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INTRODUCTION


Thick, glossy udon. Rich, creamy ramen. Zesty and refreshing soba salad. Spicy, crunchy stir fries. In any form, noodles are just incredible!


They can comfort and soothe, they can pick you up with a burst of fiery energy, they can elevate the simplest store-cupboard ingredients into something mind-blowing. A bowl of noodles is a powerful thing.


Although they are now beloved worldwide, there are conflicting stories about where ‘noodles’ first originated. But in 2005 scientists found a 4,000-year-old preserved bowl of noodles at an archaeological site in China – one of the earliest examples of them ever discovered. Historically, noodles then found their way across Asia, to the Middle East and beyond, and they’re now slurped up in homes and restaurants around the world.


For a key noodle innovation, we have to thank Taiwanese-Japanese businessman Momofuku Ando. Motivated by food shortages in post-war Japan, Ando developed instant ramen and launched it in 1958. After further experimentation he then launched Cup Noodles in 1971, which took the joy of instant noodles worldwide.


Instant or not, noodles are speedy, cheap and delicious. Plus there are endless options for dishes you can create with them, so you’ll never get bored with this fantastically versatile food.


Whether you want a soup or stir fry, salad or side dish, let’s dig into the wonderful world of noodles!






Types of Noodles


There are so many types of noodle available these days, in all shapes and sizes, and sometimes it’s hard to know which to buy. Supermarkets tend to sell more of the dried types which need to be boiled before being used, some are ‘straight to wok’, and you can usually get a few fresh varieties (such as egg noodles and rice vermicelli) too.


If you find yourself in an Asian supermarket, alongside the extensive dried noodle aisles, the fridges also stock a huge variety of fresh noodles from different cuisines. The instant-noodle market has exploded in recent years, and this is definitely a section of the store not to be missed!


Instant noodles, or instant ramen, are dried noodles that just need to be soaked in boiling water before eating. They usually come with a packet of powder flavouring, and there are different flavour varieties available, from chicken curry to carbonara, and from seafood to super spicy!


Most Asian noodles fall into three main categories, based on their ingredients. These are rice-based, wheat-based and egg-based:


Egg noodles typically come in ‘fine’ or ‘medium’ thickness.


Ramen noodles are made from wheat, water and an alkaline solution called ‘kansui’, which gives them their signature chewy texture. They originate in Japan, come in different thicknesses depending on the region of origin and are served in a broth.


Rice noodles are commonly found as vermicelli noodles (the thinnest type, popular in Vietnamese cooking, are called ‘bún’) and wider rice noodles like ho fun and sen lek (used to make pad Thai).


Soba noodles are popular in Japan, but it’s possible they first originated in China. They are primarily made from buckwheat flour and water, and are commonly enjoyed both hot or cold.


Udon are thicker, chewy Japanese noodles that are similar to soba noodles, and may have originated in China. They are a wheat-based noodle.


Wholewheat noodles are made from wholewheat flour, as the name suggests, and usually come as ‘straight to wok’ or ‘ready to boil’ varieties.


Glass noodles are made from a mixture of starch (like mung bean or sweet potato) mixed with water. This leads to them having a clear, glass-like appearance.






The Essential Noodle Toolkit


5 spice powder is a blend of five spices – star anise, cinnamon, cloves, Sichuan peppercorns and fennel seeds. They are roasted and then ground to be used as a seasoning.


Bamboo shoots are the young shoots of bamboo plants and usually come canned or pickled, as they can be poisonous if eaten raw. Both forms can be found in Asian supermarkets, and they’re often used in curries and stir fries.


Black bean sauce is made from fermented black soybeans cooked down with other ingredients like soy sauce and garlic to create a punchy sauce that can be used for stir fries, soups and other dishes.


Chilli oil is usually made from dried chillies or chilli flakes, and can be found in cuisines across the globe. There are so many varieties to try, from Sichuan crispy chilli oil to Malaysian sambal-style. It’s a fantastic ingredient to keep in the house, especially a mix of styles (and heat levels) to add an instant kick of flavour to your dishes. If you have time, you can always make your own as there are thousands of recipes out there!


Coconut milk is made from the white flesh of coconuts, which is blended with water to create the ‘milk’. It is often used as a delicious (and plant-based) way to bring creaminess to a dish and is commonly found in Asian (particularly South and Southeast Asian) dishes like curries, soups and stews.


Cornflour is made from very finely ground corn kernels. It is often used as a thickener in dishes but can also be used in dry batters to coat foods before frying to make them extra crispy.


Edamame are young soybeans that not only add a pop of bright green to your dish, but are high in protein and give a really nice crunch. You can easily buy them frozen (and podded) so you can just add them in towards the end of cooking.


Fermented black beans or salted black beans are black soybeans which have been left to ferment in salt, which results in them dehydrating and gaining a concentrated, savoury taste.


Fish sauce is integral to Southeast Asian and East Asian cooking. It is made from fermented shrimp or fish (depending on where it’s from) and has an iconic smell and strong and salty flavour. It is usually used as a seasoning, or in dipping sauces. A little goes a long way. Vegetarian alternatives are also available nowadays.


Fresh ginger is native to Asia and is often referred to as a root or a rhizome. It has a distinctive fiery flavour and fragrance, and is used across the world in many cuisines.


Gochujang is a Korean fermented chilli paste which has exploded in popularity over the last few years. It’s not super spicy, but has a delicious depth of flavour and is perfect for adding a little kick to your meals.


Honey is a great, natural way to add some sweetness to your cooking.


Kecap manis is a sweetened soy sauce, much thicker in consistency than soy sauce. Its origins are in Indonesian cuisine but it is often found in Malaysian food too.


Kimchi is another Korean ingredient that has gained in popularity recently. It is a fermented side dish most commonly made with cabbage, though there are hundreds of varieties using different vegetables such as radish and cucumber. It can be eaten raw or cooked, and as with other fermented foods, when eaten in moderation, is a great way to increase your probiotic intake.


Lemon grass is a plant from the grass variety, with a strong citrusy aroma. It’s often used in soups, stews and curries – the outer husk is normally discarded, and the soft inner flesh is then finely chopped.


Makrut lime leaves are most commonly used in Southeast Asian cuisine (particularly Thai) and are the leaves of the makrut lime. They add a pop of citrus flavour to your dish; where possible try to use fresh leaves as the flavour is always more intense.


Mirin is a Japanese cooking wine, made in a similar way to sake but sweetened. It is commonly used as a seasoning but popular in dipping sauces and marinades too.


Miso paste is made from fermented soybeans and is used across many styles of cooking in Japanese cuisine. Its salty flavour brings a savoury depth to dishes, from ramen to miso soups and even to marinades for fish and vegetables. You can buy dehydrated miso soup sachets (in a powder form) now from most supermarkets for a quick, warming addition to your meal.


Nuts like peanuts, cashew nuts and almonds are a fantastic way to incorporate some crunch and healthy fats into your noodle dishes.


Oyster sauce is considered an essential condiment to keep in the house, especially when cooking Chinese food. Made from oyster extract, it is thicker than fish sauce and has a very different taste too – the main flavour profile being umami. You can now buy a vegetarian alternative, made from mushrooms.


Palm sugar is made from the sap of palm flowers, which grow on palm trees. The sap is then boiled down until it is brown in colour, and left to harden into small chunks or discs.


Rice wine vinegar is a type of vinegar made from fermented rice. It has a milder flavour than common Western vinegars.


Sesame oil is a flavoured oil, made from ground sesame seeds and can be found toasted or untoasted. It’s often used to add flavour to stir fries and marinades or dressings and dips.


Sesame seeds are the seeds of the sesame plant and can come as white (plain or toasted) or black. They have a mild nutty flavour.


Shallots, a part of the onion family, have a milder, sweeter flavour than regular onions and are commonly used in Asian cooking.


Shaoxing rice wine is the most famous and oldest cooking wine used in Chinese cooking and finds its origins in the city of Shaoxing. It is made from fermented wheat and glutinous rice.


Sriracha is a popular Thai style of hot sauce, named for the town it comes from – Si Racha. Great as a dipping sauce, marinade or garnishing sauce.
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