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By J. J. GOODE

T
O drive around Chiang Mai,
Thailand, with the chef and
restaurateur Andy Ricker is
to experience a particular
sort of hungry man’s torment.

That place, he said, pointing at a store-
front or street stall, is known for stir-
fried noodles, that other one for fish-
head soup. We would pass right by.
Elsewhere, he nodded toward a busy
restaurant that he called the most fa-
mous place in town to get khao soi, a
Chiang Mai specialty. Again, we drove
past. By this point in his career, his
standards are set. “Too sweet,” he said.

Mr. Ricker, a 47-year-old, six-foot-tall
native Vermonter now based in Port-
land, Ore., has become an unlikely am-
bassador for Thai food in the United
States. Your only visual clue that he is
someone who knows his nahm phrik
noom from his nahm phrik ong is a
glimpse at his right arm, which is tat-
tooed with a mortar and pestle, bird’s
eye chiles, and the holy trinity of north-
ern Thai herbs — cilantro, green onion
and phak chi farang (the last often
known in the West as sawtooth).

I have followed Pok Pok, his first
Portland venture, since it opened in
2005, tracing its transformation from a
takeout shack in his garage to a sprawl-
ing, perpetually packed restaurant. I
was struck by his refusal to pander to
Western tastes. Instead of pushing pad
thai and peanut sauce, he serves hoy
thawt, an egg-and-mussel crepe found
at Thai night markets, and northern-
Thai-style laap. Rather than the tart,
spicy minced-meat “salad” from the
northeast that most adventurous Amer-
ican eaters recognize, this version is
spiked with blood and offal, and fra-
grant dried spices that give it a beguil-
ingly bitter edge. Mr. Ricker now pre-
sides over a mini-empire in Portland
with four restaurants (including Ping
and Whiskey Soda Lounge) that serve
food you rarely see outside of Southeast
Asia. (By early 2012, he plans to open
two restaurants in New York City, one
on the Lower East Side and one in
Brooklyn.)

Eager to learn more about Thai cui-
sine, I arranged to meet him during a
trip to Portland to discuss the possibil-
ity of writing a cookbook. He had al-
ready been considering it, so we agreed
to collaborate. Our first order of busi-
ness, he insisted, was a trip to Chiang
Mai to eat at the places that inspired the
food at Pok Pok. While he makes food
from all over Thailand, he is especially
enamored of the food of the north. 

It was there that he first encountered
a bowl of curry — devoid of coconut
milk, but full of local wild mushrooms —
that convinced him there was an entire
universe of Thai food unknown to West-
erners. And it is where he has returned
most often during the past two decades
to meticulously research the dishes that
end up on his menus. So in May we
made the trip, hitting a few of the dining
spots that provided some of his earliest
revelations. I discovered dishes that
were staggeringly tasty, but also hum-
bling reminders of how little even a self-
appointed Thai food fanatic like me ac-
tually knows about the country’s cui-
sine. And none of our meals cost more
than 200 baht (about $6 at about 29 baht
to the dollar) for two people. 

SP Chicken

In Chiang Mai, there is food every-
where: rows of vendors selling bowls of
noodles or coils of sausage, bustling out-
door markets where inscrutable soups
and stews are set out in trays and in
plastic to-go bags, and street stalls
where treats hidden inside banana leaf
packages are grilled over charcoal. “In
the beginning, you have no idea what
any of this stuff is,” Mr. Ricker said as
we ogled dozens of bowls of chile relish-
es at a covered market. “And you can’t
ask anyone because you don’t know
more than a few words of Thai.”

It was good fortune, then, that early
in his adventures, he met Chavalit Van,
known as Mr. Lit. Now in his early 60s,
Mr. Lit opened SP Chicken in 1977 on the
moat road that surrounds the old city.
He recently retired, leaving the daily
operation of the restaurant to his wife
and daughter, but Mr. Ricker almost al-
ways spots him out back, entertaining
his grandson.

The first thing you see at SP Chicken
— and the items that first caught Mr.
Ricker’s attention — are the lemon-
grass- and garlic-stuffed chickens rotat-
ing out front on a vertical spit beside a
wall of glowing charcoal. “When I fi-
nally approached him to figure out how
he did it,” said Mr. Ricker, of Mr. Lit’s
poultry, “I said something in halting
Thai and he responded in near-perfect
English.” They struck up a friendship,
and later Mr. Lit taught him how he
modified the cheap rotisseries you find
in Bangkok’s Chinatown. 

During a brief but furious Thai rain-
storm, we sat beneath the restaurant’s

aluminum awning on plastic chairs
while the two old friends caught up. As
we ate sticky rice, papaya salad and
those flavor-packed birds, hacked into
pieces and served with a sweet, spicy
dipping sauce, they discussed the toils
of running restaurants. The food is in-
credibly good, but it’s not just the fla-
vors at SP Chicken that inspired Mr.
Ricker. “I love that he has been making
more or less the same food for more

than 30 years,” he said.
SP Chicken, 31/1 Sri Phum Road; no

phone. 

Krua Phech Doi Ngam
SP Chicken serves food mainly from

Isaan, the northeast region of Thailand.
But the area west of Isaan, often re-
ferred to as northern Thailand, ex-

plained Mr. Ricker, has its own dis-
tinctive cuisine, and he was eager to
replicate the happy bewilderment he
felt when he first discovered the dis-
tinction. So we headed toward Krua
Phech Doi Ngam, a restaurant with an
encyclopedic menu of local dishes. We
sampled several that have counterparts
at Pok Pok, including jin hoom (a beef
stew seasoned with turmeric), yam kai
meuang (an intensely flavored chicken
soup) and yam samun phrai (an herb-
heavy salad). 

The salad was a particular highlight:
a boisterous sweet-tart jumble of more
than a dozen ingredients, including
thinly sliced betel leaf, fried shallots, ca-
shews and shredded fresh white tur-
meric. “This dish really kicked it off for
me,” Mr. Ricker said. “I thought, ‘If this
is northern Thai food, then I love north-
ern Thai food.’” 

Krua Phech Doi Ngam, 125/3 Moo 3,
Mahidon Road; (66-53) 812-051. 

Khao Soi Lam Duan Fah Ham

Because a trip to Chiang Mai without
a bowl of khao soi would be like a trip to
Texas without barbecued brisket, our
next destination was Khao Soi Lam
Duan Fah Ham to sample one of Mr.
Ricker’s favorite renditions of the dish.
In an open-air space, with a basic kitch-
en in front, a busy staff fills bowl after
bowl with house-made noodles, then a
ladle full of ruddy, pork-and-chicken-
based broth from an enormous pot, a
small dose of fresh coconut cream, and
finally a little crown of crunchy fried
noodles.

Almost 20 years ago, Mr. Ricker’s ini-
tial slurp of this particularly fine ver-
sion — just barely sweet, with complex
flavors of Thai curry paste and a hint of
Burmese curry powder — was a water-
shed moment. Much of northern food
confronts newcomers with exciting but
occasionally challenging flavors. Not so
khao soi. “It’s exotic without being
weird and, most important, completely
delicious,” Mr. Ricker said. 

Just a few minutes after he ordered,
plates cluttered our table, an uneven
surface that he guessed was a repur-
posed door draped with bright-blue oil-
cloth. Bowls of khao soi were joined by
an assortment of northern Thai dishes
that I’d never eaten in the States, ex-
cept at Pok Pok: gaeng hung leh (hunks
of pork belly and shoulder in a rich cur-
ry), nahm phrik noom (a fiery green-
chile relish) and sai ua (herbaceous
pork sausage). 

Between bites, Mr. Ricker asked a
waitress in Thai about the particulars of
the khao soi broth, which in turn led to a
discussion of the restaurant’s history.
The waitress led us to her mother, the
proprietor of the more than 70-year-old
establishment, who guided us to a two-
color placard hanging in the dining
room — a photo of her mother in the
same spot, as a young woman, many
decades ago. 

Khao Soi Lam Duan Fah Ham, 352/22
Charoen Rat Road; (66-53) 243-519.

Pa Daeng Jin Tup

“Restaurant” might be too strong a
word for this spot on a dirt patch on the
side of the road, about 15 minutes north-
east of Chiang Mai, now scattered with
a hodgepodge of tables and benches
haphazardly nailed together. “It’s
amazing what Thai cooks can accom-
plish in such rudimentary kitchens,” Mr.
Ricker said, as we watched the cook use
a crude pulley system to raise and low-
er a meat-covered rack over glowing
charcoal.

Pa Daeng specializes in northern
Thai drinking food — one of Mr. Rick-
er’s newest obsessions, which he ex-
plores at Whiskey Soda Lounge. We al-
ternated slugs of Leo beer on ice with
bites of charred pig teat, jin tup (grilled
flank steak whacked with a hammer un-
til it shreds), sour fermented ground
pork, and tremendously tasty but com-
ically tough strips of beef. “I’ve heard
they call it ‘crying tiger’ because not
even a tiger could chew it,” Mr. Ricker
said. 

The mom in this mom-and-pop opera-
tion recognized Mr. Ricker (not many
foreigners make it here) and came over
to chat. “Made from pig brain,” she said
in Thai, watching me dig into a custardy
bundle that had been grilled in a banana
leaf. “If you eat it, you’ll get smart,” she
added with a laugh. 

Mr. Ricker was in his element and
happy, having befriended one of the cats
slinking around at our feet and having
so clearly succeeded in his quest to im-
press me. Gesturing at the colorful plas-
tic plates that we had leisurely emptied,
he asked a rhetorical question: “Did
you ever think Thai food could taste like
this?” 

Pa Daeng Jin Tup, Ban San Sai, Noy
Moo 9, Highway 1001, San Sai; no phone.
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Tracing His Menus Back to Chiang Mai
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FROM TOP At the busy Muang Mai market, shoppers can find an array of spices; a variety of eggplant (left) and
cha om, an herb used in Thai dishes; and live golden tilapia for sale. BELOW Yam samun phrai, a salad of
herbs and fresh white turmeric. TOP RIGHT The chef Andy Ricker of Portland, Ore., digs in.

In an audio slide show, Andy Ricker
talks about the cuisine and market

culture of Northern Thailand.
nytimes.com/travel
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