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      introduction

      
      Versatile and efficient, the wok was invented by the Chinese but was soon adopted by cooks throughout east and southeast Asia.
         With its ability to sear food quickly, it’s the perfect pan for stir-frying, the large, sloped sides giving plenty of space
         to toss the ingredients around for quick, even cooking.
      

      
      The technique looks deceptively simple – anyone who has tried cooking with a wok knows it can so easily go wrong. But if you
         master the basic rules of stir-frying described below, your wok will become your best friend in the kitchen. Useful for both
         quick weekday meals and for stress-free entertaining, a wok is also handy for more than stir-frying. Those in the know use
         their woks for steaming, braising, deep-frying and smoking.
      

      
      cooking techniques

      
      It’s easy when you know how. The following tips will help you make the most of your wok.

      
      stir-frying

      
      Speed is of the essence. Cut all ingredients into small pieces that will cook quickly. Meat or fish should cook in a maximum
         of 4–5 minutes, while vegetables need to be cut to ensure even cooking – no big broccoli florets next to finely sliced carrots.
         Add tender vegetables such as bean sprouts at the end of cooking so that they keep their crispness.
      

      
      Any weighing, slicing or chopping needs to be done before you start cooking. Remember, you’re cooking on fierce heat, so if
         you start preparing the vegetables once the garlic and ginger are already in the pan, you’ll end up with a burnt mess. Keep
         all your prepared ingredients to hand in separate bowls, ready to be tipped into the wok at the right moment.
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      Choose the right cuts. Because stir-frying is such a fast method of cooking, it’s suited only to lean cuts of meat that don’t
         need extended cooking to become tender. Fillet or sirloin, trimmed of fat, are the perfect beef cuts. Use fillet or loin when
         cooking with pork or lamb, and breast when cooking with chicken or duck. Seafood such as prawns, scallops and squid are fantastic for stir-frying:
         they cook in minutes and have a firm texture that doesn’t break up with the constant stirring. Delicate fish that flake easily
         once cooked should be rejected in favour of firm fish such as monkfish.
      

      
      Get the wok smoking hot before you start. Place the wok over a high heat, add the suggested amount of oil and then let it
         get nice and hot. This will take a while, as the heat needs to travel from the narrow base all the way to the wide brim. Swirl
         the oil around so that it coats the sides of the wok as well as the base. You want it to get seriously hot before adding any
         ingredients so that they’ll sear and brown quickly as you toss them around the pan. Look out for the oil starting to shimmer
         in the pan: this is the sign that you can start cooking.
      

      
      Stir-fry in small batches. As soon as you add ingredients to the wok, the temperature drops dramatically. Since the aim is
         to sear the meat or fish in fierce heat, try to avoid overcrowding the wok. Brown the meat or fish first (in batches, if necessary),
         then remove it from the pan, stir-fry the vegetables and return the meat at the end. If you cook everything in one go, the
         meat or fish will stew in the vegetable juices rather than brown.
      

      
      Keep stirring. Constantly moving the food around ensures even cooking and prevents ingredients from burning over the high
         heat.
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      Add liquid to finish the cooking. Once the ingredients have been seared and browned, act quickly to avoid them scorching in
         the high heat. This is when you can add some liquid to the pan, sending a gust of steam through the wok to finish off the
         cooking. A dash of water or stock does the trick, but you could also inject an extra level of flavour into the stir-fry with
         ingredients such as Chinese rice wine, soy sauce or oyster sauce.
      

      
      steaming and smoking

      
      A large wok with a domed lid is perfect for steaming or smoking. For steaming, simply place the food directly on a perforated
         stand in a wok half-filled with steaming water, cover with a lid and leave the food to cook in the trapped steam. The same
         principles apply to smoking, but instead of using water to create steam, the smoked recipes in this book use tea leaves that burn on the base of the lidded wok to create smoke.
      

      
      A larger than usual wok is best for steaming or smoking because it provides ample room for the steam or smoke to circulate,
         so cooking the food evenly. The wide diameter also makes it easy to get the food in and out without burning yourself.
      

      
      Many wok sets come with wire racks to support the food, but you could also use a number of implements to do the same job,
         such as a bamboo steamer, a foldable steaming rack or a metal trivet, or simply stand a plate of food on upturned ramekins.
         In fact, anything that will remain firmly in place and support the dish with the food to be steamed will do.
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      deep-frying

      
      Its wide diameter also makes your wok ideal for deep-frying. Food has plenty of space to circulate in the oil and crisp up
         evenly, and adding and removing the food is easier than in pans with a narrower circumference.
      

      
      braising and stewing

      
      Just like any other large pan with a lid, the wok can also be used for braising or stewing. There are no particular benefits
         to using a wok rather than a saucepan for this purpose, but this extra versatility makes the wok even more useful in the kitchen.
      

      
      healthy cooking

      
      It’s a myth that all stir-fries are healthy. Overdo it with the sauces or get your stir-frying technique wrong and you could
         miss out on the healthy benefits of a stir-fry. Done properly, the technique requires only a small amount of oil and, because
         of the speed of cooking, results in a minimal loss of nutrients. Furthermore, it’s a method of cooking that uses lean cuts
         of meat and is also a great way for the whole family to get their daily dose of vegetables.
      

      
      Use your wok for steaming, and you’re choosing what is probably the healthiest cooking technique of all. One of the great
         advantages of steaming is that the flavour and goodness of the food is preserved. The food cooks in the vapour created by
         the steaming liquid rather than in the cooking liquid itself, so there is less loss of water-soluble vitamins than occurs with boiling or poaching. There’s also the additional
         advantage that you don’t need to use any oil or fat when steaming.
      

      
      choosing a wok

      
      The traditional round-based woks are perfect for using on a gas hob, while the modern flat-based woks were specifically developed
         to be used on electric hobs. Woks come either with two side handles or with one long handle. The latter is ideal for stir-frying,
         as you can hold the wok steady with one hand and use your spare hand for the vigorous stirring. A long handle also enables
         you to keep the wok balanced while still standing at a distance from any oil splashes. The two-handled wok is probably best
         for steaming or deep-frying, giving you more control when you need to move it full of liquid.
      

      
      There are many nonstick woks available now, some of which look gorgeous, and these are fantastic if you want to cut down on
         the quantity of oil you need for stir-frying. However, there is absolutely no need to spend a lot of money on a wok: the traditional
         carbon steel woks available from Chinese or Asian stores cost next to nothing and can last you a lifetime if cared for properly.
      

      
      Whichever style of wok you buy, make sure it’s a large one. A successful stir-fry depends on high heat with plenty of space
         for the food to be tossed around. Squash the food in a small space, and it will just steam and sweat. Go for a wok that is
         at least 30 cm (12 inches) in diameter.
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      caring for your wok

      
      Unless you buy a nonstick version, your wok will need to be proved, or ‘seasoned’, before using. Wash your new purchase thoroughly
         in soapy water to remove any greasy coating it might have been given by the manufacturer. Dry it thoroughly, then place it
         on a hob over a low heat. Rub it all over with a piece of kitchen paper dipped in vegetable oil and leave it heating for 10
         minutes. Wipe off the oil with more kitchen paper, then repeat the process until the paper doesn’t blacken when you wipe off
         the oil. A well-seasoned wok will stir-fry beautifully!

After each use, wash the wok with water, using a plastic brush but never a wire scrub. It then needs to be dried thoroughly to avoid any rust, so put it over a low heat until any moisture steams dry. A quick wipe with kitchen paper dipped in vegetable oil will give your wok further protection against rust.

If you plan on steaming a lot, you might be better off buying two woks. Boiling water ruins the seal that the proving gives to the surface of the wok, so the seasoning process described above has to be repeated before stir-frying again. This is no big deal, but it would be a little laborious if your plan is to steam and stir-fry regularly!

extra equipment

If you’re a dab hand at using chopsticks, you might want to pick up long wooden chopsticks next time you visit a Chinese store. They’re great for stirring food around the wok and make lifting large pieces of deep-fried food out of the oil very easy.

Spatulas or wooden spoons are both perfect for use in stir-frying.

A domed wok lid is essential if you are planning to do more than just stir-frying. If your wok doesn’t come with a lid, they can be found in Chinese or other Asian stores.

When steaming or smoking in a wok, you’ll need a steaming rack to suspend the food. Wok sets usually have them, but you can use any rack or metal trivet that fits comfortably in your wok.
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      Nothing beats a mesh strainer or ‘spider’ for scooping deep-fried foods from hot oil. They are also great for gently lowering
         raw food into the oil, without the risk of splashes.
      

      
      ingredients

      
      The following list is a quick guide to some of the distinctive ingredients commonly used in wok cooking. Most are readily
         available in supermarkets.
      

      
      sauces and oils

      
      Chinese rice wine Similar in flavour to a dry sherry, this rice wine is used mostly as a marinade or in sauces.
      

      
      Fish sauce (nam pla) An extract of fermented fish, fish sauce has a less than appealing aroma yet its refreshingly salty taste makes it an essential
         seasoning throughout southeast Asia. These days fish sauce is available in many supermarkets.
      

      
      Hoisin sauce A thick, sweet, spicy sauce from China. Made from soya beans, vinegar, sugar, garlic, chilli and numerous spices. This sauce
         is delicious used in meat or seafood stir-fries or as a dipping sauce. Store in the fridge once opened.
      

      
      Oyster sauce Oyster sauce is a thick, rich, brown Chinese sauce, made with extract of oysters. It’s a great flavouring for stir-fries
         and adds a gorgeous, rich glaze to any dish. Store in the fridge once opened.
      

      
      Sesame oil A rich nutty oil made from roasted white sesame seeds. Use sparingly. Its aroma is lost in high heats so add it to your stir-fries
         only at the end of the cooking.

Soy sauce Made from fermented soy beans, soy sauce is available in a variety of forms. Light soy sauce is saltier than dark soy and is generally used to add flavour to marinades or in the first stages of stir-frying.
         The thicker, sweeter, dark soy sauce is mostly stirred in at the end of cooking to add richness and sweetness to the finished
         dish. It’s also used as a dipping sauce.
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      herbs and spices

      
      Five-spice powder An aromatic Chinese spice mixture made of ground star anise, fennel seeds, cloves, cinnamon and Szechuan pepper. More sweet
         and fragrant than spicy.
      

      
      Ginger and galangal Fresh root ginger adds a fresh spiciness to many dishes in this book. Galangal is a member of the ginger family and although
         similar in appearance has a more floral, lemony flavour. It’s an important ingredient in Thai curry pastes. If you cannot
         find galangal, use fresh root ginger instead. Store ginger and galangal in the fridge, wrapped in clingfilm, for up to 2 weeks.
      

      
      Kaffir lime leaf Used in southeast Asian cooking, these little leaves add a refreshing zestiness to curries and stir-fries. Lime rind can
         be used as a substitute but you will lose out on the clean, fresh flavour.
      

      
      Lemon grass A main ingredient in Thai and southeast Asian cuisines, lemon grass is a pale green stalk that is used whole or finely shredded
         in curry pastes. It is now readily available, but if you can’t find it, you can replace it with a mixture of lime and lemon
         rind. It keeps in the fridge for about a week.
      

      
      
      Szechuan peppercorns Not at all hot and actually not even peppercorns, Szechuan peppercorns are in fact the dried berries from a citrus shrub.
         They have a floral aroma and a very delicate spiciness. Available in most large supermarkets.
      

      
      Tamarind The pulp from the fruit of the tamarind tree has a pungent, sour, lemony flavour and is frequently used in southeast Asian
         cooking.
      

      
      Thai basil Also known as holy basil, this herb is similar in looks and fragrance to European basil. Thai basil leaves are slightly thicker
         and hairy, so they need to be cooked thoroughly. Thai basil is still mostly available only in Asian stores, so if you cannot
         find it you can replace it with European basil, which should be stirred into the recipe at the end of cooking.
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      menu suggestions

    
      The dishes in this book can be cooked on their own and served with rice or noodles to provide a light lunch or supper. For
         a more filling meal, try combining two or more different dishes. Here are some ideas for combinations of wok-cooked dishes
         for different occasions.
      

      
      simple weekday meals for 4

      
      Minced Beef with Scrambled Eggs (page 28)

      
      Mixed Vegetable Chop Suey (page 180)

      
      Plain rice or noodles

      
      Beef & Mixed Vegetable Sir-fry (page 18)

      
      Egg Fried Rice (page 204)

      
      Cashew Chicken with Peppers (page 76)

      
      Pak Choi with Chilli & Ginger (page 174)

      
      Plain rice or noodles

      
      Stir-fried Sesame Chicken (page 110)

      
      Vegetables in Yellow Bean Sauce (page 188)

      
      Pork with Black Bean & Chilli (page 54)

      
      Mixed Vegetable Chop Suey (page 180)

      
      Plain rice or noodles

      
      simple vegetarian meals for 4

      
      Vegetables with Sweet Chilli Sauce (page 182)

      
      Chilli Kale (page 194)

      
      Egg Fried Rice (page 204)

      
      
      Tofu Pad Thai (page 224), replacing the fish sauce with salt to taste and omitting the dried shrimp

      
      Thai Yellow Vegetable Curry (page 168), replacing the fish sauce with salt to taste

Pak Choi with Chilli & Ginger (page 174)

         Plain rice

      
      entertaining menus for 4

      
      Thai Beef with Peppers & Chilli (page 30)

      
      Thai Green Chicken Curry (page 112)

      
      Plain rice

      
      Thai Red Pork & Bean Curry (page 68)

      
      Seafood with Fresh Peppercorns (page 162)

      
      Plain rice

      
      Duck with Hoisin Sauce (page 106)

      
      Prawns & Scallops with Asparagus (page 150)

      
      Plain rice or noodles

      
      vegetarian entertaining menu for 4

      
      Tofu with Mushrooms (page 192), replacing the oyster sauce with dark soy sauce

 Vegetables with Sweet Chilli Sauce (page 182)

      
      Plain rice or noodles

      
      entertaining menus for 6

      
      Chinese Five-spice Spareribs (page 72)

      
      Sweet & Sour Pork (page 48)

      
      Chicken with Leek & Asparagus (page 86)

      
      Singapore Noodles (page 232)

      
      Chinese Pork & Prawn Fried Rice (page 208)
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      Pork, Chilli & Peanut Boats (page 58)

      
      Mild Thai Fish Curry (page 158)

      
      Thai Duck Jungle Curry (page 102)

      
      Tofu Pad Thai (page 224)

      
      Plain rice

      
      seafood entertaining menu for 6

      
      Salt & Pepper Squid (page 136)

      
      Steamed Citrus Sea Bass (page 124)

      
      Scallops in a Rich Szechuan Sauce (page 138)

      
      Garlicky Choi Sum (page 178)

      
      Plain rice

      
      vegetarian entertaining menu for 6

      
      Thai Yellow Vegetable Curry (page 168), replacing the fish sauce with salt to taste Tofu with Chilli & Tamarind (page 198),
         omitting the shrimp paste
      

      
      Stir-fried Asparagus & Mushrooms (page 170), replacing the oyster sauce with dark soy sauce

Aromatic Carrot & MIxed Nut Salad
         (page 184)
      

      
      Plain rice
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      beef & lamb
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