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Thai Green Papaya Salad (£361 - Som Tam)

Introduction

Som tam (5361), or green papaya salad, is one of Thailand's most iconic dishes—a fiery, tangy salad

from the Isaan region (northeastern Thailand) that has become beloved throughout the country and
internationally. The name translates literally as “sour pounded,” referring to both the taste and the
traditional preparation method using a large mortar and pestle.

This salad is characterized by its bold, aggressive flavors: sour lime, salty fish sauce, fiery chilies, and
sweet palm sugar, all pounded together with shredded green papaya and other ingredients. Unlike
the gentler cucumber salad, som tam pulls no punches—it's meant to be intensely flavored and often
searingly spicy.”

Reality Check: Som tam is authentically delicious but genuinely challenging to make
at home outside Thailand. The main obstacles are:

e Green papaya availability: Hard green papayas are difficult to find in many
areas

e Specialized equipment: Traditional mortar and pestle (large clay *khrok*) is
ideal

* Ingredient sourcing: Some authentic ingredients require Asian grocery stores

¢ Technique: The pounding method requires practice to master

* Heat level: Restaurant versions are calibrated; home versions risk being either
bland or inedible

Verdict: If you have access to Asian grocery stores and enjoy cooking challenges,
making som tam at home is rewarding. However, ordering takeout from a good
Thai restaurant is often the smarter choice—you'll get properly sourced
ingredients, expert preparation, and perfectly balanced flavors. Save your energy for
dishes that are easier to execute at home.

Brief History

Som tam originated in Laos and the Isaan region of northeastern Thailand, where it remains a daily
staple. The dish reflects the Lao-Thai culinary tradition of bold, intense flavors and fermented
ingredients. Originally made with fermented fish (pla ra) and fermented crab, som tam was workers'
food—cheap, flavorful, and eaten with sticky rice.”

The salad spread throughout Thailand in the mid-20th century as Isaan people migrated to Bangkok
for work, bringing their cuisine with them. Today, som tam stands are ubiquitous—every Thai market,
street corner, and food court has a vendor pounding papaya salad to order. The rhythmic sound of the
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pestle hitting the mortar is one of Thailand's most recognizable culinary soundscapes.

Cultural Significance: In Thailand, som tam is strongly associated with Isaan culture.
Ordering it very spicy (WInLuag - *phrik yueh*) is seen as a badge of honor. Many

Thais consider the central Thai version with peanuts and dried shrimp a “toned down”
adaptation, while purists prefer the Isaan version with fermented fish and salted crab.

Why Green Papaya?
Green (unripe) papaya is completely different from the sweet orange fruit you see at regular
supermarkets. Green papaya is:

e Firm and crisp, similar to jicama or daikon radish
e Neutral in flavor, allowing it to absorb dressing
e Stays crunchy even when dressed and pounded
e Low in sugar, unlike ripe papaya

The Problem: Green papayas are rarely available outside Asian grocery stores. They're typically
imported from Thailand or Mexico and can be expensive ($4-8 per fruit). The papaya must be rock-
hard and completely green—even slight yellowing means it's beginning to ripen and won't work.

Substitutes (Not Ideal But Workable):

e Green mango: Traditional substitute in Thailand, tart and crunchy

e Cabbage: Surprisingly decent, especially Napa cabbage, shredded very thin
e Jicama: Crisp and neutral, though less authentic

e Kohlrabi: Good crunch and neutral flavor

e Cucumber + carrots: More like cucumber salad, but acceptable

None of these perfectly replicate green papaya's unique texture and ability to absorb flavors, but
they're respectable alternatives.

The Recipe (Simplified Home Version)

Serves: 2-4
Difficulty: Moderate to Difficult

Time: 30-40 minutes

Essential Ingredients

For the Salad:
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¢ 1 medium green papaya (about 5009/1 Ib), or substitute above
2 cups cherry tomatoes, halved

Y cup long beans or green beans, cut into 2-inch pieces

2-3 cloves garlic

3-6 Thai bird's eye chilies (adjust to your pain tolerance)

2 tablespoons dried shrimp (optional but traditional)

e 2 tablespoons roasted peanuts

For the Dressing:

3 tablespoons lime juice (2-3 limes)

2-3 tablespoons fish sauce

1-2 tablespoons palm sugar (or brown sugar)

1 tablespoon tamarind paste (optional but recommended)

Spice Warning: Thai bird's eye chilies are VERY hot—Scoville rating 50,000-100,000.
Start with 1-2 chilies for “mild” by Thai standards (still quite spicy). Working up to 3-4
gives you medium-hot. Six or more is Thai-level spicy. Wear gloves when handling and
don't touch your eyes!

Equipment

Ideal:
e Large Thai mortar and pestle (*khrok* and *sak*)—10-12 inch clay mortar
Acceptable Alternatives:

e Large wooden mortar and pestle
e Mixing bowl and muddler or wooden spoon (for crushing garlic and chilies)
¢ Salad bowl and your hands (least authentic but functional)

Also Needed:

e Julienne peeler or sharp knife
e Cutting board

Preparation
Step 1: Prepare the Papaya

This is the most challenging part.
If Using Green Papaya:

1. Peel the entire papaya with a vegetable peeler
2. Cut in half lengthwise
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3. Scoop out the white seeds and discard

4. Use a julienne peeler to create long thin strips, OR hand-shred on the large holes of a box
grater, OR cut into very thin matchsticks with a knife

5. You want long, thin strips about 2-3mm thick

If Using Substitutes:

e Shred cabbage as thin as possible
e Julienne jicama or kohlrabi
e Use julienne peeler for green mango

Step 2: Make the Dressing

Mix together lime juice, fish sauce, palm sugar, and tamarind paste (if using). Stir until sugar
dissolves. Taste and adjust—it should be intensely sour, salty, and sweet. Set aside.

Step 3: Pound the Salad (Traditional Method)

If Using Mortar and Pestle:

Add garlic and chilies to mortar

Pound until crushed into a rough paste (about 1 minute)

Add palm sugar and pound briefly to incorporate

Add green beans, bruise them with a few gentle pounds

Add tomatoes, pound gently to release juices but keep mostly intact
Add dried shrimp and peanuts, pound briefly

Add shredded papaya in batches

Use a scooping and pressing motion rather than hard pounding

Add dressing gradually while mixing

Taste and adjust seasoning

CLO0o~NOUL AWM H
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The pounding motion should be rhythmic and controlled—not violent. You're bruising and mixing, not
pulverizing.

If Using Bowl Method:

Muddle garlic and chilies in a large bowl

Add all other ingredients except papaya

Mix and crush slightly with the back of a spoon

Add papaya and dressing

Use your hands to massage and mix everything together
Let sit 5 minutes, mix again, and serve
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The Pounding Sound: In Thailand, experienced som tam vendors create a distinctive
( rhythm—*tok tok tok*. Tourists often track down vendors by following this sound
b through markets. The pounding aerates the salad and helps flavors penetrate the
papaya. If using a bowl method, massage vigorously to compensate.
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Step 4: Adjust and Serve

Taste the salad. Adjust:

e More sour? Add lime juice

e More salty? Add fish sauce

e More sweet? Add sugar

e More spicy? Add more chilies (if you dare)

Transfer to a plate and serve immediately with:

e Sticky rice (traditional) or jasmine rice

e Grilled chicken (*gai yang*)

e Cabbage leaves and long beans on the side
e Extra lime wedges

Regional Variations

Som Tam Thai (Central Thai Style):

e Uses dried shrimp and peanuts

e Milder spice level

e Sweeter overall

e What you usually get in restaurants outside Thailand

Som Tam Lao/lsaan (Northeastern Style):

e Uses fermented fish (*pla ra*) instead of fish sauce—VERY funky
Includes salted crab (*poo kem¥*)

More chilies, less sugar

Authentic but an acquired taste

Hard to find *pla ra* outside Asian markets

Som Tam Poo Pla Ra (With Crab):

e Adds salted raw crab—requires very fresh crab and proper handling
* Not recommended for home preparation due to food safety concerns

Som Tam Sua (Tiger Cry):
e Uses rice paddy crab

e Extremely spicy
e Called “tiger cry” because it's so spicy even tigers would cry

Why Ordering Takeout Makes Sense

Here's the honest truth about making som tam at home:

Challenges:
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¢ Ingredient Hunt: Finding green papaya, *pla ra*, salted crab, and proper palm sugar requires
specialized stores

e Equipment: A proper Thai mortar costs $30-80 and takes up significant kitchen space

e Technique: The pounding motion requires practice—first attempts often result in mushy or
unevenly mixed salad

* Heat Management: Calibrating spice level is difficult—too many chilies = inedible, too few =
bland

* Time: By the time you source ingredients and prepare everything, 45-60 minutes have passed

* Serving Size: The recipe works best for 2-4 servings; making just one portion is tricky

Takeout Advantages:

e Cost-Effective: A restaurant som tam costs $8-12, less than buying a green papaya, palm
sugar, dried shrimp, etc.

» Perfect Every Time: Experienced vendors have been making som tam daily for years

e Customizable: Just tell them your spice level preference

e Convenient: Ready in 5 minutes while you watch

e Authentic: Thai restaurants use proper ingredients and techniques

When to Make at Home:

e You live near an excellent Asian grocery store

e You already own a Thai mortar and pestle

* You enjoy cooking projects and don't mind imperfect results

e You're making it for a group (scales better)

* You have specific dietary restrictions (low sodium, no fish sauce, etc.)

When to Order Takeout:

e You want som tam tonight without hunting for ingredients
e You're making it for the first time

e You don't have proper equipment

e You're unsure about spice level management

* You value convenience over the cooking experience

Best of Both Worlds: Order som tam from a Thai restaurant a few times and really
( study it. Notice the texture of the papaya, the balance of flavors, the spice level, the
3 size of the pieces. Then, if you still want to make it at home, you'll have a much better
reference point for what you're aiming for.

If You're Determined to Make It at Home

Tips for Success:

e Start Mild: Use 1-2 chilies maximum for your first attempt. You can always add more; you
can't remove them.

¢ Invest in Tools: If you make som tam regularly, buy a proper Thai mortar. The large clay
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*khrok* really does make a difference.

* Practice Technique: Watch YouTube videos of Thai vendors making som tam. The motion is
specific—not just random pounding.

» Use Cabbage First: Master the recipe with shredded cabbage before investing in hard-to-find
green papaya. Honestly, we cannot tell the difference between shredded marinated cabbage
and shredded green papaya.

¢ Make Extra Dressing: Keep extra lime-fish sauce-sugar dressing on hand to adjust as needed.

e Serve Immediately: Som tam doesn't keep well—the vegetables release water and become
soggy within 30 minutes.

e Accept Imperfection: Your first few attempts won't match restaurant quality. That's
okay—they'll still be delicious.

Where to Find Ingredients

Green Papaya:

e Large Asian supermarkets (Thai, Vietnamese, Chinese)

e Latin American markets (sometimes)

e Online: Thai grocery websites, Amazon (expensive and quality variable)
¢ Look for rock-hard, completely green papayas

Thai Chilies:

e Asian markets

e Some well-stocked regular supermarkets

e Farmers markets

e Substitute: serrano or jalapeno (less authentic but workable)

Palm Sugar:

e Asian markets

» Natural food stores

e Online

e Substitute: light brown sugar (less complex but acceptable)

Fish Sauce:

e Any Asian market
e Most regular supermarkets (international aisle)
e Brands: Red Boat, Three Crabs, Squid brand

Dried Shrimp:

¢ Asian markets (refrigerated or dried goods section)
e Can omit if unavailable

Tamarind Paste:
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¢ Asian or Indian markets
e Can omit, but adds depth

Conclusion

Som tam is one of Thai cuisine's greatest achievements—a perfect balance of flavors with addictive
heat and satisfying crunch. However, it's also one of the more challenging dishes to execute well at
home, primarily due to ingredient availability and technique requirements.

The Verdict: Unless you're particularly passionate about the cooking process, have easy access to
ingredients, or need to accommodate dietary restrictions, ordering som tam from a quality Thai
restaurant is the smarter choice. You'll get authentic flavors, proper technique, and save
considerable time and effort. Thai restaurants make som tam dozens of times daily—they're very,
very good at it.

That said, if you enjoy cooking challenges and have access to the right ingredients, making som tam
at home can be deeply satisfying. Just know that your first attempts will be learning experiences, and
that's perfectly fine.

As they say in Thailand: Mai pen rai (vl,sJ'Lﬂuvl,i) — No worries! Whether homemade or takeout, som

tam is always delicious.

External Links

Recipes and Techniques:

e Hot Thai Kitchen - Green Papaya Salad (with video)
e Serious Eats - Som Tam Recipe
e YouTube - How to Make Som Tam (Street Vendor Technique)

Ingredient Sourcing:

e ImportFood.com - Thai Ingredients
e Temple of Thai - Thai Groceries

Thai Cuisine Resources:

e Tourism Authority of Thailand
e Hot Thai Kitchen - Pailin's Authentic Thai Recipes

Further Reading

e Thompson, David. Thai Food. Ten Speed Press, 2002.
e Bhumichitr, Vatcharin. The Taste of Thailand. Pavilion Books, 1988.
e Punyaratabandhu, Leela. Simple Thai Food. Ten Speed Press, 2014.
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Quick Reference Card:

 Difficulty: Moderate-Difficult (ingredient sourcing and technique)
Time: 30-40 minutes (plus ingredient shopping time)

Spice Level: Variable (1 chili = mild, 6+ = very hot)

Special Equipment: Large mortar and pestle (ideal)
Make-Ahead: No—serve immediately

* Recommended Alternative: Order takeout from Thai restaurant

Honest Assessment: [[][] for home cooking ease | 00000 for deliciousness

Aroi mak! But maybe let the professionals handle this one...

1)

Thompson, David. Thai Food. Ten Speed Press, 2002.
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