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A. SPICES
•  ASAM GELUGUR (GARCINIA ATROVIRIDIS)
Our mothers would not start cooking without this ingredient. For its sour-tasting 

and apple-sized appearance, asam gelugur does wonder in giving a balance of 

natural sweetness to otherwise stocky dishes containing coconut milk. Native 

to North Sumateran land, asam gelugur also gives a tinge of tartness to soups, 

curries, braises and stews. 

Asam gelugur is widely available in most Chinese and regional supermarkets. It 

comes in a plastic bags (13-15 cm) and is labeled as asam, assam or dried tamarind 

slices. Thais are more familiar with the terms som khaek or sommawon, both of 

which refer to the same ingredient. Stored properly in a cool temperature, the asam 

can last for up to 2 years. It contains hydroxicitric acid that promotes weight loss.

The most commonly used asam is the one that has been dried and comes 

with leathery slices about 5 cm. wide, brown to dark brown, and have a slightly 

fermented aroma. Never put a raw asam directly to the dishes, as it is too harshly 

sour to eat on their own.

 TRIVIA

q	 While asam gelugur is often being referred to as tamarind slices or skins in 

some Indonesian and Malaysian cookbooks, the gelugur fruit is not related to 

tamarind, biologically speaking. Taste does often surpass science, indeed.

 

TAMARIND
ASAM JAWA (TAMARINDUS INDICA)

Perhaps we can understand our ancestors’ immediate reaction when tasting 

tamarind after being brought by Indian merchants centuries ago to our lands, and 

proclaim it as a sour fruit, which led to the tamarind being known now as asam 

jawa (asam means sour). The tree has long been naturalized in the East Indies and 

the islands of the Pacific, including Indonesia.
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The tree tolerates a great diversity of soil types, and can be planted fairly 

close to the seashore. The fruits, lattish, beanlike, irregularly curved and bulged 

pods, are usually vary from 2 to 7 in long and from 3/4 to 1 1/4 in (2-3.2 cm) in 

diameter. The pods may be cinnamon-brown or grayish-brown externally and, as 

they mature, the pods fill out somewhat and the juicy, acidulous pulp turns brown 

or reddish-brown.

Tamarinds may be eaten fresh, but they area most commonly used with sugar 

and water to prepare a cooling drink. The pulp is used to flavor preserves and 

chutney, to make meat sauces and to pickle fish. 

To preserve tamarinds, they may be merely shelled, layered with sugar in boxes 

or pressed into tight balls and covered with cloth and kept in a cool, dry place. In 

Java, the salted pulp is rolled into balls, steamed and sun-dried, then exposed to 

dew for a week before being packed in stone jars. To store for long periods, the 

blocks of pulp may be first steamed or sun-dried for several days.

TRIVIA

q	 So sacred the tamarind tree is that there has been ongoing superstitions 

worldwide: African tribes believe that it is harmful to tie a horse beneath one; 

while to certain Burmese, the tree represents the dwelling-place of the rain god. 

In addition, Hindus may marry a tamarind tree to a mango tree before eating the 

fruits of the latter!

KLUWEK/KELUWEK
(PANGIUM EDULE)

The black nut of kluwek comes from kepayang tree, which grows wild in 

Indonesia and Malaysia. The two native countries treasure this hard-shelled seeds 

in many of its distinctive dishes, such as rawon, the East Javanese beef stew, and 

in Malay’s chicken/pork buah keluah.

The tree itself, which is said to possess anthelmintic and narcotic properties, 

is also capable of causing death. In other words, the pale ‘meat’ of raw kluwek 

are poisonous. These seeds are edible after the poisonous hydrocyanic acid is 

removed by soaking and boiling them in water. Fermented kluwek nuts become 

chocolate-brown, greasy and very slippery.

Kluwek is widely available in both traditional and modern markets. In most 

of the former one, kluwek is sold while still in their shells. However, now we can 

also buy the dried peeled kluwek without the shell, in a package, usually found in 

supermarkets.

The dried peeled kluwek is normally packaged in a plastic container. It can be 

stored for several months; while the shelled kluwek can also be stored for several 

months. However, when we buy kluwak from tradional market or shops, usually 

the meat inside is still tender. After long storage, the meat will be hardened. 

TRIVIA

q	 Kluwek finds its way to across the Pacific, as it is already being sold in none 

other than the famous online bookstore, Amazon.com!

CANDLENUTS
KEMIRI (ALEURITES MOLUCCANA)
While bearing close resemblance to macadamia nuts, albeit the slight larger, 

rougher, and waxier exterior candlenuts have, one distinction separates the two: 

candlenuts are not edible as snacks. In a very rare occasion, one may consume 

candlenuts after they are cooked, or, should one be exposed to the raw nuts; expect 

to suffer from a slight nausea. This is likely caused by the mild toxic commonly 

found within the nuts, although it is not poisonous, and will be immediately gone 

after a few seconds of exposure to heat.
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This ingredient is also not used directly to flavour the food, but rather, it is 

grounded up to become such a fine and smooth paste, in which its thickness are 

lent to enhance flavour of dishes. Because of the nature of the preparation, it goes 

along well with coconut milk-based curries and water-based stews.

The freshness of candlenuts must be kept in the freezer inside a jar or a tight 

wrap, in which the nuts will keep up for a year. Other storage option, for example 

in a cupboard, is also possible, although within six months, the candlenuts will 

likely become stale.

TRIVIA

q	 Other than for cooking, candlenut is commonly used in cosmetic industry, as 

it is believed applying candlenut charcoal to hair and eyebrows will make them 

thick and healthy.

q	 Adu Kemiri is a candlenut cracking competition where seeds of candlenuts 

were placed between two wooden boards, then the boards would be hammered. 

The uncracked seed would be the winner. This game is popular especially in 

West and Central Java. A strong seed can be sold at up to Rp 500,000 (or US$ 

50) each. People bet their money on their games, and this would be considered 

as illegal gambling.

CARDAMOM
KAPULAGA (ELETTARIA CARDAMOMUM)
Brought by Indian traders, the use of cardamon differs greatly from its native origin: 

while in India the ingredient commonly flavors milk-bases sweets, in Indonesian 

cooking it is often used in savory dishes, for example, Padang’s chicken curry.

However, what is actually often used is the seeds of the ingredient only. The 

whole cardamoms come in forms of squat, papery pods about 6 mm. long, which 

store tiny black seeds inside. They appear in various colors, namely green, white, 

black and brown, although the green one has more fragrance than the rest and 

the most recommended of all, with the white one is perceived as the bleached 

green cardamom.

Easily found in both traditional and sophisticated markets, the cardamom is 

sold in jars or small plastic bags. Be sure not to buy the ones with long seeds that 

come out of their pods, because these hulled cardamoms come in less flavorful 

taste. The ingredient should last up to 6 months if stored in tightly sealed jar in 

refrigerator.

TRIVIA

q	 Cardamom has been used traditionally as medicine for a variety of conditions 

including as a digestive, carminative, stimulant, breath freshener and aphrodisiac.

q	 The high calcium in cardamom is believed to help strengthening our bone 

structures.

CLOVES
CENGKEH (EUGENIA CARYOPHYLLATA)
Being a country with the high number of cigarette productions annually, it 

is widely assumed that all the best quality of cloves, the dried flower buds of a 

tropical evergreen tree that happens to be the main natural source of cigarette, 

could be found all across the country. Such assumption could be right and wrong: 

for every cigarette-company owned cloves farm, for example those found in East 

Java, many still turn to Ternate and Tidore, of Maluku islands, for the premier 

quality of the ingredient.

Other than being grinded inside cigarette factories, cloves find their way to 

our kitchen to give a very particular spicy-sweet taste to meat or fish dishes, and 

pickles. The use of cloves is very few, if not to say the least, for the ingredient is 

never meant to overpower the food with its distinctive aroma. 

Finding cloves should hardly be any problem at all, for this ingredient is widely 

sold in all markets, wrapped in a paper or plastic package. The good cloves are 
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those with deep brown all around the ingredient, and they have round and puffy 

centers. Sealing cloves in a tightly sealed jar in a fridge can last up to 6 months 

before the cloves start losing their potency.

TRIVIA

q	 Putting a seed of cloves or two inside a sugar box can prevent ants even from 

circling the box, let alone getting inside.

CHILES
CABE (CAPSICUM SPP.)

This spicy, literally, ingredient makes its way to become a native element in 

Indonesian cooking, despite being brought to the archipelago by Portuguese 

traders in the fifteenth century. Yet, for its popularity, chiles are bound to be found 

in any forms: be them raw and put next to the main dishes, sliced and put in a small 

bowl of soy sauce, or crushed into a flavoring paste called sambal, which many 

would be willing eat on its own with plenty of steamed rice!

However, in general we do not let the chile heat overpower the taste of 

the food. Often we do not notice that chile is inserted in dishes, for the chile’s 

taste is balanced with other flavors, such as sweetness, as is commonly found in 

Javanese dishes.

For daredevils out there who have the stomach to eat the raw chile, there are 

complains that the chile is not spicy enough. While there has not been any scientific 

findings which types of chile are of lesser spiciness than the rest, it helps to know 

that what we often find in local markets are fresh red Holland chiles (cabe merah), 

the glossy red with fingerlike body that ends in a sharp point; fresh thai chiles (cabe 

rawit), the green, narrow chiles of around 4-centimeter long; and small dried red 

chiles (cabe kering), the ruddier condiment with more caramelized taste than fresh 

ones. While the latter is used less in Indonesia, the former two are the generally 

acknowledged ones. 


