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INTRODUCTION


I am, quite frankly, enamoured with, and fascinated by, ‘shrooms’. In recent years, having spent a little more time observing mushrooms in food and exploring them, I have realized it’s quite tricky not to become totally obsessed. I suppose you might be here because you’re a fungi fan too. Let me tell you that this is a safe space for you. So, buckle up, grab your spatula and come along for the ride.


Mushrooms are often considered a superfood, and it’s hard to argue otherwise. In addition to being a delicious mouthful, they can improve focus, energy and immunity. Packed full of nutrition, rich in vitamins and minerals, soaked in and from the soil and earth with no middle man (plant/stem/leaves), they are quite literally the most direct way of getting nutrients from the ground – a vessel that carries the nutrients from the rich forest floor to our digestive system. They contain powerful antioxidants and some are even known to contain probiotics that support a healthy gut microbiome. High in fibre and low in fat, they are also a great source of protein and B vitamins. Thank you, Earth, Mother Nature, for cultivating something so good for us and making it so tasty.


This book is a celebration of shrooms in the form of a collection of fun recipes for everyday life – bold, simple and packed full of flavour. There may be a stereotype that mushrooms are just the vegetarian option on a menu, or that every mushroom dish is destined to end up in the same dull brown and beige state, but I am excited to show you that this is simply not the case. These recipes celebrate the not-so-quiet brilliance of mushrooms.


The versatility of the shroom knows no bounds. They vary enormously in texture, from a chewy king oyster to the more delicate chanterelle, and can be incorporated into any part of a meal, including drinks and desserts!


Let’s talk about understanding umami. Since you appreciate the flavour of mushrooms, you’re halfway there. Umami is the fifth taste – alongside salty, sweet, bitter and sour. It is a deep savoury flavour that you can identify in Marmite, blue cheese and in mushrooms. It’s the food version of a tannin that makes you smack your tongue against the roof of your mouth and want another bite. I like to think of umami as the taste that makes you come back wanting more.


Umami is apparent in all mushrooms, but is stronger in some than others. For example, porcini and shiitake (especially when dried) give the biggest umami boost to a plate, whereas chestnut and button shrooms offer a more subtle umami hit, which is exaggerated when pan-frying or grilling.


Mushrooms are a great accompaniment. They sit beautifully on a plate of full English breakfast, grilled alongside a steak and even complement a sophisticated fish dish. But they don’t need to. They also stand on their own two feet.


Do mushrooms justice and make the dishes all about them! They deserve to be stars of the show and they truly have the bravado to carry a meal. Whether pride of place or on the side, mushrooms are a flavour maker. They enrich any table of food they grace with their presence.


Antonio Carluccio, in his book A Passion For Mushrooms, said, ‘There is nothing like a mushroom to fire the culinary imagination.’ He’s right! When thinking about dishes to put mushrooms into, I find myself rather undecided as to which of the endless possibilities of dishes to cook, as opposed to scratching my head and being at a loss for where to go.


Over the following pages, I would like to introduce mushrooms into places you may not have seen them before, but I assure you they fit in comfortably – such as tikka masala (page 78) or tacos (page 52). But we also cannot shy away from the fact that there’s a reason mushrooms are often paired with cheese, garlic and butter, and this is simply because these flavours enhance the earthy, umami flavours of which we are so fond. This gives us the age-old classics of vol-au-vents (page 26), mushroom stroganoff (page 104) and a host of delicious mushroom pasta dishes.


Through every recipe in this book, I keep to one unwavering principle, popularized by Shirley Conran in her 1975 book Superwoman: life is simply too short to stuff a mushroom!
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MUSHROOMS ARE MAGICAL


Mushrooms are amazing in their otherworldliness – yet they are one of the most wholesome worldly things possible.


The more I’ve delved into my mushroom infatuation, the more I have realized how many ears prick up when you mention mushrooms – I often get the response, ‘Oh I LOVE mushrooms!’ There’s that sparkle glimmering in someone’s eye when you bring up a chanterelle, the lips puckering when you utter the word ‘shiitake’. There must be something deep in the human mind that makes many of us find a mushroom as intriguing and addictive as we do. An unstoppable urge to look and admire, like when we spot a puppy, fumbling about on its wobbly legs. Something draws us to them.


The speed at which a mushroom grows is simply magic. They seem to pop up out of nowhere with no advance warning. I remember as a child seeing the freshly mowed lawn of our garden, and the next day, a field mushroom had sprouted, a good couple of inches higher than the grass. How quickly they appear in their strange forms with a shape unlike any other growing thing.


The forest floor, dappled with light, scattered with mushrooms, is an enchanted place. There’s a reason mushrooms and toadstools appear in many a fairytale, because of the delightful feeling that surrounds them. The look of a mushroom is so whimsical that it begins to write the story by itself – no wonder they feature so prominently in storytelling and folklore. The way they sit proudly among the fallen trees, mossy patches and piles of pine needles only heightens their mythical qualities. New and exciting life springing from the most unlikely settings. Stumbling upon a perfect specimen of a mushroom springing from the pine needles, it is almost as if it is made of porcelain.


The shape of fungi is iconic and immediately recognizable. Even those without a penchant for eating mushrooms might be known to be obsessed with their silhouette. And, because of its intrigue, it is used as a motif in many a man-made item … from cushions to coffee cups.


I look around my house, acknowledging somewhat that I am a mushroom enthusiast of sorts, and I notice mushroom depictions everywhere … on my bathroom wallpaper, in a framed illustration in my hall, on the front cover of several books on my bookshelf (and not only cookbooks but other non-fiction and fiction alike), and a giant Yayoi Kusama poster with psychedelic-looking mushroom figures halfway up my stairs. This is paraphernalia that I have been drawn to and collected over the years but not intentionally or even consciously.


My grandma used to make me a wonderful mushroom-themed birthday dessert – a large rectangular tray of bright lime-green jelly that she would turn out onto a board and would then top with banana halves for mushroom stalks and meringues for the caps. The visual of this tray of food was so effective that I’d ask for it year after year – it dramatically surpassed the butterfly cupcakes and Barbie dress dome cake that came before it. Lime jelly, banana and meringue were perhaps not the most likely flavour combination, but the beauty of the mushroom motif far outweighed this.


The attraction of shrooms only makes them even more pleasing to put on your plate. Their parasols are so enjoyable to observe and their cross-sections are something I will never tire of. The gills, stalks and caps are so aesthetically agreeable. Nature is endlessly cool – leaves and flowers are wonderful things. But mushrooms – surely there’s got to be some magic there (and no, not that kind!).










INGREDIENTS


Dried vs fresh


Like many other cooks and chefs around the world, I can be guilty of being sceptical of a ‘dried’ ingredient. Dried herbs? Nope. Unless it’s oregano, and I suppose in certain cases in Greek cuisine, mint, but apart from herbes de Provence, generally forget it. I have been known to turn my nose up at a stock cube in favour of the fresh liquid variety. Dried curry or bay leaves? Not interested. But this ends now – dried mushrooms are sometimes better than fresh. I use a mixture of dried and fresh mushrooms throughout my recipes. They cannot be used interchangeably as they give very different flavours and require different cooking techniques, but there is certainly a time and a place in the kitchen for dried mushrooms, and I’m going to tell you when.


Dried mushrooms tend to be punchier in their flavours and textures, whereas fresh ones can be more subtle. Where a rehydrated dried shiitake can be deliciously chewy, a fresh shiitake is soft and has little-to-no bite to it. Dried shiitake adds tons of deep, rich umami flavour to a dish, while fresh shiitake is great at absorbing other strong flavours such as teriyaki or miso.


And it’s worth buying the highest quality dried mushrooms you can afford. In Hong Kong, I’m told this is the dried shiitake, identifiable by the cracks on its cap like a crackle-glazed pot straight out the kiln. With dried porcini, search for the slices where you can still make out the shape of the specimen, rather than finely chopped or broken pieces.


SUBSTITUTING MUSHROOMS


All of the dishes in this book have been written and developed with particular mushrooms in mind. That’s not to say that you cannot use varieties interchangeably to a large extent, but it’s worth noting that its texture rather than flavour that has usually determined the way a mushroom is cooked. For example, enoki have such a distinct, almost crunchy texture when served in their bundles that they are not so fit for braising and may be wasted by finely chopping them.


VEGETARIAN INGREDIENTS


To keep the recipes all vegetarian friendly, I have used vegetarian alternatives for fish sauce, Worcestershire sauce and oyster sauce. If you are feeding meat eaters, please feel free to use the non-vegetarian versions, and even chicken stock when vegetable stock is called for. Mushrooms are a brilliant (and very planet-friendly) alternative to meat in so many ways, with their incredible nutritional aspects and knockout flavour, so you do not need meaty flavours to accompany them. However, if you already have the original versions of the products listed above, they will work just perfectly.



EGGS


All eggs used in the recipes are large (US extra-large) and free-range.


BUTTER


Always unsalted, unless specified otherwise.


CHEESE


I have included only vegetarian cheeses in the ingredient lists, as many cheeses contain rennet, which is an animal product. However, the replacements that you could use interchangeably, if not feeding a vegetarian, are as follows:


Pecorino (v) to Parmesan


Dolcelatte (v) to Gorgonzola


Emmental (v) to Comte


Cornish Brie (v) to Taleggio or Camembert


HERBS


Mushrooms and herbs are great friends. In her book The Flavour Thesaurus, Niki Segnit observes that ‘mushrooms feel at home with grassy herbs such as tarragon and parsley, but the woody herbs are their true kindred spirits’. You will notice I feature examples of both green herbs (such as chives, coriander/cilantro, parsley and tarragon) or woody herbs (such as thyme, rosemary and sage) in almost every recipe – these should always be fresh, not dried. The only exception would be the dried oregano that you’ll find in the recipes for Meatless meatballs (page 64) and Portobello mushroom moussaka (page 108).


SALT


As they do with any food, salty ingredients enhance the flavour of mushrooms. This is why mushrooms go so well with hard cheese, soy sauce, fish sauce, pickles, olives, nori, kombu and other seaweeds, since they are all sources of salt. When these salt makers are present in the ingredients list, know that you may not have to season the food additionally.


PEPPER


I favour freshly ground black pepper (from a peppermill) or sometimes finely ground white pepper. Go easy on the white pepper, though – a little goes a long way.


SUGAR


Use standard white or brown sugar unless otherwise specified.


OTHER INGREDIENTS AND OVEN TEMPERATURES


Most of the more unusual ingredients should be available from most large supermarkets, but if not, please try your local Asian grocery store. Finally, all oven temperatures are for fan ovens, so please adjust according to your oven if it is not fan-assisted.










THE MUSHROOM MANUAL


HOW TO CHOOSE A MUSHROOM


In the supermarket, mushrooms often come in packets. Always choose the packet with the least-visible condensation on the inside, as this can sometimes indicate the mushrooms have been in and out of the refrigerator or that they might be getting a bit soggy or slimy. If they are loose, choose the smoother-looking, firmer mushrooms; if they have become dry and wrinkled, they are less fresh and may lack oomph, and they won’t last very long in your refrigerator. If they have been sweating inside a packet, they may have a lingering dampness in their taste. When buying wild mushrooms, look for ones that are a little cleaner – if they are covered in dirt or forest debris, the likelihood is they might have some unwelcome tenants hunkering down in their caps. You will always have to clean some dirt off, but less is more.


HOW TO STORE A MUSHROOM


Remove it from any sweaty plastic packaging. Mushrooms are best kept in a brown paper bag, or in a bowl lined and loosely covered with paper towel. Like all fresh fruit or vegetables, fresh mushrooms deteriorate over time. Wild ones, especially, will be best in the first few days. Cultivated mushrooms will last 5–10 days if properly stored. Trust your nose – it can work out whether a mushroom is still good to eat. If it begins to smell damp, or even fishy, I’d argue that those are the flavours it’ll bring to your dish and are best avoided. A good mushroom smells earthy, subtle and sometimes nutty.


HOW TO CLEAN A MUSHROOM


Mushrooms should always be cleaned of dirt before cooking. How often have you read, ‘Clean your mushrooms … but not with water’ and been left feeling like a mushroom (kept in the dark!)? I’m here to tell you that ‘cleaning’ mushrooms does not refer to washing them, but to brushing them. You can do this very easily with a dry pastry brush or specialist ‘mushroom brush’ (or even an old toothbrush!) to remove any dirt from the caps and gills. If the stalk has stubborn dirt from where it met the earth, you can trim this off. It’s best not to wash your mushrooms in water, as they are very quick to absorb any moisture, and mud, dirt or debris is much easier to brush off a dry mushroom. Especially important: do not get them wet if you’re not planning to cook with them straight away, as they will go damp and soggy in the refrigerator. Sometimes a damp paper towel helps with the cleaning, but only if you’re not having much luck with a brush.


The only exception to the ‘do not wash’ rule is for morels, which should be thoroughly dunked and shaken about in a bowl of cold water, briefly, just before cooking, to encourage any insects to get lost! Once washed, shake in a colander and then pat the mushrooms dry before cooking.


Maggots sometimes like wild mushrooms, and quite honestly, who can blame them? If you’ve got a punnet of particularly muddy or mossy wild mushrooms, give them a once-over for any uninvited dinner guests while you brush them clean.



HOW TO PREPARE A FRESH MUSHROOM


How to prepare your mushrooms largely depends on how you will cook them – or not cook them, as the case may be. There are a plenty of occasions where I enjoy a raw chestnut or button mushroom (such as in the mushroom skewers recipe on page 29 and bistro salad on page 118), where the freshest mushrooms you can find, well cleaned, are best. In these cases, chopping or slicing should be left to the last minute, just before serving. If cooking mushrooms, only on a few occasions would I encourage you to leave a chestnut or button mushroom whole – this has a time and a place, but I believe they are a completely different beast when chopped or sliced. Finely sliced mushrooms are my favourite. I think the texture is best of all, and they make for a hugely appetizing plate of food. Finely chopped mushrooms are perfect when using mushrooms as a stuffing or filling (such as in the gyoza recipe on page 36).
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