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how to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.


Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





introduction


It is 2.30 on a sunny May afternoon and the original wagamama in Streatham Street in London is full. People are still arriving for late lunches, although the queue is not nearly as long as it was an hour ago. On the table next to me are two lovers on their first date. Opposite, a group of eight students sit in animated conversation while along from them an elderly couple hold hands while they drink glasses of raw juice.


My order arrives: yaki soba noodles along with a side order of duck gyoza, dumplings filled with succulent meat and leeks served with a sweet hoi sin dipping sauce. I hear the students all order by number; five of them go for 77, the others select a 71, a 103 and a 76. These are among the most popular dishes. When the second London wagamama opened in Lexington Street in Soho in 1996, somebody made the mistake of altering a few of the numbers. It caused great confusion.


Wagamama first opened its doors to the public in 1992. Since then it has spawned numerous outlets in countries as far apart as Ireland, Holland and Australia and for many – including me – it has redefined the idea of casual eating. The dishes are designed for one-stop eating. I order ‘sides’ because I’m hungry. Many don’t bother and the bill consequently remains remarkably low and very controllable. At wagamama what you order is very plainly what you pay for. There are no hidden extras.


I pick up my chopsticks and start to eat my teppan-fried yaki soba noodles. The dish is a treasure trove of ingredients: egg, chicken, prawns, onions, peppers and beansprouts topped with sesame seeds, dried shallots and pickled ginger. The ice-cold Asahi beer hits the back of my throat and I’m feeling very content.


Cooking noodles is easy; this is what lies behind the success of wagamama. A combination of fresh and staple ingredients, delivered swiftly in a range of delicious ways, and presented stylishly. Perfect for the home cook, too, in our time-starved age, which is the reason for this book. Preparation time required for most of the dishes is well inside 15 minutes and most are cooked in under ten, many in less than five. Considering the bulk of the ingredients could be sitting in your cupboard at home and you have the added attraction of convenience.


I finish my yaki soba and ask for the bill. My waitress, a young student it turns out, in her final year at college and studying physics, chats away as she keys my request into her handheld computer. As we talk two more students arrive to join the eight who have already ordered. In less than 30 seconds their order – given by number, of course – is keyed in and soon they are catching up with their friends over bowls of steaming ramen noodles. My bill arrives and in moments I am up on the street again in brilliant sunshine, feeling well fed and refreshed for a very reasonable amount of money.


When wagamama started nothing like it existed. Founder Alan Yau had considerable difficulty persuading anyone that a large basement site behind the British Museum had a chance of surviving, let alone succeeding. Yet he had a vision and determination not only to serve fast, nutritious, Asian-inspired cuisine, but to do so in a stark, restrained and ultramodern environment. Some of the wagamama restaurants undoubtedly are ‘softer’ than others – there is more use of wood in some of the more recent ones, for example – but they all retain a definite clean, pared-back look that allows customers and staff alike to provide the action and warmth.


Back in my flat the following day I am testing the cha han – one of the most popular dishes – for a group of friends. I have been asked by wagamama to write a cookery book explaining the company’s approach to cooking noodles and Asian food and how easy this is to achieve at home. For a year I have been immersed in noodle dishes, the workings of a dynamic and growing company, and a group of highly motivated, hard-working people. I am experiencing the way of the noodle.


The recipes in the book are specified for two people on the basis that you can easily scale up if necessary; I am cooking for six. My friends have all offered to bring beer, so my shopping trip was limited to buying chicken and mushrooms. Soon I am chopping and putting ingredients into bowls. By the time I have cooked the rice everything is cleaned down and people arrive. We sit drinking cold beers and chatting. I have to use two frying pans – to see if the recipe will work without a wok – yet I am in the kitchen for less than 10 minutes (the recipe does work).


All the dishes at wagamama are designed to use a set number of ingredients. That is part of the reason why the service is so fast. Wagamama has redefined the expression ‘fast food’; taking fresh, nutritious ingredients, cooking them well and delivering them efficiently. For the home cook this means your store cupboard is not huge and shopping is very easy. The whole style of cooking concentrates on intense heat, applied for a short period, allowing the ingredients to shine through and ensuring the cook doesn’t spend forever in the kitchen. With these recipes, a sharp knife, a chopping board and a wok you too can cook the wagamama way.
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The wagamama restaurant kitchens are organised so that any item on an order goes to one station where it is prepared. The dish is then put up on the ‘pass’ where it is collected and brought to your table. When you are cooking at home, you are more likely to be preparing a number of dishes together. The key thing to bear in mind is that not much cooking takes place until the last moment. It can seem as if you are chopping and sorting for ages with little to show for your efforts. While this may at first be frustrating, in the end it is part of what makes this cooking so easy.


In the early days of wagamama, much was made of the Japanese management system of kaizen, which means continuous improvement or, as chief executive Ian Neill would say, you do something, learn something, do some more things. As with kaizen culture, you are using little stages to build the final assembly. Whichever way you choose to explain it, the idea is to chip away and move forward – that way you learn.


Many of the recipes in this book have appeared on the wagamama menu at some time or other. There is nothing complicated or difficult about cooking any of them. We excluded a few of the deep-fried dishes on the grounds that most people don’t want to do too much deep frying in their own kitchen and some recipes have been altered slightly to cater for a domestic environment, but in essence they retain the same characteristics as the day they made it through a tasting and on to the menu.



the equipment


There is no need to go out and buy any special equipment. A wok will make things easier – they are not expensive (best bought from Asian stores) – but a large, nonstick frying pan will suffice. Chopsticks will enhance the eating experience, but a fork is fine. Ramen bowls are useful if you are going to cook this kind of food frequently. They are quite large, to accommodate the broth, and tend to be made from a material that insulates the heat so you can pick them up. They are, however, quite expensive. It’s best to experiment with what you have, initially, and splash out on the kit tomorrow; that way you’ll know exactly what you want and why. The one piece of kitchen equipment we did worry about was the teppan, a large flat plate on which the Japanese fry noodles mixed with other ingredients. Yet a heavy-bottomed nonstick frying pan is a perfectly good substitute at home.


Wagamama sells a limited number of items which may be useful for cooking and presenting some of the dishes in this book. These include: ramen bowls, cha han bowls, wooden ramen ladles, sake jugs and cups, gyoza trays and miso cups and lids. Woks, knives, bowls and chopsticks are all readily found in ethnic food stores.



stir frying – an art or a secret?


While a frying pan can be used in place of a wok, you’ll quite quickly discover that the shape and heat dispersal of a wok are unique. And that there is a world of difference between frying and stir frying, which lies in the speed and temperature at which you cook. Tossing food around in a wok may seem a daunting and challenging way of cooking. A degree of technique and skill must be learnt and applied, but it is not as difficult as you may think. Once mastered, it’s a dazzling way of impressing your dinner guests and creating some really tasty food to eat.


Wok cooking is about speed. You want to cook the ingredients quickly and preserve as much nutritional value as possible. To do this, you must have heat – and lots of it.


In the wagamama kitchens we have the luxury of purpose-built wok ranges which burn gas in a swirling motion, encouraging the flames to cover the whole base of the wok and not simply fire into one concentrated area. This helps to ensure an even heat distribution over the wok and eliminates any ‘cold spots’. The average household does not possess such equipment, although there are now gas hobs which incorporate a central ‘wok burner’. Electric, halogen and ceramic hobs are less suited to using a wok than gas hobs, owing to the large amount of movement required during stir frying, which reduces the contact with the heat source. This is where the large nonstick frying pan comes into its own. The larger the better, because the greater the surface area, the better the result.


Before stir frying ensure you have everything you need to hand: all the prepared ingredients, including seasonings, and warmed serving bowls or plates. It is essential to heat the wok thoroughly for 1–2 minutes before adding any oil, otherwise the wok will never get properly hot.


The process of stir frying basically relies on movement. Movement is achieved using either a wok scoop, wooden spoon or spatula, or even chopsticks. You also need to move the wok itself to ensure even heat distribution. The wok can be ‘flicked’ to move the ingredients around. This is best practised in a cold wok with some raw rice. Tilt the wok lightly away from yourself, gently push forward and then flick your wrist back. This movement causes the ingredients to move to the far edge of the wok and then be ‘flicked’ back towards you. It is about action, not muscle, and with patience and practice, a basic level of skill can be mastered. The same action can be used with a nonstick frying pan. If you use a scoop, spatula or chopsticks to stir the ingredients, remember to keep them moving. Most stir fries should take no longer than 2–3 minutes to cook.


seasoning a wok


When you buy a wok it needs to be ‘seasoned’ before its first use. Wash in hot soapy water to remove any packing grease or oil, then basically burn it over a high heat until the whole of the interior changes colour to a deep blue, almost black appearance. Turn off the heat and smear with vegetable oil, covering all the metal, and allow it to soak in. After each use, you should wash and dry the wok thoroughly and rub a little oil over the surface to prevent any rusting.



a wagamama meal


The wagamama menu is designed so that one dish is sufficient for one person, with perhaps a side dish as well if you are hungry. We’ve constructed the recipes in this book for two people on the basis that two people eating together might like to share a couple of dishes. There are no hard-and-fast rules, however, and if you are catering for four people you may choose to double the quantities of one recipe and leave it at that.


Japanese cooking styles


In Japan three cooking styles are traditionally used together in the main part of the meal to ensure variety. There are seven to choose from: deep-fried (age-mono), grilled (yakimono), sautéed (itammono), simmered (nimono), steamed (mushimono), vinegared (sunomono) and dressed salads (aemono).


At wagamama we have rather liberally interpreted these styles so they can be incorporated in one dish. This may not be the most authentic Japanese cuisine, but we have never claimed to provide that kind of food.


This is not to say we break the rules with little thought for authenticity. In designing dishes we try to ensure balance and grounding. A monthly tasting looks at every dish being considered and, apart from tasting it, we ask lots of questions, pull it apart and put it back together again. What we are trying to ensure is that not only does a dish taste good, but that it works both for the customer and for the kitchen preparing it. Can we do it consistently well and are there any problems? Only when we are satisfied does it go on the menu.



presentation


Presentation of the meal as well as the table setting is an integral part of Japanese dining. Both aspects are equally important in wagamama and undoubtedly enhance the enjoyment of eating noodles as well as rice dishes.


Sit in a wagamama and your table area has a paper mat and a set of wooden chopsticks specifically for you (both are disposable and produced from sustainable resources). If you find chopsticks difficult, we will give you a fork or spoon, or your server will be happy to explain how to use chopsticks. It is not difficult, but does require a little practice.


All the dishes involving liquid are served in bowls made from lacquer. Lacquer remains cool even when it contains hot liquid, so the bowl can be lifted to drink what clearly cannot be conveyed to the mouth using chopsticks. All the non-liquid-based dishes are served on plain white plates, with the ingredients cut into bite-sized pieces. So there are two issues here: how to use chopsticks and how to eat noodles.


Using chopsticks enables you to enjoy noodles in the traditional way. This involves slurping. The rationale behind this is the need to incorporate air when you eat, so that you sense the aroma – much more sophisticated than flavour – of the food fully as well as the taste. The soup is slurped and the noodles sucked and the more noise you make, the better.


spiciness


We are often asked by customers if we can spice up dishes for them. Given our streamlined restaurant service, this is not possible, which is why we leave bottles of chilli sauce and soy sauce on the table so customers can help themselves. At home, however, it is possible to increase the chilli heat or spiciness when you are preparing the dish. How much depends on taste and a little experience.


We suggest that you start by following the recipes as specified; that way you know what you are dealing with, if you want more spice, for those recipes that use another sauce, such as katsu or gyoza, it is a good idea to increase slightly the amount of sauce used. Otherwise, key ingredients to pep up the spiciness include: chilli, garlic, ginger, lemongrass and shichimi spice. These are by no means the only ones but a 10–20 per cent increase in the amount you add of these ingredients will significantly affect the final spiciness of dishes. Add slowly, and experiment to get the spice kick you enjoy best.
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ingredients


Listed below are those ingredients with which you may be rather less familiar than is normally the case in recipe books. Most are obtainable either in large supermarkets or ethnic food stores.


Char siu sauce


A Chinese barbecue sauce that is widely available.



Choi sum



Also known as the Chinese flowering cabbage, it has a sweet, mustardy flavour and is rich in calcium. It will keep for a few days in the fridge.


Chikuwa


Cooked Japanese fishcake, similar to kamaboko-aka (see right), sold by the tube in various diameters and lengths. It is available from ethnic food stores. It is mild in flavour and if you have trouble finding it can be omitted without spoiling the overall dish.


Daikon


A mild white radish, also known as mooli.


Dashi


A light fish stock made from konbu, a seaweed (normally kelp) and dried bonito flakes (katsuo bushi) – although dried sardines (niboshi) are also used.



Dashi no moto



An instant powdered version of dashi, commonly used in domestic kitchens in Japan.


Edamame


Freshly steamed green soya beans. When served in the restaurants they are lightly salted and make an ideal accompaniment to drinks. Hold to your mouth and squeeze the beans from the pod.
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Cooked edamame.






Enoki



These mushrooms grow in clumps and have long thin stems and well defined caps. They are delicate in flavour and if cooked correctly retain a crunchy texture.
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Enoki mushrooms.






Fish sauce (nam pla)



A thin liquid extracted from salted, fermented fish. It should be light golden brown in colour with a tangy, salty flavour. If it is dark and bitter, discard: fish sauce deteriorates once opened and darkens as it ages.



Gari



Pickled ginger, which was made popular with sushi and is now widely available. It is both sweet and peppery in flavour and varies in strength and in the way it is cut. Fresh ginger root is also much used in Japanese cooking.


Gyoza skins


Small, round, wheat-flour skins sold in Chinese and Japanese food stores and used to make dumplings.


Kamaboko-aka


Japanese fishcakes, traditionally white with a pink outer crust, which can be bought in Oriental stores.


Katsuo bushi


Fermented and dried bonlto fish flakes that keep forever, releasing their flavour when soaked in warm water. They are an important ingredient in dashi (see left).



Konbu



Kelp seaweed, sold dried (to be reconstituted in water before use) and ready-soaked.


Konnyaku


Otherwise known as yam cake, it is made from the starchy root of the Amorphallus konjac plant and smells fishy. It is available from specialist Japanese food stores.


Menma


Pickled bamboo shoots which come in cans and are readily available to buy.



Mirin



Sweetened sake used for cooking.



Miso



A Japanese paste made from fermented soya beans and other ingredients. It comes in a variety of guises, from Genmai miso, which is made with brown rice and is chunky and rich, to sweet white miso which is light and delicate. Both white and yellow misos are used in this book but it is worth experimenting with others to find one you particularly like. We use the red (aka) in the miso paste for salmon ramen.


Miso soup


Made from dashi and flavoured with konbu seaweed, cabbage and dried shiitake mushrooms. It can also be made with white miso paste.



Noodles



In Japan there are four main types of noodles: ramen (Chinese style), soba (wholemeal), udon (thick white noodles) and somen (thin white noodles). Whichever type you use, noodles are always cooked in boiling unsalted water – and lots of it. They are the perfect fast food, offering a nutritionally complete meal in one bowl. A properly composed noodle soup is the quintessence of freshness and natural purity and, like pasta, is a good source of complex carbohydrates which the body can burn most easily to provide energy.



Oyster sauce



Made from oysters cooked with soy sauce and seasonings. It is brown and thick like ketchup.



Panko breadcrumbs


These have a coarser texture than ordinary breadcrumbs. They make for a much lighter and crunchier coating for deep-fried foods.
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Panko breadcrumbs.






Pickled cabbage



This has a slightly sour and salty flavour and is used in small quantities and stir fried through a dish. It is sold in cans.


Pickled ginger


See Gari.


Pickles


Almost every vegetable in Japan is pickled or preserved, from daikon to aubergine to turnip. This is generally done in salt which retains the vegetables’ crunchy texture. Brands vary quite a bit and are widely available. Try several until you find one you particularly like.



Rice



Japanese rice, as it is often sold even if grown in America, is short-grained and ‘glutinous’. This word is misleading as the rice doesn’t actually contain gluten, but two kinds of starch, amylose and amylopectin (sticky rice has around 83 per cent of the latter). The stickiness is important as it is eaten with chopsticks. Contrary to what might be expected, risotto or Spanish rice is closer to the Japanese variety than something like basmati, which is long-grain and not particularly ‘glutinous’.


Sake


A wine made from rice. Served both warm and cold, it has similarities with dry sherry, which can be used as a substitute in recipes.


Shaoshing wine


Made from fermented glutinous rice, it is amber in colour, about 15 per centalcohol by volume and tastes rather sweet, reminiscent of a light sherry, which can be used as a substitute.



Shichimi or seven-spice pepper



A grainy mixture of chilli pepper, black pepper, dried orange peel, sesame seeds, poppy seeds, silvers of nori seaweed and hemp seeds. This is the perfect seasoning for soba and udon noodle dishes. It is widely available in Oriental stores.


Shiitake


A variety of mushroom which, when dried, develops a strong, meaty flavour.


Spicy fish powder


A mixture of ground fried fish and shichimi spice.


Soy sauce


Comes in two versions, light and dark. In general the light is used in cooking and is the one most commonly referred to in the recipes Dark soy is much saltier and is used to give stronger colour and flavour.


Sweet chilli dipping sauce


There are various brands with the sweet/chilli ratio varying. Try them all and find one you like.


Szechuan vegetables


Pickled and preserved vegetables, usually sold in cans.


Teriyaki sauce


Made from soy sauce, sake, mirin and ginger. It is widely available ready made.



Tofu or bean curd



Made from soaked, mashed and strained soya beans. There are many varieties available – I recommend you use ‘firm’ in most of these recipes. It acts like a sponge, absorbing flavours, and is an excellent protein alternative to meat.


Tsuyu or tsuke sauce


A traditional Japanese dipping sauce and seasoning. It is basically soy sauce flavoured with seaweed (kelp), dried bonito (a type of fish), sugar and salt. It comes in various strengths.



Wakame



A silky textured seaweed often used in soups. It is available from Oriental stores.
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Wakame seaweed.





White pepper


A common seasoning ingredient in Japanese cooking.






stocks and preparations


Good stock forms the basis of much of the food at wagamama. We use big, specially commissioned containers that hold vast quantities and require taps to drain off the liquid. At home you will be using a saucepan, but the principle remains the same: lots of good ingredients simmered long and slow. A stock will bubble away quite happily without much attention but there are no short-cuts if you want the real thing.
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