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INTRODUCTION

BREAK DOWN THE BARRIERS

When I first moved away from home and craved the Chinese food I grew up with, I called my mom to ask how to make tomato and egg, the quintessential home-style Chinese dish. She launched into a monologue, which wasn’t quite a recipe, but did convey the steps and concepts of how to make the dish. Eventually I figured out enough to cobble together something that, while edible, wasn’t quite the same. The next time I visited home and watched her cook, I took a video, so I could transcribe the recipe for myself later. I still call her to ask how she makes certain dishes—most recently, the pork and onion baos she and my dad concocted while she was here during my postpartum recovery—and though she hasn’t changed the way she describes the cooking process, I find that I’m able to decipher her instructions. The difference is, I think, that my own cooking skills and intuition have evolved. I now speak her cooking language.

It’s a common trope that generational cooking passes down without a written recipe. In my experience, this is true. My mom never works from a recipe. She draws on her own experiences cooking with her Shanghainese family and re-creates dishes from her taste memories. As with any prolonged game of Telephone, the message inevitably changes and transforms. These differences between the original recipe and its subsequent iterations are not about inaccuracy. They reveal the fluidity of food.

Like my mom, I cook Chinese all the time, but that doesn’t mean we make the same food my great-grandparents did. Of course we love the traditional dishes, especially for special occasions. My mom’s [image: image] hóng shāo ròu, red-braised pork belly, is the best, as are her shāo mài, chive cakes, and stir-fried crab. These dishes hold a special place in my heart, evoking not only the memory that is shaped by my palate, but also the remembrance of the warmth of my mom’s kitchen, that specific feeling of arriving home.

Yet the hóng shāo ròu I make in my Boston kitchen isn’t exactly the same as the one my mom makes in her California kitchen, which isn’t exactly the same as her parents made in Shanghai. Dishes evolve.

This book is about the way I cook Chinese food every day. It’s not traditional, but it is Chinese.

When I write about Chinese food, I try to avoid using the word “authentic,” because it is impossible to apply broadly. If you poll various Chinese individuals who grew up in the same region about a certain dish, I guarantee you each will have their own personal taste memory of that dish—what is authentic to them. My way isn’t—and shouldn’t be—your way. When my mom throws together a stir-fry with the Western ingredients chard and fennel, is this not Chinese cooking? You can cook Chinese without being Chinese. You can cook Chinese without a Chinese kitchen. You can cook Chinese without using specific brands of soy sauce.

As a second-generation Chinese American living on the East Coast, I don’t cook strictly traditional recipes every day at home. Most Chinese Americans don’t. Instead, I use a mishmash of traditional and modern tools and ingredients. I have access to a Chinese grocery store, and I also shop at H Mart (the Korean grocery chain), Trader Joe’s, and Whole Foods. I order foods from all over the world from online marketplaces. I have bottles of Kimlan soy sauce sitting next to a well-used box of English Maldon flaky sea salt. I have preserved lemons in a jar. Sambal oelek, with its green lid, is in my fridge. So is concentrated tomato paste in a tube, along with kimchi, two types of miso, Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese, and a jar of giardiniera (Italian pickled mixed vegetables) made by my friend’s family in Chicago. I cherish my Fly By Jing Zhong Sauce, which sits next to my homemade Fried Shallot Chile Crisp (here).

My carbon-steel wok, which I lugged all the way from Shanghai, sits comfortably over the range next to my Dutch oven, my beloved cast-iron pans, and my nonstick skillet. I use a cleaver, cooking chopsticks, and a wok frequently. I roast food in my oven, and a Chinese bamboo steamer sits on my stovetop. I drink coffee in the morning and jasmine green tea in the afternoon. I’m influenced by culinary greats from Yotam Ottolenghi to Samin Nosrat, and Hetty McKinnon to Joshua McFadden.

What ties all these influences together and makes the food that I cook “Chinese” is technique. Whether I’m stir-frying cauliflower or adding preserved lemon to broccoli for some extra zing, I am drawing from a foundation of Chinese cooking that has been passed down for generations. This approach showcases modern cooking, but it’s still quintessentially Chinese. In fact, incorporating local produce and flavors while using traditional techniques is the essence of Chinese regional cooking.

In writing this book, I wanted to break down the mental barriers to cooking Chinese. There is no one way to make each dish. If an ingredient is too hard to source, then omit it. Chinese cooking is not a set of rules with strict, by-the-book recipes. Instead, it’s forgiving, flexible, and entirely applicable to your pantry, because the Chinese way of cooking is really about adaptability.

The flavors in this book are still largely Asian, though not always traditional. They are an amalgam of my personal experiences in the kitchen: my childhood in a Chinese immigrant household in the Bay Area in a largely Asian community, my college years in St. Louis, my travels, and my adult years undergoing medical training in Boston.

SEE ONE, DO ONE, TEACH ONE

The first kitchen skill I learned was how to pare an apple. When I showed interest in wanting to help in the kitchen, my dad grabbed an apple and guided me through peeling the skin. My goal quickly became trying to pare an apple in one swoop, ending up with an unbroken, long, swirling peel. This taught me a few things: how to hold a paring knife, to be cognizant of the sharp blade, to get a kinesthetic sense of where my thumb was in relation to the blade, and to feel the nuances in the blade pressure for different varieties of apples. From this one exercise, I started to learn how to prepare food.

In my surgical training, there is a teaching mantra: see one, do one, teach one. As a trainee, you observe a procedure. You perform one. Then, you lead another junior trainee through that same procedure. In reality, of course, it takes more than just one observation and one procedure to acquire the skills necessary to teach the procedure, but with each level, you gain a different perspective and skill set that will ultimately lead to mastery.

And thus, the structure of this book took shape.

It is divided into the eight fundamental Chinese cooking techniques: steam, fry, boil, braise, sauce, infuse, pickle, and wrap. Within each technique, there may be subcategories. Within Fry, for example, there are stir-fry and deep-fry, just as Boil includes other water-based techniques like simmer. The first four chapters—Steam, Fry, Boil, and Braise—are about cooking with different forms of heat. (These techniques, of course, often overlap in a single recipe.) The next four chapters—Sauce, Infuse, Pickle, and Wrap—are about putting food combinations together.
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One core technique at a time, you’ll learn about the underlying principles. I start with a few traditional recipes to highlight how a particular method has been used. In the remainder of the chapter, nontraditional recipes demonstrate how the technique can be used in different ways, without the at-times-intimidating confines of tradition.

I encourage you to see the instructions in the recipes as a starting point, a launch pad for your cooking adventures. In making the recipes, you are adding to your fund of knowledge; your instinct is developed by doing. It’s similar to the way a dish is passed down by word of mouth rather than by a written recipe. After you’ve cooked your way through this book, you’ll feel more comfortable throwing together a fast stir-fry, whipping out your steamer, or sizzling aromatics for a topping using what you have in your pantry or fridge. With an understanding of core Chinese home-cooking techniques, you’ll set yourself up for success to make good food the Chinese way.


ABOUT THE RECIPES

I tend to use weights when I cook because they’re more accurate than measuring by volume, though I recognize that volume is more common. For major ingredients in larger quantities, I’ve included both measures. For doughs, where precision really matters, I recommend measuring by weight.

My serving sizes are simply a guide. That’s because the Chinese way to eat is usually family style. There are no individual portions served—the dishes are placed in the middle of the table and shared among a few people. Then, too, appetites vary greatly. For example, I can eat eight wontons in one serving, but my husband, Alex, can easily down twenty. So one dish may not by itself serve four comfortably, but is meant to be eaten alongside other dishes for four.

I love substitutions and encourage you to explore them. When you substitute, pay attention to your ingredient and adjust the recipe accordingly. For example, if you use maple syrup instead of granulated sugar, you’ll need to keep in mind that maple syrup has an intrinsic flavor, and as a liquid, will add volume.







THE MODERN 
CHINESE PANTRY

The first time I tried to stock a pantry, I was in college, living in a dorm. This meant my ingredients were limited to a box I could lug from my room to the communal kitchen and back. I remember calling my mom and keeping her on the line as I perused the tiny Chinese grocery store in St. Louis, asking her where I should start. I grabbed soy sauce, black vinegar, Shaoxing wine, sugar, and some dried wheat noodles. That was it. Salt and black pepper were available in the communal kitchen (sometimes still in their little paper packets).

Over time, things have changed—not just for me, but for my mother as well. When she came to Boston from California to cook for me after I had my baby, she used my light and dark soy sauces (which she had counseled me to buy years ago), but when it came time to restock, chose the Japanese soy sauce that she now uses for everything. Cooking methods, taste preferences, and therefore the contents of the pantry change.

Over anything else, make sure your ingredients are high quality and therefore flavorful. The markets in China are extremely fresh, and farmers’ markets open daily. In the Chinese farmer’s almanac, there are twenty-four distinct seasons—a hint about how important seasonality is to agriculture there. Produce bought in the morning is used that night.

Know your preferences and those of the people you cook for. For this book, my Mapo Tofu (here) was tested by a few different people, and therefore made with various sets of chile peppers, red pepper flakes, and doubanjiang. The feedback I received ranged from “this is quite spicy compared to mapo tofu I’ve had before” to “this isn’t spicy enough,” even though each tester followed the same set of instructions.

Assess your spices. Favor quality over quantity. See here for how I manage my dry spices.

I’ve organized these ingredients, including staples and specialty ingredients, by broad flavor profiles, so that you can start to think about them not only in terms of what the ingredients are, but how they can balance a dish. Harder to describe, though equally important, is the texture of these ingredients—something crunchy but acidic will contribute something very different than something creamy and acidic.
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