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When it comes to food from this part of the Orient, it just doesn’t get any better than this…Bo Tree, Belfast’s recent response to Thai food, is actually the result of what the English do so well which is to mix up a few people, a few bits and pieces and create something which is authentic on the one hand, but adapted to suit a particular market. Here the chef is from Chiang Mai, the owner is a charming English woman (Helen O’Malley) who has close links to Thailand and one of the servers we met is from Taiwan and studying for a Masters in Education at Queen’s. What could possibly go wrong? 

Well, thankfully, nothing went wrong. The calmness and serenity of Bo Tree is instantly tangible. Simple light wooden furniture with plenty of space between tables, bright big windows bathing the creamy and brown interior in the evening light and discreet Thai ornamentation, wood carvings and statues immediately create a temple-like hush. 

The choice in Bo Tree’s menu is daunting but thankfully, if you only got as far as the beginner’s course in Thai food, the difficult choice can be lifted from your shoulders and an intelligent guess will be made as to which starters and mains you might like. Precautionary questions to do with any possible allergies — there are lots of peanuts, satay sauce and other possible hazards, seemingly — help determine what will be brought out. 

This is the marvellous thing about Thai food. It has a global appeal possibly because it focuses on the balance between different flavours, striking a fine harmony to incorporate the sweet, salty, sour and spicy. Clearly, western taste buds adore Thai food. Famous chefs from the west spend weeks in Thailand learning from the masters. Helen O’Malley is no exception and her operation creates a very nearly perfect trip to Thailand. The choices brought to us included delicate chicken wings, stuffed with little minced balls of pork and prawns; the most tender and flaky chicken ever and soft lamb cubes on skewers brushed with a little chilli oil and served with a satay sauce with kick; prawns in breadcrumbs with chilli jams and little cos leaves packed with peanuts and milled chicken. These were all delicate yet robust, spicy yet light and bursting with all the flavours your mouth can register. 

The mains were even more spectacular. Noodles infused with satay, sticky rice, the floral and aromatic curry and the incredibly hot beef salad worked wonderfully well together as the four of us mixed and matched and ended up settling for favourites, each person picking a different dish. It was food as joyful and celebrational as the country of its origins. 

Bo Tree is a wonder. All the more so that it hasn’t really featured in the food guides. Nonetheless this doesn’t stop the three-storey restaurant from having built up a great business since it opened three years ago. We were all sorry to see a previously good little Thai place, Sawanna, go. But, thankfully, Helen O’Malley and her team have stepped in with something even better. A virtual trip to Thailand. 
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