tiles. The 
cuisine is modern Khmer, with 
no MSG.
#136, Norodom Blvd
Phone: 023 221022
www.malisrestaurant.com 

$$

Amok Restaurant & Café
Popular with foreigners living in 
Phnom Penh, a wide range of 
Khmer dishes including amok. 
Also has vegetarian amok made 
from tofu.
# 2, Street 278, Phnom Penh
Phone: 012 912 319

Anise Hotel & Restaurant
Restaurant run by chef Luu 
Meng from nearby Malis 
restaurant. 
#2C, Street 278 (off street 57)
Phone: 023 222 522

Bopha Phnom Penh
Boasting the best views of the 
Tonle Sap River, this restaurant 
provides many traditional Khmer 
dishes.
Sisowath, Port de Phnom Penh
Phone : 023 427 209 
            012 811 565  

Frizz Café
Dutch-run restaurant 
specialising in authentic Khmer 
cuisine. Also runs a cooking 
class.
#67, Street 240 
Phone: 023 220 953 

K’NYAY
Khmer restaurant decked out 
in black and white, serving 
vegetarian and vegan dishes.
25K, Suramarit Blvd, off Hun 
Sen Park
Phone: 023 225 225

Khmer Surin Restaurant
# 9, Street 57
Phone: 023 363 050 
           012 887 320

Le Ritz
Restaurant run by local NGO 
Nyemo. All profits from the 
restaurant are used to support 
vulnerable women who attend 
Nyemo’s vocational training 
programmes. Great food in a 
garden setting.
#14, Street 310, Phnom Penh
Phone: 023 213 160 
www.business.nyemo.com 

Pon Loc Restaurant
Riverfront restaurant offering 
Khmer food and good views.
#319, Sisowat Quay
Phone: 023 212 025

Romdeng
Run by the same NGO as 
Friends, this non-profit training 
school/restaurant specialises 
in Khmer cuisine. Food has an 
appropriately fresh and daring 
flavour, especially the crispy 
tarantulas as a starter. Good 
place to try prahok.
#74, Street 174
Phone: 092 219 565

Sugar Palm Restaurant
Both the Phnom Penh and Siem 
Reap branches of Sugar Palm 
restaurant serve up authentic 
Cambodian food, elegantly 
presented.
#19, Street 240
Phone: 023 220 956
           012 818 143

$

Boat Noodle 1&2
Well-priced food, the Street 294 
branch is set in a traditional 
wooden house.
#184, Street 63
Phone: 012 200 426

#8B, Street 294
Phone: 012 774 287

Lucky Bright
Near the central post office 
area, this is popular with locals.
Phone: 012 732 555 
           012 560 346

fish at the market

rolling rice paper

star anise

ahnong chhrung (loofah gourd)

If you’re not sure about 
what to order, have a 

look at pages 12 and 13 
for some must-try dishes.
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Angkor Palm 
Cambodian-owned and 
‘Restaurant of the year 2006’. 
Cooking classes also available.
Phsar Chas (old market)
Phone: 063 761 436
           012 232 205

Apsara Theatre & Restaurant
Khmer dinner and dance 
show every day in a traditional 
wooden theatre. A unique 
setting and performance. 
Wat Bo Road, Siem Reap
Phone: 063 965 561
www.angkorvillage.com 

Bopha Angkor Restaurant
Good value restaurant serving 
traditional Khmer cuisine. 
#512, Acharsva St. (East River Rd)
Phone: 063 964 928 
www.bopha-angkor.com 

Café Indochine 
The best of Royal Cambodian 
cuisine, served in the last Khmer 
traditional wooden house in 
town. 
#44, Sivutha Blvd
Phone: 012 804 952
           012 641 706
www.pavillon-indochine.com 

Cambodian Kitchen
Authentic Cambodian cuisine, 
open very late.
Sivatha street
Phone: 063 966 678

Champey
Phsar Chas (old market)
Phone: 063 964 713 
           012 1947 002

HanumanAllaya
Enjoy classical Khmer cuisine in 
a traditional Khmer verandah 
setting.
#5, Krom 2
Phone: 063 760 582

La Noria
Meals served in a lovely garden 
setting.
Watbo Village, Slorkram Commune
Phone: 063 964 242

L’auberge d’Angkor
Elegant hotel restaurant serving 
fine cuisine in a peaceful garden 
setting.
Wat Bo Road, Angkor Village Hotel
Phone: 063 964 044

Restaurants in Siem 
Reap
$$$

La Residence d’Angkor
‘The Dining Room’ offers 
traditional Khmer cuisine with 
a modern twist. Also features 
traditional Khmer dance 
performances on some nights.
River Road
Phone: 063 963390
www.residencedangkor.com 

Meric (Hotel De La Paix)
Named after the world-class 
Cambodian pepper, Meric offers 
a seasonally-inspired Khmer 
menu showcasing the distinctive 
harvests grown and gathered by 
local farmers. Meric also offers 
a highly seasonal Khmer tasting 
menu
Sivutha Blvd
Phone: 063 966 000
www.hoteldelapaixangkor.com 

Restaurant Le Grand (Grand 
Hotel d’Angkor)
Specialising in Royal 
Cambodian dishes, an ancient 
cuisine handed down through 
the centuries by the chefs of the 
Royal Palace.
1 Vithei Charles De Gaulle
Phone : 063 963 888 (ext 1211)
www.siemreap.raffles.com

Shinta Mani Hotel
Traditional Khmer dishes from 
various provinces. 
Junction of Oum Khum Street 
and 14th street
Phone: 063 761 998

$$

Amok Restaurant
Traditional Khmer dishes, 
including a ‘tasting’ selection.
Phsar Chas (old market)
Phone: 063 965 407
           012 800 309

L’auberge des Temples
Fine, reasonably priced Khmer 
cuisine served in charming 
garden setting.
Wat Bo Road, Angkor Village 
Hotel
Phone: 063 963 561

Sala Bai Hotel and 
Restaurant School
In addition to serving up 
delicious meals, the restaurant 
at this school provides a 
valuable training opportunity for 
the students.  
#155 Phoum Tapoul
Phone: 063 963 329
www.salabai.com

Secret of Elephants
A Sala Bai-trained Khmer chef 
manages the kitchen here. A 
relaxed garden restaurant. 
Airport Road
Phone: 063 964 328
012 637 478

Sugar Palm  
As with the Phnom Penh
restaurant, delicious home-style 
Khmer cuisine with relaxed 
dining on the balcony.
Taphul Road
Phone: 012 818 143

$

Arun Restaurant
Reasonably-priced traditional 
Khmer food.
#63, Group 2, Slorkram 
Commune
Phone: 063 964 227
           012 890 396

Baca Villa
#026, Taphul Village, Siem 
Reap, Cambodia
Phone: 063 965 328 
           012 260 440
www.baca-villa.com 

Khmer Family
Authentic Khmer cuisine made 
using traditional ingredients. 
Phsar Chal (old market)
Phone: 015 999 909

Khmer Kitchen
Very popular restaurant serving 
fine Khmer cuisine.
#203, Phsar Chas (old market)
Phone: 063 964 154
           012 763 468

sweet potato
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