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INTRODUCTION

Chinese cuisine reflects the long history and vast geographic and climatic diversity of China itself. From Beijing (Peking) in the very cold north to Guangzhou (Canton) in the hot subtropical south, and from cosmopolitan Shanghai and the eastern provinces to the exotic regions to the west, it displays distinctive variations, but all are based on the shared central themes of its venerable cooking tradition.

Highly nutritious, the Chinese diet relies heavily on fresh and preserved vegetables, a staple grain such as rice, and fish and seafood with relatively little meat. Techniques allow for efficient cooking, whether fast or slow, that preserves nutrients, flavours and textures. The famous yin and yang philosophy that informs Chinese cuisine may be seen as no more than an emphasis on certain combinations of foods and ingredients, prepared in a certain way. All Chinese styles share the common goal of the harmonious blending of natural tastes, textures, colours and aromas, enhanced but never obscured by sauces and dips.

The recipes in this book offer a representative sample of authentic Chinese cuisine, and I have sought to include those that illustrate both the central themes of Chinese cookery and the various regional variations played on those themes. You will find them all delectable.

Ingredients

All the ingredients used in this book can now be obtained in ordinary supermarkets, with perhaps just one or two items to be found in Chinese or Asian grocers.

Black beans These small, black fermented soya beans have a distinctive, slightly salty taste and a rich smell, and are used as a seasoning, often in conjunction with garlic or fresh root ginger. They will keep indefinitely in the refrigerator.

Chinese long beans There are two varieties: pale green and thinner dark green. You will usually find them sold in looped bunches, and there is no need to trim them. They have a crunchy taste and texture like green beans but cook faster.

Dried citrus peel This is sold in Chinese or Asian grocery stores.

Five-spice powder This is a mixture of star anise, Sichuan peppercorns, fennel, cloves and cinnamon.

Lily buds These provide texture as well as an earthy taste to any dish. Store them in a jar in a dry place. Soak before use – see recipe instructions.

Mushrooms, Chinese dried Black or brown in colour, these add a particular flavour and aroma to dishes. Keep them in an airtight jar in a cool, dry place. Soak before use – see recipe instructions.

Mushrooms, Chinese dried cloud ear These puff up to look like clouds when soaked (see recipe instructions) and are valued for their crunchy texture.
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Mushrooms, Chinese dried wood ear (tree ear) These are the larger variety of the above fungi. Once soaked, the mushrooms will swell up to four or five times their size.

Mooli (Chinese white radish) Long, white and carrot-like in shape, mooli absorbs the flavours of the food it is cooked with yet retains its distinctive radish taste and texture. They are always peeled.

Shaoxing rice wine I believe the finest of the many varieties of rice wine to be from Shaoxing in Zhejiang Province in eastern China. It is used not only for cooking but also in marinades and for sauces. It should be kept tightly corked at room temperature.

Yellow bean sauce (whole and ground) This thick, spicy, aromatic sauce is made with yellow beans, flour and salt, fermented together. Correctly blended, it is quite salty but provides a distinctive flavour to sauces. There are two forms: whole beans in a thick sauce and mashed or puréed beans.

Chilli bean sauce This is a thick, dark, hot and spicy sauce or paste made from soya beans, chillies and other seasonings, and widely used in western China.

Chilli sauce A bright red, hot sauce made from chillies, vinegar, sugar and salt, which is frequently used as a dipping sauce.

Hoisin sauce Widely used in southern China, this is a thick, dark, brownish-red sauce made from soya beans, vinegar, sugar, spices and other flavourings, and is sweet and slightly spicy.

Oyster sauce This is an essential ingredient of Cantonese cuisine, but is also used in other regions. Thick and brown, it is made from a concentrate of oysters cooked in soy sauce, seasonings and brine. It has a rich, savoury flavour without being fishy and is used not only in cooking but as a condiment, diluted with a little oil. The expensive kinds are worth their extra cost.

Sesame paste This rich, thick, creamy brown paste is made from toasted sesame seeds and is used in both hot and cold dishes. If the paste has separated in the jar, empty the contents into a food processor or blender and blend well.

Sichuan peppercorns These are reddish-brown in colour with a strong pungent odour that distinguishes them from the hotter black peppercorns. Their taste is sharp and mildly spicy, and while they can be ground in a conventional peppermill, they should be roasted before they are ground to bring out their full flavour.
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Sichuan preserved vegetables This is one of the most popular preserved vegetables in China, a specialty of Sichuan Province. It is sold in cans in Chinese grocers and gives a pleasantly crunchy texture and spicy taste to dishes. Rinse before use.

Sugar I particularly like to use rock sugar, which is richer and has a more subtle flavour than refined granulated sugar and also gives a good lustre or glaze to braised dishes and sauces. Buy it in Chinese markets, but if you cannot find it, use plain sugar or amber coffee sugar crystals instead.

Tofu (beancurd) Tofu is highly nutritious, rich in protein and has a distinctive smooth texture but a bland taste. It is usually sold in two forms: as small, firm blocks or a soft, custard-like (silken) variety. But it is also available in several dried forms and in a fermented version. Silken tofu is used for soups and other dishes, while firm tofu is used for stir-frying, braising and deep-frying.

Vinegar, white rice This is clear and mild in flavour, and has a faint taste of glutinous rice. It is used for sweet and sour dishes.

Vinegar, black rice This is very dark in colour with a rich but mild taste. It is used for braised dishes, noodles and sauces.

Choosing a wok

The shape of the wok allows heat to spread evenly over its surface, thus making for rapid cooking, which is fundamental to stir-frying. When used for deep-frying, because its base is smaller a wok requires less cooking oil while still providing necessary depth.

I have found that the most appropriate wok for a Western-type hob is one with a long wooden handle. The wok should be about 30–36 cm (12–14 inches) in diameter with deep sides and a slightly flattened bottom. Select one that has heft to it, and, if possible, made of carbon steel rather than of light stainless steel or aluminium, which tend to scorch. A lid, usually aluminium, normally comes with the wok, but can be purchased separately. A long-handled metal spatula shaped rather like a small shovel is ideal for scooping and tossing food in a wok.

Seasoning and cleaning

Before its first use, scrub your wok with kitchen cleanser and water to remove as much of the machine oil applied to the surface by the manufacturer as possible. Dry the wok and place it over a low heat. Add 2 tablespoons cooking oil and rub over the inside with kitchen paper until lightly coated. Heat the wok slowly for 10–15 minutes and then wipe it thoroughly with clean kitchen paper. Repeat coating, heating and wiping until the paper comes out clean. Once seasoned, your wok will darken with use. Wash a seasoned wok in water without detergent and dry it thoroughly to prevent rusting.

Steamers and steaming rack

Basket-like bamboo steamers come in several sizes; the 25 cm (10 inch) size is the most suitable for home use. It is placed on top of a saucepan or over a wok of boiling water. Clean damp muslin is sometimes laid over the open slats under the food to prevent the steam escaping. Before using for the first time, wash and steam it empty for about 5 minutes. Alternatively, use any kind of wide metal steamer.

If using your wok or a large saucepan as a steamer, you will need a wooden or metal rack or trivet to stand above the water level and support the plate of food to be steamed. Some woks are sold with a round metal stand, but you can buy triangular wooden stands or round metal stands for this purpose.
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Choosing a cleaver

No self-respecting Chinese cook would be seen with a knife instead of a cleaver. These heavy choppers are used for all kinds of cutting ranging from fine shredding to chopping up bones. Of course, you can prepare Chinese food using good sharp knives, but if you decide to buy a cleaver, you will be surprised at how easy it is to use. Choose a good-quality, medium-sized, all-purpose, stainless steel one.
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