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Introduction


Food has played a key role in my life for as long as I can remember. It’s always been intrinsically linked with family, culture, friendships, travel – everything that has been important to me since I was really young. If you’ve picked up this book, chances are that your relationship with food has been affected by an intolerance, allergy or disease that has drastically altered your lifestyle (or the life of a loved one). While I admit that needing to avoid gluten constitutes a significant change, it’s my goal to share with you the many ways that we can continue to enjoy good food. And by that I don’t mean food that is just good enough, considering it’s gluten-free. I mean food that will make you and your family and friends say, ‘I can’t believe this is gluten-free,’ or better yet, it just won’t be mentioned at all!

This book contains dozens of my recipes that I consider surprisingly gluten-free. This is food that I want to be enjoyed not only by people who have to avoid gluten but also by the people who you want to share the experience of food with. After all, I love to cook for people, but almost none of my friends are gluten-free, and I’m certainly not going to cook them food I can’t eat and enjoy myself! So ultimately, the idea of cooking good gluten-free food to share with your loved ones has been the driving inspiration behind all of my cooking experience.

Most of the recipes I’ve included are for food that I grew up eating and enjoying and have found myself sorely missing in the years since my coeliac disease diagnosis. Since I started sharing my recipes on social media and then later through the TV screen on MasterChef, the sheer number of people who have reached out to me describing how they lost their love of food and cooking as a result of their restrictions has really broken my heart. I hope this book can open your eyes to the gluten-free possibilities out there and maybe even fill a void with some of the food you’ve been missing!

To better describe the food included in this book, I need to explain a little about who I am as a cook and how I got here. When I was two years old, my family moved to Japan. We lived there for three years before returning to Australia, and I’ve continued to have a strong connection to Japan all my life. I was very privileged in that we travelled back often, maintained friendships, and I did two school exchanges there that helped me remember the language and keep me connected to the country I still consider to be my first home. After all, most of my earliest memories are from Japan, of my school and friends there, and, of course, the food that is a huge part of Japanese culture.

I finished high school in the south-west of Western Australia, not far from the famous Margaret River region. I was then chosen for an exchange program that sent me to Italy for a year, the purpose of which was to be immersed in the language and culture, which of course included food! I lived in Milan, made many amazing friends, had incredibly loving host families, and fell head over heels for everything about Italian cooking. I was in awe of this culture of cooking as a family unit, passing recipes down over generations, and cooking with simple, beautiful ingredients treated with the utmost respect. I came home to Australia and almost immediately found work in an Italian restaurant so that I could maintain this connection to Italy and, above all, keep learning!

At the heart of my passion for cooking is my love of learning, a fundamental part of who I am. I’ve been a student my entire life, moving through university to where I am now – a PhD candidate juggling academic research with a desire to cook, and to cook constantly. These pursuits might not be obviously linked, but it always made sense to me that I’d want to apply my desire to learn to my love for food, which is how I taught myself to cook in the first place. When I was diagnosed with coeliac disease, the need for this application became even more apparent. Because really, it felt like a rug had been cruelly yanked out from under me. Being told that I had to give up gluten, which I knew was included in lots of Japanese and Italian food (two fairly ‘gluten-heavy’ cuisines), was frankly devastating, and for a while, I felt utterly defeated. That is, until my inner (highly competitive) student instincts kicked in.

I decided that settling for living without was not an option. Similarly, settling for ‘good for gluten-free’ food was not an option. I missed noodles, fresh pasta, soft bread and, above all, dumplings (which have been my favourite food for as long as I can remember). Of course, the commercially available options are improving all the time, and these are leaps and bounds better than what was available when I was diagnosed. But still, there is this assumption that we, as gluten-free people by necessity, will happily settle for less than completely delicious, a notion I simply refuse to accept!

So in saying all of this, please explore my recipes. At times they’re simple and at times they can be quite complex, but always bear in mind that where recipes are difficult or require ingredients you might not have encountered before, I have done so with the goal of creating truly delicious food that happens to be gluten-free, which sometimes requires new techniques or strange ingredients. It is also worth noting that I have not set out to create a healthy recipe book or a beginners’ recipe book. The fact is that these recipes are born from extensive research and trialling, and creating food that can compete with the gluten-containing versions is not always a simple task. I have tried to make them as accessible as possible, though, and encourage you to take the time to practise some techniques where necessary, as the results will be worth the effort, I promise.

On that note, I’ll leave you to it! I very much hope you enjoy cooking, eating and sharing the food I’ve created here.

Love,

Mel







A Note on Health and Other Allergens


Books that focus on gluten-free food as a means to improve general health are plentiful. I am grateful to those books as they have obviously been part of my cooking journey and taught me a lot, especially in the early years of my diagnosis. However, my focus is on the enjoyment of food. Of course, not all my recipes are ‘bad’ for you, or sweet, but I also haven’t set out to make recipes that are ‘healthy’ because, let’s be honest, sometimes you just want a custard doughnut. Or a sugary finger bun. Or enough dumplings to feed a small army. And that’s okay! I don’t think that we should be deprived of indulgences purely because we are restricted to gluten-free food.

On a separate but related note, this book focuses on being gluten-free without simultaneously removing all other allergens. I know that many people who have to eat gluten-free food may also be restricted by allergies or intolerances to other foods, but I have deliberately not made this book about cutting out all allergens for the same reason I have avoided making it about healthy recipes. Those books exist. Those recipes are plentiful and easily accessible online. That’s not to say I have ignored other intolerances completely: I have included a key in each recipe indicating the presence of allergens and notes where relevant indicating how a recipe might be altered to cater for some other restrictions. It is not possible, however, to do this for every recipe without compromising on flavour or texture, so please understand that some experimenting on your part might be necessary, as it’s impossible for one person (me!) to cater for everyone, no matter how much I wish I could.







Pantry Staples


Soy Sauce

Gluten-free soy sauce is easily accessible these days and is often labelled gluten-free. My personal favourite is Kikkoman, but there are many alternatives out there. You can also look for tamari, which is more likely to be naturally gluten-free. It is slightly different due to the manufacturing process but yields a very similar flavour profile. Alternatively, for a soy-free version, coconut aminos is becoming more popular all the time and is usually readily available in health food shops. Bear in mind that while tamari and coconut aminos can give a similar result, the flavour and salt level do vary between brands and varieties, so substituting precisely in my recipes will likely change the end result. As such, be sure to taste-test and adjust seasonings as you go!

Dark Soy Sauce

Gluten-free dark soy is harder to source than regular soy sauce. The brand I use is Jade Bridge. Dark soy is richer in colour with some sweet caramel notes. It is also a little more viscous. If you can find gluten-free kecap manis, a sweetened Indonesian variety of soy sauce, you can substitute that for dark soy, but you should reduce the amount of any added sugar as it is usually considerably sweeter than dark soy. You can also use regular soy sauce with a little extra added sugar, but the final product won’t be as richly coloured as if you use dark soy or kecap manis.

Oyster Sauce

Oyster sauce is slowly becoming more and more accessible. There are a variety of brands that now test and label their oyster sauce as gluten-free and more still that are gluten-free by ingredient. There are also alternative varieties for those with other allergies or dietary requirements, such as vegetarian oyster sauce or, more specifically, mushroom oyster sauce. Brands such as Chang’s, Ayam and Megachef are among the frontrunners in creating gluten-free sauce ranges.

Fermented Beans

Many varieties of fermented beans are used to impart bucketloads of umami flavour to dishes from all over Asia. There are sweet or salty versions used in many different applications – think of things like mapo tofu, miso soup or Japanese natto as just a few examples. These can be harder to find as gluten-free by ingredient (I’m yet to find any that are labelled GF), but they do exist. Don’t be shy about checking the ingredients list of every jar in your local Asian grocer and if you find some, just experiment by adding a small amount to a stir-fry or the marinade for meat to be fried.

Sake

Sake (like mirin, below) is a variety of rice wine used ubiquitously in Japanese cooking. Sake usually contains around 15 to 20 per cent alcohol, so I often think of it in terms of the use of cooking wine in western cuisine. There are nicer varieties designed for drinking and cheaper varieties used for cooking. Sake is normally naturally gluten-free but always check the label. It is a staple for broths, braising liquids and marinades.

Mirin

Mirin, like sake, is a rice wine, but a sweetened variety with a lower alcohol content. A lot of recipes call for both sake and mirin, so I consider them both a staple in my pantry. I have found that Japanese brands of mirin are usually gluten-free by ingredient while those made by Australian companies are less likely to be safe for us, so I recommend hunting for it in an Asian grocer that is likely to carry a few different brands. One thing to note is that it is sometimes sweetened with glucose syrup derived from wheat, which, while gluten-free, will not be suitable for someone with a separate wheat allergy.

Mijiu

Mijiu is a Chinese rice wine I use instead of Shaoxing wine. While it is not as flavourful as Shaoxing, it does have a higher alcohol content than sake or mirin and therefore still provides the added depth of flavour that alcohol can bring out in sauces and marinades. It is not always gluten-free as it is often brewed with wheat. However, I have found it easier to find gluten-free mijiu (brewed with soy beans) than gluten-free Shaoxing. Note that it isn’t labelled ‘gluten-free’ and is only gluten-free by ingredient, so if you’re looking, be sure to check the label.

Dashi Powder

Dashi is the powdered form of a Japanese fish stock made from bonito flakes. It is another staple in many broths and sauces, which is why it is always in my pantry. It is absolutely key to unlocking the Japanese flavour profile you might have been missing and is something that many people don’t realise can be safe, which is why I’ve included it here. I have found that the ingredients vary slightly by brand, and while one of the most ubiquitous brands is gluten-free by ingredient, the other most common variety contains wheat starch, meaning it is of course unsafe, so always be vigilant with label reading.

Gochujang

This might be one of the most surprising on this list for many readers as the vast majority of gochujang varieties commercially available here in Australia do contain wheat. There are two brands, however, that I have found to be safe, one of them by ingredient and one that is actually labelled gluten-free (available online). Gochujang is a spicy fermented condiment used a lot in Korean cooking. I find it is a delicious way to add a level of spice and savoury complexity that can’t be achieved with chilli alone. I highly recommend trying it in a soup or stir-fry, or adding it to a delectable sauce to smother on chicken wings.

Chicken Powder

Chicken powder, or chicken bouillon powder, is a stock powder that differs slightly from what you find in the major supermarket chains. It’s a common flavour booster used in Asian cooking but is not always gluten-free, so be sure to check the label. It often contains a small amount of monosodium
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