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INTRODUCTION


Let’s talk about noodles! Cheap and cheerful, they’re a staple the world over, but particularly in South-east Asian cookery where they provide the perfect balance to some of the more fiery and gutsy ingredients used. It’s their humble nature, though, that makes them so versatile, equally good in veg-packed, zingily dressed summer salads as they are in spoon-slurping, deep bowls of fragrant hot broth. Whether you’re a noodle novice or pro cook, there’s something for everyone in this collection.


Get ready to reinvent your midweek staples with simple, speedy options that need little more than a well-stocked store cupboard. Opt for authentic and unusual flavour combinations to wow friends with when you’re entertaining, and nourish your body and your soul with super-green healthy offerings. The noodle know-how guide overleaf will show you how to choose, cook and serve the perfect option for any occasion – and the tips for filling your store cupboard will make future supermarket trips a breeze. Get inspired to jazz up your own creations with the easy pimps for toppings and dressings, or turn straight to the Super-easy chapter if you simply need something straightforward and tasty on the table in minutes. This book offers a solution to any mealtime dilemma.
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HOW TO CHOOSE


Chinese wheat and egg noodles


Sold in supermarkets dried or as a straight-to-wok variety, these come in three sizes – thick, medium and fine – and you can also get egg-enriched versions. This is the broadest category of noodles and an Asian store will usually stock a dizzying array of ‘mein’, as these noodles are loosely known in Chinese cookery.


GOOD FOR stir-fries, soups and experimenting. Try Corn & coriander noodle cakes.


Vegetable noodles


Not exactly a noodle as such, but spiralised vegetables are all the rage and a good accompaniment, or alternative, to regular noodles. Try courgetti, ‘boodles’ (butternut squash), plus carrot, sweet potato and even beetroot. Spiralising gadgets are fairly good value now, or look for ready-prepared varieties in the supermarket.


GOOD FOR stir-fries and vitamin boosts. Try Curried coconut noodle bowls.
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Udon noodles


Fat and chewy, the fresh variety boasts a superior texture over dried – but you can buy dried wide udon and frozen udon now. Made from wheat flour, water and salt, these are the thickest of the Japanese noodles and are usually served in a broth.


GOOD FOR Japanese curries, soups and saucy stir-fries. Try Fish finger katsu udon.


Soba noodles


This is another common Japanese noodle, traditionally served cold in salads. They are a distinctive brown colour, with a nutty flavour and slightly chewy texture, due to the addition of buckwheat flour. They are often prone to gumminess, so always rinse well (see How to cook.


GOOD FOR salads and entertaining. Try Roast sweet potato & salmon salad with noodles.


Ramen and instant noodles


Another Japanese favourite, the word ‘ramen’ refers to a dish as well as a noodle type. They can be made with both egg and wheat flour, so colours can vary from white to yellow, and are often associated with instant noodles – packaged in single portions alongside sachets of flavourings to add to soups. However, their many varieties, from thin to thick, curly to straight, mean they are much more versatile.


GOOD FOR soups and broths. Try Full English ramen with bacon broth.
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Rice noodles


Like wheat, rice noodles come in an almost endless number of varieties and as their flavour is fairly bland, they are good for adding to boldly flavoured dishes. They’re most commonly used in Thai and Vietnamese cookery – cuisines that favour strong and fragrant ingredients, such as chilli and fish sauce. Familiar types include brown varieties, vermicelli and dried flat ‘ribbon’ – the standard noodles for pad thai. Be careful not to confuse these with the wheat variety which are opaque and whiter in colour.


GOOD FOR salads, soups and dry stir-fries. Try Crowd-pleasing pad thai and Bang bang chicken summer rolls.


Glass noodles


Also known as cellophane noodles, these are so fine they’re almost threadlike, and get the name from their transparent appearance after cooking. Made from any starch other than wheat or rice, mung bean, tapioca and sweet potato varieties are all common. Their unique texture and ability to soak up liquid make them a good choice in sharply dressed salads.


GOOD FOR soups and salads. Try Thai som tam salad.





HOW TO COOK


Just like with Italian pasta, you usually don’t want to overcook noodles, and where you look for an ‘al dente’ finish with spaghetti, most noodles should also still have a little ‘bite’.


Dried wheat and egg noodles are fairly sturdy, so boiling is a good, quick option, whereas the straight-to-wok and fresh varieties of these will only require reheating in a microwave or pan. Depending on their type and thickness, most dried varieties will cook in 3–6 minutes in a saucepan of water that has already come to the boil. Salting the water isn’t usually necessary as noodles often contain more salt than dried pasta, and are also often paired with salty accompaniments like soy sauce or miso.


Rice noodles cook even faster than the wheat varieties – in boiling water some can soften in less than a minute – so to avoid soggy results, soaking is safer. Choose hot or cold water depending on the rest of the recipe and how quickly you’ll need the noodles – freshly soaked is best to prevent the risk of them sticking before you’re ready to dress, or to add to your soup, curry or stir-fry. Rice vermicelli will take 25–30 minutes to soften in cold water, 5–7 minutes in freshly boiled water. Wider flat rice noodles, like those found in pad thai, can take from 20 to 30 minutes to soften in hot water.


Starchy noodles like glass (cellophane) require very little soaking – just 5–10 minutes for some in hot water – but as the different varieties are made from different ingredients, follow the advice on the packet. Soba noodles are the starchiest of the wheat varieties and therefore require slightly different handling to avoid ending up with a sticky, solid lump that won’t separate into individual strands. After boiling or soaking, submerge the noodles in a big bowl of cold water. Swish about with your hands to rinse off most of the starch, then leave in a colander or sieve to drain thoroughly. If they’re being used in a hot dish, rather than a salad, submerging back into hot water is the easiest way to reheat. It’s also worth briefly rinsing glass noodles before adding to dishes, but this can be more simply done in a sieve under running water.


If in doubt, following the packet instructions is a good starting point, but always bear in mind where the noodles will end up.


For broths and soups: thinner noodles will continue to soften as they hang around in the broth, so it’s important not to overcook them to start with. If using dried glass noodles, simply add straight to the soup – no soaking required.


For stir-fries: don’t soften noodles too thoroughly as they’ll cook a little more in the pan and sauce.


For salads: cook or soak until totally ready to eat, then rinse under cold water to cool quickly. Drying on kitchen paper is a good way to avoid watery salads and diluting the flavour of your dressings.





HOW TO SERVE


Whether you’re a chopstick fan or favour a good old fork, most dishes are best served straight away as those sauce-sucking noodles can turn a little claggy if left sitting around for ages. Batching salads works, as cooked noodles keep in the fridge for a few days, but you might just want to hold back some dressing so you can refresh each day.


Surplus stir-fry can be revived with a splash more water, soy sauce or similar, to add sauciness when reheating – but to avoid overcooking, it’s best done in the microwave second time around. The same goes for frozen leftovers – the freezer isn’t really noodle-friendly, as the noodles can quickly dry out and break up on reheating, but if you don’t mind broken noodles or adding a little extra sauce, they’re best frozen for short periods of no more than a month.


As you’ll know from eating in Chinese and Thai restaurants, extra condiments on the table are a must. Dark soy sauce, chilli oils and chilli sauces all add extra depth to dishes, whereas Japanese tables may offer pickles as garnishes. And a good squeeze of lemon or lime is great for adding freshness to a curry.


For Instagram-worthy noodle twirls, soak sticks of noodles in a shallow tray or dish instead of a bowl – this will keep the strands neatly lined up. Lift out small bunches to drain on kitchen paper, then wind around a spare chopstick for that tightly coiled, spiral finish. Snap away.
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ESSENTIAL STORE-CUPBOARD KIT


It’s good to have a well-stocked store cupboard for all your non-perishables – including dried noodles – and particularly useful for the more unusual ingredients you might use less regularly. Oils, sauces, spices, seeds, stock, nuts and pastes are a few essentials for pimping noodles – just check after opening if they need to be kept in the fridge.


Coconut milk and cream: great for vegans, great for curries!


Crispy fried onions: add texture and flavour – store-bought or make your own (see here).


Curry pastes: keep a range. A little goes a long way with Thai red, green and yellow. Indonesian rendang is more unusual, but supermarkets usually stock a wide variety of Indian pastes.


Fish sauce: adds saltiness to Thai and Vietnamese noodles.


Flavourless oils: good for stir-frying – vegetable, sunflower, groundnut and light rapeseed all work well.


Honey and maple syrup: maple is good for vegans, and both are reasonably interchangeable if used in small amounts.


Kecap manis: Indonesian sweet soy sauce.


Light and dark soy sauce: lighter is saltier, and the soy sauce go-to if the recipe doesn’t prescribe, but dark is richer and adds colour to marinades and sauces. For a gluten-free option, substitute with tamari (a naturally gluten-free alternative to soy sauce).


Miso pastes: made from fermented soy beans; white is the sweetest, brown and red are usually saltier.


Nut butters: use for satay-style flavours and adding protein to vegan and veggie dishes.
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