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introduction

Some people describe the kitchen as the heart of the home. For us, it’s the soul.

At wagamama we have always upheld the importance of nourishment, advocating for the vital role that food plays in our day-to-day wellbeing. The kitchen is the space from which we make this idea a reality. For it’s within the kitchen’s walls that we tap into our creativity, exploring through flavour and making something new. It’s the place where we share stories, time and food with the ones we love, where we come at the end of a wearying day to make something to soothe our souls, and where we feel the rhythmic chopping of vegetables easing our minds. Because feeding our souls isn’t just about eating a balanced bowl of nourishing food; it’s also about the act of making it.

This cookbook is both an exploration and a celebration of the kitchen and the soul-restoring food we make there. Inspired by our own wagamama kitchens, which serve as the soul of our restaurants, we sought out stories of other soul kitchens across the Asian continent – a constant source of inspiration for everything we do.

Visiting the Japanese capital of Tokyo, South Korea’s Seoul and Ho Chi Minh City in southern Vietnam, we met with people who are nourishing souls from their own kitchens. Be they tiny street food stalls or canteens hidden down steep steps, or elevated fine dining restaurants, these are the people feeding their local neighbourhoods, providing them with sustenance, nourishment and a smile every day. Through our journey we became the students again as we travelled across Asia and into these food heroes’ kitchens, seeking to learn how they serve up soul in their own communities. Through shared stories, family recipes and meticulously crafted menus, we dived into the culture of cooking and eating in Asia. We explored its long history and how our daily rituals around food hold power – power that we ourselves can harness.

What we found was a culture that views mealtimes as a sacred opportunity for pause, reflection and restoration, regardless of whether it’s the first meal of the day or the last. As for the cuisine, we were immersed in a rich tapestry of flavours and techniques, with each country borrowing from one another, even branching out further to explore and take inspiration from Western cuisine. We soon realised that, while fusion has become a supposed weakness in the UK’s Asian food scene, in fact, within the soul kitchens we visited, this style of cooking is something that is celebrated. The Japanese even have a word to describe this coming together of flavours from across continents: yōshoku. We at wagamama have always welcomed this open-minded approach to cooking, and we believe that there’s a lot to be learned – and enjoyed – when we tear up the rule book.
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Noun: Yōshoku
Def: A form of fusion cuisine that sees Western-style dishes made with Japanese flavours and ingredients
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Even with this open-minded approach to food exploration, we noticed one point of continuity: everywhere we ate, no matter the place or time of day, each dish was harmoniously balanced, from flavour and ingredients, to texture and nutrition, and even including the way the food was presented. This practice is called something different depending on which country you’re in; wu xing in China, ngũ vị in Vietnam or, as we tend to know it, the five-flavour philosophy. This principle states that the key to creating a delicious, well-rounded meal is the balancing of the five main flavours – sweet, sour, salty, bitter and umami, this fifth flavour describing a deep savoury taste. By taking this delicate balancing act and implementing it across both flavour and nutrition, we create a solid framework from which we can freely explore and experiment with Asian-influenced cooking.

The recipes in this book are inspired by these learnings. Organised by the time of day, the book offers up a fresh perspective on both cooking and eating, encouraging us to find joy in food as the thing that both punctuates our day and nourishes us from within. Along the way you’ll meet some of the local food heroes we encountered on our journey, as they share with you the story of their own soul kitchens and how they’re serving exciting new dishes combining cuisines from both East and West. Taking inspiration from each of them, we have created unique dishes inspired by their innovative recipes. As a result, this is a cookbook that is varied in all senses, with elements of Japanese, Korean and Vietnamese food culture, merged with flavours found a little closer to home. They also vary in terms of time needed; some you can whip up in ten minutes, others will take a little longer. But whether you’re a seasoned home cook or a novice in the kitchen, the recipes here are accessible and simple to make.

The golden thread that ties together the 70-or-so recipes that make up this cookbook, is that each and every one of them is intended to feed not just the body, but the soul as well.

The key to creating a delicious, well-rounded meal is the balancing of the five main flavours – sweet, sour, salty, bitter and umami.
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cupboard essentials

Seasonings hold a lot of power, and with a few teaspoons of this and that, you can turn some simple noodles into a delicious bowl of flavour-packed goodness. So whether you’re storing them in a pantry, a kitchen cupboard or all jumbled up together in a drawer, here are some essential ingredients that you can use to flavour the recipes in this book, and to experiment with in your other Asian-inspired cooking.

Chilli flakes

A spice-rack essential, used to add heat during cooking or to sprinkle over a finished dish.

Chilli oil

Cook with it or use it as a garnish to add heat and flavour. You can buy chilli oil in the supermarket or make your own.

Coconut milk

Rich, creamy and nutty, coconut milk is the base of many Asian curries and marinades.

Crispy onions

Predominantly used as a garnish, these deep-fried shallots add crunch and a savoury flavour to many Asian dishes. You can usually find them with the herbs and spices in the supermarket.

Curry powder

Mixed spices are essential for curries. You can use any you like, but we tend to use the mild version and add the spice elsewhere.

Dashi powder

A type of stock powder used in Japanese cuisine made from seaweed and dried bonito flakes, which are made from fermented tuna. The powder adds extra umami to your stocks and sauces.

Fish sauce

Made from fish or krill that has been fermented over an extended period of time, fish sauce is used to add depth of flavour in Asian-inspired cooking. It’s salty, funky and umami.

Galangal

From the same family as ginger, galangal has an aromatic, peppery flavour. You can get it fresh in most Asian supermarkets, and also as a paste or dried in the seasonings aisle of large supermarkets.

Garlic paste

Garlic features heavily in Asian dishes and as a time saver, you can find garlic paste in a jar or tube in the seasonings aisle.

Ginger paste

An easy way to add warming and aromatic ginger to your recipes. You can usually find this in a jar or tube in the seasonings section of your local supermarket.

Gochugaru

A ground Korean chilli powder made from sun-dried peppers. This is a key ingredient in many Korean dishes, namely kimchi. It’s also a great garnish, adding colour and spice. Find it in the international aisle of some supermarkets, or in your local Asian supermarket.

Gochujang

A spicy red paste made from red chilli peppers and fermented soya beans. Find it in the international aisle of some supermarkets, or in your local Asian supermarket.

Kewpie mayonnaise

A truly rich, creamy mayonnaise from Japan made with extra egg yolks and using rice vinegar for umami. You can buy this in larger supermarkets as well as your local Asian supermarket, or you can make your own (see here).

Kimchi

Made by fermenting napa cabbage in an array of spices and aromatics, kimchi can be served on the side of most of the dishes in this book, but it’s also a key ingredient in some recipes too. While we recommend making your own, you can also buy kimchi in most supermarkets or your local Asian supermarket.

Matcha

A bright green powder made from finely milled young green tea leaves. Packed with antioxidants, matcha gives desserts and drinks a grassy, earthy flavour with a slight bitterness that fades to a smooth sweetness.

Mirin

A type of fermented rice wine that is slightly lower in alcohol than sake, with a sweet and subtle tang.

Miso

A Japanese paste made from fermented soya beans. There are many different types of miso, but we tend to use white miso which has a sweet, light flavour that adds a deep umami taste to marinades, sauces and stocks.

Noodles

The base carbohydrate in many dishes in this book. We recommend having an array in the cupboard, in particular thick and chewy udon, light and thin rice noodles, tender ramen noodles and translucent glass noodles.

Nori

Dried seaweed sheets used to make nori rolls and sushi. They have a sweet and salty taste, and when crushed they add an almost fish-like flavour to vegan dishes. You can usually find them near the soy sauce in the supermarket.

Oyster sauce

A thick, sweet and salty sauce used as a base for stir-fries, marinades and dips used in cooking across East and Southeast Asia.

Panko breadcrumbs

Japanese breadcrumbs, essential for adding crunch and texture to your favourite fried dishes.

Rice

A staple food of Asian cuisine and the most consumed grain in the world. Most recipes in this book use either long grain or short grain white rice, but you can use brown if you prefer.

Rice vinegar

Made from fermented rice, this vinegar has a sharp but slightly sweet flavour that complements many Asian-inspired dishes.

Sesame oil

An oil made from raw or toasted sesame seeds that adds a nutty, earthy flavour to cooking.

Shichimi

A powder that adds a kick of spice and savoury flavour to many dishes, the word shichimi translates as ‘seven tastes’. While the actual ingredients will vary depending on what brand you buy, shichimi is generally a mixture of chilli pepper, black pepper, dried orange peel, sesame seeds, poppy seeds, hemp seeds and nori. You can find it in all Asian supermarkets and in the international food aisle of larger supermarkets.

Sichuan peppercorns

Despite the name, these aren’t actually peppers; they’re dried berries from the prickly ash tree, a member of the citrus family. They have a zesty flavour that becomes numbing and tingly when eaten. A key ingredient in Sichuan food.

Soy sauce

There are two main types: a light version that is most commonly used in cooking, and a dark version which is stronger in colour and in taste. For the most part, you’ll use light soy sauce.

Sriracha sauce

A fiery hot sauce with chillies, vinegar, pickled garlic, sugar and salt. Mix into mayonnaise or stir through your cooking to add flavour and heat.

Stock cubes

Use whatever flavour stock cube you prefer. We recommend a low-salt, organic option.

Tamari

This is essentially a gluten-free version of soy sauce and can be used as a substitute in all the recipes in this book.

Wasabi paste

A fiery and aromatic paste made from the root of the wasabi. Mix into mayonnaise or serve with fish dishes.

Yuzu seasoning

A blend of yuzu, lemon and orange juices mixed with rice vinegar. It has a sharp, sour flavour that goes well with fish and chicken, and adds a touch of acid to broths, dressings and dips.
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