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About the book


Recipes, tales and travels from Sydney to Seoul.


I have been lucky enough to travel through Thailand, Malaysia, Korea, China, Hong Kong, and with my early years in Australia, the food from these countries has inspired my cooking. Joyous, generous dishes taught to me by friends I've met along the way – and I am excited to pass them on to you.


Here are the best dishes I've discovered, from a classic Thai Green Papaya Salad to Tteokbokki – my version of Korean Bolognese – and a quick and easy Peppered Tofu with Aubergine. There are also salads, including my Sweet Basil Salad – a Sydney-Asian fusion – and a Thai Lamb Salad that turned out not to be as Thai as I thought, plus curries, soups, noodles, rice and, of course, kimchi.


I hope that you will enjoy my stories and be inspired to try a few of my recipes too.
 



Dedication


To all the women who have taught me to cook.
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My love of cooking began with my Nanna, photographed here at our home in rural New South Wales with my brothers and me looking pretty smart for my first communion. Years later, I’d be cooking in Sydney harbour.






RECIPES, TALES AND TRAVELS FROM SYDNEY TO SEOUL


This is a book of recipes collected whilst travelling the world and has been inspired by the food of every country I have visited along the way. It’s a book of dreams that have come true, of recipes with tales that could be fact or fiction, but also a book full of ideas and thoughts on food and the recipes collected from streets, restaurants, friends and family.


Having been fortunate enough to travel to many a place over the past twenty years with food being the main reason, whether it be filming my own television series in Korea, Thailand and much of the rest of Asia or filming with MasterChef, I have seen a huge amount, met many wonderful cooks and explored lots and lots of markets and street food stalls.


Much of the food that I love has been discovered by walking. Those who know me well will tell you that I love a market, and when I say market, I mean food market. There is something about a market that allows me to soak up the culture, to hear the rhythmic chattering of the local people and the traders and to take in the all-important smells, be they pungent or intoxicating. These are the places where great food is born. Markets have long been at the centre of the community, not just somewhere to drop in and grab a bag of groceries, but a hub, a meeting place, a place to catch up with friends and mingle, and always a place to stop and eat.


Throughout my life I have been fascinated by people and how they eat, what they eat and when they eat. I love to watch people eat, using a spoon or chopsticks, fingers or hands. There is something very revealing about how people eat and there is always a story and reason why the global population have opted to all eat in different ways, using different tools and even sitting differently. How is it that through food we have all been able to keep our own national personalities? Even chopsticks can identify the origin of the food – metal, Korea, short and flat, Japan, long and rounded, China. And a fork and spoon on a table without a knife and you are in Thailand, as a knife is considered a weapon and so is never placed on the table. A huge amount of information can be gathered by looking around the streets and the street stalls anywhere in the world.


Street stalls, be they in Korea, Thailand or anywhere else in Asia, in a covered market or simply on a street corner with a few brightly coloured plastic stools and tables, are my favourite places in the world to eat. The greatest of foods I believe are born out of necessity and came from ordinary people. They are crowd pleasers, the things that we all talk about. It could be soft corn tacos filled with pork or churros in Mexico, tteokbokki or iced noodles in Korea, wontons and soup noodles in Hong Kong, fish cakes and sweet chilli sauce or som tam in Thailand, sushi and sashimi in Japan or samosas and pani puri in India. They are always cheap, and I don’t mean cheap quality, but inexpensive and delicious. These food stalls are not set up for the tourists, they are for the locals. This is where everyone goes to eat and so the food has to be good or there would be no return customers. I always gauge the deliciousness of the food in markets and street stalls by the number of people eating and waiting – the more the better. This is not food to be rushed, but savoured.


AN EXTRACT FROM MY DIARY AUGUST 1997


Thailand
Thursday


Early morning market with Khun Pip (khun is a formal title and used out of respect, a bit like Mr & Mrs). Very different market to Pak Klong Talat in Bangkok – dried rats, frogs and little turtle looking things, snails as well as vegetables everywhere. Great big hydraulic coconut milk press. Khun Pip knows how to act for the cameras. Dinner last night very Thai – chicken green curry, sweet potatoes/yam and prawns, laap, tom yum, lots of chilli. Cooking lesson was slow because of cameras, really hot, laap gai, pad prik ong (surprisingly they use tomatoes). Lunch set for all of us again – red pork curry, laap, pad prik and vegetables and rice soup, as I had at breakfast.


Bit of filming of real river life, in a boat on the klongs. The people are really friendly and they have boats that visit each house and cook at the back doors, which are on the water, great scene, great idea. Stopped at a jetty and cooked whilst the villagers watched on as I made phat Thai. Back to the hotel and drop off King who supports Liverpool. Shoot in the Barbara Cartland suite. A busy day and loving it…


I hope that in this book and my collection of recipes you find a little inspiration and a story that maybe stays with you. It would be lovely if it gave you itchy feet and made you want to travel, not just to the most touristy of spots, but also to the markets on the outskirts of towns all over Asia, Australia and, indeed, anywhere in the world.


I know that I have been fortunate and I know also that I have been spoilt with all the destinations I have been able to visit whilst working on fantastic and exciting projects, but I have always felt honoured, always been grateful and always wanted to learn more and understand better.


Have fun with my recipes and please change what you wish. And do make dishes more spicy should you like it hot because these recipes are just a guide to the wonderful food to be enjoyed and eaten from Sydney to Seoul, and I am hoping you’ll find it a helpful guide.


Best


John Torode
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STORECUPBOARD


Over the years I have been collecting all manner of sauces and condiments, some of which I still have and have only used once. So this book is not about going out and having to buy everything. The joy of a storecupboard is the slow accumulation of bits and pieces.


Shown on the photo on the next few pages are nearly all the dry goods (that means stuff that does not have to go in the fridge) to make every recipe in the book. No one is going to be buying that over a single weekend.


So I offer you a starter pack, just a few things that should be on your shelves should you decide on cooking some Asian food. These are the very basics, and I think you will be surprised at what you already have.


Everything is available online, though I do love a shop. Most big cities in the world have a Chinatown and most, if not all, things can be found there. Otherwise, get them delivered.


So start with:


a bottle of soy sauce


a tub of gochujang (Korean chilli paste)


some palm sugar


a bottle of rice vinegar


a bottle of fish sauce


and


some sesame oil


As to the rest, buy as you cook, a few things at a time. All these keep for a long time, and I mean a long time. Whilst in Korea I was given a little spoon of medicine for a swollen tummy. It was soy sauce that the monks had had in their garden for 25 years… that’s a long time. Happy shopping, cooking, eating, oh, and discovering – I love that bit.


Some notes


Coconut milk is used throughout this book and there are different grades, but don’t worry too much as they all do the same job. Keep a tin in the fridge so that when the tin is opened, the top layer of the fatter and richer milk is set and ready to be cooked as mentioned in many of the recipes. Don’t confuse coconut milk or cream with creamed coconut. Creamed coconut is a solid block of coconut milk that has been cooked and reduced and contains coconut flesh.


In this book I use palm sugar. It is not as sweet as our processed sugar, but is more caramelly, almost butterscotch. You can buy it in many forms, from tubs to tablets (my favourite), blocks and even crystals. The Malaysians sometimes use a darker version from Malacca for desserts, which tastes more of coffee.


Throughout Asia the condiment of choice is soy sauce. It is a seasoning, as in salt, and so the richer and stronger it is, the less you need to use. Taste as you go. Once you are on your way with this book, go out and taste a few different versions – the world of soy sauce is almost as complex as beer. There are craft versions, Japanese, Thai, huge branded ones, thick and thin. The Koreans simply have two types: sauce and soup soy – guess what they use those for.


Alcohol is used for cooking all around the world. In Japan it’s sake or rice wine and the sweeter, non-alcoholic mirin that are used for dressings and in marinades and sauces. In China it is Shaoxing rice wine, which you can substitute with sherry, and in Korea, it’s soju, a sweet and strong distilled rice spirit. It works wonders in a batter because the alcohol burns off and the batter becomes super crisp. If you can’t get it, use vodka.


As I have travelled and cooked I have discovered a whole host of ingredients that make a world of difference. They can be substituted, but I hope with the help of the internet you will search them out. My newest find has been concentrated cooking tamarind. For years I have massaged tamarind pulp with warm water to get this magical souring agent, but now I have a jar of this concentrate in the cupboard and simply use it the same way I would a stock cube, just a little bit in and taste.
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Glass noodles, rice sticks, soju, Chinese (Shaoxing) rice wine, sake


Chinese rice vinegar, creamed coconut, coconut milk, ikan bilis (deep-fried crispy anchovies), belachan (shrimp paste), tamarind paste, tamarind pulp, satay sauce


Pure black pepper, sesame oil, sesame seeds, gochujang (Korean chilli paste), ssamjang (Korean spicy dipping sauce), doenjang (fermented soya bean paste), gochugaru (Korean ground chilli), apple cider vinegar, dressing soy, guk ganjang (soy sauce for soup)


Palm sugar, Thai fish sauce, shrimp paste, palm sugar, dried shrimps, oyster sauce, dried chillies, sticky rice





BREAKFAST & BRUNCH


Breaking the fast. This is a celebration of life, of a new day. I bloody love breakfast. For me, it’s a mash up of meals – breakfasty cakes that my Nanna used to make and that Sydney cafes do so well, rice and spice in Thailand and China and eggs wherever you go. Korean pickled raw octopus for breakfast? Alien or delicious? Just go for it!
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AVOCADO, CHORIZO AND SPINACH WITH CREAM DRESSING ON RYE


 


There is something cooling about avocado and I am a sucker for a creamy dressing! This recipe typifies the Sydney to London brunch.


 


SERVES 4


50ml vegetable oil


100g chorizo, sliced


1 avocado, seed removed (see Tip)


100g young leaf spinach


freshly ground black pepper


For the dressing


1 egg


1 egg yolk


2 tablespoons Dijon mustard


1 tablespoon white wine vinegar


1 garlic clove, crushed


200ml vegetable oil


200ml olive oil


40g Parmesan, grated


To serve


4 slices of rye bread


butter, for spreading


60g Parmesan, grated


In a heavy-based frying pan, heat the vegetable oil, then add the chorizo and fry over a medium heat until crisp, moving it constantly so it doesn’t stick or burn. Remove from the pan and drain on kitchen paper.


Take a kitchen spoon and push it down one side of an avocado half between the flesh and the skin and run it all the way around to remove the flesh. Slice each half of flesh into four even pieces from top to bottom and set aside. Wash the spinach and set to one side in a large bowl.


Put the egg, egg yolk, mustard, vinegar and garlic into a food processor and switch it on. Blend until the mixture begins to thicken and becomes pale. Keeping the processor running, slowly pour in the oils, until smooth and combined. Thin with about 50ml hot water if the mixture seems a little thick. Stir in the Parmesan.


Add the avo slices and chorizo to the spinach and toss together, then season well with black pepper. To serve, toast the rye bread, butter it well, then place on plates and top with the avo mix. Finish with a drizzle of dressing (you probably won’t need it all) and scatter over the grated Parmesan.


Tip
To remove the seed from an avocado, cut the avocado from the top until you hit the seed and then run the knife all the way down and around the seed so the avocado looks like it is cut through lengthways. Twist one half anticlockwise and the other clockwise and pull apart. The seed should be left in the centre of one half. Hold the half with the seed in one hand, then with a medium-sized sharp knife in your other hand, gently strike the seed (the knife should stick into the seed), twist the knife in an anticlockwise direction and release the seed.
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BLUEBERRY AND COCONUT PANCAKES


 


Thick or thin? That is usually the question, but with these beach cafe pancakes, they are thick and for good reason. There is a trick to making proper blueberry pancakes and it’s got to do with when you add the blueberries. This recipe is also dairy-free for those, like me, who prefer not to have lactose, but you can substitute the non-dairy for dairy if you prefer and the recipe will work.


 


MAKES ABOUT 6 GOOD-SIZED THICK PANCAKES


350g self-raising floor


1 teaspoon bicarbonate of soda


½ teaspoon salt


1 teaspoon granulated sugar


400ml almond milk (or unsweetened coconut milk)


200ml coconut milk yoghurt (such as Co Yo)


2 eggs


100g soya spread, melted and cooled slightly (make sure it’s still warm)


4 teaspoons vegetable oil, for greasing


200g blueberries


honey or maple syrup, to serve


In a large mixing bowl, mix together the flour, bicarb, salt and sugar. In a separate bowl, mix together the milk, yoghurt and eggs. Add the wet ingredients to the dry ones and mix together very well, then pour in the melted soy spread and give it a really good stir (the warm spread activates the bicarb so the pancakes rise). The batter should be smooth and silky but quite thick. Pour it into a large jug for easy pouring.


Warm your frying pan over a medium heat, then use a piece of kitchen paper or similar to rub a little vegetable oil around the pan, just to grease it. Now pour a good amount of the batter into the centre of the pan and let it spread out to the size of a small plate. Take a handful of the blueberries and sprinkle over the top of the pancake batter while it is still wet; the blueberries will sink in and the batter will also puff up around the outside of them.


Bubbles will start to form in the batter, so leave it to cook for a minute or so (turn your heat down if it smells like it may be cooking too quickly). When the edges are brown, the bubbles are popping and the blueberries are covered (it will look similar to the top of a crumpet), turn it over and cook for another minute or so.


Remove to a plate and keep warm while you cook the rest in the same way, making sure you keep one for yourself as they will disappear quickly! Serve with honey or maple syrup.



APPLE AND GRANOLA CRUMBLE WITH LABNEH


 


As a breakfast dish, I think this sums up the modern world we live in. Brunch has been big in Australia for as long as I can remember and apple crumble is a classic England pud. I am always far too full to eat apple crumble after a big roast, so why not merge the two worlds and make a breakfast that is comforting and evocative for Aussies and Poms alike? This recipe makes lots of individual breakfast pots to store in your fridge – just pull out and heat through.


 


MAKES 10 SERVINGS


For the filling


6 Granny Smith apples


6 Bramley apples


300g caster sugar


1 vanilla pod


100g butter


100ml apple juice


200g blackberries


For the granola


50ml maple syrup


60g butter


100g porridge oats


100g granola


30g dried apples


30g dried mango


30g sultanas


labneh (or natural yoghurt), to serve


Preheat the oven to 220°C/200°C fan/gas 7.


Peel all the apples and remove the cores. Cut each apple in half, then into wedges, about eight wedges per half.


Place the apple wedges in a heavy-based pan and sprinkle the sugar over. Split the vanilla pod down the centre and scrape out as many of the seeds as possible, then add to the apples, along with the butter and apple juice. Toss the whole lot together and cover with a tight-fitting lid. Turn the heat to high and cook for 10 minutes, shuffling the pan over the heat so it all moves around and starts to cook.


Remove from the heat, add the blackberries and toss well, but be careful not to squash them. Transfer to 10 individual ovenproof dishes or ramekins and set to one side while you make the topping.


Heat the syrup and butter in a separate pan until melted and combined. Toast the oats and granola in a separate dry pan over a medium heat for about 5 minutes. Combine the melted mix, oats, granola and dried fruits and mix well.


Spoon the granola evenly over the apple and blackberry mixture in the dishes. Pop into the oven and bake for 15–20 minutes until nicely browned and crunchy on top. Serve with labneh or natural yoghurt.



CINNAMON AND NASHI PEAR FRENCH TOAST


 


French toast, eggy bread, pain perdu, whatever you wish to call it, it has been one of my favourites since my Nanna made it when I was just a little one. What I have realised over the years is that it can be given a bit of sparkle very simply. Pain perdu translates as ‘lost bread’, taking advantage of stale baguette, and that is what this is all about. The older bread is soaked in the egg mix while the rest of the preparation is done, and finally it is baked, which leaves you free to do something else.


 


SERVES 4


2 eggs


50ml milk


1 teaspoon salt


½ baguette (preferably day-old or stale, though you can use fresh)


2 nashi (Asian) pears


60g butter


100g caster sugar


1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


squeeze of lemon juice


50ml double cream


50g Greek-style yoghurt


couple of drops of vanilla essence


finely grated zest of 1 mandarin


In a mixing bowl, beat the eggs with the milk and salt. Cut the baguette in half lengthways, then cut each half in half again widthways to make four pieces, so all the pieces of bread have a flat top. Add the bread pieces to the egg mix and turn to coat, then leave to soak for about 20 minutes. Meanwhile, preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C fan/gas 6.


Cut each pear into 12 equal wedges, removing the core as you go. If you are not using nashi pears, you will need to peel the pears, as nashis have a very thin skin. Melt the butter in a non-stick frying pan, then add the pear wedges and cook over a medium heat for 2 minutes. Gently stir in 50g of the sugar, the cinnamon and the squeeze of lemon juice, then remove from the heat. Leave to cool a little.


Take the soaked baguette pieces and transfer to a shallow baking tray. Spoon some of the lightly cooked pears on top of each piece, arranging six wedges on each piece and spooning over the sauce. Sprinkle with the remaining sugar, then bake in the oven for 15–20 minutes. By now the pears should have sunk into the eggy bread and the sugar and egg mix should have become crisp.


Meanwhile, mix together the cream, yoghurt, vanilla and mandarin zest, then pop it into the fridge.


Remove the baking tray from the oven and serve the French toast with the flavoured cream.


Step-by-step pictures on pages 22–23
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HONEY AND APPLE TEA CAKE WITH BLACKBERRY CRÈME FRAÎCHE


 


My Nanna made the best apple tea cake, so this is a very personal recipe for me. The smell of it cooking takes me back to a really safe and happy time watching her cook. Miss you, Nanna!


When I am in Sydney there are enough cafes doing lovely breakfast-type cakes such as this one that I simply sit and drink coffee and dream of being a little boy and cooking with my greatest culinary influence.


 


MAKES 1 CAKE (SERVES MANY OR FEW, DEPENDING ON GREED!)


For the apple compote


2 Granny Smith apples


1 Bramley apple


25ml runny honey


25ml maple syrup


2 teaspoons ground cinnamon


For the cake


250g butter, softened


250g caster sugar


½ teaspoon vanilla essence


4 eggs, beaten


300g plain flour


1 heaped teaspoon baking powder


For the blackberry crème fraîche


100g ripe blackberries


caster sugar, to taste (optional)


100ml crème fraîche


Preheat the oven to 180°C/160°C fan/gas 4. Grease and line a 20cm round springform tin.


Peel all the apples and remove the cores. Cut each apple into about 16 wedges, then pop them into a saucepan with the honey, syrup and 50ml water. Bring to the boil, then cook, uncovered, over a medium heat for about 10 minutes until the Grannies are soft and translucent and the Bramley has become mush. Add the cinnamon and give it a stir, then pour onto a plate and leave to cool.


In a mixing bowl, cream the butter, sugar and vanilla essence together until light and fluffy, then very slowly beat in the eggs. Fold in the flour and baking powder until combined.


Mix the apple compote into the cake mix until combined, then plonk into the prepared tin and level the surface.


Bake for 35–40 minutes until the cake is all puffed up and crispy on top. Leave to cool in the tin for 5 minutes, then turn out onto a wire rack.


To make the blackberry crème fraîche, simply squash the blackberries slightly in a bowl, then add a little sugar to sweeten, if needed. Mix in the crème fraîche. Serve the cake warm or cold with the blackberry crème fraîche.


Tip
Store any leftover cake wrapped in a tea towel and, if serving warm, heat it briefly in a microwave oven.
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HONEY RICOTTA HOT CAKES WITH APRICOT JAM


 


Everyone knows that Bill Granger at Bills in Sydney made these famous. He now has restaurants all around the world and you can enjoy these from London to Tokyo, but should you not have one close by, here is my revision of Bills’ iconic Sydney brunch Ricotta Hot Cakes. And don’t think they are just breakfast food, they also work well as a dessert and a snack for the little ones.


 


FEEDS 4


60g butter


pinch of salt


3 eggs


250ml buttermilk


350g plain flour


1 teaspoon baking powder


1 tablespoon runny honey


150g (drained weight) ricotta, drained


vegetable oil, for greasing


apricot jam (and/or maple syrup), to serve


Melt the butter with the salt in a small pan, then leave to cool a little. Break the eggs into a mixing bowl, add the buttermilk and whisk together well. Add the melted butter, flour, baking powder and honey and whisk together until smooth and combined. Stir in the ricotta, then leave to sit for 10 minutes.


Heat a frying pan over a medium-low heat until hot. Using a little kitchen paper, wipe the pan with a little vegetable oil. Ladle small amounts of the hot cake mix into the pan, each about the size of drop scones (you’ll need to cook them in batches). The mix will puff up a bit and little bubbles will form on top as the hot cakes cook. When the cakes have light brown edges, flip them over, then cook for 2 minutes on the second side. Pile them onto a warm plate, then repeat until you have cooked all the hot cakes.
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