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Introduction

I’ve always preferred eating from a bowl.

A large, deep bowl, the flavours of the ingredients already melded, ready and waiting to go. Uncomplicated eating.

At a table, in bed, curled up in an armchair, however I choose. A close second in the running for favourite flavour vessel is one that also provides one perfect mouthful after another – the sandwich. But that is a different book entirely.

The recipes in this book grew from a particular method that initially stemmed from fridge and freezer forages, or experiments in my home kitchen, usually while hungry. The findings of my forages, often humble ingredients, built and layered in such a way to create something sublime. And almost always sloshed into a large bowl.

I might find a simple chicken stock in the freezer, originally intended for wonton noodle soup. The jackpot! What a find! A simple stock has endless possibilities. I would begin by seasoning the bowl – adding the building blocks of flavour directly to the bowl I would eat out of.

Indulging my appreciation and enthusiasm for East and Southeast Asian flavours, I might choose some spicy, fermented doubanjiang, a little light soy sauce and black rice vinegar, a touch of sugar and some sour pickled mustard greens to add to the bowl. Pour in the hot stock to combine. Top with wheat noodles, a soft-boiled egg and a has-seen-better-days sliced spring onion (scallion). Or, whatever I had on hand.

Throughout these forages, building and layering from the bottom up, I found I was repeating the same pattern. As a molecular biologist by trade, repetition will always lead me to an efficient methodological process, from which a reliable formula appears.

This technique is not new, of course. Plenty of street-food vendors in East and Southeast Asia, from Taiwan to Thailand, cook this way. Endless individual bowls of sauce, seasoning, crunchy bits, fresh bits, herbs, aromatics, a starch, a protein – all neatly laid out on a street cart or stall and rapidly tossed into a bowl, with a lightning-fast flick of the wrist, landing in a melamine bowl in perfect, complementary amounts.

In Japan, for example, a flavourful tare sauce is added to the bowl prior to ramen broth, then noodles and toppings are added. All the ingredients brought together at the final moment, to maximize on their freshness, to layer and develop complexity of flavour.

As with this technique, the ingredients and combinations used in this book are inspired and informed by years of learning and experimenting with ingredients, techniques and flavours from across East and Southeast Asia, and powered by a deep love and respect. The areas of East and Southeast Asia represent a multitude of cultures and cuisines and the ingredients, skills and flavour combinations I draw upon here barely represent the tip of the iceberg. And while nothing can replace a lived experience, or growing up with home-cooked East and Southeast Asian food, I feel extremely lucky and happy to have been able to learn about these cuisines from a distance, researching and practising, over the years.
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If you’re interested in further reading, I’d thoroughly recommend Silk Road Recipes: Parida's Uyghur Cookbook, by Gulmira Propper, which explores the cuisine of the Uyghur people of Northwest China, and Chicken and Rice: Fresh and Easy Southeast Asian Recipes From a London Kitchen by Shu Han Lee. My favourite TV chef growing up was Ching-He Huang – I have all her cookbooks. Online, I am a big fan of The Woks of Life (@thewoksoflife), a family-run Chinese recipe blog – it’s full of amazing recipes, including so much research. Red House Spice (@red.house.spice), a blog run by recipe developer and photographer Wei, who also runs culinary tours of China and has become a friend, is a massive inspiration. And, I've learned so much from the recipes and writing of Grace Young (@stirfryguru), especially her book The Wisdom of the Chinese Kitchen.

The recipes I share here are largely non-traditional – happy accidents that made it into my regular repertoire, dishes created for supper clubs or homages to the classics adapted for my home kitchen. Regardless, they’ve all brought me comfort and satisfaction beyond measure and I hope they’ll do the same for you.




Science of Broth

It’s not necessary to know the ins and outs of the science behind a good broth to actually make a good broth – that’s why we have recipes. But if your mind works anything like mine, then it certainly doesn’t hamper the process.

Flavour is the entire experience – the taste, smell and texture of a food. Taste, on its own, is rarely satisfying without aroma. Texture’s pleasure is fleeting and a great-smelling meal is a tease if you can’t taste it, too. So, in learning to prepare a delicious bowl, full of perfect mouthfuls, we must learn to layer all these components and balance them to create harmonious flavour. Understanding this formula is key, and gives the tools needed to begin experimenting.

TASTE

Taste and smell are activated by different molecules and compounds, and these are all received differently by the receptors in our nose and mouth. Taste is received by the tongue, and salty, sweet, sour, bitter and savoury are delivered by molecules of sugar, salt, sour acids, amino acids and alkaloids. Interestingly, some sensations are not in fact tastes at all – the heat we feel from chillies, for example, is actually received by pain receptors, but we perceive this as a form of taste.

Furthermore, our tongues and mouths experience protein, fat and carbohydrates differently, and compounds are received by our receptors in different ways, depending on how they’re travelling. Because fats hold onto aroma molecules, they transport them better. So if the flavour of roasted garlic and Sichuan pepper travels into your mouth riding on the back of a chicken fat molecule – a fat molecule being the safest and most reliable form of transport for a flavour molecule – it’s not only going to taste different than if it entered your mouth in a liquid, but it’s going feel different (read: better), and so we can use this knowledge to help build complexity of flavour. To create layers of flavour, we need liquid and fat to deliver taste, aroma and mouthfeel to achieve balance.

TEXTURE

Texture is incredibly important. Crunch is received by the mouth, the lips and also the ears. The resistance we feel when crunching into something crispy contrasts with softer things within a dish. Soft and melting textures, such as slow-braised meats, feel buttery and satisfying. Firm and springy textures that require mechanical intervention (chewing) provide interest. Textures also change when they’re next to a different texture. Noodles sat in broth will absorb liquid and soften over time. Crunchy toppings added to a wet dish will absorb moisture and become soggy. Sometimes, the effect of osmosis is desirable, and sometimes it’s not.

If we split tastes and textures into top notes or bass notes – I used to play first violin in an orchestra – we see the necessity for all the sections to play together, in sync, to make the final symphony. Too much bass, and the piece is darkened and overshadowed, with offbeat percussion the whole piece is thrown off balance, an out of tune woodwind melody and that’s all you can hear. I see building and layering flavour in the same way – the end goal is well-rounded, nuanced and harmonious. When I’m building a dish, I think to myself ‘what note does this ingredient play?’.

SMELL

Smell can cause remarkable psychological and physiological responses, more so than other senses as the aroma receptors in our nose (our olfactory receptors) have a direct connection to our amygdala, the part of our brain responsible for memory and physiological responses. We evolved this way because smelling something is a preliminary way to examine a food, in addition to sight.

Aroma helps us to distinguish between toxic and nontoxic foods – it’s a safety mechanism. Ever recoiled from the smell of the bin? That’s our body reacting to protect us from consuming potentially harmful substances. So it makes sense that when we smell a food or a dish that is full of flavour, we feel that comforting excitement, the deep-inhale-close-your-eyes-and-scrunch-your-shoulders feeling. This is our body telling us ‘this is good, this is nutritious, this contains calories and energy, it will help your body survive, eat it’. Our salivary glands begin to produce saliva as our digestive tract kicks into action way before we’ve even put anything into our mouth.

These physiological and psychological responses then get hardwired into our brains. Neural pathways form to ensure we receive this exact same response when we detect that smell again. Of course, this mechanism is less about safety nowadays, but nevertheless it remains and serves a different purpose. Smell helps us remember and can even change our mood. This contributes to our emotional connection to food and the overall experience of flavour.

HEAT & TIME

The effect of resting broth overnight is another crucial piece of knowledge – yes, your takeaway curry did taste better the next day. When you’re making a dish, and you want to eat it now (I’ve been there), I think it’s useful to know what’s happening on a molecular level, so you can make a truly informed (and obviously massively important) decision about when to use your broth – now, or tomorrow?

When heated, aromatic ingredients within food are subjected to many chemical reactions producing specific aroma and taste compounds. These reactions begin to cease when the broth is removed from the heat source. When you taste a freshly made broth, you experience each aroma compound individually, fresh off the back of a chemical reaction. This means stronger, more pronounced aromas will come to the fore and others, such as glutamate, will disappear in the background. Complex carbohydrates break down into simpler sugars, which taste sweeter. Proteins break down further releasing glutamate and other flavourful amino acids from their protein structure that enhance flavour. After resting, these compounds meld and mix and are more readily available to our taste buds, and so are received as one harmonious flavour, rather than one or two more pronounced flavours fresh out of a reaction. Essentially, all our hard work in balancing the broth correctly cannot truly be appreciated until the dish has cooled and rested.

Our broth represents the base of the dish, the backbone. After a broth has rested, we can then further layer and add new and fresh tastes and textures. Some might have been maturing on their own – chilli oil, for example. We might add ramen noodles for bounce and body. Something crunchy (crispy shallots), something soft and melting (meat perhaps), a sprinkle of something nutty (toasted sesame seeds?), the fresh zing of herbs (coriander/cilantro) or alliums (spring onion/scallions) or citrus (lime juice). A layer of fat (as we know), too, is super-important for mouthfeel and aroma.

By layering ingredients in this way, top notes and bass notes combine, and our finished dish sings. This is how we build complexity. We can create new flavours that go beyond the taste of the original ingredients and that, to me, is magic.
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Getting Started

Equipment

A GOOD BOWL

From my experience, the number-one piece of advice is to invest in a good bowl. My favourite is around 18cm (7in) wide and 8cm (3¼in) deep – you need a bowl that is wide and deep enough to allow for movement so the ingredients can mix and meld together. You can find noodle and ramen bowls in Chinese or other Asian supermarkets or invest in a piece from your favourite ceramicist.

NON-STICK FRYING PAN (SKILLET)

My second piece of advice is to invest in a good non-stick pan and hide it from everybody else who uses your kitchen! A good non-stick pan will give you the best results when frying dumplings or trying to achieve a crispy skirt on fried eggs. (And trust me, that skirt is non-negotiable.)

MEASURING SPOONS

When seasoning individual portions, it’s really important to use the correct amount as over- or under-seasoning will easily occur when using such small amounts. Everyday dessert, soup and teaspoons vary massively in their volume and cannot be used reliably to measure ingredients.

DIGITAL SCALES

When it comes to making noodles, especially, precision is key and I use digital bakery scales set to two decimal places, but these can be expensive. Salter is an affordable alternative.

PASTA MACHINE

Once you’ve made your noodle dough, you’ll need to work it and shape it – and that’s where a good pasta machine will more than earn its place in your kitchen. I have the Marcato Atlas 150 and it comes with various attachments for different shapes and widths of noodle.

RICE COOKER

For me, a rice cooker is essential in achieving consistently fluffy, individual grains of rice although I have a steamed rice recipe which uses both a rice cooker and saucepan.

STOCKPOT

We’ll be making a lot of broths and stocks in this book and a large 5L (175fl oz) stockpot is what I use throughout.

Preparation

MEASUREMENTS

The dough recipes within this book were made and tested using metric measurements. I would always suggest using scales to weigh out your ingredients for accuracy and peace of mind.

USE YOUR FREEZER

When used to its full potential, the freezer can be the source of all the ingredients needed to rustle up a delicious bowl of noodles or dumplings at various stages. When making broth, bones, carcasses and chicken feet can all be thrown into the pot straight from the freezer. A lot of butchers will give chicken carcasses and beef bones free of charge, and these can be stored in the freezer until needed. When using tiger or king prawns (jumbo shrimp), I save the heads and shells in a bag in the freezer, ready to use in shellfish stock. A finished broth can be portioned into freezer bags – simply pop the icy block of broth into the pan and heat. Dumplings freeze really well when laid on a baking sheet lined with baking paper – once frozen solid, transfer to a freezer bag to take up less room. They too can be cooked straight from frozen.

 CLEANING BONES

Blanching and cleaning bones prior to using them in a broth is a golden rule. I’ve learned that this is a technique that has been used in East and Southeast Asian cooking for generations to remove impurities. Skipping the blanching can affect the overall flavour of the broth, and will cloud the broth. The easiest way is to dump the bones into the largest pot you own. Cover with cold water and bring to a rapid boil for 5 minutes. Impurities will rise to the surface. Pour the bones into a large colander and discard the water. Clean the pan and run the bones under cold water. Scrub with your fingers to remove any dried blood, grit or dirt. Once cleaned, return to the pot, add fresh water and let the broth-making commence.

STARTING A BROTH FROM COLD

Always begin a broth with the blanched bones and aromatics in cold water. A slow and gradual increase in temperature allows water-soluble proteins to escape and clump together, and this forms scum on the surface that you can remove by skimming the surface with a spoon. Adding ingredients to a boiling pot will cause proteins to remain separate and suspended in the broth, impairing the flavour and causing it to be clouded. The exception to this rule is when making tonkotsu or paitan broths – here, we need a rolling boil and the desired result is a cloudy, thick and creamy broth, created from emulsified proteins and fats.

STRAINING BROTH

The broths in this book will require straining at some stage in the cooking process. This can be done by straining the whole lot and decanting the finished broth into containers for the fridge or freezer. Strain through a fine mesh sieve (strainer) lined with muslin (cheesecloth) to ensure any small debris is removed, leaving you with a silky smooth and clear finished broth.

GRATING AND GRINDING

To get the best out of aromatic ingredients such as garlic, ginger and galangal, always use force. The aromatic oils and flavour (aroma and taste) compounds of these ingredients are housed within plant cells, which have cell walls. To get the flavour out, we need to break these walls. Cutting with a knife, or the blade in a food processor, merely separates the plant cells from one another, but the flavour remains inside. When we use a grater or a pestle and mortar, this applies force to the cell wall, causing it to rupture and open, releasing the flavour compounds. When adding ginger to a broth, I will give it a quick bash with the flat side of a knife, to bruise it and break those cell walls. When adding herbs at the end of a dish, tearing, rather than cutting, will impart more of their flavour. Even if a recipe calls for chopped garlic, I always grate it.

Ingredients

See a list of online suppliers.

CHICKEN FEET

I have found that using chicken feet is a great way to add body to broths and give a beautiful silky mouthfeel. You can find them in Chinese supermarkets in the freezer section. Throw them straight into the pot from the freezer. They have a large surface area and are made of connective tissue, fat and bone – the good stuff. If you can’t find chicken feet, chicken wings will also do the trick.

CHICKEN STOCK POWDER

In my kitchen, Amoy chicken powder is an indispensable ingredient. Utilized widely across East and Southeast Asia as a seasoning to add salt, MSG and a combination of herbs – it’s the ultimate savoury seasoning.

CHINESE SESAME PASTE

Chinese sesame paste is made from toasted sesame seeds – unlike most Middle Eastern tahini, which is made from raw sesame seeds – and so has a uniquely rich and nutty flavour. Wangzhihe has become my favourite brand.

CHINKIANG BLACK RICE VINEGAR

Chinese black vinegar, also known as Chinkiang vinegar or Zhenjiang vinegar originates in the city of Zhenjiang, in the eastern coastal province of Jiangsu, north of Shanghai. It is made from fermented black rice and provides a super-mellow and slightly sweet acidity. It’s great in dips or dressings. Once opened, store in a dark cupboard with the lid tightly screwed on – this vinegar can lose its zing if sat around for a while.

 CRISPY FRIED GARLIC

You could of course make your own fried garlic, but any time I call for crispy fried garlic in these pages, I’m talking about the store-bought stuff.

DASHI POWDER

Dashi is a Japanese broth made from dried kelp and dried smoked tuna and you’ll see it in everything from ramen, to sauces and marinades. Dashi is easy enough to make yourself but for dishes when just a splash is needed, I opt for dashi
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