WET & WILD

Using Ginger and Other Rhizomes

As the American palate shifts toward Asia, rhizomes like turmeric
and galangal are essential to newly popular curries, soups and sauces.

all ginger a “rool” if you like, but not at

CIAs Hyde Park campus. It is actually an

underground stem—a rhizome—not a root.
Originally prized for their many medicinal proper-
ties, rhizomes have taken American chels under
their [lavorful spell. Ginger, galangal. krachai, and
turmeric are a select group among the 50 peren-
nial plants in the Zingiberaceae (ginger) family that
sport a horizontal underground stem known as a
rhizome. It functions as structural support and as a
food storage unit for the plant. Rhizomes may look
similar on the oulside, yet internally each possesses
a personality thal’s uniquely its own. (Orchids,
beloved by horticulturists, are the supermocdels of
the rhizome world.]

Capturing today’'s Asian flair
Ginger, the most popular rhizome. is also the most
versatile, Chefs mince il fine and sizzle it with garlic
and scallions in the beginning stages ol a stir-fry.
They also shave it thin, pickle it, and serve it with
sushi. Its warm feeling on the palate comes not
from capsaicin, which gives chili peppers their
heal, bul from the much gentler gingerol.
Galangal's haunting, pungently sweet and mus-
tardy aroma anticipates the fragrant rhizome’s pleas-
ant, camphor-like, citrusy flavor and spicy bite. It's
used extensively in Thal and Vieltnamese cooking,
and is only now becoming widely available as a
fresh ingredient in the United States. As recently as
five voars ago, the only galangal available o mos!
chefs in America was frozen, canned or pickled.
Thai chefs are so reliant on the flavor of galangal
(sometimes called “galanga™) that they refuse 1o
make cerlain recipes without the fresh rhizome,
Krachai (aka “Chinese keys” or “linger root™) is
the rarest Asian culinary rhizome in the LLS. Most
of the time, it can only be found pickled in glass
jars or frozen. In Chinese and Southeast Asian
cuisines, the spindly, finger-shaped rhizome is
most often used with seafood. Its mild, gingery
flavor and crunchy texture give a unique dynamic

to dishes. Dried versions, which don't carry its
coveted texture or [lavor, are nol worth using.

Turmeric lends its signature yellow-orange color
to Indian-stvle Madras curry powder and prepared
American-style mustard. Its earthy flavor brings
life to skewers of mealy salay (marinated grilled
strips of beef or other meatl). Most Americans are
familiar only with the powdered form ol turmeric,
which is called for in many Indian recipes. In its
fresh form, lurmeric still has its dazzling vellow
color, but it also has a juicy, crunchy texture. It's as
different from the powder as fresh ginger is from
ginger powder.

Other valued rhizomes in the culinary world
include licorice and wasabi, Japan’s verdant horse-
radish unrelated to American horseradish (a root,
nol a rhizome). Jerusalem Artichokes, also known
as sunchokes, are tuberous rhizomes native Lo

North America.
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