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An artist in residence
Eclectic artist Darika Suter’s home is 
where she hosts luncheons for friends and 
treat them to her brand of “no-compromise” 
Thai cooking. By Kevin Cox
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S itting high above the cusp between Tiong 
Bahru and Chinatown, Darika Suter’s 
apartment is bright and breezy, filled with an 
eclectic collection of antique furniture, rich 
paintings and earthy colours. The décor not 
only makes the apartment look bohemian 
and cool, but also tells a subtle story about its 
occupant.  

That story began in her home of Thailand, where she lived 
until she left Bangkok for a two-year stint in America to pursue 
a journalism degree, and from there, a career in advertising and 
marketing. But it was when she ended up in Singapore that Darika 
was able to concentrate on her true passion: Asian antiques. Her 
store—Eastern Discoveries—started as a small collection of artefacts 
from Cambodia, Burma and her homeland. Since then it has grown 
into a large showroom gallery in the third storey at 315 Outram 
Road and is today among the most exotic Buddha and ancient 
artefact stores in Singapore.

But it’s not just her remarkable antique collection that Darika 
is passionate about; it’s also Thai cooking. For this she thanks her 
parents. “My father taught me to cook very fast and with high heat, 
but my mother was slow and meticulous so that’s where I developed 
a deep understanding of Thai food,” she says.

The flavours of Thailand are all about freshness, contrast and 
balance. Sweet offset by sour; spicy chillies cooled by the crunch 
of green papaya or fresh herbs. “Which is why only the best quality 
ingredients will do,” says Darika dropping a handful of garlic and 
basil to her half-filled stone mortar. She sits silently on her heels in 
the middle of the kitchen floor, mashing fresh chillies, herbs and 
vegetables into a deep green paste. She could make her work easier 
by using a food processor. “That’s a shortcut which compromises the 
flavours of the dish,” she shakes her head. “Better to crush it so that 
each ingredient blends together the way it’s supposed to; not the 
way it’s forced to.”

Today, she is hosting a luncheon for her wide circle of artsy 
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friends, who have formed a virtual fan club over her food. Just 
like her approach to cooking, Darika’s entertaining style is casual 
yet uncompromising, no matter who is invited. Instead of setting 
a crowded table, she presents the food on a long, low shelf beside 
a massive coffee table in the living room adorned with colourful 
paintings and disparate Asian artefacts. The diverse array of friends 
present help themselves, spooning succulent curry over rice noodles 
in porcelain bowls and piling green papaya salad, spiced beef and 
assorted herbs onto hand-painted china. 

In the middle of the coffee table sits a large vase of fresh mixed 
greens: mint, sweet bamboo leaves, water mimosa and coriander. “If 
the spice gets too hot, just go to the garden,” Darika demonstrates, 
pulling some stalks from the vase.  “The herbs cool the fire so you 
are ready to take another bite; it’s a perfect balance.” Eating Darika’s 
food is an interactive experience, with each guest making frequent 
trips to the garden between spicy bites. And even with the heat of the 
chili padi and peppercorns, everyone goes back for seconds and a 
few furtive thirds.

The mood throughout the lunch is relaxed and unpretentious 
as they lounge comfortably in Asian rattan chairs, a Chinese daybed, 
even on soft Persian carpet. Lively conversation undulates between 
art, travel, life in Singapore—even politics. Aromas from the 
dishes fill the room and conversation occasionally pauses as guests 
negotiate a spicy bite or reach for a cooling sip of pandan water. And 
as the afternoon drifts casually along to egg tarts, drunken cherries 
and mellow ethnic-classical-Latin music, the ambience in this artist’s 
residence strikes the desired postmodern chord of, in a word, groovy. 
e
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• To make roasted sticky rice powder, dry 
pan roast raw sticky rice till light brown, 
then grind in food processor into a powder 
the texture of corn meal.
• Grill (or pan-fry) the tenderloin to 
medium rare, then cut into thin slices.
• With a mortar and pestle, mash and 
combine the galangal, garlic, chilli padi, 
peppercorns and shallots into a paste. 
Then add the fish sauce and lime juice. 
Transfer to mixing bowl.
• Add to mixing bowl the sliced beef, 
sliced onions, scallions and fresh herbs.
• Add the brandy (optional) and mix 
salad together with hands, incorporating 
everything. If more moisture or sourness 
is desired, add a splash of lime juice; if 
more saltiness is desired, add a splash of 

fish sauce.
• Transfer to a serving dish and garnish 
with mint leaves. Sprinkle with sticky rice 
powder on top.

SOM TAM  
(GREEN PAPAYA SALAD)
Serves 4-6 Prep time 20 minutes

This classic Thai favourite combines 
sweet, sour and spice, all of which is 

tempered by the crunchy papaya and ripe 
organic tomatoes. Carrot varies the flavour 
and adds lively colour to the dish.

3 cups green unripe papaya (about 1 
medium papaya)
¾ cup shredded carrots (about 2 carrots)
4 long beans, cut into 3cm pieces
2 medium organic tomatoes, cut into small 
wedges or chunks
2 small onions, finely diced
¼ cup peanuts, coarsely chopped
2 tbsp Thai fish sauce
1½ tbsp palm sugar
2 tbsp fresh squeezed Thai lime juice
3 cloves garlic, minced
½ tsp chilli padi flakes, crushed

• With a hand-held shredder (available 
at most Thai grocery stores), shred the 
papaya and carrot into long, thin strings 
(as if julienned very thin).
• Combine papayas and carrots in a large 
mixing bowl with long beans, tomatoes, 
onions and peanuts.
• In a smaller bowl, whisk together the 
fish sauce, palm sugar and lime juice until 
sugar is fully incorporated. Then whisk in 
the garlic and chilli padi. Taste and adjust 
by adding a splash more of fish sauce or 
lime juice as needed to give a strong, 
tangy balance of sour and slightly sweet 
(flavour will soften when absorbed in the 
salad).
• Cascade the dressing over the salad and 
toss well. Cover and chill for 20 minutes 
before serving.

NAAM NGEOW (NORTHERN 
THAI PORK CURRY) 
Serves 4-6 Prep time about 2 hours

This spicy Northern Thailand curry is 
served on rice noodles instead of steamed 
rice with crisp bean sprouts, fresh herbs 
and water mimosa. Topped with crunchy 
chicken skin, pork rind and crispy garlic, 
it’s a flavourfest of a meal.

for curry
2 tbsp olive oil 
500g minced pork

NUAU NAM TOK  
(WATERFALL BEEF SALAD)
Serves 4-6 Prep time 20 minutes
Cook time 10 minutes

A secret splash of brandy to a classic 
dish of contrasting meat and herb 
flavours in a sweet-sour sauce. The 
waterfall represents the juices of 
the meat flowing onto the herbs and 
mingling with their flavours.

roasted sticky rice powder
XXg raw sticky rice

500g beef tenderloin
1 tsp galangal, ground
1 tbsp fresh garlic
1 tsp dry chilli padi, ground
1 tsp Sichuan peppercorns, dry roasted 
and ground
2 tbsp shallots
2 tbsp Thai fish sauce
2 tbsp fresh squeezed Thai lime juice
1 medium red onion, thinly sliced
2 green scallions, chopped
125g (about 2 cups) fresh herbs 
including mint, dill, basil and 
coriander, hand torn or coarsely 
chopped 1 tsp brandy (optional)
2 tbsp roasted sticky rice powder  

garnish
mint leaves
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coriander stalks, and remaining garlic into 
a paste.
• Add the mixed paste to the pot with the 
pork and cook for another 3 to 5 minutes, 
stirring constantly to avoid burning.
• Add enough water to cover the pork and 
bring to a boil, then reduce to a simmer 
and cook until pork ribs are very tender 
(about 1½ hours) and liquid has thickened 
slightly. Note: A pressure cooker can be 
used to speed up the tenderising of the 
pork.
• While the curry simmers, boil the rice 
noodles to al dente and let cool to room 
temperature.
• When the pork ribs are very tender, 
taste the curry for seasoning, add fish 
sauce as desired. Transfer curry to serving 
bowl.
• To serve, put some noodles in a bowl 
and ladle a portion of the curry over 
them. Top with bean sprouts, coriander 
and assorted garnishes as desired.  
• Squeeze a wedge of lime over it.

CHERRY TOPPING  
FOR EGG TARTS
Serves 6 Prep time 10 minutes plus 1 
hour to macerate

This simple topping will add a zesty flair 

1kg short pork ribs
1 medium onion, diced
3 tbsp garlic
4 tbsp belachan (fermented prawn paste)
2 tbsp fermented soy bean paste 
(preferably Thai)
1 tbsp Thai curry paste
2-3 tsp fresh ginger, crushed
1 tsp chilli padi, crushed
2 tsp dark soy sauce
¼ cup (1 bunch) coriander stalks
water (as needed to cover meat)
1½kg thin rice noodles (vermicelli)
fish sauce to taste
2 tbsp dried Ngeow flower, chopped 
(available at Thai groceries)

for garnish  
(place each item in individual bowls)
crispy roasted garlic
fresh bean sprouts
chopped coriander leaves
lime wedges
thinly sliced cabbage
crispy chicken skin
crispy pork crackling

• Heat olive oil in a heavy-based pot (or 
pressure cooker) over high heat and brown 
the minced pork, pork ribs, onion and  
2 tbsp of the garlic, about 5 minutes. 
• Meanwhile, with mortar and pestle, 
mash together the belachan and 
fermented soy bean paste, curry paste, 
ginger, chilli padi, soy sauce, fish sauce, PH
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to a delicious egg tart or any pastry 
dessert.

1kg fresh, ripe cherries, halved and 
pitted
250ml (1 cup) cherry liqueur or sherry
¼ tsp cinnamon powder

• Drown the cherries in the liqueur and 
blend in cinnamon. Let soak for at least 
1 hour.  
• Ladle cherries and liquid over egg 
tarts (or other pastry and/or vanilla ice 
cream).

PANDAN WATER
Serves 6-8  
Prep time 20 minutes plus time to cool

This clean, refreshing drink will satisfy 
as a flavourful beverage and help calm 
the spicy burn of chilLi padi. It can be 
made in any amount desired.

2 litres water
1 bunch of fresh pandan leaves
3 tbsp good quality clear honey  
(or to taste)
½ lemon, sliced into thin rounds

• Bring water to a boil and add pandan 
leaves. Boil gently until water turns 


