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INTRODUCTION



To me, the art of flavour is an obsession. Understanding how flavour is created is fundamental to making food we love to eat. Years of tasting, testing and experimenting have led me to discover how to craft excellent food every time by using an orchestra of ingredients that come together to create a harmony of flavour. As cooks, it’s our job to balance these different tastes and make the flavours we love.


I have had so much fun on my journey with food, and I would like to share how my flavour obsession began.


[image: Illustration]


WHERE IT ALL BEGAN ...
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I wasn’t always familiar with the kitchen. I was brought up in the nineties and was extremely headstrong. I loved nothing more than a TV dinner made up of potato smiley faces, chicken nuggz and half a plate of tomato ketchup. We lived in America when I was young, and this is where I found my sweet tooth, when I was first introduced to Lucky Charms. For breakfast, I would insist on this high-energy, high-sugar cereal. I still love sugar and can admit I’m fully addicted; I still run around the flat full of energy until the inevitable sugar crash. Growing up, I noticed my mum didn’t reach for the sweets, chocolates or biscuits; she didn’t have a sugar monster inside her. Instead, while watching a movie, Mother would snack on unroasted, unsalted cashews or almonds. I found this strange. Why would she want to eat something without salt or sweetness? Then my dad, after a Sunday afternoon spent playing golf, would come back home to a cold beer and cheese and onion crisps – grim. Beer, bitter and intense, with the worst salty snack. I would wind him up by saying his breath smelled. We were all in the same environment, the same family, but we each had very different taste buds.
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My love of food didn’t start until I was a lot older, watching chefs like Gordon Ramsay on the telly working like dancers in the kitchen and producing dishes I could only imagine. Not knowing that in a few short years I would be working in one of his restaurants . . . I had never tasted food like these chefs made before, but I was intrigued. Food was my happy place; it brought art, science and, most importantly, passion together. However, I was not always a good cook. It took years of experimentation, reading many cookbooks. When all the kids were headed to the toy section of the department store, I’d be found in the middle of the kitchen department, wondering what all these gadgets and instruments did. I landed on baking, as many young teenage girls do. I would spend hours perfecting the macaron after many failed almond puddles, or trying to engineer cakes to look like ships or pigs. It was all about precision and science – and I could also go a bit crazy with glitter.
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EVERY DAY’S A SCHOOL DAY


At school, I was never great at English (I know, I’ve written a book – WTF!), but I loved science, maths and art. There was this new chef on TV called Heston Blumenthal, and he was using science in cooking, which I found fascinating. Learning about how cooking reactions occur on a molecular level and manipulating them to create something delicious – I was enthralled. Heston also playfully used flavour to create food memories. Later, while studying at Bristol, I was introduced to Peter Barham, who worked alongside Heston researching molecular gastronomy.


Following my formal education, and despite being warned against it by my friends and parents, I decided to follow my passion rather than my head. I landed my first chef role within the Gordon Ramsay Group while gaining my cooking qualifications. I thought my first experience with a professional kitchen would be creative, that I’d be making art, but you have none of that as an apprentice chef, and for a good reason. I have no clue what my ‘dish ideas’ would have been as a cocky twenty-two-year-old. I thought because I knew the theory of cooking, I could cook. But that’s 100 per cent not the case; this is where the real learning began. The lesson of balancing flavour. I began to taste for salt, amend with lemon juice and vinegar, and refine with sugar. At the time, I did not appreciate it because I was getting the night bus back to my family home outside the M25 (thanks, Mum, for all those times you picked me up at 2 or 3 in the morning). On a weekly basis I would accidentally cut a finger, cry and proceed to faint – the struggle for flavour was real. In the beginning, my seasoning was way off; however, slowly, I would get the sweet reward of a nod of approval – or even just no comment – from my head chef after handing him/her a tasting spoon of the sauce or purée I had just slaved over for hours.


SIX KEY PLAYERS


I discovered there are six key players in balancing a sauce or an overall dish: salty, sweet, spice, fat, tart and herby flavours. Different ingredients can be added to each of these flavours to change the balance. Add a bit more lemon juice for tarty flavour, balance it with olive oil or cream for fat; enhance all the flavours with salt, but not too much, and add spice for excitement, add sweetness for roundness and finish with soft herbs for floral notes. It was in an Asian-French restaurant, the second I’d worked in, that I first really got to grips with different misos, kombu, katsuobushi and shitake mushrooms. I began to understand the boldness and importance of the savoury taste: umami.


FOLLOW THE YELLOW BRICK ROAD


After two years, I decided the restaurant kitchen was not for me, and I left on my yellow brick road for dreams of a 9–5, a spreadsheet, a desk chair and a cup of instant coffee. I landed a job designing ready meals for retail. What sold it to me was that I was able to be creative. Working in restaurant kitchens as a lower level chef, you’re not allowed to create; that’s for the head chef. I was extremely impatient; I wanted to create food. If you don’t think this is sexy, fine, but I learned so much at my ‘boring’ 9–5, because UK ready meals do not allow the use of copious amounts of salt (thank you, government). As a chef, so much of what you’re taught comes back to ‘taste and season’, and then probably add some more salt; in ready meals you’re not allowed to do this. As my salt crutch was removed, I used my other six tastes to create flavourful food. These recipes were instructions followed to within 0.1g, and manufactured to create 6 tonnes of tikka masala sauce in a day, so they had to be correct. This is where I honed my understanding of the balance of spice. My teacher was Ren Patel, the spice queen herself. She would use spice like an artist, using base-note spices like turmeric, cumin and coriander during the beginning of cooking so they have time to marry with the other ingredients, and flavouring with high-note spices like cinnamon and garam masala at the end, just like finishing a classic French butter sauce with lemon juice.
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I loved Asian flavours and wanted to learn more. What better way to do this than to book a one-way ticket to Japan and spend the year working, travelling, cooking and eating my way across East and South East Asia? I got to learn about all kinds of different ingredients, noticing how the gochujang in Seoul and doubanjiang in Xi’an have similar characteristics, and the XO sauce in Hong Kong and the rayu in Osaka played similar roles in dishes. However, I linked these ingredients by flavour rather than by region.
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FLAVOUR BALANCE


You have this book so I’m guessing you’re into Asian flavours as well. My aim is to introduce you to the art of balancing flavour, to show you how to taste your ingredients, adjust recipes and add to the overall flavour profile of a dish.


When you know how flavour works and feel the urge to add a little chilli oil to your spag bol or kimchi to your big mac, that’s totally okay. If it’s yummy for you, or whoever you’re cooking for, that’s all that matters.


The scientific foundation of this book is based on my own food science journey. The beauty of science is that new theories are always emerging and hypotheses are being proven or disproven. I encourage you to challenge the theory of the science and conduct your own home experiments.


I am not pretending that these recipes are traditional. If they were, you would need to go to these individual villages and towns and find scarce, specific ingredients your local supermarket doesn’t stock. Instead, over years of testing and refining recipes, I have added the minimum amount of ingredients to get the maximum flavour in the most efficient way for home cooks. If you can’t find a specific ingredient, there are substitutes. There are shortcuts and hacks, so if you want to make your dumplings and wrappers, that is cool; however, if you want to buy some ready-made, that’s fine too. I understand that sometimes we have 90 minutes to create something exquisite, but other times we only have 10 minutes. After reading and cooking these recipes, you will have learned how to train your palate to notice a dish’s flavour and balance. One of the most important techniques I can teach you is to taste as you go along and keep on tasting, spoon pot at the ready. Amend and adjust and make notes. This book is your personal recipe journal, here to help you on your journey to cook for your taste.
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Welcome to your Taste Kitchen






What is taste and what is flavour?



We’ve all heard of taste and taste buds, right? There are five tastes you sense through your tongue, and that you can only taste on your tongue.


However, we often hear the terms flavour and taste used inter-changeably, when actually flavour is completely multisensory and encompasses everything from smell, sight and sound to touch, memory and feeling. It’s really hard to describe flavour because it’s our brain piecing together a puzzle with missing information, while our memory and expectation fills in the gaps. Flavour is a multi-sensory complex phenomenon. Research psychologist Charles Spence has heavily researched this topic and coined the term gastrophysics.


The five basic tastes – sweet, sour, bitter, salty and umami – can be detected by your tongue. It was previously reported that different parts of the tongue detect different tastes; however, this is widely believed to have been disproven and many believe the tongue map to be false.


COULD YOU BE PAID TO EAT?


All the tongue’s receptors can taste all the basic tastes. The receptors are mainly on the edges of the tongue with none in the middle. You might have heard of supertasters, the people that have high sensitivity to bitter flavours. If you are a supertaster, you could have the prerequisites to become a professional taster, people who taste chocolate or coffee as their job and have their tongue insured for millions of pounds. If you’re dreaming about being paid to eat chocolate all day and wonder if you’re a supertaster, it is generally tested by sensitivity to bitter compounds. So, if you hate Brussels sprouts, coffee or 90 per cent dark choc, you could be a supertaster. There is also found to be a link between psychopathic tendencies and bitter and spicy food, although I don’t believe one is caused by the other . . . Our mood can affect flavour too: when you’ve had a meal with your family and there’s an argument at the dining table, no matter the flavour, the food will not taste as good and will often leave a bitter taste on your tongue.
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SMELLS DELICIOUS


You might associate flavour with the taste on your tongue; however, the majority of the flavour actually comes from receptors in our nose, the olfactory receptors. If you describe a food as smoky, fruity or herbal you are actually using the olfactory receptors to sense the flavour of these volatile compounds. There is a simple way to test your nose receptors: by eating a jelly bean and holding your nose tightly closed, you will taste the sweetness but little else. Once you release your nose, the flavour of the lemon, strawberry or grape come into play. We smell by two methods, breathing the aroma in, then once again when we have chewed the food releasing different compounds. For example, have you ever wondered why blue cheese smells bad but once you allow it to melt on your tongue its umami creaminess is delicious? Or how the smell of a bag of freshly ground coffee is very different to the end cup?


We can distinguish more than a trillion different odours, and we generate new scent neurons every few weeks to make sure our sense is in good working order. However, as we age, we tend to lose our sense of smell.


We all taste and smell differently. This is most prevalent in the coriander phenomenon – do you find it soapy or fragrant? Our unique genetics are responsible for the majority of us sensing that coriander is fragrant; however, if you believe it tastes like soap this is a clear example of us perceiving flavour differently.


Smell evokes powerful emotion, and is also used in various successful marketing strategies. There’s a reason you can smell Subway from down the street, or you’ll know if you’re ever near an Abercrombie & Fitch store. The majority of money made by a cinema is from the concessions sold, not the tickets. There’s a reason the first thing you notice is the smell of the popcorn. If you’re a little bit hungry, smell can also trigger you to get hangry when you walk past a Maccy D’s.
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LOOKS AS GOOD AS IT TASTES


Even more powerful is the way our brain processes sight. The way food looks heavily impacts the perceived flavour, and looking at food makes us salivate, which is in turn flavour-inducing. Ugly food doesn’t make us hungry. There’s a reason why there is so much food porn on social media. It’s scary that there is a link between BMI and people that view unhealthy food on social media; it could be because these people (myself included) are scrolling through oozing egg yolks and dripping burgers rather than putting their running shoes on. The trick to perceived flavour is making food look enticing, and the trick on social media is to make it look high energy and in motion, which makes it look fresh – #yolkporn ticks both boxes! Check my Egg and Bacon Nasi Goreng for an example of this (p. 138).


Flavour perception through viewing food is based on food memories: if you’ve never tasted a raspberry before but you know how strawberries and blackberries taste, then you could assume the raspberry would be tart, sweet and fruity, and you would be correct. You do this all the time subconsciously. Therefore, with this theory we can find a link between colour and flavour: pinkish-red can be sweet while light yellow-green is sour and light blue is salty. There is also a link between shapes and flavours. We generally link more angular shapes to sour, spicy and salty food, hence why pubs serve their salted chips on a black slate. In contrast, round, unthreatening shapes are more associated with rich, fatty, sweet food. Generally, we like colour contrast in plating, so if you’re serving a vanilla panna cotta maybe choose a darker plate or make a strawberry sauce to go with it.


CRISPY OR FRIED?


Crunchy and crispy are the terms most used by marketing companies to make us buy food; think ‘crispy chicken tenders’ instead of ‘fried’. Watch Super Size Me 2 to find out more. We love crunchy food because we associate crunch with freshness – it’s so much more satisfying to break a crispy Pringle than bend a stale one. We actually hear the crunch rather than feel it; it’s conducted through our jaw bones and through the air if our mouth is open. It’s the same as when bubbles pop in a fizzy drink. Crunch is correlated to high energy-density foods as the majority of crunchy food has been dehydrated quickly in oil (frying) rather than the low and slow dry heat dehydration.
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Like we associate different colours with different sounds, we also pair higherpitched sounds with sweeter flavours and lower notes with bitter, deeper flavour. Food would not be quite the same without sound. Think of bacon sizzling in a pan; next time you’re cooking bacon or mushrooms listen for this sound of the steam evaporating. As the sizzle noises change, this is the last of the water turning to vapour and then the heat increases, rising to temperatures that caramelise the sugars and proteins. Use all your senses when cooking: hear the pan as well as watch it.


The dish most famously paired with sounds is Heston Blumenthal’s ‘Sounds of the Sea’. One of the first dining experiences to use sonic seasoning, an iPod played seaside sounds while you ate the dish, transporting you to a British seaside town with seagulls and crashing waves. This was so innovative for the time and is one of the reasons I became a chef. The dish evolved out of an experiment executed by Charles Spence and Heston, who looked at how the flavour of egg and bacon ice cream changed by playing bacon sizzling sounds and farmyard music; unsurprisingly the ice cream tasted more eggy when listening to farmyard sounds, and more bacony when the sound of sizzling bacon was played, even though this was the same ice cream. A further experiment was conducted eating oysters with farmyard music and sounds of the British seaside; the oysters eaten with seaside sounds were found to be more pleasant. I interpreted this dish on MasterChef and was lucky enough to taste it for myself this year, which was like being in a time capsule and showed the evolution of multisensory dining.


FEELING OUR FOOD


Burgers are great, yes? They’re indulgent, high-cal deliciousness. However, we also eat them with our hands (well, most of us; those knife and fork burger-eaters need to have a long hard look at themselves in the mirror). We feel the brioche bun squish in our hands and the juicy burger might spill a few drips on our neck-tucked napkin, or a bit of sauce may cover the side of your chin; this is all the experience of tactile flavour.
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We feel the texture of food as we chew (masticate) and feel the food breaking down. Some people might like the flavour of foods like mushrooms, but the texture can sometimes be a problem. We feel viscosity with our tongue, like rich velvety sauces or ice creams. Generally, the increase in viscosity reduces the amount we detect volatile compounds.
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The trigeminal system detects pain, the sense that’s used when you feel a pan is burning hot, and can sense on your tongue when a food is spicy or minty. Personally, I can’t handle super minty toothpastes, but my spice tolerance goes up to a Nando’s medium heat before I need to reach for the sour cream and chive.
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OUR FOOD MEMORIES


A sense that we don’t normally think about impacting flavour is our memory. Have you tried to feed a child green peas? Because they hate broccoli, which is also green, they predict they will taste the same so they won’t like the peas. This is our expectation of flavour, and it plays a part when people won’t try different foods because of their memory of something similar which they found disagreeable. We are born liking the sweet umami flavours found in breast milk, however we naturally avoid salty, sour, bitter and spicy foods. Some of our flavour preferences are learned during the latter stages of pregnancy, while we’re still in the womb. How we know whether we like or dislike a food is down to our recollection of the flavour. We learn that some foods or drinks deliver sugar, fat or alcohol to the body and therefore learn to like certain foods. For example, when you had that first sip of beer you might not have thought it tasted so great, however we generally like the effect it has on our evenings so learn to like the bitter drink.


Our memory helps us choose dishes on a menu that we predict we’ll enjoy and is key to how we recall our likes and dislikes. It has been researched that we recall the beginning and end of a meal far more than the dishes served in the middle, and we forget the meal flavours fairly easily. We remember social and theatrical events more than the flavours in a dish. If you want to make a great memorable meal try serving something shocking, funny or exciting or entertain for a birthday, anniversary and Christmas.


I love trying new flavours, that’s what inspires me. I encourage you to taste the dishes with your tongue, nose, eyes, ears, (clean) fingers and memory and be open to tasting and cooking differently.






What’s your taste?



We all have different personality types that we recognise, and so do our taste buds. However, we often don’t take time to think about how we use flavour to give ourselves maximum enjoyment. Each of us enjoys flavours differently. The problem is that the majority of us do not understand which individual flavours are going to satisfy and tantalise our own unique palates.


Taste buds are the receptors that trigger the sensation of taste, and they are part of what make up our palate, or flavour worlds. Our palate can change with our mood or even the weather, and we can also have more than one palate. We all have different flavour worlds and experience flavours differently; for example, women can differentiate smells better than men and you lose your sense of smell as you age. The dishes in the book are therefore grouped by flavour profile and emotion. My aim is for you to cook more confidently, using these flavours in your everyday cooking.


WHAT’S YOUR PALATE?


The flow chart opposite will guide you towards your palate type; however, please remember this is just a guide and your palate is not fixed; you may find that you enjoy a combination of flavours that work for you.


The tastes are split into six types. Later on, I will show you how different flavours can create balanced dishes to satisfy these six palates. Some of the recipes featured in this book may include several prominent flavours at once, but once you understand the six palates and your own preferences, you’ll be able to dial up or down your ingredients to suit you and make each recipe individual to you.


[image: Illustration]





TARTY
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Tarty is about bold, cheeky flavour. When you have added a little too much lime to your Sunday smashed avo and you feel the sides of your cheeks tingle with the sharp acidity – that’s Tarty. It’s flavour that literally makes you smile. You’ll find sour Disco Pickles (p. 158), Gunpowder Pots (p. 168) and tangy Yuzu Lemon Tart(ish) (p. 183).







SPICE MASTER
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The king or queen of the local curry house, the Spice Master can order a vindaloo or even a phall without breaking a sweat. The Spice Master loves an Aubergine Vindaloo (p. 92), a Chilli Oil (p. 50) (whack it on!), and raging hot Tteok-Bokki (Korean-Inspired) Spicy Cheesy Rice Cakes p. 82). Spice doesn’t just come in chillies; you can also find a milder heat in radish, watercress, rocket and ginger.







COMFORT
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Comfort is all that you crave on a cold evening or after a big night out. We’re talking indulgent food that hugs you from the inside. This is one of my favourite palates: it’s Cuddly Dan Dan Noods (p. 136), My Squishy Bao buns (p. 140), and the BBBR (Brown Butter Basmati Rice, p. 130).








REFINED
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Refined is a grown-up flavour, with hints of bitterness and herby flavour. If you like a dark green leafy veg, you’ll love the Crispy Kale and Squash with Satay Sauce (p. 200), and if you don’t think coriander tastes like soap, there’s Spicy Green Fish Cakes (p. 204), Coriander and Coconut Chicken Curry (p. 208) or Green Curry Mussels (p. 206).







KIDDISH
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If you can down a bag of gummy bears in one like me, your tastes are a bit kiddish. I’m not calling you childish; there’s no shame in loving ice cream! It’s all about sweet food; not necessarily overthe-top sweet candyfloss, but high-colour, high-energy food. You’re into a Korean Fried Chicken Burger (p. 64) with bright red gochujang glaze, or fluffy Japanese Cheesecake (p. 72), and you always lick the bowl clean. Welcome to Kiddish.







DARK HORSE
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Dark Horse is a savoury flavour that is the background to most cooking. We’re all secretly addicted to this flavour, even if you don’t know it yet! The Dark Horse is deep, rich Fish Sauce Chicken Wings (p. 228); Shitake Okonomiyaki (p. 232) and deep Cheat XO Sauce (p. 255).









How to use this book



I urge you to deep dive into each chapter. As you start to cook some of these recipes you’ll get an understanding of each palate. You’ll notice that the recipes in each of the chapters rely on broadly similar ingredients so that your weekly shop will be a little easier, whether you’re cooking for a Spice Master or a connoisseur of Refined flavours.


THE FLAVOUR WHEEL


With each recipe there is a corresponding flavour wheel. The wheel depicts the balance of flavour for each recipe. I have designed each recipe to be suited to the palate in that chapter and so they are delicious as is, but the beauty of all the recipes is that they can be adapted to suit every taste.


You have started to delve into your individual palate. When cooking a recipe from Taste Kitchen, I would like you to decide how your taste buds are feeling today and be mindful of your flavour world. Each ingredient within the recipe will play a part in the balance of flavour of that recipe. In each recipe, there will be a stage where I mention ‘taste adjust’. At this moment I want you to pause, take your spoon, dunk it into the sauce you’re cooking and taste. Think about the flavour, and which ingredients are playing a certain role in the flavour balance. Chilli adds heat but that can be balanced with fat, like cream, or acid, like lemon, and you always need depth from savoury flavours, like soy or miso (umami bombs). Within each wheel section you will find an ingredient that is providing the flavour for each palate in that recipe. If you’ve tasted your sauce and decided you want something more Tarty, whack a bit more acid in; more Spice Master, sprinkle in the chilli; more Kiddish, load in the sugar. I want each recipe to be yours so that you start to think like a Taste Kitchen cook and learn to question the recipes that you’ve been cooking for years.
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Remember, the balance of flavour is an art and training your palate takes time. You won’t get it right the first time, but that’s okay, you’ll get another chance tomorrow. It’s a journey and, if you’re like me, you weren’t born a great cook. I cooked and tasted and cooked again. It took years to train my palate.


My aim is to shortcut this training and guide you through flavour: learning the art of salting, building depth in rich umami layers and how to add a squeeze of lime juice at the very last minute to lift all the other flavours.


Fancy


Some recipes are a little bit fancier than others – they are extra special because they take a little more effort or have a few more ingredients. I want you to save these recipes for when you have more time or someone to impress.


QR CODES


There are certain skills that I would like to teach you but that might not be as easy to describe in words or with pictures. Personally, I’m a visual learner, so I need a video. Scan the QR code to gain that skill and up your cooking game.
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GIVE IT A TRY!!


THE SAUCE


Sauces, or condiments, are your secret powerhouse to add a flavour punch to any dish. They have the ability to lift a dish and make it super enjoyable for any fussy eater. I love condiments so channel your inner condiment king or queen and make your own. You’ll find my favorite condiment recipes near the back of the book. If you don’t have time to whip up a chutney there are now so many great quality sauces you can grab from the local markets.


COMMUNITY


Okay, so now that you have this book you’ll see that I’ve tried to write it with your questions in mind, adding extra nuggets of information where possible. However, there might be something you’re confused about or you need to know where to get an ingredient. Fear not! Hit me a comment on my social media @chefphilli and I’ll try to answer where possible. But can I ask a favour? If you see a question from a fellow Taste Kitchen cook in the comments, help them out if you know the answer.






Taste Kitchen: Pantry



If you’re in the supermarket and you can’t find a particular ingredient, or if you’re simply not a fan of something, don’t worry, there’s always a substitute. I’ve tried to keep the ingredient list fairly simple throughout the recipes, only calling for specific ingredients where absolutely necessary. Listing ingredients into specific palates will give you an insight into how each flavour profile is driven by certain ingredients.


The ingredients in bold are the ingredients that are pretty much essential and that I always have to hand. They’re not listed below, but you should always have some shallots, onions and garlic at the ready too!




KIDDISH


White sugar or caster sugar or rock sugar


Brown sugar, jaggery or palm sugar


Honey or maple syrup


Mirin or 1:1 ratio white rice vinegar and sugar


Kejap manis or Sticky Soy Glaze (p. 248) Hoisin sauce







SPICE MASTER


Fresh chillies, red and green


Thai chillies or rocket finger chillies Dried chilli powder, chilli flakes, whole dried chillies or gochugaru


Sriracha or Funky Chilli Sauce (p. 249) Sichuan peppercorns, sancho pepper or Sichuan oil


Philli’s Chilli Oil (p. 250) or shop-bought Chilli oil or Lao Gan Ma chilli crisp


Gochujang or 1:1 ratio miso and sriracha Galangal, horseradish or ginger Doubanjiang


Togarashi or 1:1 ratio chilli powder and sesame seeds








COMFORT



Tahini or peanut butter or any nut butter


Cooking oils: vegetable oil, rapeseed oil, canola oil, sunflower oil or peanut oil


Dressing oils: olive oil or sesame oil, truffle oil or cold-pressed rapeseed oil


Coconut milk, coconut cream or soy cream


Butter, ghee, coconut oil or goose fat


Rice flour or glutinous rice flour


Cornflour, potato starch or tapioca starch


Sesame seeds or nuts


Fresh noodles (p. 96), soba noodles, udon noodles, egg noodles or rice noodles







TARTY


Rice vinegar or Chinese black vinegar


White wine vinegar or white vinegar


Sake


Tamarind or lime juice


Lime or lemon juice


Yuzu or lemon juice


Shaoxing wine or sherry


Lemongrass or lemon zest


Kafir lime leaves or lime zest







REFINED


Spring onions, chives or garlic chives


Coriander


Thai basil, holy basil or basil


Parsley


Mint


Curry leaves


Shiso leaves







DARK HORSE


White miso or red miso


Fish sauce or shrimp paste


Parmesan cheese or pecorino


Soy sauce or tamari


Dried shitake mushrooms or porcini powder


MSG, nutritional yeast or katsuobushi









Put down the tiny knife



[image: Illustration]


Not many people talk about which knives are actually used in professional kitchens, and, let me be honest, there are too many times when I go over to a friend’s house and they’re using a steak knife for butternut squash: it makes me want to scream into a pillow.


There are a few essentials that every home chef needs in their set. I have a whole collection of knives because certain knives do certain jobs in cooking but there are actually only two or three I use daily. And please, always use a sharp knife – there will be fewer accidents and less blood spilt!


THE COOK’S BABY


I find knives a bit like shoes or cars; the more expensive they are the more beautiful they tend to be, but also the more love, care and attention they need. You wouldn’t use a Ferrari for the school run or an off-road adventure; likewise, you’ll want to be careful not to chip or blunt your knife by using it for the wrong reason, nor would you let it rust.


Every knife has great qualities and drawbacks. European-style knives like Henckels, Sabatier, Dick and Wüstof have an edge between 20–40 degrees. They’re made from super tough steel, which means they’re hard and resistant to scratching and damage. However, a Japanese-style knife is made by layering Damascus steel and is a lot thinner and sharper at around 15–25 degrees. It can easily slice through any vegetable and meat, damaging the ingredient less, but it can be prone to chips so must be stored carefully and sharpened more regularly.


There is less force needed when slicing across versus chopping vertically as you are slicing through cells rather than using the chopping force. The force needed for chopping is twice as much as is needed for slicing sideways, because slicing creates a microscopic serrated surface and the roughness catches, causing friction to generate a shearing force. However, some ingredients are prone to fracturing – like cheese or carrots – so require a chopping force; do not use your baby on ingredients like these unless you want a blunt knife. A blunt knife edge only relies on chopping force so more energy is needed, and accidents are more likely.


I would invest in an 18–25cm/7–10in chef’s knife you love. When I got my first Japanese knife I went into a real shop and held different knives in my hand to feel the weight of the knife, the size and how it feels in your cutting style. When you have the perfect knife in your hand, you’ll know it feels right.


THE MVP


I’ll let you in on a little secret: in just about every professional kitchen the knife that gets used the most only costs around £40, and many chefs use it as their main knife. The Victorinox pastry knife is probably the most versatile, most-used knife I own; it’s great for your Sunday brunch, slicing a pie, cutting through pork crackling, as well as dicing an onion. The serrated blade stays sharp for ages and saws through cells quickly and easily so is super efficient. Ideally you should use a beautifully sharp Japanese blade for herbs, but if I don’t have anything sharp to hand this knife always does a great job.


PARING KNIFE


It’s not completely essential but I do love a paring knife for opening packets, removing garlic cloves and other little, fiddly jobs.


THE WORKHORSE


This is probably a knife that gets overlooked. You need a knife in your selection that’s heavy and capable of chopping through that thick butternut and breaking through joints of chicken. A knife that will take the hit and effectively protect your beautiful cook’s baby. A real workhorse: give it a quick swish on a knifehoning steel then crack on.


MANDOLINE


I use a mandoline to get a really fine slice. No matter how good your knife skills are, it’s quicker and easier, and produces more consistent results, to use a mandoline to slice something super thin. Caveat: they’re a little dangerous so always use a guard. If you don’t want to invest in one you can use a speed peeler for turning carrots into ribbons.


[image: Illustration]


CHOPPING BOARD


So now you have a great knife. Great! But if you have a crappy chopping board, your knife is going to suck pretty quickly, dulling the sharp edge. A thick wooden chopping board about 40cm/16in wide will be your friend and keep your kitchen organised. The second-best option here would be soft plastic, like those used in professional kitchens, as they can be bunged in the dishwasher. I generally use a wooden board for most prep and then swap to a plastic for raw meat preparation. I never use a glass or granite chopping board as they are harder than your knife and therefore blunt the edge very quickly.


WHETSTONE/KNIFE STEEL


It is vitally important to keep your knives in good condition and ensure they are sharp. Always keep them dry to prevent rust and rub a little oil on the blade with kitchen paper after it has dried.


To sharpen I normally use a whetstone in between sending them to a knife sharpening service. Sharpening stones have different grits; the higher the number the finer the grit. I use a combination stone, 1000–3000 to get the edge and 6000 to polish and finish. You start with a medium grit to get a knife edge and then polish it to refine the edge.


Coarse stones – less than 1000 grit


Medium stones – between 1000 and 3000 grit


Finishing stones – between 4000 and 8000 grit


I also use a diamond steel or ceramic knife sharpener just to keep my knife sharp throughout the day.


HOW TO SHARPEN YOUR KNIFE


[image: Illustration]






Set yourself up for success



The main difference I see between a professional chef and a home cook is a little organisation. Now this comes with time in the kitchen, but there are a few shortcuts that I would love you to try out and see how efficient your cooking becomes.


THE SPOON POT


In every pro kitchen you’ll find that next to a chef’s workspace there’s a pot of spoons. This is because the chef is always tasting and you should be too. Flavour is about balance, and these recipes will help you understand that, but you need to taste as this is the fundamental technique of all cooking. Before you next start cooking, make sure you place some spoons inside a cup of water to keep them clean. Then taste, taste and taste again.


DOUBLE SALT PIG


Salt is the backbone of flavour. Always have both fine salt and flaky salt to hand to make sure you’re seasoning and building layers throughout your cooking process with fine salt, and then finishing with flaky salt.


J-CLOTH


These little cloths are excellent. Use a damp cloth underneath your chopping board to make sure it’s secure, and a second folded one to wipe down your chopping board and the blade of your knife in between jobs. Also, if you want to rest a piece of meat, whack it on a clean J-cloth to stop it dripping everywhere.


MICROPLANE


Probably my second most-used piece of kitchen equipment. If you’re mincing garlic or ginger – which I do a lot – I always use a microplane. It’s just a quick grate straight into the pan and the clean-up is super quick, rather than faffing around with those garlic presses. It’s also great for zesting lemons or limes, shaving Parmesan or, if you’ve accidentally burnt the edge of a tart or pork skin, just taking off the burnt bit.
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