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At the age of nineteen, Kenny McGovern was diagnosed with ‘social anxiety disorder’ and eventually became too ill to carry on working. As the years passed, he became almost housebound as a result of his illness and as such lost touch with many parts of life which, although enjoyable, are often taken for granted. Simple pleasures such as buying a nice sandwich from a local café or going out for a meal became impossible for him to do.


As a result of this, and because of his love of food and cooking, he eventually took to trying to recreate many of his favourite shop-bought foods at home. ‘If I can’t go to McDonalds, I’ll make my own,’ was his philosophy. Over a period of five years or more he tested and tweaked many, many recipes, his new hobby quickly building into an obsession.


In 2010, Kenny decided to publish some selected recipes in his first book The Takeaway Secret. It became an instant bestseller, following word-of-mouth recommendations on the Internet.


With huge support and encouragement from readers, his confidence has grown, along with his food obsession. As a result, Kenny once more ventured out into the world, researching and learning about the historic links between street food and local people and the recent upsurge in the modern, exciting and vibrant street food culture. His next book, The Street Food Secret, was released in 2017, quickly followed by The American Diner Secret in 2019 and The Indian Takeaway Secret in 2021. Kenny’s passion for recreating delicious takeaway/restaurant and street food-style dishes remains as strong as ever!
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NOTES ON THE RECIPES


Eggs used throughout the book are medium-sized eggs.


Any neutral-flavoured vegetable oil may be used (I typically use sunflower oil).


To thicken stir-fry sauces and soups, a mix of potato starch and water is indicated in recipes. Mix this well before use and add when soups or sauces are at a medium rolling boil, stirring the mix in thoroughly to ensure a thickened sauce without any lumps. When cooking several dishes, ensure you have more potato starch/water mix than you feel you need, in order to ensure that you don’t run out while dishes are simmering.


When purchasing spices, try not to buy more than you need for the foreseeable future – fresh spices will add great flavour to your dishes while older spices will have lost some of their flavour and aroma over time.


Oven temperatures relate to conventional ovens – for fan-assisted ovens, the cooking time should be reduced slightly, or the cooking temperature lowered by 20°C.


Most of the recipes in this book can be scaled up or down as desired, providing the quantity ratios remain consistent. However, when cooking curry sauces, proper reduction of the sauce is desired, so I suggest cooking one portion at a time.
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INTRODUCTION



Chinese takeaway food regularly comes top in studies of the UK’s most beloved fast-food cuisines, and if you’ve experienced it, you’ll know why. With flavours ranging from savoury to spicy, to sweet and sour and all that falls between, there’s something for everyone on a Chinese takeaway or restaurant menu.


Despite being classed as fast food, UK takeaway chefs work tirelessly day and night in order to create the wide variety of dishes they offer. Preparing ingredients, marinating meats, cooking stocks and sauces all take time, so you can be sure that the staff in your local takeaway are hard at work long before opening time comes around. Luckily for you, whether as a customer in your local outlet or as a budding chef in your own kitchen, with prior preparation taken care of, it takes just minutes to dish up all manner of tasty treats.


As well as making classic dishes that have been known and loved for generations, such as curry, sweet and sour or satay, Chinese takeaways are ever-evolving and in recent years the rise in popularity of ‘salt and chilli’-style dishes has been huge. In order to keep up with the latest offerings and to pick up inspiration as well as a tasty meal, be sure to pay a regular visit to your local takeaway.


Suitably inspired and heading for the kitchen, you’ll soon find that Chinese takeaway-style food is amongst the most fun to cook. With ingredients and a hot wok at the ready, delicious dishes can be produced in a matter of minutes. I hope the recipes in this book will help you to recreate some of your fast-food favourites.










EQUIPMENT



Carbon-steel wok – A good-quality carbon-steel wok is relatively inexpensive and will, if seasoned and cared for correctly, last a lifetime. These woks can sustain extremely high heat, offering the famous ‘wok hei’, or ‘breath of the wok’, to stir-fried dishes.


Deep-fat fryer – When deep-frying, ensuring your oil reaches and maintains the desired temperature results in food that’s crispy and delicious without being greasy. To that end, a good deep-fat fryer can be useful. A wok or large saucepan filled a third full of oil will do the same job; however, it’s worth investing in a temperature probe in order to monitor your oil’s temperature. (See page 21 for advice on deep-frying.)


Non-stick wok – While a well-seasoned carbon-steel wok is suitable for high-temperature cooking and gives flavourful results, a good-quality non-stick wok is also useful for some dishes, particularly omelettes and foo yung dishes. If you’re new to stir-frying, it’s not a bad idea to use a non-stick wok until your confidence grows, at which point you may prefer to try a carbon-steel version.


Rice cooker – I cooked rice for over twenty years without using a rice cooker, having always been perfectly happy with the results I got from cooking in a saucepan on the hob. When I look back on it, I’m surprised that I didn’t get one sooner, especially considering how many kitchen gadgets I’m so easily tempted to invest in. Having now purchased a rice cooker, I can say with confidence that it’s an excellent addition to any kitchen (as if you needed me to tell you that – millions of Chinese, Thai, Malaysian and Vietnamese cooks aren’t wrong!). As well as the added convenience of a timer and ‘keep warm’ settings, a good rice cooker produces perfect rice every time, with the bonus of leaving your hob space free for stir-fry dishes.


Steamer – Bamboo steamer sets are inexpensive and can be used in a wok for steaming siu mai (Chinese dumplings). The gentle heat results in deliciously soft dumplings.


Wok brush – A well-seasoned carbon-steel wok needs nothing more than hot water and a scrub with a wok brush after cooking.


Wok ladle – A ladle is ideal for stirring in the potato-starchand-water mix to thicken soups and stir-fry sauces.


Wok stirrer – A flat ‘shovel’-type stirrer is useful for tossing food in the wok.










HOW TO CHOOSE, SEASON AND USE A CARBON-STEEL WOK



Non-stick woks and frying pans come in all shapes and sizes nowadays and I’ve certainly used a few of them over the years with good results. If you’re serious about stir-frying, however, investing in a proper carbon-steel wok is a smart decision. If you’ve cooked with non-stick pans often, you’ll know that over time the coating inevitably wears off, making cooking difficult and risking the possibility of some of that coating going into the food you intend to eat (which is far from ideal). A properly-seasoned wok creates a natural non-stick layer which ensures you can cook over a high heat with consistent results over time. Even more importantly, a carbon-steel wok can withstand high heat which can add great flavour to your meals.


Choosing a carbon-steel wok


Most carbon-steel woks are suitable for all hob types, but do check before buying. Woks come in various sizes, with either a round-bottom or flat-bottom finish. For home use, a flat bottom is the one to choose; round-bottom woks typically are intended for use over the gas burners in takeaway and restaurant kitchens. When it comes to choosing the size of your wok, it’s best to go for something in the small to medium range. For one-portion cooking (which is ideally how you want to stir-fry anyway), a flat-bottomed 30cm carbon-steel wok is ideal. The wok heats quickly and holds its heat so well that each portion cooks in just a few minutes so it’s easy to prepare 3–4 portions one after the other if need be. Of course, if you have a larger hob you can choose a larger wok to suit your own needs. Expect to pay £8–£10 for a good-quality carbon-steel wok from Chinese supermarkets, or a little more online. To accompany your wok, you might choose to purchase a wok stirrer for cooking and a wok brush for cleaning.


Seasoning your carbon-steel wok


When you’ve got your carbon-steel wok, you’ll have to season it before you begin to cook with it. This essentially means burning off the manufacturer’s coating, which is on the wok, cleaning the wok out and heating it with oil to form a natural non-stick layer. A good seasoning on your wok will give you a pan that you can use again and again. In fact, the performance of the wok should even improve over time with extended use.


Step 1:


Give the wok a good clean in hot soapy water, rinse and dry completely. This is the one and only time you’ll use washing-up liquid on your wok – from this point on it should require nothing more than water, heat and a scrub with a wok brush.


With the carbon-steel wok washed and fully dried, open any nearby doors and / or windows and put the wok on the hob over a high heat. This is much easier to do on a gas-flame hob, but with time and patience it’s possible to do it on a ceramic, electric or induction hob also. This process creates a lot of smoke and a noticeable aroma, it is unpleasant but an important part of seasoning your wok. As the wok gets hot, you’ll see it begin to change colour and appear to blacken. Tilt the pan over the high heat until all the coating is removed and the surface of the pan has changed colour – this will take a few minutes. When the coating has burnt off completely, remove the wok from the heat and set aside to cool. Rinse the wok out with water and a wok brush, dry completely again and return the pan to the hob. Switch the heat on low for 5 minutes in order to help ensure the wok is completely dry before moving on to Step 2 of the seasoning process.


Step 2:


Slice a selection of stir-fry vegetables (onions, spring onions, garlic, ginger, peppers, etc.). Heat the wok over a medium heat until it just begins to smoke. Add 1 tablespoon vegetable oil and the prepared vegetables and stir-fry for 15–20 minutes, until the vegetables are almost burnt. The idea here is simply to spread the hot oil around the wok and the vegetables will be discarded, so feel free to use old/inexpensive stir-fry vegetables. Again, you’ll notice the wok change in colour a little and appear well-used compared to the brand-new silver shiny wok you started with. After 15–20 minutes, empty out and discard the vegetables. Allow the wok to cool, rinse out again with water and scrub with a wok brush, dry with a clean tea towel and place over a low heat for 5 minutes to dry completely. Add a little oil to the wok and wipe it all around with kitchen paper until the entire surface is coated. Switch the heat on to medium-low and allow the wok to sit over the heat for 10 minutes.


Your seasoned wok is now ready to use.


Using and caring for your carbon-steel wok


At this stage, with a high heat and some oil, your wok should have some good non-stick qualities. Over time, the natural patina will build on the wok and performance should improve with regular use.


Things to remember when cooking with your wok:


• Always heat the wok over a high heat until just smoking before adding oil. Cooking over a high heat will help to ensure that food doesn’t stick.


• When adding marinated meat to the wok, allow the meat to settle in the pan for 10–15 seconds before stir-frying. Allowing the meat to settle in the pan will help to ensure it doesn’t stick, which is particularly useful when the marinade includes cornflour or potato starch.


• Use a wok stirrer to scrape and stir the ingredients in the wok during cooking, ensuring the ingredients don’t catch in the pan any more than desired.


• After the wok is fully preheated, add enough oil for the dish you plan to cook – restaurant chefs often add more oil than is necessary to the pan then drain off any excess, ensuring the entire surface of the wok is coated.


• In the early days of owning your wok, try to avoid cooking acidic dishes (dishes with vinegar, lime juice, etc.), boiling or steaming with the wok.


• Conversely, deep-frying with lots of oil in the wok will assist in building the natural non-stick patina.


To care for your wok, simply wash it out after each use with water and scrub it with a brush.


Things to remember when cleaning your wok:


• Allow the wok to cool before cleaning, in order to avoid shock from drastic temperature changes which may warp the shape of the pan.


• Use only hot water and a wok brush to clean your carbon-steel wok – washing-up liquid isn’t necessary. If the wok needs more vigorous cleaning, add a little water to the wok and heat until boiling. This will ensure any ingredients in the wok simply slide away and it can be easily cleaned.


• Keep your wok clean and dry at all times – drying with just a tea towel isn’t enough. Return the clean, dry wok to a low heat on the hob for 5 minutes in order to ensure it’s completely dry.


Apply a little cooking oil around the entire surface of the wok with a piece of kitchen paper before storing the wok for future use.


By ensuring your carbon-steel wok is completely clean, dry and coated with a little oil after each use, it should remain rust-free with a natural non-stick coating and last a lifetime. Should rust appear in your wok, don’t panic! Simply scrub off any noticeable spots with a wire brush, wash the wok out well with a brush and hot water and allow to dry completely. Repeat the seasoning process again and your wok will be returned to its former glory.










STORE-CUPBOARD INGREDIENTS



When it comes to Chinese takeaway-style cooking, there are some essentials which will help you achieve the flavours you desire. Listed below are ingredients I like to keep well stocked. It’s worth paying a visit to your local Chinese supermarket if you’re lucky enough to have one in your area – one look at the products offered for sale in large amounts will quickly give you a clue as to which brands are used often in takeaway kitchens!


Bamboo Shoots – Used mainly for their texture, tinned bamboo shoots are a great vegetable addition to stir-fry dishes.


Beetroot Powder – While many takeaway restaurants continue to use artificial food colourings, I prefer to use beetroot powder to colour sauces. Just a small amount mixed with a little water adds a delicious deep red colour to Sweet & Sour Sauce (page 200) and Chinese-style BBQ Sauce (page 206).


Chicken Powder – Chicken stock powder can be found in Chinese supermarkets and is great for making chicken stocks or simply for adding flavour to marinades.


Chinese 5-spice – This aromatic spice mix includes fennel, star anise and cloves and is an essential ingredient in Salt and Pepper Seasoning (page 214). When shopping for Chinese 5-spice, look for brands that include orange peel in the ingredients list.


Chinese Ginger Powder – Also known as sand ginger, this adds great flavour to Salt and Pepper Seasoning (page 214).


Creamed Corn – This can be found in tins in Chinese supermarkets or online, and is used to make Chicken and Sweetcorn Soup (page 80).


Custard Powder (original, not instant) – Used to add a slightly sweet flavour and beautiful golden colour to crispy meat dishes.


Dried Black Fungus – This edible mushroom can be found in packets in Chinese supermarkets and has a long shelf life. Simply rehydrate in hot water before adding to Hot and Sour Soup (page 81) or your favourite stir-fry.


Dried Chilli Flakes – Used to add heat to the Szechuan-style Stir-fry (page 125) and salt and chilli dishes.


Fermented Black Beans – These salty fermented black soy beans have a long shelf-life so are well worth keeping in your cupboard. You’ll find them in tubs or packets in Chinese supermarkets – they are a very different product from tinned black beans which are typically used in Mexican cuisine. Mix with garlic and stir-fry ingredients for the Black Bean and Green Pepper Stir-fry (page 121). A teaspoon of prepared fermented black beans can also be added to a Szechuan Stir-fry (page 125) with good results.


Fish Sauce – Primarily used in Thai dishes, a little fish sauce goes a long way and adds a delicious umami flavour to the mix for Sesame Prawn Toast (page 63).


Flour (plain, self-raising, potato starch) – I use plain flour for the crispy coating on my Chicken Wings (page 52) and use self-raising flour for the Chicken Balls (page 30), Salt and Chilli Pizza Crunch (page 100) and French-fried Onion Rings (page 189). Potato starch is used to thicken stir-fry sauces (page 99) or in the coating for crispy chicken or king prawns, etc. Cornflour is an acceptable substitute, but potato starch offers superior results.


Garlic Granules – These dried garlic pieces can be rehydrated, gently fried in oil and then stored in the fridge for use in stir-fry or salt and chilli dishes.


Golden Syrup – Use to sweeten stir-fry sauces or marinades.


Ground Fish – Pungent and flavourful, ground fried fish can be found in Chinese supermarkets and is used to top Crispy Seaweed (page 74).


Ground White Pepper – Earthy and mildly spicy, ground white pepper adds good flavour to soups and stir-fry sauces.


Hot Bean Sauce – This sauce adds a delicious spicy element to various dishes including Hot and Sour Soup (page 81) and Szechuan-style Stir-fry (page 125), as well as being a key flavour in Dan Dan Pork Noodles (page 144) Look for jars labelled ‘hot bean’ or ‘doubanjiang’ or ‘toban djan’ in Chinese supermarkets or online.


MSG (monosodium glutamate) – The ingredient which has suffered more undue criticism than any other. Despite widespread fearmongering from worried rival Western food producers, MSG has been proven to be perfectly safe, time and time again. Found naturally in ingredients such as broccoli, cheese, tomatoes and more, the seasoning labelled ‘MSG’ in food packets in Chinese supermarkets brings out the delicious umami flavour in stir-fry dishes and much more. If you haven’t embraced it already, make a point of doing so!


Noodles (thick and thin) – Essential for chow mein and noodle soup dishes, you’ll find huge boxes full of these in Chinese supermarkets. Lucky Boat noodles are made from wheat and are widely used in Chinese takeaway restaurants. Somewhat surprisingly, this widely used noodle brand doesn’t contain egg, making it ideal for vegan chow mein dishes! Vermicelli noodles (rice noodles) are ideal for Singapore-style Chow Mein (page 171) and Yuk Sung (page 72).


O.K. Sauce – A savoury mix of tomatoes, tamarind, vinegar, fruits and spices, this sauce is full of flavour and can be found bottled in Chinese supermarkets.


Oyster Sauce – Thick, flavourful and savoury, this sauce forms the base of so many stir-fry sauces. Mushroom stir-fry sauce can be used as a vegan alternative.


Peanut Butter – Used to add delicious savoury flavour to Satay Sauce (page 129) and Dan Dan Pork Noodles (page 144). Smooth or crunchy both work well, so try experimenting with your favourite nut butters!


Rice – Jasmine and long grain (page 159).
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