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Datin Kalsom Taib and

her cousin Datin Hamidah
Abdul Hamid have put
together a remarkable
cookbook that celebrates
230 traditional Malaysian
dishes. §

By ABIRAMI DURAI
Ffestyle@thestar.com.my

IT is a cold, balmy evening — one of those
gloomy. overcast when the rain has
cast a miserahle over the sky. Butin
T&year-old Datin Kalsom Taib’s cool patio
overlooking a fecund. foliage-laden gar-
den, the howling of the wind and the drip-

» drip patter of rain are drowned out by the

o

" animated conversation ki

between Kalsom and her 70-year-old cous-
in Datin Hamidah Abdul Hamid.

“I am not happy with this, the inside |s
okay but the outside is not nice,” says
Hamidah, frowning at a disc-shaped kuih,
the famed Borneo sweet treat, kuih pen-
yaram (also known as cucur fawa or cucur
topi).

"But it's delicious,” says Kalsom, point-
edly munching on her second piece. Gt |

“Yes, but it just doesn't look right - tak
jadi lah (it didn’t turn out well),” says 1
Hamidah.

The two continue to debate the merits
(or lack thereof) of the kuih, which is
admittedly delicious. ;

In many ways, the closeness between -
the cousins is the result of a childhood |
spent together during school holidays and /|
Hari Raya breaks in their grandparents’
home in Muar, Johor. :

“We would always sleep over and spend
a few days together during Hari Raya as =]
the family was very close. When we went |
to Johor Bahru, we would always stayin |
Adek's house (pet name for Hamidah)®
says the gregarious Kalsom, a retired |
human resources practidoner, who - |
worked in corporations like Shelland
Nestle. it

A few years ago, the cousins forgedan
even closer bond when they spent nearly
three years working together on their
debut cookbocek fohor Palate: Tanjung
Puteri Recipes - with talented home cook |
Hamidah doing all the me]?‘lrﬁdmd rech-aErae

esting and accomplish e - e J
mnm writing the book. :.
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Katsom has been collecting recipes and cookbooks since she was a child and now
has an extznsive collection for reference. — Photos: ART CHEN/The Star

A rich local culin
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Incidentally, Kalsom is an experi-
enced author who has written
books on the life and times of her
husband Daruk Shafee Yahaya (the
former head of the Anti-Corruption
Agency), father Tan Sri Taib Andak
(former Felda and Maybank chair-
man) and mother Puan Sri Zainab
Ahmad.

Johor Palate documented many
of the state’s traditional and often
hard-tofind delicacies and eventu-
ally saw Kalsorn and Hamidah bag-
ging first prize in the culinary hent-
age category of the Gourmand
World Cookbook Awards 2016.

With their latest coakbook, the
aptly named Malaysia’s Culinary
Heritage: The Best of Authentic
Traditional Recipes, the duo have
employed their considerable talents
to a more pressing national issue:
documenting and preserving
recipes that encornpass the vast
repository of local traditional food.

Indeed, the cookbook catalogues
the recipes for all 213 of the
National Heritage Department’s
gazetted traditional Malaysian foods
as well as an additional 17 reci
that the authors felt ticked all the
right boxes and were worthy con-
tenders for the dtle.

“After the dust had settled on
Johor Palate, I thought, ‘Let's do
anather cookbook.” So we thought
we'd do a simple cookbook on

everyday meals, until [

8
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Hamidah (left) took charge of the cooking and recipe-testing while Kalsom formatted the recipes

and wrote about the dishes.

One of the dishes in the book, Gulai Lemak Umbut, is made using the
crown of a young coconut palm. It is becoming increasingly rare these

days. — Filepic

read about the Heritage Food
Congress which took place in April
2019. That's when I discovered that
the National Heritage Department
has a list of 213 gazetted traditional
foods.

“So I looked around to see what
books they had on the subject and [
couldn't find any. So I went to the
department and said, ‘Have you got
any books on the 213 traditional

foods - the recipes and all that?
“The book they had was more on
endangered Malay food. So then 1
asked if anyone was doing a book
on the gazetted food list, and when
they said 'No’, I said, ‘Canfdoa
hook on it?’ So that's how it started
- they gave me a letter allowing me
to do the book,” explains Kalsom.

The recipe
for Ayam Pongteh,
a Kristang dish,

is included

in Malaysia’s Culinary
Heritage.

Masaledeh has Indian origins but in Johor, it is called Magelek and eaten

ary heritage

with a sweet dipping sauce called Asma Rojak as well as chives and green

chillies.

The making of the book

Kalsom and Hamidah compiled
the information and recipes for the
cookbook within the span of just
seven months, a feat they say was
only possible because they had the
benefit of experience on their side.

“For our first cookboak, our edi-
tor rejected all the recipes we sent
her. We thought we just had to
write the recipes down - we didn't
put precise measurements or stand-
ardise everything - we were writ-
ing things like ‘a handful of onions*
without having weighed it. So it
took us almost a year after that to
fine-tune the recipes and retest
them with measurements. It was
very stressful for both of us.

“But by the time we did
Malaysia’s Culinary Heritage, we

were seasoned already so we

knew how to format the recipes.

That's why we did it very fast.”
says Kalsom.

Still, there were challenges aplen-
ty in putting together the final prod-
uct. Kalsom realised that the list of
213 gazetted local traditional foods
was just that - a list. There was no
categorisation of any sort, which
meant they had to do this them-

selves.

“We had to sieve it and sort it by
categories - noodles, rice, sweet
cakes. And T was fortunate that I
had my grandsan.who ha just

come back from the US. He had no
job yet, so I told him to sort it out
into categories and then put it into
alphabetical erder. So, he was able
to do that in two weeks,” says
Kalsom.

Once that was done, Kalsom dis-
covered there were many dishes
missing from the gazetted list -
some too important for her to
ignore, which 1s why she added 17
more dishes that she felt absolutely
needed to be represented.

“When | looked at the dishes. [
found that they were mostly Malay,
there were not very many other
foods. so 1 [elt that it should have
these multi-cthnic, diverse additions
to make it complete. Like bak kut
teh and lor bak that are very popu-
lar, those were not in, so I decided
to put that in. Briyani gam was not
in and it’s from Johor and well-
known. Mee rebus and laksa
Sarawak were not there, [ believe
these recipes should be preserved.
that is why | felt strangly that they
should be included,” she says.

The next challenge was in find-
ing recipes for all the dishes in
the cookbook. Luck was on their
side, as the two had already docu-
mented 30 recipes in Johor Palate
that were on the gazetted list.
Additionally, Kalsom s a huge col-
lector of cookbooks and has hun-
dreds of cookbooks in her arse-
nal, some of which proved useful
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GO0m! water

S00R palm cupar, shayed
Fpandan leayes knatted
12 s walt

2 1rm\,.,l‘runl.nm'ilil feie

eve the rice flour and ai purpase
flour into a mizing bowl, whisk tn
mix and set pejele ' I

N a pot, bring 10 botl 200m)
water (leom the G50mly Add the
palm sugar apd pandan leaves and
toak aver low heat untif the mrnr‘
dizsolves Stir in the remaining
walter, a

Paur the syrup into the mixing
Lenwl with the four, add salt and’
Stir to fornua batter Steatn the bat-
terinto a bowl, cover with dling
wrap and leave to rest for 1 hour,
Hucover, stir the batter Tor 5 to 10
minute until it becomes elastic and
springy

Heat the conking oil in o wok over
medium to low heat, Gently ladle the mix-
remove the
ladle, leaving the fritters to fry. They will cook
from the edges inwards 1o the centre. If any of
the mixture oozes out of the centre, spoon over

ture into the wok and slow!

some hot ol until 1t dries.

Flip over the [ritter and try the other side until
cooked. Remove from the wok with a skewer,

slotted spoon or mesh wire spoon.

In terms of source recipes.

“1 didn't have to go to the
Internet, 1 have Chinese, Indian,
Malay, Kristang. Bugis and Sabah
cookbooks, so plenty of books to
refer to. We used that as a base,
then it was up to Adek to choose
and reformat,” says
Kalsom.

But there were ‘
some recipes that :
they simply B
couldn’t find. When
faced with roadblocks
of this pature, Kalsom cast her
net wide and sought the help of
anyone she could think of -
friends, acquaintances and even
total strangers!

“Kek lapis Sarawak - we are
unfamiliar with it. So I decided to
take a recipe from a book which is
on kek lapis, but it was rejected by
my editor. She didn't understand
the recipe.

“So then 1 searched on the
Internet and found a lady who
makes homemade kek lapis. Her
name is Azah Hassan. I called her
and asked if she could share the
recipe and process of making it
with me and she said Yes’. So1
credited her in the book.

=Also, we don't cook things like
pak kut teh - but 1 have a friend
who is Chinese and married to a
Malay and she loved that dish, but
changed the pork to chicken. 5o
asked her if she could share the
recipe with me. And she said, ‘of
course!" So [ acknowledged her in
the cookbook. So there were some
dishes that we didn't know how to
make, but we gained knowledge
from others,” says Kalsom.

The final product

The resulting cookbook is a true
testament to Malaysia's varied
culinary topography. In the hook,
you'll discover the full list of 213
gazetted traditional foods like
masak ikan tanah liat, acar buah,
bubur asyura, Penang assam
laksa, nasi ulam, sambal gesek
ikan bilis, lempeng, onde-onde and
seri kaya, among a long list of
dishes as well as the additional 17
new entries, like mee bandung,
nasi ambang and ayam goreng
Palembang. _

Perhaps the best thing about the
book is there is so much informa-
tion about each of the dishes. For

deep-Trying
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example, did

you know that

nasi ulam once used to include 44
different kinds of herbs? Or that
emas sejemput is a royal sweet
delicacy in Pahang and Kelantan?

Kalsom prefaces each recipe
with short, well-written introduc-
tions, which serve to bolster
understanding of the meals, some
of which may be completely for-
eign to most Malaysians - think
kasui, kuih getas and ganti tandan
jagung.

As all the meals were photo-
graphed in Kalsom's home (they
sometimes photographed up to 30
recipes a day?), there is a home-
spun quality to the dishes that will
likely endear them to everyday
users. The recipes have also been
organised in a digestible manner,
which makes them incredibly easy
to understand and execute, even
for neophyte cooks.

The cookbook also includes an
additional 20 “sub-recipes”, as
Kalsom calls it, designed around
gazetted foods which rypically
serve as base ingredients, like cin-
calok, tempoyak. durian and tofu.

»Some of the gazetted tradition-
al foods are things like tofu and
tempeh, so we wanted to include
recipes that highlighted these
ingredients,” says Kalsom.

There is clearly a lot of thought
that gone into this labour of love,
which is deserving of its place in
the archives of everyday
Malaysians looking for a slice of
culinary heritage.

Which is why Kalsom actually
believes that Malaysta's Culinary
Heritage is a much better effort
from her and her cousin than
their first cookbook.

=] want to submit it for the

+ Gourmand World
J Cookbook Awards in
/  August. | hope it will

¢ winanaward - | feel

that this is a siightly bet-
ter book than fohar
Palate because we are

more experienced now,”
she admits.

Moving forward,
Kalsom and are
going to be hard at work

» . Malaysia edition of
~ Malaysias Culinary

Heritage. Kalsom has also

submitted the additional 17

recipes that they inserted into the
cookbook to the National Heritage
Department to be considered as
traditional dishes for next year,
something she is hopeful will
come to fruition.

*1 have submirted it for next
year’s list and they told me it
would be included so that this
would be a complete book of
gazetted traditional dishes,” she

But ultimately, the main reason
the cousins think the cookbook
makes for important reading (and
cooking) is for the sheer value of
preserving the culinary identity
and roots of traditional food.

“History is no doubt from the
past, but it is fror the past that we
know our roots. So this cookbock
is for posterity - for future genera-
tions.

=That's why [ always tell people
“You cannot be selfish with your
recipes. When you die, you can't
take it with you, but if you leave
something behind. when people
cook, you will also get some
reward.

“so for both of us, it is about
leaving something behind - thatis
the main objective,” says Kalsom.

Malaysia's Culinary Heritage is priced
at RM185 and available at local
bookstores.

Interested in cooking?
Download the Kuali app to get
more recipes at your ips

kual S
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