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WHY I STIR-FRY

The searing heat and fast-paced speed of stir-frying food is an intense and exhilarating way to cook. The heat seals the surface of the stir-fry ingredients, helping to develop their flavours. The speed retains the moisture of vegetables and other ingredients, preventing them drying out or becoming soggy. The movement from stir-frying ensures marinades, sauces and aromatic flavours are spread throughout and everything is evenly and precisely cooked. Stir-frying demands that you are present, focused and attentive throughout. I love this process, from the hiss of the ingredients hitting the searing heat of the oil to the delicious aromas that emanate from the wok as I continuously move the ingredients around the pan. 

This cooking technique is often attributed to the Ming dynasty (1368–1644) in China but examples of its use can be traced back centuries before. In Chinese culture, certain stir-fried noodle dishes hold significant meaning. Longevity noodles, a traditional Chinese banquet dish usually made with flat egg noodles called yi mein, are served as a symbol of long life. Over time, the method of swiftly preparing steaming bowls of chopped meats, vegetables and noodles or rice spread to other regions of Asia and it is now prevalent throughout the West. In my home country of Japan, we often make a popular dish called yasai itame – a simple stir-fry of vegetables and, if we have it, pork or chicken, but without noodles or rice. The gift of this dish is that we just use up whatever we can find in the fridge, such as leftovers, and include fresh vegetables – cabbage, beansprouts, onion; and most people make it without a specific recipe in mind, simply sprinkling in soy sauce, garlic and ginger to add flavour. Yakisoba is another classic Japanese stir-fry dish: with egg noodles at its heart, it has been a popular street-food staple since the 1930s and is still made weekly in homes across Japan. 

Just why this sizzling, noisy and aromatic cooking technique is so favoured comes down to the extremely time-efficient meals it delivers. It uses little fuel energy and can produce a meal in minutes – faster than any delivery can arrive at your doorstep. Even if stir-frying a large quantity of ingredients in batches, it is still one of the fastest ways to produce a meal. And with an array of spices, aromatics and marinades at your disposal, it can create meals with a vast variety of flavour profiles, making it a versatile choice when in need of quick inspiration. 

Don’t be put off by the seemingly long list of ingredients for a recipe: many of these recipes simply involve mixing a marinade for the meat, then, while it marinates, prepping the veg and sauce. Once everything is ready, it usually takes less than 15 minutes to actually cook the dish, adding the ingredients in the order as instructed in the recipe.


[image: A top-down view of a wok filled with stir-fried vegetables, including red and green peppers, onions, and meat.]


In this book you will find tantalizing recipes built around classic stir-fry techniques that showcase the two main styles of stir-frying. Dry stir-frying, as the name suggests, uses only small amounts of liquid flavourings and oils to sear the vegetables, meats, noodles or rice to cook the ingredients in a flash and retain their crispness and character. Green beans, carrots or broccoli spears all work well with dry stir-frying. Moist stir-frying revolves around the addition of liquid stocks and flavourings to create a sauce-filled bowl of food. As you learn more, you will discover that certain vegetables – think fleshy leaves and even tomatoes – release more liquids in the stir-frying whirl than others and work well with this moist frying technique.

There are recipes for all budgets and tastes. And, with a few store-cupboard seasonings and aromatics, an understanding of how to get the best performance from a wok and some quick-to-pick-up tips and techniques, you can become your own home stir-frying expert.




THE WOK

A key element to preparing food by stir-frying is the king of cookware: the wok. Derived from the Cantonese word for ‘cooking pot’, the wok is a unique cooking tool. Unlike a heavy, flat-bottomed, cast-iron griddle or frying pan, the wok has a bowl-like shape with a deep, round bottom and high sloped sides that allow for ingredients to fry in the oil at the bottom and to steam slightly when they travel up the edges as they are stirred at pace.

If you have yet to add a wok to your cookware, look for a high-quality stainless-steel or carbon-steel version. A top-end wok is beaten or ‘hand hammered’ from metal, making it a brilliant conductor of heat and giving it a distinctive, slightly undulating appearance that helps food cling to the sides during cooking. It is resilient and heats up faster than cast-iron versions. It also cools down faster, giving you more control over the cooking process. Carbon steel is a lightweight material that is easier to manoeuvre as you stir-fry.

Your wok handle reveals its origins. A larger wok with curved, U-shaped handles on either side is in the Cantonese style, created to convey large portions of food to the table. A single, long wooden or metal handle signifies a Mandarin-style wok, a great design that allows for the cook to lift the pan with both hands on the handle to flip the contents over at speed.


USEFUL UTENSILS

To help move the stir-fry ingredients around the wok, invest in a good-quality spatula. Traditionally, wok spatulas have rounded edges, which help them slip beneath the wok contents to lift and flip them. Choose a slim spatula that can fit into the rounded bottom of your wok. Equally handy is a wok ladle. These small ladles, known as a shào or hoak, allow you to scoop saucier recipes and coat the stir-fry ingredients as they cook, and also help when serving the wok contents once ready.



HOW TO SEASON YOUR WOK

A brand-new wok needs to be seasoned before you start cooking with it. Correctly seasoning a wok serves two purposes: it gets rid of any factory residues left behind from the manufacturing process and it builds in the super-slick characteristics of the pan, ensuring a non-stick surface for ingredients to slide across.

• Begin by soaking and scrubbing the wok surface inside and out with hot, soapy water. Don’t rush: you want to ensure everything is removed thoroughly.

• Next, get your wok bone dry by placing it over a low heat and swivelling it gently until all moisture droplets evaporate away.

• When the wok has cooled, soak a kitchen paper towel or cloth in oil – choose one that can withstand high heat (see ‘Best oils for stir-frying’ below). Rub the oil all around the inside and across the whole outer surface of the work until fully coated. Aim for a thin layer –don’t be tempted to overdo this stage as an oil-drenched surface can cause the wok to become sticky.

• Heat the oiled wok over a medium-high heat. It will smoke slightly, which is normal; as it does, move it around so each area of the wok heats through. 

• When the oil stops smoking, the process is complete: the wok is seasoned and ready to use (but you can repeat this process up to five times for the most sleek, durable finish). 

To maintain your wok’s non-stick character, re-season it every few weeks or months depending on how often you use it. Over time a beautiful patina will build across the wok’s surface that looks wonderful and also enhances the depth of flavours your wok can produce.

You can buy non-stick woks that are pre-coated and don’t need seasoning with oil before use. However, some chefs find that prepping them with oil, as with the untreated types, helps to maintain the efficacy and lifespan of a non-stick wok.

HEATING A WOK

Before cooking with a wok, you need to heat it over a high heat and keep the heat high throughout the process. A gas ring (burner) will allow you to control the heat: turn it down momentarily if it feels too high or the ingredients are scorching. If you have an electric or induction hob, simply lift the wok off the heat when things become too fierce. For those who enjoy cooking outdoors, a wok can be the perfect cooking utensil.

Always preheat the wok before adding any ingredients. As you bring it to heat, add a small amount of oil and twirl the wok to allow the oil to coat the inside surface. The wok should be ready to cook when the oil releases a faint smokiness (at the smoke point).


BEST OILS FOR STIR-FRYING

Use oils with a high smoking point – they can withstand the intensity of the heated wok without burning, which can affect the taste of you finished dish. Rapeseed (canola), coconut, corn and grapeseed oils all fare well in a wok, and many Chinese chefs also select soya bean oil or groundnut (peanut) oil, which delivers a gently nutty fragrance to stir-fries. A light refined olive oil can work but avoid extra-virgin olive oil: the flavour can be overpowering and the smoke point is low.






FOOLPROOF VEGETABLES

Stir-frying is truly a time-efficient method of cooking, but you need to allow time for the proper preparation of the ingredients – especially vegetables – before all the action takes place. Don’t forget to allow time for marinating, during which you can prep the veg. A delicious stir-fry will stand or fall on considered preparation of the veg.

MAKING THE CUT

When cutting vegetables, consider the direction of your cut. You might normally cut a carrot or bell pepper lengthways, but by turning the vegetable 45 degrees to your knife and cutting on the diagonal, you will expose more surface area to the heat. This will amplify the flavour of the vegetables and allow them to absorb more sauce or aromatics. It will also help them cook evenly at speed. 

Consider, too, how thinly to cut your vegetables. Thinner slices mean more of the vegetable’s surface area will be available to absorb the heat and aromas and flavours of the stir-fry. I recommend 3–6 mm (⅛–¼ in) to make the most of the swift, high-heat, cooking process.

To prepare large leafy plants, such as pak choi (bok choy), begin by cutting off the root end. Separate the green ends from the white parts and rinse everything thoroughly to remove any grit stuck between the leaves. Slice the white stalks lengthways and then cut those lengths diagonally. You can slice up the leaves, too, or leave them whole to wilt in the wok for extra texture.


ROOM-TEMPERATURE VEG

Allow the vegetables to come to room temperature before adding to the wok. If you use vegetables straight from the fridge they will take longer to reach frying point, will cook unevenly and can release more moisture, which means they can over-steam in the cooking process and become soggy. Take your vegetables out of the fridge about 30 minutes before you intend to use them.



PREPPING AROMATICS

Thinly sliced fresh ginger root is traditionally used at the start of a stir-fry to infuse the hot oil with its spicy zing. This method is sometimes tricky to control in terms of flavour, so very finely chop your ginger by hand or blitz it in a small food blender to add a more carefully measured amount. First peel the skin off the fresh ginger using the edge of a spoon.

Finely slicing garlic is a great way to add it to a stir-fry since crushing or grating it can cause it to stick and burn, creating a bitter, unappealing taste. Slice a peeled garlic clove in half lengthways to create a flat bottom. This adds stability when holding and slicing it on a chopping board.

TIPS FOR STIR-FRYING VEGETABLES

The noise of vegetables hitting hot oil in your wok will tell you that the vessel is hot enough – you’ll hear the oil sputter loudly. Always test it first by throwing in a cut vegetable strip before adding the rest because, if the wok is too cool, the vegetables will steam rather than fry.

Don’t feel you have to toss the vegetables up the sides of the wok like many Asian chefs do. As long as you are stirring and moving them around continuously with a wooden spoon or spatula, they will fry happily without burning.

Avoid overcrowding your pan. An overflowing pan is hard to control and you will risk cooking the vegetables unevenly. If you are making a large quantity, fry the vegetables in batches to keep everything manageable. Start with the crunchier root vegetables, following the hard to soft rule. You can then combine them all together at the end of cooking.


DON’T USE PRE-CUT VEG

Tempting as it is to reach for packets of pre-cut vegetables, do the job yourself. Pre-cut vegetables are exposed to air, which causes them to oxidize slightly. This can deplete their vitamin content, shorten their shelf life and lead to browning. Pre-cutting can also diminish the texture of the vegetable, making it have a less satisfying crunch. Pre-cut vegetables can also release certain compounds that affect their taste, creating a slightly bitter flavour.




VEGETABLE COOKING ORDER

Apply the hard to soft rule when adding vegetables to your stir-fry. Start with the harder, denser veg as they are more fibrous and take longer to break down to a palatable crunch in the heat. Follow with softer – and therefore faster-cooking vegetables – and finish with vegetables with a high water content in the final minutes of stir-frying; this way they won’t release too much liquid into your pan and will remain crisp.

LONGEST COOKING TIME

Carrots – one of the crunchier stir-fry vegetables, carrots need about 5 minutes in the wok.

Broccoli, brown (yellow) onions and peppers – these also take about 5 minutes, and onions improve with slight caramelization.

Water chestnuts – it’s possible to find fresh water chestnuts, which need about 10–15 minutes to cook fully. However, canned versions are easier to use: they usually need only to be drained, patted dry with a kitchen towel and added to your dish to cook for a minute or two.

MEDIUM COOKING TIME

Baby sweetcorn – add baby sweetcorn whole in stir-fries, or slice them lengthways or into circular bites so they distribute more evenly throughout a dish.

Cabbage and stalks from leafy veg – cut cabbage and other thick leaves into strips for stir-frying; the white stalks of pak choi (bok choy) need a longer cooking time than the leaves.

Courgette (zucchini) – sprinkle it with salt prior to stir-frying to draw out some of its moisture.

Mangetout (snow peas) – trim off the tails and tips and stir-fry for 2–3 minutes to retain their bite and colour.

Mushrooms – most supermarket varieties need only a few minutes, but if you use shiitake or oyster mushrooms, add them earlier as they are firmer and take slightly longer to soften.

SHORTEST COOKING TIME

Spring onions (scallions) – add the white parts first and the green ends only at the last minute.

Beansprouts – pat them with kitchen paper towels before adding them to the wok, and only add them at the end of the stir-frying as they need just moments in the pan.

Pak choi (bok choy) leaves – the leaves require little heat to wilt, so toss them in at the last minute.






THE SAUCES

Stir-fry sauces are the final touch to a stir-fry that impart delicious flavours and bring all of the separate parts together. Perhaps one of the most exciting things about stir-frying is the variety of sauces you can use to create meals that will never get dull: from the deep, meaty umami flavours of seaweed, meats and dried mushrooms to refreshing vinegar-based sauces.

SAUCE CONSISTENCY

There are a few simple guidelines when using stir-fry sauces. Unless being used as a marinade for protein ingredients, they should be added to the wok only after the main ingredients are nearly cooked. How much sauce is needed for the right balance of sauce to stir-fry ingredients? There is no hard and fast rule. A good starting ratio is 3 tablespoons of sauce per 500 grams (1 lb 2 oz) of combined ingredients (vegetables, protein, noodles) plus 150 ml (5 fl oz/⅔ cup) of water or stock and then adjust according to your preference for a saucier or drier end result.
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If your sauce becomes soupy, the best remedy is to mix 1–2 tablespoons of cornflour (cornstarch) with an equal amount of cold water in a bowl until smooth. Gradually add this mixture to your simmering stir-fry sauce while stirring, and cook until the sauce thickens to your desired consistency. If you don’t have any cornflour, mix 2 tablespoons plain (all-purpose) flour with 4 tablespoons of cold water until smooth and add as above. 

If a sauce is too thick, splash over a spoonful of water or stock to thin it; you can do the same if the noodle or rice component is stickier than desired. Not only does this give you control over the final texture of the dish, but a little extra liquid often helps to integrate the sauce through all the ingredients in the wok, allowing it to blend and coat everything evenly. 

THE SAUCE STORE CUPBOARD

Soy sauce is the foundation of most wok sauces. The familiar golden or dark brown bottles of liquid provide a salty, umami alternative to the salt used in most Western dishes.
Dark soy sauce is deep mahogany in colour with a subtler slightly sweeter taste than light soy sauce. It is also less salty and slightly thicker in consistency than its light counterpart. You may detect a soyabean flavour and sometimes the molasses that imbue the liquid with its deep colour.
Light soy sauce has a more golden hue and is saltier and thinner than the dark version. It adds flavour to stir-fries and can be used as a marinade or as a condiment to splash on once served.
Japanese soy sauce
Shoyu, or Japanese soy sauce, is a less commonly known condiment and comes in many types beyond just light and dark. 

• Koikuchi (dark): this is the most used version in Japanese cookery; it has a salty, deep, umami flavour. 

• Usukuchi (light):  a golden shoyu that is saltier than koikuchi; add it with caution, building to the saltiness you prefer.

• Tamari:  a darker, soy sauce with a dense umami flavour; it is uniquely wheat-free, so perfect for those avoiding
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