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V: VEGAN
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Spring onion and ginger noodles (V)
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Spring
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Celeriac, tofu and kale gado gado (V)
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INTRODUCTION

Life can change in an instant, like mine did with a phone call.

That’s how I felt when Melissa Denes, an editor at the Guardian, rang me. She said they were introducing a new vegan column into the weekend magazine and she wanted me to write it. In my most private moments I had dared to dream about writing a column, but I never seriously thought it would happen. As I weighed up the options, I realized there were a few small problems.

For a start, I wasn’t vegan.

Secondly, up until that point, I had only written about Indian food.

Thirdly, I’d just had a baby who was a few weeks old. Not only had life just been thrown into chaos with her arrival, but I’d planned to take a whole year off to get to know her.

This was an amazing opportunity that had come at the worst possible time. I had every reason to say no, but I said yes.

I was excited to enter this brave new world in which I found myself. Huge numbers of people, growing by the day, were choosing to eat a more plant-based diet, whether for political, environmental, ethical or economic reasons. Although a relatively small number were actually becoming vegan, a larger number were looking to reduce the amount of meat and dairy in their diet. This felt like a big and important discussion – I wanted a chance to be a part of it and help move the conversation forward.

At that time, many of the recipes being touted for vegans weren’t tempting. They didn’t make me hungry. Plant-based food was either still in the shadows of its association with hemp-trouser-wearing hippies or hijacked by healthy eating. It felt as though the pleasures of eating and the importance of flavour had been forgotten.

As an outsider, I thought I was in a good place to create new and exciting vegan recipes. I understood meat-eaters and knew the textures, flavours and the ‘richness’ they might miss. But I had also spent two years writing a vegetarian book, Fresh India, and knew how to make bitter cavolo nero leaves sing and how to tempt a beetroot hater into eating a plateful.

I signed the contract with the Guardian and so began my journey. It started with some difficult first weeks, but winter turned to spring and suddenly two years had passed. I learned many things along the way.

I was stuck for new recipes to begin with, but I suspected that by looking beyond India to East Asia and South East Asia I would find further inspiration for how to shift vegetables from the side to the centre of the table. I had already travelled to Sri Lanka and eaten sublime beetroot and cashew curries. In Thailand, I had memorized every twist in the plot of som tam salad and counted down the minutes between meals until my next pad thai. I had been soothed inside out by my first congee in Hong Kong, and then had my taste buds electrified in Chinatown in London with a bowl of dan dan noodles. I was hungry for more.

I also found vegan constraints are a catalyst for creativity. Not cooking with meat, fish, dairy or eggs forced me to think in new and interesting ways. I discovered the wonderful world of the Asian larder: fermented, pickled and salted ingredients – things like kimchi, sweet miso and gochujang, all of which add flavour to a meal in an instant.

Veganism wasn’t my only constraint. I had much less time on my hands too now that I was a new mum. This meant that elaborate dishes, or those that required too much time to prepare or cook, were left by the wayside. They didn’t make the cut into my column, or into this book.

The biggest limitation of all was not being able to travel to the countries whose food I wanted to explore further. When writing my Indian cookbooks, I had travelled for months at a time, taking dog-leg turns when someone recommended a new dish, or a cook I had to meet. But Arya was still so young and dependent on me, and I didn’t want to leave her. This time, I travelled by reading: I followed Fuchsia Dunlop around the streets of Chengdu and saw 1990s Jakarta through Madhur Jaffrey’s eyes.
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When I ran out of books, I packed baby Arya and a notebook into a little baby carrier and off we went on a food safari to find the best laksa, bun cha or massaman curry in London.

I found that I could travel to Asia without travelling very far at all. I spoke to my accountant, Ben, who is from Borneo, where Sarawak laksa is prized. I begged Wichet, the owner-chef of the Thai restaurant Supawan, to show me how to make a tom kha ghai soup, and Shuko Oda, the Japanese chef, to teach me how to make her walnut miso. I accosted home cooks on social media who had innocently posted photos of their breakfast to ask them more about what they ate and how they made it.

Two years later, the time felt right to bring all these recipes together in a book. Some are vegetarian, not vegan, because this is, in the main, how I like to eat – and therefore not all of them have featured in my column.

This isn’t an attempt to be an authoritative voice on Asian food: to undertake such a survey would take years. This is food I’ve created in my kitchen based on a very personal journey and an adventure. And this is now how I like to cook for my family and friends, and for myself. It is the food I’ve come to love – and I hope you love it too.

As I finish writing this book, Arya is a toddler and starting to piece her first words together. I’ve felt so much guilt along the way and I am sure this tension between work, life and motherhood will always be present. But if there’s one lesson that I wanted to teach my daughter from the moment I met her, it is this: she should dream. Sometimes what she dares to dream won’t be easy to achieve, but it’ll be worth it in the end.
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ABOUT THIS BOOK

Principally, I have written this book because I love vegetables and want to help you to eat more of them – it’s therefore intended to be a very practical book. For that reason it’s deliberately structured by the types of meals you will find across South, East and South East Asia, i.e. noodles, rice and curries. There may have been more poetic ways to structure it, but I wanted to help you find your heart’s desire quickly, so that you’re able to get on with the joyful business of cooking, eating and spending time with your family and friends.

Many of the recipes I originally wrote for the Guardian over the last two years are published here in this book. I’ve tried not to tinker with them too much, but where a recipe could have been made simpler without destroying its soul, I have simplified it.

Most of the recipes are based on foods native to particular cuisines which I have eaten in a home or restaurant and then tinkered with to make my own. Others are adaptations of recipes from home cooks or other food writers (who are credited within the recipe). I don’t claim that anything in the book is authentic to anywhere, other than myself, but where I have used the name of a dish of a particular community – for example the Korean bibimbap – I’ve tried my best to stick as closely to either the ingredients that identify that dish and/or cooking technique as possible.

The recipes in this book are by and large speedy enough to make during the week and with ingredients you can most likely find in your local supermarket. When it comes to ingredients, when you start with the best, life becomes simple. I didn’t always feel this way, especially not after watching home cooks in Dharavi, India’s biggest slum, transform some very old, bendy vegetables into delicious meals. But what I now know to be true is that the more delicious the raw ingredient, the less you have to do to it.

It is also true that we are all, as George Orwell said in The Road to Wigan Pier, ‘primarily a bag for putting food into; the other functions and faculties may be more godlike, but in point of time they come afterwards’. Considering we all have only one bag, we ought to treat it with the utmost care.

To me, ‘best’ means produce grown by good people in good ways: unfussed with, largely chemical-free, locally and in season. And where produce involves animals (dairy and eggs), those animals must be happy and well looked after, meaning ‘free range’, ‘organic’ and ‘higher welfare’. But ‘best’ may mean something different to you.

As for the Asian store-cupboard ingredients, many are salted, pickled or fermented, such as soy sauce – the techniques and time for which are beyond the means of most home cooks. Embrace this, it’s not cheating – but buy the best products you can and always check the labels to see if they’re suitable for vegans or vegetarians.

Many can be bought in supermarkets in the broadly named ‘ethnic aisle’, or in Indian or Chinese supermarkets, or online (a list of suppliers is on page 293). I would urge you to find your local Indian or Chinese shop and buy from there – not least because these places are like Aladdin’s caves, filled with unimaginable treasure, but also because you can pick up really good-quality, fresh and cheap ingredients such as silken tofu, bunches of basil and fresh kimchi.

With regard to equipment, I think you’ll have most things you’ll need in your kitchen to cook these recipes. The tools I have found most helpful in making the recipes in this book are: a sharp knife; a 28–30cm non-stick deep-sided frying pan with a tight-fitting clear lid (to see what’s cooking); a garlic press; and a julienne peeler that can transform vegetables into long thin noodles perfect for salads. Every recipe has been written using standardized measuring spoons and a set of digital scales; scales aren’t always necessary, but they are helpful in baking recipes, where precision is key, and they will also help to develop your intuition, which can make for a more freestyle way of cooking when you gain your kitchen confidence.

And finally, on building that confidence I want to leave you with the advice my mother gave me when I first started cooking with her – and which still remains the best piece of advice anyone has ever given me: ‘Taste your ingredients before, during and after cooking – that way you’ll understand how they behave.’


KEY

In the recipes, ‘V’ is for ‘vegan’ and ‘VO’ is for ‘vegan option’ (the option is clearly indicated in the ingredients or recipe note). All unmarked recipes are suitable for vegetarians.

Many recipes can be made gluten-free or suitable for coeliacs simply by substituting the soy sauce with tamari.
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snacks & small things

There are those who righteously stand up for breakfast as the most important meal of the day and those who tout the benefits of family dinners (and I’m not denying either). But where is the ambassador for snacking? If the position is vacant, I’ll happily apply.

In my opinion, a life well lived is a life full of small edible delights: little opportunities of deliciousness that can be woven into a day. Sadly, in much of Europe and America, we’ve become a bit too hooked on very convenient but highly processed and sugary snacks – the sort that are mass-produced and presented in uniform packages in our corner shops and supermarkets. But in the Far East, for the most part, things are different and freshness and variety reign supreme.

In Bangkok, a snack might be a freshly pounded salad: the rising smell of lemongrass, mixing with chilli and garlic, catching on the midday heat and sending your taste buds into over-drive. In Darjeeling, you might polish off a plate of momos (see page 34): perfectly sized little dumplings with a big bang of flavour, dipped into chilli sauce. In Hanoi you might float down the Mekong River while chomping your way through a sizzling rice-flour crêpe (see page 197), doused in the famous sweet-and-sour Vietnamese sauce, nuoc cham.

At their best, snacks like these can be the best thing you’ll eat all day: artfully made by masters of their craft – and not just the filler between more important meals. They can be enjoyed when you’re on your own – standing up at a night market, or sitting on a train platform – or with a group of friends. When it comes to snacking, there are no rules.

Of course, everyone is anti-snacking these days for health reasons, but snacks don’t have to be unhealthy, especially if you make them yourself. I hope this chapter will inspire you to think a little more about those in-between moments, and make the most of them.
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salads

Salad often sits at the junction called ‘raw’, just after ‘prepping’ and just before ‘cooked’, which is exactly why, for centuries, it was almost written out of India’s culinary history. Given that water quality is still poor in many areas, raw vegetables are often associated with illness and so they haven’t been used in the same way as they have been in other countries in South East Asia or the Western world. Even in big cities like Mumbai and Delhi, where signs in restaurants eagerly point out that their vegetables have been washed in ‘bottled water’, salads are either in their infancy or take their lead from other countries. At worst, they are an afterthought by the chef: a few sliced onions and tomatoes on a plate.

Given my love of salad and Indian food, I have spent a lot of time in the middle of this Venn diagram, dreaming up what an Indian salad could look like. This chapter contains quite a few such imaginings.

Salads are a well-developed phenomenon in Thailand, Vietnam and Burma, however, and are unbeatable for their sometimes clean, sometimes complex but always invigorating flavours. My favourite Thai salads are the refreshing green papaya salad (som tam) and the lesser-known pomelo salad (yum som-o). Although both these salads use fruit, the fruit retains its sour bite and is perfectly balanced with a pounded dressing made using garlic, chilli, sugar and lime. Similar flavours are found in the famous Vietnamese dressing nuoc cham. Burmese salads, by contrast, have a much deeper savoury base note to them, which comes from using roasted chickpea flour and crispy fried onions to dress the salad with. Piquancy in Burma is added using pickles: pickled ginger, pickled lemon and even pickled fermented tea leaves.

Of course, salads are defined by different countries in different ways, but whatever the origin, what makes a great salad, in my opinion, is the following three things.

Firstly, it must be clear what the salad’s role is. I’m not talking about whether it is a side or a main, but making sure the salad in question is balanced against the other dishes on the table so not everything is competing for your attention. For example, a brightly flavoured salad might only need a simple rice dish alongside.

Secondly, it needs contrasting textures. This can be as simple as making sure you have crunchy vegetables alongside soft sweet herbs, or throwing in a handful of toasted nuts or crispy shop-bought onions.

Thirdly, it needs shamelessly bold flavours. In East Asian salads this comes from the dressing, often an interplay between salt, sugar, acid and heat. But it also comes from using large handfuls of herbs, a mixture of spices, or a pungent sauce like soy. As a rule of thumb, a dressing should always taste slightly stronger and saltier before you dress your salad than you’d like it to be ultimately, as it will become diluted in the salad.

Finally, a word to the wise. Salads are nearly always best when made or dressed just before serving. This is in part because leaves wilt, vegetables brown and salted dressings draw out water from vegetables, making them soggy. No one loves wilted, brown sog, so keep it crisp and fresh and you won’t go far wrong.
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noodles

Say the word and you form the shape with your mouth.

For years, the only noodle I knew was Sharwood’s Medium Egg. As reliable as a Labrador, they were cooked in our house in the way that is common in Indian houses: in an Indian-Chinese-style stir-fry with lots of chilli, garlic, ketchup, soy sauce and whichever vegetables happened to be at hand. After many years and multiple trips to Chinatowns up and down the country, I learned to move beyond ‘Medium Egg’ and unravel the vexed subject of the noodle, so here’s a quick guide to choosing, cooking and handling all the different varieties.
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curries

Try to define ‘curry’ and you can’t. It is not bound by a technique, or a specific set of ingredients; neither is it limited to certain regions or countries. It’s loosely understood to be something cooked in a spiced sauce.

For me, what is more interesting is how the ‘curry’ has travelled, and been interpreted and adapted. Madhur Jaffrey, author of Ultimate Curry Bible, is sure that the ribbon of tradition that runs through all curries can be traced back to India. She suggests that when Indian migrants moved out of India, both east and west, as labourers of the British Empire, they took their cooking with them.

It makes sense, then, to start our journey in India. Punjab, in the north of India, is where dairy-loving fiends created India’s most popular cheese, paneer. Spinach and paneer is the traditional combination, but in this chapter I’ve teamed the cheese with kale (see page 124), which grows in my native county, Lincolnshire, in the kind of plumes you might find on a dancing girl’s headdress. In this curry, the kale has been blitzed to smithereens and braised in spiced tomatoes until soft.

The north of India is also where you’ll find paneer kofta (see page 115): little dumplings made using potatoes and grated paneer. Ordinarily they are deep-fried then served in a rich, creamy sauce, but mine are pan-fried and dished up in a tomato sauce thickened with a handful of cashews.

Moving down the west coast, the next stop is Mysore, the city that smells of sandalwood and yoga mats. This is where I ate my first saagu, a Karnatakan curry thick with coconut and spices. Mine, on page 123, is made with floury potatoes, chard and coconut, which happily merge into a sauce.

Hop over the border into the state of Kerala and you’ll find mild vegetable istoos: vegetables cooked in a ginger, chilli and coconut sauce. While these dishes are not as complex as some curries, they are gentle and elegant, and crucially they don’t compromise on flavour (see page 112 for my Jersey Royal and green bean istoo).

From Kerala, take a dog-leg turn right into Tamil Nadu. Between ancient carved temples and silk sari shops, you’ll find restaurants serving thakkali kuzhambu, the dish on which my tomato curry (see page 108) is based. In it, pickling spices like mustard, fennel and cumin seeds come together with tamarind and coconut to form a rich, silken, lip-smacking mass of tomatoes, perfect to scoop up with naan bread.

Sail a few miles across the Arabian Sea to Sri Lanka, and order rice and curry for lunch. Although ‘curry’ is singular, here you’ll receive a selection of curries each made from one main ingredient, such as beetroot, aubergine, pumpkin or cashew, served alongside a coconut dal (parippu) and perhaps a mallum, a sprightly green dish. See my beetroot curry with green bean mallum on page 100.

Leave Sri Lanka and travel east to Thailand where David Thompson, author of the masterpiece Thai Food, says that ‘everyone has a favourite curry’. Thompson suggests the curries of the north and central plains (like Thai green curry – see page 120) use more spices because they’ve been influenced by Indians, while the curries of the south (like massaman curry – see page 114) have been influenced by Muslims and are redolent of cardamom and cumin.

Our last and final stop on this curry journey is Japan, a country with a strong and very different culinary history. Curry became ‘Japanized’ soon after being introduced – not directly by Indians, it would appear, but by British officers. No wonder, then, that the katsu curry bears little resemblance to anything I’ve eaten in India or elsewhere in the world, though this naturally sweet, spicy rich sauce has its own magical charm. My version on page 105 is the recipe I make double quantities of, and stow away in the freezer to use on a lazy night.
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rice

As one of life’s pleasures, there’s nothing like the steam that hits the face when you lift the lid of a freshly cooked batch of rice. It’s like a portal to a tropical rainforest.

Rice is the staple food and major crop of many countries in East Asia, and although there are perhaps 400,000 varieties worldwide, only a fraction of these are available to us in shops here in the UK. On the next few pages you’ll find a guide to the rice I use in this chapter, and how to handle and cook it.
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