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Fly High
with Thai

KOH SAMUI HAS ALWAYS BEEN ON THE RADAR OF THE 
uber rich and hedonistic as beach getaway de jour.  
Bangkok has certainly become de rigueur for the shopaholic, while Krabi 
might just be the hot spot for anyone looking for crabs (well, maybe). But I, 
along with half the world, at least, am a soul at peace almost anywhere in 
Thailand. Fantastic resorts, peerless scenic beaches, lip-smacking food and 
a culture second to none is what I need out of my holidays and Thailand has 
delivered every single time.

So there I was on my last day in the island of Koh Lanta in Krabi on 
my eighth visit to Thailand. We were driving back from the boat that had 
taken us out to the stunning Phi Phi islands that day. Interestingly, this 
was the first time I had actually left our resort since arriving in Koh Lanta 
and I was suddenly aware of all the boards advertising courses learning to 
cook Thai food — they were everywhere. So I got every person in the car 

to memorise one number each and started making the 
calls as soon as I got to my room. 

On all my previous trips to Thailand, cooking 
was something I had never indulged in, despite of 
my never-ending love affair with Thai food. Here 
was my one shot at being a good mother, a great 
wife and “hostess with the mostess”, armed with my 
newly-acquired Thai cooking skills, and I was not  
about to pass. 

It was a very tense 15 minutes since all the schools 
I called were full the next day and I was off the day 
after. My anxiety and disappointment were both rising 
proportionately. Finally I struck gold with Lanta Thai 
Cookery School that confirmed an empty spot and 
promised to pick me up in the morning. 

So there I was the next day, in the ‘school’ that was 
basically an open-air thatched shack in the middle of a 
green field. As I proudly donned my apron and looked 
around, I was joined by nine other budding chefs from 
what seemed like all corners of the globe, with one 
person from as far as Iceland. Now that we were all 
one team, we were asked to pick five dishes from a list 
of 10 that we all wanted to learn to cook.  

Having made the all-important decision for the 
day, we then took full charge of our own stove, wok, 
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be crushed; and even the milk had to be squeezed out of the 
coconut (I am serious). 

After an hour of chopping, grinding, smashing, Sien 
demonstrated how each dish was cooked. We promptly 
followed, rustling up our own versions of Tom Kha Gai 
(coconut milk soup with chicken), Khao Pad (Thai fried 
rice), Gai Phad Bai Ka Phrao (stir fried chicken with hot basil 
leaf ) and Gaeng Ped Talay rue Gai (red curry with chicken). 

knife, chopping board, mortar and pestle and waited with 
bated breath.  

In came Sien, a native Thai who would be our teacher that 
afternoon. Sien began with an introduction to the ingredients 
we would be working with that day and after we were done 
marvelling at all the colours and smells, we got down to some 
serious work. I was suddenly very aware of the fact that it 
was bye-bye jars, tubes and all the other handy, readymade 
pastes and sauces. This was serious stuff — chilies had to be 
pounded; the lemongrass had to be minced; the garlic had to 

Thai cooking schools 

the cities, on the 
are now popping up everywhere — in 

outskirts and even at the beach.
It was only after all the cooking was done did Sien break 

it to us that fortunately (or unfortunately), each one’s lunch 
that afternoon would be what they had cooked. So rather 
hesitantly, we all sat down together to sample our creations. 
Considering that most of us were Thai cooking ‘virgins’, the 
food was actually very good. My proudest moment, however, 
was when I received the Lanta Thai Cookery School 
certificate, which I must sheepishly admit has gone up on the 
wall alongside my husband’s graduation degree. All I can say 
is that one man’s Harvard is another man’s Thai food!

Surprisingly, it was only after I returned 
home to Singapore did I discover that a Thai 
cooking class was the new ‘it’ thing to do in 
Thailand, giving the ever famous Thai massage 
a good run for its money. Thai cooking schools 
are now popping up everywhere — in the 
cities, on the outskirts and even at the beach. 
Almost every big hotel in Thailand has a Thai 
cooking school. A cooking school in Bangkok 
even holds classes on a beautiful teak rice 
barge that plies the Chao Phraya River.

There are courses designed for those 
with very few kitchen hours under their belt  
as well as those looking to build upon existing 
knowledge of Thai cooking. There are others 
too that are designed to meet the requirements 
of professional chefs. 

Most of these schools follow the same 
formula that has been perfected over time. 
They provide you with transportation to and 
from the school. A class typically ranges from 
800 to 2,000 Thai baht and can last anywhere 
between three to six hours. You are also given 
a personal cookbook containing the recipes as 
well as an in-house certificate upon completion 

of the class, with many throwing in an apron for 
good measure. Some even include a morning trip to the local 
markets to source fresh ingredients for the class as well as to 
get a little flavour of the local way of life.
 And there’s more! Those who really cannot seem 
to get enough of all things Thai (the country and the 
cuisine) should jump on the holiday bandwagon of Thai 
cooking holidays — a new trend that is taking holiday-
goers the world over by storm. Tour operators are offering 
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holidays to Thailand, typically seven to 10 days long, 
allowing travellers to not only explore the country, cuisine 
and culture, but more importantly, learn to cook with  
Thai f lair. 

Those looking for blue skies, red curries and turquoise 
waters will be spoilt for choice. One can learn the intricacies of 
Thai cooking on an al fresco beachfront kitchen on the tranquil 
Koh  Yao Noi Island near Phuket, on a seven-night yoga  
and Thai cookery holiday. Or opt to spend five days learning 
cooking and acquiring the art of vegetable carving in Chiang 
Mai with GoLearnTo Holidays (www.goleamto.com). 

Only is not necessarily lonely on the two-week solo 
travel cookery holiday in Thailand by Tell Tale Travel  
(www.telltaletravel.co.uk) whizzing you across four regions 
in Thailand where you even experience a class on survival 
cooking in the lush countryside. 

The Tasting Places tour of Thailand (www.tastingplaces.
com) with renowned chef David Thompson who owns a 
Michelin-starred and award-winning restaurant, Nahm in 
Bangkok, takes you through three of Thailand’s distinctive 
culinary regions — Bangkok, Chiang Mai and Koh Samui 
— on a journey like no other. Be ready to prepare a meal 
for monks acknowledging Buddhism’s special place in Thai 
culture; fan up a barbecue under the stars; and savour lunches 
on outlying islands cooked by local fisherman.

The Three-Generation Cooking School (www.cooking.
threegeneration.org) located in Mae Rim, just north of Chiang 
Mai sits on an organic farm set on five acres of land. Choosing 
between a one-day course and a six-day package is the easy 

part — try having to decide between a visit the local market that 
sells odd ingredients such as edible ferns, swamp algae and fried 
bugs, or being the guest of a Thai family in a rural village and 
cooking a meal in their traditional village kitchen. Or take on a 
Thai herb garden tour, where one can harvest fresh herbs from 
the garden and then enjoy a herbal steam bath and learn about 
their medicinal properties. 

Smile House, Chiang Mai (www.smilehousechiangmai.
com), offers something of a jungle survival cooking class, 
which starts with a market tour to look at ingredients that 
may be found in the jungle. Students are then taught to cook 
over an open fire, using only natural equipment that may be 
found in the jungle like bamboo as well as banana and lotus 
leaves.

To have me list all the different kind of itineraries that 
are out there would surely see me to have rambling for at 
least another 10 pages. And after my success in hosting three 
Thai food dinners at home, my newly-rejuvenated zest for 
the mother of all cuisines saw me returning to Thailand once 
again, only this time to Phuket. 

Staying at the JW Marriott proved to be a true sanctuary for 
the senses as it sits on a coconut plantation, with commanding 
views of 17-km white and azure Mai Khao beach. However 
the piece de resistance was their majestic Ginja Cook Cooking 
School. The school itself was a feast for the eyes — a traditional 
teakwood Thai Sala overlooking fragrant gardens and the 
glistening Andaman Sea through its floor-to-ceiling glass 
doors and windows. Ginja Cook threw open its doors in 2006 
and has been churning out Thai cooks ever since.  

Interestingly, even though it was only 

to get our hands on all the freshest, highest quality
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produce for the day.
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My day of cooking started with a much-awaited  
experience — a trip to a local market or ‘talad’! Chef Meechai 
who was leading the class escorted us over the Sarasin bridge 
to ‘Kok kloy’, located in the Phang-nga province north of 
the resort, and threw us into a parallel universe of colours, 
smells and textures. Interestingly, even though it was only a 
little past 8am, according to our chef, it was already too late 
to get our hands on all the freshest, highest quality produce 
for the day. 

In fact, the class started at the market itself where he 
spilled the beans on tips and tricks to the use of traditional 
Thai ingredients. It was here that I was introduced to orange 
chillies, stinky beans, pig’s ear mushrooms as well as pig and 
chicken blood. Memo to fellow Thai food enthusiasts: this 
market is not for the faint-hearted. 

Once back, chef Meechai led a short prayer to the spirit 
house in front of the cooking school in a traditional spirit 
house blessing ceremony in which the Thais pray to their 
ancestors. They believe that this will bring them good luck 
for the rest of the day. This custom is very common among 
the majority of Thai people, being a Buddhist tradition, with 
an inf luence from Hinduism. 

My husband and I were very fortunate to have chef 
Meechai all to ourselves who so patiently shared the secrets 
of his native cuisine, right from the use of traditional Thai 
cooking utensils in brass and wood to the actual steps 
involved in churning out age-old Thai favourites. He cooked, 
we watched and then we cooked. In the end, we were very 

satisfied with all our concoctions. Every dish was authentic 
to taste and looked professionally done. The kind chef even 
let us pack up the left-overs and bring them back to our rooms 
to satiate any late-evening cravings. 

Unfortunately, it was only after the course was over did I 
learn that Ginja Cook does signature courses for families too 
and I can’t wait to return and cook with my two children.

All wok and no play most certainly makes me dull girl. So 
once the cooking was done and the apron was off, I spent the 
rest of my holiday soaking in the other-worldly Phuket.

Having returned from Phuket and now on top of my Thai 
culinary skills, all I have to say is to those who find it hard 
to resist a fiery bowl of tom yum soup; the intoxicating whiff 
of sizzling fish topped with lime and chilli; the legendary 
kick of papaya salad; or the heavenly blow each bite of 
scorching hot green curry delivers to one’s taste buds, get 
on board and go on a cooking holiday to Thailand for a  
holiday experience of a lifetime. WD
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