Kung Pao Shrimp at Home

Tired of the dull, gloppy restaurant renditions of this Sichuan classic? With a few Asian
pantry staples, you can make a spicy kung pao that puts most restaurant versions to shame.

ung pao shomp—uor, as we have come
to call it here in the rest kitcchen, kung

say than to eat. This classic Sichuan stir-
fry of shrimp, peanuts, and chiles in a rich brown
sauce 15 a Chinese restaurant standard, yet the
kung paa 1 sampled in halt' a dozen well-repured
spors around Boston was hopeless. The first one
was dismal, with wwugh, tiny little shrimp
drenched in a quart of pale, greasy, bland sauce,
and things just got worse from there.

This sorry collection of kung pao renditions
served as 4 nor-so-subile hint thar 1'd be berter off
making this dish at home. Like most stir-fries,
kung pao cooks quickly, so it is well suired for a
weeknight meal. Moreover, 1 thought that by
carcfully examimnyg the key cooking issucs—the
type and preparation of both the shamp and rhe
nuts along with the composition and texture of the
sauce—I could come up with something much
better than what 1'd encountered in reszaurants.

Muts aver Shrimp

Maost Chinese stir-fries go heavy on the vegerables,
but kung pao dishes are different. The quantity of
vegelables is imited, with the emphasis instead on
the shrimp and the nues. ‘The restaurane versions [
mied often included green pepper, and some added
bamboo shoots, carrots, celery, scallions, and zue-
chini, I worked my way through these chotces and
more and settled on a modest amount of red pep-
per for sweetness and scallion for freshness, bire,
and color. Kung pao needs nothing else from the
vegetable kingdom,

Taking a step up the tood chain, 1 looked ar the
shrimp next. Most restaurants use small to
mediwm shrimp, which makes the dish seem
skimpy. My rasters and 1 felr thar larger shrimp
made a more sanstying kung pao, and large sheimp
were easier to peel, roo. Afrer checking our jumba,
extra-large, large, and medium, we selected extra
large (21 /25 count) for their combination of suc-
culence and generous appearance. (Sce “Size
Marters™ on page 9 to learn how shrimp are sized. )

The best way to prepare the shrimp was a mat-
ter of some debare. Tradinonally, they are “vel-
veted " —coated with egg white, cornstarch, and
seasonings—and then fried in a generous quan-
tity of ail. The idea here is to create a softly crisp
coating that will help the sauce adhere. Though
velveting did have its supporrers, I was not
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sauce are the hallmarks of great kung paoc.

Extra-large shrimp, whole dried red chiles, peanuts, and a savary brown

amang them, for two reasons. First, the egg coat-
ing tended to cook up in unattractive clumps,
which would later floar aboutr in the dish, and
second, the two to three cups of oil required w
deep-fry seemed both cumbersome and wasteful
Drealing with all thar oil, from measuring it our 1o
disposing of it later, edged the dish out of the
realm of simple weeknight cooking, It would be
much bereer, 1 felr, to quickly stir-fry the shrimp
in a film of oil and to thicken the sauce slightly 1o
help it coat the shrimp.

The nuts help define kung pao, In most of the
restaurant dishes I tried, the flavor of the nurs was
underdeveloped, so they acted more as a garnish
than a key element. In contrast, I wanted to bet-
ter integrate the nuts into the dish and o deepen
their flavor. One move accomplished both goals.
Whereas most recipes add the nuts near the end
of the cooking time, | stir-fried them righr along
with the shrimp at the beginning. This way, they
toasted briefly in the pan, intensifying in flavor,
which they then conrribured to the sauce. Most
kung pao recipes rely on cither peanuts or

cashews, and we appreciated the
former for their savory flavar and
crisp rexrure. By comparison,
cashews seemed both sweetanda
lirrle soft.

Stir-Fry and Sauce

Luckily for me, the test kitchen
has conducted extensive invest-
gations into stir-frying rechnigue,
so I knew that a wide, heavy skil
let, preheated untl the oil
smokes, i 2 berrer mare with the
flar American stovetop burner
than a deeply curved wok, With
all thar hear, though, it would be
casy o overcook, and therefore
toughen, the shrimp and ro burn
the aromaric garlic and ginger
that are part of the sauce. Witha
little care, though, both prob-
lems are easy to avoid. Fimst, [
learned not w cook shrimp all the
way through ar firsr becausc they
will finish cooking in the sauce
later; an initial stay in the pan of
jusr under rwo minures was ideal.
Second, while most stir-fry
recipes add garlic and ginger near the beginning,
at Coek’s we prefer to add them near the end of
cooking to prevent burning and preserve their
fresh flavors.

When it came o the sauce, [ pictured it deep
brown, syrupy in texture, and glistening, with
balanced elements of sweer, savory, salry, garlicky,
and hot. I tried both chicken broth and water as
a base and preferred the broth for the savory
underpinning it provided. For a bir of sweemness
I added sugar in amounts from 1 tablespoon
down to 1 teaspoon, bur even a mere teaspoon
was overkill, Instead, T chose to add the classic
Asian tno of hoisin sauce, oyster-flavored sauce,
and sesame oil, all available (separately) in the
supermarket and all good sources of color, flavor
depth, and subtle sweetness. An ample supply of
garlic—rthree cloves—gave the sauce authority,
and ginger and nce vinegar added brightness. 1
liked Chinese black rice vinegar (called Chinkiang
vinegar) even berrer because it was more com-
plex—smoky, salty, plum-like, and slightly
sweet—but it can be hard ro come by, Cornstarch
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ever, offered Htle apreement about the best source of that heat. For the
sake of comenience and simpbcity, | immediately roled out exatic cheb
sauices that can be had anly in ethnic markets. Instead, | hit the supermarket
up the street and picked up the most oft-repeated contenders, including |':‘
whte dricd chiles (e traditicnal choice), crushed red pepper Makes, fresh A ¥

chiles, chill oil, and two popaular and widely svailable Asian chili sauces, :

SHMALLWHOLE DRIED
RED CHILES

Sambal and Sriracha, Thus cutfitted to heat things up. | retumed to the test Cﬁ;;ri;éﬁ RED

kitchen and conducted a side-by-side kung pao tasting, T PEPPER FLAKES
The exact formula for Sambal, a chunby chil-parfic paste, varies from maker hY

1o maker, Ours was seasaned with salt, sugar, and rice vinegar, Smoother || .

Sewacha i a populy Thai chill sauce, and ours was seasoned with salt, suga, e

grric, and fish esaract. Bath Sambal and Sriracha are commeon Asian table -

condiments, but tasters gave them thumbs-down in the kung pao becase ‘*-"',

they lacked depth and tended to taste 100 salty. Ch oil was ko passed by oo ILAPERO. ——

because the one we used. actually a chili-flavored sesame oil, was judped too
mitd. and it made the ssuce a bit greasy, The fresh dules—plapenos, © be
eact—provided shap heat, but the tasters did not appreciate the distinct
green. vepetal notes. Crushed red pepper flakes provided a bright. direct heat
thaat was utberly acceplable, but the tsters’ fvorite by a long shot was the
whole dried chiles, which infused the kung pao with a round, even spiciness
that offered a deep, toasty, almost smoky dimension as well,

This finding, of course, begged the question of whether one particular
type of dried chile would be best, as there are many varieties. With my
sights set on relatively small chiles (large chiles simply looked wrong in the
dish), | returned to the market and gathered six varieties, including an
unnamed Asian specimen from the bulk bin, Japones, Arbol, Guajilla.
Costefio, and Cascabel, Tasters strained to detect distinclions between
therm in my kung pao. | concluded that any small whaole dried red chiles

will do quiti nicely. —ARL SRIRACHA SALICE

ras1in6: Putting the POW! into Kung Pao & ﬁ |
Without spicy chile heat, it's not kung pao. The recipes | consulted, how- =

i the thickener of choice for Asian sauces, and
14 peaspoons reliably gelled the sauce 1o a soft,
glazey, shnmp-coating consistency.

Eager to see if  could streamline the recipe by
pmitting an ingredient (or maybe two? ), 1 sys-
tematically reresred all of the sauce components,
Alas, my tasters and 1 agreed that each one
brought a distinct flavor dimension to the party;
withour any one of them, the sauce suffered a
bat, inching its way back toward the dreaded

Size Matters

SMALL
51 ta 60 per pownd

MEDIUM
41 1o 50 per pound

31 wo 40 per pound

restaurant kung pao | was derermined o outdo.

Spicy chile heat may be kung pao’s true call-
ing card. My rasters and | unanimously chose
whole dried chiles (see above), which are tradi
tional for this dish, [ altered the rechnigue with
which they are generally used, however, by sur-
frying them with the shrimp and peanuts at the
beginning of the cooking. This exrra bir of pan
time toasted the chiles, deepening their flavor
noticeably.

KUMNG PAD SHRIMP
SERVES 4

You can substitute plain rice vinegar for the black
rice vinegar {available in Asian markers), bur we
prefer the latter for its fruiry, salty complexiry. 1f
you prefer roasted unsalted cashews over peanuls,
sibstiture an equal amount. Do not ear the whole
chiles in the finished dish.

I pound extra-large shrimp (21 to 25 count),
peeled and deveined

I tablespoon dry sherry or rice wine

1 teaspoons soy sauce

3 medium garlic cloves, pressed through garlic
press or minced (about | tablespoan)

I plece (Ye-inch) fresh ginger, peeled and
minced {about 2 teaspoons)

3 tablespoons peanut or vegetable oil

/2 cup roasted unsalted peanuts

& small whole dricd red chiles (cach about | %4 to
2 inches lang), 3 chiles roughly crumbled, or
I teaspoon dried red pepper flakes

Y4 cup canned low-sodium chicken broth

1 teaspoons black rice vinegar or plain rice vinegar

2 teaspoons Asian sesame oil

I tablespoon opster-flavored sauce

| tablespoon hoisin sauce

1'% teaspoons comnstarch
I medium red bell pepper. cut intao Y2 -inch dice
1 medium scallions, sliced thin

1. Toss shrimp with sherry and soy sauce in
medium bowl; marinate until shrimp have
absorbed Havors, abour 10 minutes, Mix garlic,
ginger, and 1 tablespoon oil in small bowl; set
aside. Combine peanuts and chiles in small bowl,
ser aside. Mix chicken broth, vinegar, sesame oil,
oyster-flavored sauce, hoisin sauce, and corn-
starch in small bowl or measuring cup; set aside.

2. Hear | rablespoon oil in 12-inch skiller over
high heat until just beginning o smoke. Add
shrimp and cook, stirring about once every 10 sec-
onds, unnl barely opaque, 30 w 40 scconds; add
peanuts and chiles, str inte shomp, and continue
cooking until shrimp are almost completely
opagque and peanuts have darkened slightly, 30 o
40 seconds longer, Transfer shrimp, peanuts, and

L chiles o bowl; ser aside. Rerurm skiller to burner

EXTRA-LARGE
21 wo 25 per pound

LARGE

Shrimp are sold by size (small, medium, large, and so on) as well as by the number needed to make | pound,
usually given in a range. Choosing shrimp by the numerical rating is more accurate than choosing by a size label,

wihich varies from store to store, Here's how the two systems line up, with shrinp shown in actual sizes.
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- and reheat briefly, 15 to 30 seconds. Add remain-

ing 1 tablespoon oil, swirl to coat pan, and add red
bell pepper; cook, stirring occasionally, unil
slightly softened, about 45 seconds. Clear center of
pan, add garic-ginger mixture, mash into pan with
spoon or sparula, and cook unril fragrane, 1o 15
seconds; stir into peppers until combined. Stir
broth mixture to recombine, then add o skiller
alomg with reserved shrimp, peanues, and chiles;
cook, strming and scraping up browned bits on
bottom of pan, until sauce has thickened to syrupy
consistency, about 45 seconds. Sor in scallions;
transfer to serving plate and serve immediately,



