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Letter to the Reader

Dear Reader,

Growing up, the only Asian food I ever had was the occasional order of takeout Chinese. When I met my husband, who is half Chinese, I was introduced to a new world of fresh ingredients and bold flavors! His mother taught me the art of Chinese cooking, kindly sharing her recipes and techniques with me, and I fell in love with Chinese cooking at home.

This spurred me to learn about other Asian cuisines, where I discovered the bright tang of lemongrass, creamy coconut milk curries, and steaming bowls of ramen and phở. My personal travels include two trips to Japan, where I spent my days exploring the streets of Tokyo, eating everything I could get my hands on, from sushi at dawn in a bustling fish market to cooking my own humble meals in a tiny Japanese kitchen.

I hope in this book you find tips, recipes, and information that will make your own Asian cooking adventures easy and tasty! This book explores the cuisines of Asia from China to Vietnam, with recipes easy enough for weeknight meals, yet sophisticated enough to impress guests. With these recipes I hope you, too, will develop a passion for the flavors and cuisines of Asia!

Kelly Jaggers
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Introduction

The best ambassador of Asian culture is its food. The cuisines of Asia reflect the history, experiences, and diversity of the continent and the people who live there. From bold spicy dishes to delicate soups, Asian cuisine is as varied as the people and landscapes from where it originates. While many of the ingredients used across Asia are common, they are used in uncommon ways, making each cuisine unique. Places such as China, Korea, and Japan emphasize the balanced use of fats, oils, and sauces in cooking. In Southeast Asia, steaming, boiling, and lighter flavored, less fatty dishes are most popular. Foods and spices are used to promote health, not unlike medicine, and food is often used as symbolic offerings in various religions.

In China, there are eight recognized and distinct cooking styles based on region: Cantonese, Szechwan, Shandong, Fujian, Jiangsu, Hunan, Anhui, and Zhejiang. This diversity means there is great variety in Chinese ingredients, cooking styles, and recipes. In general, rice, noodles, and vegetables are staple ingredients in Southern Chinese dishes, which emphasize fresh ingredients cooked with lighter sauces. In Northern Chinese cuisine, many dishes rely more on the use of oil, vinegar, spices, and garlic.

Japanese cuisine focuses on seasonal ingredients, with meals meant to mirror the changing seasons that showcase the delicate flavors of simply prepared foods. Popular dishes include raw and cooked fish and seafood, clear soups, seasonal vegetables, and steak or other grilled meats. Cooking techniques commonly used include grilling, simmering, and quick deep-frying, as well as the preparation of foods like sushi. Japanese versions of western style foods, called yōshoku, are also very popular and include dishes like curry, sandwiches (sando), deep-fried cutlets (katsu), and pasta.

In Korea, traditionally the cuisine focuses on grilling or sautéing along with the use of hot chilies and spices. Korean meals feature a variety of side dishes (banchan), including kimchi, which is served at most meals, along with steamed rice. Commonly used ingredients include sesame oil, soy sauce, salt, garlic, ginger, and fermented bean pastes such as doenjang and gochujang. Grains like barley, sorghum, buckwheat, and corn are also popular parts of the Korean diet and can be found in a variety of dishes, including boribap (rice and barley with vegetables) and boricha (roasted barley tea).

Thai cuisine has a focus on lighter cooking techniques. These techniques include stir-frying, steaming, and boiling. The flavors of Thai food are well balanced among the five tastes—sweet, salty, sour, spicy, and bitter—and borrow elements from Indian and Chinese cuisine. Popular flavors include peanut, citrus, fish sauce, garlic, and herbs such as basil, cilantro, lemongrass, and mint. Curries made with coconut milk that range from mild to spicy are also popular.

Traditional Vietnamese cooking is known for its use of fresh ingredients such as herbs and vegetables, along with fresh meat and small amounts of fat. The balance of flavors between meat, herbs, and vegetables, along with select spices, are used to create refined, flavorful dishes. Rather than soy sauce, fish sauce is more commonly used, along with other aromatics like galangal, lemongrass, and tamarind.

While it may not seem like it because of all the different flavors and seasonings associated with Asian cuisine, Asian cooking can be simple and easy to prepare any time. Uncomplicated stir-fries, rice bowls, and refreshing soups can become a staple of your weeknight menu, along with more exotic fare that is surprisingly easy to prepare. Once you become familiar with the ingredients and cooking techniques, Asian cooking will become second nature. So, break out your wok and get ready for a very tasty adventure!


Chapter 1

Major Flavor Components of Asian Cooking

Asia is the largest and most populous continent on earth. It is home to a diverse array of people, cultures, and cuisines, and each country, from China to Thailand and Vietnam to Japan, has unique cooking techniques and flavor combinations. The recipes and ingredients are as varied as the people and landscapes of these different places. What does this mean for you? It means Asian cooking at home never has to be boring! In the following sections, you’ll find the basics of Asian ingredients, tools, and techniques. This guide is not meant to be wholly inclusive, but rather a foundation that will help make quick and easy Asian dishes a snap for you to prepare at home.

Rice and Noodles

Asian cooking is, at its heart, simple. While some recipes may call for ingredients that are a little less common, for the most part you can source your ingredients at your local market. A simple stir-fry, for example, can be made using commonly sourced ingredients like fresh vegetables, rice, meats, and seafood. It is important to understand and to become familiar with the ingredients you will be using. Knowing about the ingredients will make it easier for you to make substitutions, additions, or to customize your cooking to suit you and your family’s taste.

Rice

Rice is a staple of most diets in Asia, and it is a part of most meals. It is, in fact, the most widely consumed food in the world. China was among the first civilizations to cultivate the crop, and today they are the leading producer of rice globally. Rice is so important to some cultures that the words for “rice” are sometimes used to mean “meal,” such as gohan in Japanese, and fàn in Chinese. Rice is sorted by size and each type of rice is used differently in Asian cooking.
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 White rice can be stored for many years in an airtight container at room temperature because the bran and germ, the fatty part of the rice, have been removed. Brown rice and whole-grain rice have the bran and germ intact and are best used within six months of purchase. It is best to store your rice in a cool dry place, out of direct sunlight. For extended storage you can keep rice in airtight containers in your refrigerator or freezer.




Long Grain Rice

Long grain rice is the classification given to rice that is at least three times as long as it is wide. The grains remain fluffy and separate after cooking, making it especially suitable in stuffings, salads, and stir-fry dishes. The most commonly used variety of long grain rice in Thai cooking is Jasmine rice. It is readily available in most markets, and is popular for its nutty aroma and flavor.

Medium Grain Rice

Medium grain rice is the designation given to rice that is less than three times as long as it is wide. Medium grain rice has a soft, sticky texture and mild flavor. It can often be found in grocery stores as “Calrose” rice, because that variety is grown in California. Plain, cooked medium grain rice is a good choice for serving as a side dish, and can also be used for sushi if short grain rice is not available.

Short Grain Rice

Short grain rice is the classification given to rice that is less than twice as long as it is wide. It is bred to be low in starch and very, very sticky. Short grain rice can be found in dishes ranging from sweet desserts to savory main courses, but it is most commonly seen in sushi.

Noodles

In much of Asia, noodles are found in fine dining dishes and in the street markets. Because of their versatility and symbolism, noodle dishes are an important staple in many Asian cuisines and are popular in much of Asia and around the world. This popularity has made it easier to find traditional Asian noodles of most every variety. It is not unusual to find soba, ramen, and rice noodles stocked in supermarkets and grocery stores. With a wide variety of textures, flavors, and uses, Asian noodles are an exciting ingredient to explore in your cooking.

Rice Noodles

Rice noodles are made with rice flour and water, with the occasional addition of cornstarch or tapioca starch to improve texture. They are naturally gluten-free, and are common in Southeast Asian cuisine. Fresh rice noodles are usually available refrigerated in your Asian market, while dry rice noodles can often be found in super markets and grocery stores. Dry rice noodles are usually soaked in hot water, rather than boiled, and drained before adding to soups, stir-fries, and salads. Common varieties of rice noodles include rice sticks, wide rice noodles, rice vermicelli, and rice ribbon noodles. If you are not able to find rice noodles you can substitute thin pasta like angel hair.

Wheat Noodles

Typically made of wheat flour, salt, water, and sometimes eggs and other flavorings, wheat noodles are commonly used in stir-fry dishes, salads, and soups. Popular varieties of wheat noodles include ramen, pancit mein, somen, udon, wonton, chow mein, and lo mein. Most Asian markets will sell a wide variety of fresh and dried wheat noodles. Fresh noodles are kept refrigerated, while dried noodles may be sold by cuisine type, or in an area specifically for dried noodles. If you are unable to find Asian wheat noodles you can substitute traditional pasta like fettuccini and linguini for most recipes.

Other Types of Noodles

Other types of ingredients can be used to make delicious noodles. Many common ingredients include buckwheat, cornstarch, tapioca, tofu, yam flour, seaweed, potato starch, and sweet potato. These noodles are typically a specialty of a specific country or region, and many of them can be found in Asian markets, as well as grocery stores and health food markets.

Vegetables

Vegetables are a major and important component to Asian cuisine. Depending on the region, vegetables are eaten raw, cooked, minced for filling dumplings and buns, or preserved. Vegetables are served at most meals, like rice. In places like Japan, the freshness of a vegetable is most important, so vegetables served with meals change with the season to provide the best flavor. Many commonly used vegetables include cabbages, mushrooms both dried and fresh, snow peas, beans, fresh herbs, green peas, leafy greens, fresh and dried chili peppers, onions, carrots, celery, broccoli, bamboo shoots, squash, and soy beans.

Stir-Fry Techniques

For stir-fry dishes, it is best to cut your vegetables into thin strips or small uniform pieces for even cooking. When serving dishes that contain meat, tofu, fish, or seafood, it is often best to cook the vegetables separately from the other ingredients to prevent overcooking. Once all the elements are cooked, simply add them back to the hot pan to combine just before serving.

Side Dishes

Simple vegetable side dishes are a good way to round out a meat-heavy meal. Simply steaming or boiling vegetables such as spinach and bean sprouts then mixing them with a flavorful sauce is popular in Korea. In China, vegetables are stir-fried with garlic, ginger, and chilies for extra flavor. In Japanese cooking, seasonal vegetables are used to express the feeling of the season and are prepared in a simple manner to showcase the fresh flavors of the vegetables.

Preserving

A common and popular way to preserve vegetables is to pickle them. Vegetables that are often pickled include cucumber, carrot, cabbage, turnip, and chili pepper. Pickled vegetables can be used as a condiment to refresh the palate while eating heavy fare, such as grilled meats and fried foods. Pickled vegetables are a popular topping, along with cilantro and slices of fresh jalapeño, on Vietnamese Bánh mì sandwiches.

Aromatics

Aromatic ingredients are the soul of Asian cooking. These ingredients are used to enhance the flavor and aroma of the cooking. What aromatic ingredients are used, and how they are combined, changes from region to region and gives each dish a unique taste. Aromatic ingredients include garlic, ginger, chilies, lemongrass, onion, shallots, galangal, Thai basil, and cilantro.
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 Buy the freshest aromatic ingredients you can find, because fresh aromatics have the best flavor. If you can’t find good quality fresh aromatic ingredients it is better to substitute dry or preserved ingredients instead. Remember, when using preserved or dry ingredients the flavor will be more pungent, so use roughly half of what is called for, then taste the dish and add more if needed.




Meat, Fish, and Seafood

Meat, fish, and seafood dishes tend to be regional in Asia, where coastal areas and islands lean heavily on fish and seafood, and inland areas rely more on meat. Meat and seafood can be found both fresh and preserved. Some fish and seafood are used for making condiments such as fish sauce and oyster sauce, and dried fish and seafood are components of specialty dishes across Asia.

You will find many meat dishes are cooked with plenty of vegetables to balance the flavor and nutrition. How the meat is cut before cooking is as important as how the meat is marinated and cooked. Asian markets will often sell a variety of meats that are pre-sliced for cooking methods like grilling, simmering and hot pot, or stir-fry, but you can also buy regular cuts from your local market and prepare them at home.

Pork

From ribs and belly to loin and chops, pork is a popular and common ingredient in some Asian countries. In fact, pork is the most popular meat used in China, which is the world’s largest consumer of pork. Most cuts of pork—such as chops, loin, and shoulder—are easy to find at your local grocery store, but other cuts, such as belly, may require a trip to your Asian market. You want to use the freshest pork available, so look for odorless pork that is vibrant pink or red and that is not slimy or wet.

Beef

When preparing beef for dishes like stir-fry, it is best to slice the beef against the grain as thinly as possible. Look for beef that is not too fatty and has good marbling to get the best flavor. Be sure to remove any large pieces of fat and any silver skin, the shiny layer of connective tissue often found on steak, as they will be chewy and unpleasant in your dish. For stir-fry and grilling look for flank steak, skirt steak, London broil, sirloin, and rib eye. For beef short rib dishes you will need ribs cut across the bones, referred to as flanken, cross cut, or king cut. These cuts are usually available ready cut in Asian markets, or you can speak to your local butcher about having ribs specially cut for you.
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How do I get super thin slices of meat at home?

For most Asian stir-fry recipes you want your meat to be cut as thinly as possible, often as thin as 1⁄8" thick. Even with a very sharp knife it is difficult to slice raw meat thinly and evenly. To get the thinnest and most even slices possible at home, simply place your meat in the freezer for 30 minutes–1 hour, then use a very sharp knife to cut slices against the grain of the meat. Partially freezing the meat will make it more firm and easier to slice.





Poultry

Chicken is the perfect choice for simple home cooking. It is easy to prepare, versatile, and quick to marinate and cook. Chicken also has the benefit of being readily available in grocery stores. For stir-frying, you will want either thin strips or cubes of meat depending on the recipe. In the West, white meat is the most popular choice, but in Asian cooking you will more often find dark meat used because the meat is a little more fatty and rich in flavor. For most recipes chicken breast and chicken thigh can be used interchangeably, so use the cut you prefer.

Sausages and Preserved Meats

Meat preservation is common in some Asian countries. Dry-cured or smoked meats and sausages have a long history in China and Southeast Asia. Typically, preserved meats in China, which have a balanced sweet and salty flavor, are diced and used in stir-fry dishes, or are added to rice and steamed to soften the meat and impart the flavor of the meat into the dish. Chinese sausage and preserved pork belly are easy to find in most Asian markets in the refrigerated section.

Fish and Seafood

Seafood and fish are the staple items of coastal areas and island nations in Asia. Seafood and fish are often featured in stir-fry dishes, formed into cakes, mixed into dumplings and fried rolls, or simply served raw or steamed. It is easy to overcook fish and seafood, so be aware of cooking times and heat levels.

Frozen fish and seafood can be used in most recipes, but if you prefer to buy your seafood fresh, here are a few tips. When buying fresh fish you want fish that is firm, odorless, and not slimy. If you are buying whole fish look for clear, glassy eyes that are not dry or sunken. For shellfish, you again want it to be odorless and not slimy. For items like clams and mussels you want them to close immediately when lightly tapped. If they do not close they are dead and should be discarded.
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 Be very careful when handling raw meat, fish, and seafood. The easiest way to avoid cross-contamination of foods already cooked with foods to be served raw or uncooked is to prepare meats on a separate cutting board, store raw meats under cooked or ready-to-eat foods in the refrigerator, and to wash your hands thoroughly with warm water and soap after touching raw meat or any surface or utensil that has come into contact with raw meat and seafood. Always keep meat and seafood and shellfish properly chilled until ready to cook. For fish and shellfish it is best to store them in the refrigerator on a bed of crushed ice to preserve freshness.




Tofu

Tofu was invented by Lord Liu An of Huainan in ancient China, according to one theory. Tofu is versatile, high in protein, and some studies have shown it may help lower cholesterol and triglycerides. Tofu is made by coagulating soy milk, then pressing and draining the curds to a specific consistency, such as silken, soft, firm, or extra firm.

Different types of tofu are not interchangeable. Each type of tofu is used for different kinds of dishes, and choosing the wrong type can lead to disappointing results. The right tofu will enhance the flavor and appearance of your dish. For example, using silken tofu in a stir-fry would leave you with tofu that resembles scrambled eggs rather than cooked cubes. For stir-fry dishes, you should use firm and extra firm tofu. For soups and stews you want soft tofu, and for creamy desserts you want silken tofu.

Regular Tofu

Regular tofu comes in a variety of consistencies depending on how much of the water has been drained. The most common varieties are extra soft or silken, medium, firm, extra firm, and super firm. Regular tofu is packed in water and sold refrigerated. It can often be found in the produce or vegetarian section of most grocery stores. For soups and stews look for medium or firm tofu, which is more delicate and requires gentle cooking. For grilled or stir-fried dishes, you should select extra firm tofu, which will remain solid during vigorous cooking.
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 In order to get the most flavors into your tofu for stir-frying and marinating, you’ll need to remove some of the excess water. This is an easy process, and will only add an additional 20–30 minutes to your prep time. Simply slice your extra firm tofu block into 4 or 5 slices. Place the slices between two thick layers of paper towel and put a weight, such as a plate with a heavy can, on top. Let the tofu drain this way for 20 minutes, or up to an hour. One drained you can either slice into strips for stir-frying or marinate for grilling and roasting. This technique works best with extra firm tofu, and should not be used with silken tofu, as it will become mushy.




Silken Tofu

Silken tofu is a Japanese-style tofu that has a high water content and a creamy texture. It can be found in soft, firm, and extra firm varieties. This tofu is good for blending into soups, smoothies, and sauces. Firmer varieties can be carefully cubed and added to soups, such as miso soup. You can find this tofu in tubs or boxes and it is often stored unrefrigerated.

Fried, Marinated, and Flavored Tofu

Some Asian markets carry a variety of prepared tofu products that can be used as a shortcut while cooking. Fried tofu, which is tofu that has been deep fried giving it a golden brown color, can be sliced and added to noodle dishes and soups. Marinated tofu is perfect for grilling and roasting. There are other kinds of flavored tofu, such as pickled and fermented, which have pungent aromas and flavors and are used for specialty dishes.

Condiments

Asian cuisine has a wide variety of condiments that can be used for different dishes. Condiments vary by region, but some, such as soy sauce, are fairly universal. The following is a list of popular condiments that you’ll become familiar with while cooking Asian dishes.

	
Soy sauce, made from fermented soy beans, is perhaps the most widely known condiment in Asian cooking, and is used in the cuisines of many Asian countries. There are different varieties of soy sauce including sweet soy sauce, dark soy sauce, light soy sauce, and tamari or gluten-free soy sauce. Soy sauce is very salty, so be careful when adding additional salt while cooking.
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