

[image: ]




[image: ]




THIS IS A BORZOI BOOK
PUBLISHED BY ALFRED A. KNOPF, INC.

Copyright © 1999 by Nina Simonds

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and in Canada by Random House of Canada, Limited, Toronto. 

www.aaknopf.com

Knopf, Borzoi Books, and the colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

A spoonful of ginger : irresistible, health-giving recipes from Asian kitchens / Nina Simonds ; full-page color photographs by Beatriz Da Costa ; black-and-white photographs by Don Rose and Michael Hodgson.

xii, 320 p. : ill. (some col.) ; 25 cm. 

Originally published: New York : Alfred A. Knopf, 1999. 

Includes bibliographical references (p. 301–303) and index. 

ISBN 978-0-375-71212-8

1. Cooking, Asian. 2. Diet therapy—China. 3. Medicine, Chinese. 

TX724.5.A1 S54 1999
 641.595 21

LC 98075735
eISBN: 978-0-307-95707-8

Black-and-white photographs copyright © 1999 by Don Rose, except i1.1, i1.2, i5.1 (top left, center, and bottom left), i8.1, 263, i8.2, and i9.1 (center and bottom left), which are copyright © 1999 by Michael Hodgson.

Cover photograph by Beatriz da Costa

Cover design by Ph.D, A Design Office

Published April 27, 1999
First Paperback Edition, April 2011
v3.1





Also by Nina Simonds




Spices of Life

Moonbeams, Dumplings & Dragon Boats

Asian Wraps

Asian Noodles

China Express

China’s Food

Chinese Seasons

Classic Chinese Cuisine





For my mentors, Wang Lee-Tee Eng, T. C. Lai, and Chun-Han Zhu,
who taught and inspired me …
and for all the Asian women who generously shared their family remedies and recipes






Use the five tastes to temper the five vital organs. If these are at peace, the vital fluid in us will flow smoothly, then our mind will find its equilibrium … and the whole person will find himself in a state of supreme well-being.

— Hu Sihui, Principles of Correct Diet (1330)




To take medicine only when you are sick is like digging a well when you are thirsty. Is it not already too late?

— The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine (2500 B.C.)




Let food be your medicine and medicine be your food.

— Hippocrates
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Introduction


It started with a stomachache—not a dull ache, but a horrible, searing pain, the kind that makes you double over in agony. That was 1972, and I had just arrived in Taipei to begin what would be a three-and-a-half-year sojourn in Asia studying Chinese language, culture, and food.

To celebrate my arrival, I had attended numerous banquets and had devoured EVERYTHING in sight with enthusiasm. Then I got a stomachache. I was immediately dispatched to my surrogate Chinese mother’s favorite doctor, who, as it turned out, was trained in both Chinese and Western medicine.

Dr. Lin carefully examined my belly, gently prodding different areas. Then he asked me questions about what I had eaten in the last twenty-four hours. He made two columns, I noticed, identifying each item as either yin or yang. His frown deepened as the list of yin foods grew longer and longer. Finally, he told me that my stomachache was a result of too many yin foods. I now needed to counteract the condition with the help of herbs combined with yang dishes.

I was familiar with the yin><yang—positive versus negative—concept, but I had never before heard it applied to food. I asked him to explain, and he told me that the Chinese believed that foods—like many other things—were classified as yin or yang depending on the energy they created in the body. Yin foods were cooling to the body, while yang foods had a warming effect. Whenever there was an imbalance, certain negative conditions or illnesses were apt to develop.

In my case, he prescribed a regimen that included warm congee (rice porridge) with scallions and ginger, chicken soup with ginseng and ginger, and cinnamon lamb with garlic chives. I followed it faithfully, and within forty-eight hours my stomach was back to normal. I continued eating the foods he recommended for several more days and I began to feel healthier than I had in a long time.

That experience was my first introduction to food as medicine, and it marked the beginning—some twenty-five years ago—of my study of the Asian holistic philosophy, one that deals with the body as a whole, rather than its separate parts. For this reason, many alternative health care practitioners prefer the use of the word “wholistic” to holistic. I tend to agree.

For the Western skeptic, holistic philosophy may be difficult to grasp, but for the Chinese, the idea that balance and harmony are integral to one’s well-being is a belief entrenched in their culture. And food plays a powerful role in this equation.

The practice of using food and herbs as medicine can be traced back to ancient China. The legendary Emperor Shen Nong, who is believed to have lived around 3000 B.C., and is considered by the Chinese to be the father of agriculture, was known as a student of the healing properties of various plants. He also established the theory of yin and yang, which became the foundation of Chinese culture and philosophy. Yin and yang represent the opposing yet complementary forces of the universe. Together they make up the whole. Every object or action can be classified as either yin or yang, and everything is influenced by their constant ebb and flow.

Lao Zi, the father of Taoism, who lived in the sixth century B.C., continued to promote this belief in opposing principles. Then Chinese Taoist monks began practicing herbal medicine, collecting rare plants and experimenting with them. They, too, believed that balance is the key to good health and that longevity depends on total harmony between the human body and its natural environment. Food should be consumed not only for sustenance, but also to tune up the body and fortify it against disease. The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine, which was written about 2500 B.C. and remains the bible for students of Chinese medicine, reiterated the same concept: “Diseases are thought to occur when there is an imbalance. Through their interactions and functions, yin and yang are responsible for diseases.”

Foods are divided into three categories: hot, cold, and neutral, depending on their effect on the body. Yin, or cold, foods, such as fruits, vegetables, and many types of seafood, are recommended to offset too much yang. Yang, or hot, foods, which include beef, lamb, and eggs, are taken to counterbalance too much yin. Neutral foods provide balance. (At the beginning of each chapter, I discuss the role of specific foods in greater detail.)

The body’s internal condition also may be classified as yin or yang, and food may play a role in balancing this condition. For example, if your internal energy at the moment is yin—you feel sluggish or tired—you can correct this condition by eating yang foods, which stimulate the body and increase energy. Conversely, when you are feeling restless and impatient, which are yang characteristics, yin foods have a cooling or calming effect.

The Chinese also believe that foods are categorized as sweet (earth), bitter (fire), sour (wood), pungent (metal), and salty (water). In turn, each of the flavors influences specific parts of the body. Sweet (earth) foods disperse stagnant energy and harmonize the stomach. Bitter (fire) foods tend to affect the heart and small intestines. Sour (wood) foods influence the liver and gallbladder, while pungent (metal) foods have an affinity for the lungs and large intestine. Salty (water) foods are associated with the kidneys and bladder. If a particular organ is weak, a Chinese doctor would suggest that you eat foods influencing that part of the body to strengthen it. Similarly, certain foods are particularly beneficial during different seasons and should be eaten at that time.

For thousands of years, various foods have been prescribed by Chinese doctors and have been prepared by loving mothers to prevent diseases and to cure them. For the Chinese, and many Asian cultures, food is a nurturing, benevolent friend that maintains, and restores, health. We in the West tend to concentrate more on what is not good for us, and we are so apprehensive about what we eat that often food becomes an enemy.

The Asian holistic approach does not preach denial or impose a rigid diet but, rather, stresses a commonsense, relaxed approach to eating in which balance is key. The emphasis is on listening to your body and feeding it what it needs. Foods are appreciated and enjoyed for the pleasure they give us—for their vibrant colors, flavors, and textures. They are also respected, if not revered, for their therapeutic properties.

While the Chinese have promoted the toniclike effects of food for centuries, recent scientific and medical research in this country, Europe, and Asia is proving many of these age-old beliefs to be valid. Western doctors are now taking notice as the public has embraced a number of alternative therapies.

Western medicine too often relies on invasive procedures such as drugs and surgery, whereas Chinese medicine focuses on the whole body, particularly on the immune system, so we can fight disease and maintain long-term good health. With a holistic approach we feel more in control of our own well-being.

I have often been asked whether my diet and health have changed since I began researching this book. In fact, for many years now I have been practicing this holistic approach in the meals I prepare for myself and my family. We eat shiitake mushrooms often to bolster our immune systems. I incorporate tofu or soybean dishes into our menus on a regular basis, particularly when I am experiencing PMS. And I nurture my family with spicy and hearty dishes when we are feeling rundown and vulnerable to colds and the flu.

During the course of my research I have talked to leading doctors, researchers, and writers in the field to better understand the underlying philosophy and to benefit from the latest research, all of which I share with you on the pages of this book. But most of all, I have drawn inspiration from the many natural and home cooks I have observed in Singapore, Malaysia, China, Taiwan, Vietnam, Japan, Hong Kong, Thailand, Canada, and the United States who instinctively apply the age-old holistic principles by blending foods in the right combinations of flavors and seasonal accents that are naturally good for you. I have marveled at how quick and simple their preparations are for the most part and I have translated their techniques to our own kitchens, simplifying where necessary to make them fully accessible to Western home cooks. No one would think eating these dishes—with their fresh, vibrant flavors—that this food was meant to be “therapeutic.” They are simply delicious and health-giving.

Nina Simonds
Spring 1998


Herbs, foods, and other natural remedies are not substitutes for professional medical care. For a specific health problem, consult a qualified health-care giver for guidance.





Are You Yin or Yang?

Everyone possesses both yin and yang elements that are constantly shifting depending on age, health, lifestyle, environment, and diet. We are all born, however, with a general disposition toward being yin or yang, which is hereditary as well as dependent on several other factors. Since balance is the key to good health, it is helpful to know what your disposition is. Are you yin or yang?

According to Dr. Chun-Han Zhu, a third-generation Chinese physician who practices in the Boston area, a Chinese doctor often observes general characteristics that indicate whether a person is yin or yang. They are the following:

Yin Body Types


	Listless or lacking energy

	Thin and pale-faced

	Vulnerable to infectious diseases

	Relaxed, easygoing, and quiet

	Sensitive to cold



Yang Body Types


	Usually superactive, hyper, full of energy and vitality

	Generally heavyset or overweight

	Flushed face or ruddy complexion

	Restless or impatient

	Not sensitive to cold

	Easily constipated

	Susceptible to hypertension, hyperthyroid condition, and strokes



To diagnose a patient’s illness, a Chinese physician first inquires about physical symptoms such as general body pains and problems with the ears, nose, or throat. He or she also examines the patient’s tongue and takes the patient’s pulse, measuring the qi, or energy, on both wrists, which corresponds to the main organs in the body, including the heart, liver, kidney, lungs, and spleen. Usually questions will also be asked regarding:


	Diet, digestion, stools, and urination

	Intake of drugs, alcohol, and nicotine

	Perspiration and sleep patterns

	Menstrual patterns, pregnancies, and menopause





Diagnosis by a qualified Chinese doctor or physician is recommended for discerning illness and whether your body type is yin or yang.
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The Seasonal Diet

The Chinese believe there are foods that correspond to each season, nourishing and balancing the body for optimum health. Each season also corresponds to one of the five basic flavors—sour, salty, pungent, sweet, and bitter—which in turn highlights a different body organ. For example:



[image: Seasonal Diet Chart]

These relationships give important clues as to the best regimen to follow in each season. In any season, however, a diet that’s largely based on grains, seasonal vegetables, and fruits, with some seafood and meat, is recommended. Every person should also consider his or her body’s individual needs (yin><yang) in shaping a regimen for total balance.

Spring


“The forces of spring create wind in heaven and wood on Earth.”
—Naboru Muramoto, Healing Ourselves



The spring season signifies rebirth and renewal and it is traditionally a time for cleansing. Some Chinese doctors recommend a fast, consuming only fruit and vegetable juices. Foods considered particularly appropriate for this season (apart from seasonal specialties) are:*


	grains like wheat, barley, oats, and rye

	beans like lentils, kidney beans, and green peas

	vegetables such as bean sprouts, carrots, celery, salad greens of any kind, broccoli, green peppers, shiitake mushrooms, sweet potatoes, and green beans

	all types of citrus fruits and apricots

	chicken, pork, duck, and beef



*Check the index for recipes featuring these foods.

Sample Spring Menus


Spicy Stir-Fried Chicken with Fresh Vegetables
Basic Cooked White or Brown Rice
Cinnamon-Honey Orange Slices

Vegetarian Egg Drop Soup
Barbecued Pork Brown Rice
Coconut Rice Pudding with Berries

Braised Duck with Tangerine Peel and Sweet Potatoes
Flash-Cooked Bean Sprouts
Basic Cooked White or Brown Rice



Summer


“The heart is the ruler over summer. The heart is the root of life and generates all changes in spirit.”—Chinese folktale



Summer is a high energy/yang period when the fire element dominates. Some doctors recommend cutting back on coffee, alcohol, red meats, dairy products, and other fatty foods during the warmer weather. In addition to the seasonal specialties, foods that are particularly suited for summer are:*


	grains like corn and millet

	mung beans and red and green lentils

	chiles, cucumbers, cauliflower, cabbage, green peppers, kale, any bitter greens—such as endive, escarole, watercress, bitter gourd, scallions, and tomatoes

	strawberries, raspberries, apricots, grapes, and peaches

	shrimp, oysters, and clams

	pungent seasonings—such as curry, pepper, fennel, garlic, and ginger



*Check the index for recipes featuring these foods.



Sample Summer Menus


Shrimp Sambal
Wilted Greens with a Spicy Garlic Dressing
Basic Cooked White or Brown Rice
Strawberries and Melon in Plum Wine

Grilled Shrimp with a Chile Dressing
Fresh Corn and Roasted Bell Pepper Salad
Steamed Rice with Toasted Pine Nuts
Fresh Mangoes and Silver Tree Ears in Syrup

Fresh Corn Chowder
Vegetarian Roll-Ups



Late Summer


“The spleen is the ruler over the end of summer, which is a season by itself. Its condition may be read from a person’s lips; if injured, whiteness will appear in the region of the mouth. It acts upon the flesh and muscles of yin, which penetrates the aura of the earth.”—Chinese folktale



Late summer is a season unique to the Chinese, a transitional time between summer and fall. According to Chinese medicine, it’s a time of dampness, which can penetrate the body and influence health adversely. Aromatic seasonings such as fresh mint, basil, and cilantro counteract this tendency. Along with seasonal vegetables and fruits, some of the recommended foods are:


	millet, barley, chickpeas and sesame seeds

	eggs, chicken and game

	tuna and swordfish

	all types of squash, sweet potatoes, taro, and eggplant

	apples, watermelon, cantaloupe, and honeydew melons

	fresh herbs such as basil, cilantro, and mint



Sample Late Summer Menus


Grilled Ginger Teriyaki Tuna
Curried Pumpkin or Squash
Basic Cooked White or Brown Rice
Baked Apples with Honey, Cinnamon, and Jujubes

Chicken Salad with Fresh Mint
Spicy Stir-Fried Sweet Potatoes
Japanese Wild Mushrooms with Soba

Spicy Stir-Fried Tempeh with Basil
Basic Cooked White or Brown Rice
Almond Soy Jelly with Litchees and Melon



Autumn


“The lungs are the rulers over autumn. Since the lungs correspond to the large intestine, both organs are treated together. The lungs are the stronghold and the root of breath.”—Chinese folktale



Autumn is the season of the harvest, when the earth slowly but inexorably moves toward winter. Pungent foods are best eaten in this period and include the following:


	rice, wild rice, barley, and wheat

	soybeans, tofu, tempeh, and other soybean products

	cabbage, bamboo shoots, cauliflower, celery, cucumber, eggplant, lettuce and green leafy vegetables, pumpkin, winter squash, spinach, and water chestnuts

	apples, bananas, kumquats, mangoes, litchees, pears, and strawberries

	flounder, cod, salmon, turkey, and chicken



Sample Fall Menus


Stuffed Cabbage Pot
Saucy Ground Turkey Wrapped in Lettuce Leaves

Black Mushroom and Leek Soup
Rainbow Salad with Spicy Peanut Dressing
Banana-Coconut Pudding

Hot and Sour Salmon with Greens
Cinnamon Curry Rice
Pumpkin Caramel Custard



Winter


“The kidneys are the rulers over winter. The kidney and bladder are related and have to be treated together. Within the kidneys, ‘essence’ is stored, and they govern all that is secluded and dormant and that is hoarded up.”—Chinese folktale



Winter is the season when the yin element controls the climate; darkness and cold are the pervasive influences. Foods that are particularly suited to this time of year are:


	brown rice, wheat, barley, millet, and oats

	kidney beans, adzuki beans, black beans, and pinto beans

	carrots, onions, potatoes, seaweeds such as kelp and nori, lettuce, and bitter vegetables, including endive and escarole

	cranberries

	halibut, bluefish, salmon, swordfish, clams, crab, chicken, beef, and lamb

	garlic, ginger, pepper, and other pungent spices



Sample Winter Menus


Wilted Spinach and Mushroom Salad
Katy Luis’s Vindaloo Lamb
Basic Cooked White or Brown Rice

Spicy Fish Stew
Scallion Pancakes
Two-Spice Vanilla Tapioca Pudding

Chinese Cinnamon Barley Soup
Hot and Sour Cabbage Slaw
Curried Tofu
Basic Cooked White or Brown Rice



Life Passages—Foods for Growth and Good Health

Life, like the seasons of the year, evolves in a series of stages or passages from infancy to old age. Cecilia Tan, author of The Family Herbal Cookbook (Times Books International, 1989), and many Chinese doctors divide these stages into five distinct periods:


	Babies and Toddlers

	Growing Years: twelve years and under

	Adolescence

	Adulthood and Motherhood

	Fifties and Beyond



The Chinese believe that there are foods particularly beneficial to growth and health at these stages. Accordingly:

Babies and Toddlers

Once an infant is ready for solid food, the Asian mother concocts a variety of porridges (congees), soups, and simple noodle dishes. Mothers are careful to prepare a balanced diet, emphasizing a selection of meats, seafood, vegetables, fruits, and eggs. Lean meats, which digest more easily, are favored, and the amount of sugar and salt is restricted.

Growing Years

During the years after infancy and up to about twelve, a good diet is essential to a child’s health and often determines his well-being in the years to come. Children are particularly vulnerable to illness such as colds, earaches, and the flu during this period, so a balanced diet of stimulating and calming foods with an accent on tonics is stressed. (See the list of tonic foods.)

Hyperactivity is easily exacerbated by what the child eats. Asians believe that an excess of yang foods, such as chocolate, fried foods, and animal fats, should be avoided. Foods such as peanuts (which aid growth) and sesame seeds or oil (which lubricate the system), green vegetables (which prevent illness), and soybean products (which are rich in calcium, iron, and potassium) are recommended.

Adolescence

Rapid and sometimes sporadic growth, moodiness, mood swings, and uncertainty are common traits of adolescence. Diet is particularly important as girls reach puberty. Ice-cold foods or drinks should be avoided during their menstrual cycle, as should the consumption of many yin foods—such as cabbage, bananas, grapefruits, and lemons, which can cause cramps.

Boys in adolescence should concentrate on energy-giving foods that will stimulate growth and fuel energy, and a mix of grains, meats, seafood, and vegetables is recommended.

Adulthood

Balance and moderation are the most important considerations in the adult diet. Immune-bolstering foods such as vegetables, soy products (especially tofu), seafood, and fruits should be in generous supply. The regimen of the young and middle adult years is especially significant in terms of preventing disease in later years. Seasonings like garlic, ginger, chile peppers, and onions are particularly therapeutic as the body ages. The Asian diet, with its emphasis on staple foods such as rice and noodles garnished with vegetables, seafood, and smaller portions of meat, is exemplary.

Motherhood

Diet is especially important for expectant mothers. The Chinese have developed a meticulously evolved calendar of the best foods to eat during pregnancy. Here is a summary:

First Trimester: In the earliest weeks of pregnancy, the Chinese believe that women favor “sour” food as the baby’s nervous system is formed. Mothers-to-be are encouraged to eat more meats and chicken and to consume lots of chicken soup.

Second Trimester: As the mother’s appetite improves and the movement of the baby is felt, she is encouraged to eat more rice, poultry, and fish. Beans and meat are recommended to boost vitality and improve circulation.

Third Trimester: In general, moderation is recommended, but foods that are too yin, or cold, should be avoided since they are believed to harm the development of the baby’s bones. Clear soups and soybean milk, which are believed to ensure a baby’s smooth complexion, are suggested. As the mother nears the end of her pregnancy, foods that restore energy for the delivery should be consumed.

After childbirth, a new mother’s health is considered particularly vulnerable. She usually enters a period of confinement that traditionally lasts from a month to 44 days. During this time, Chinese women stay indoors and avoid drafts and dampness. They adhere to a strict diet composed of mainly yang foods, including chicken, meat, fish, and eggs with lots of soups and stews. These dishes are believed to replenish the new mother’s energy, stamina, and blood supply.

Fifties and Beyond

As the body begins to show signs of aging and life’s pace usually slows down a bit, there are certain foods that are especially beneficial. A balanced diet is still extremely important, with an emphasis on seafood, lean meats, and tonic soups, which strengthen the body and ease digestion. Seasonings such as garlic (which is antibacterial), cinnamon (which improves circulation), and basil (which is a spiritual tonic), ginseng (which promotes longevity through strengthening the immune system and improving blood pressure), and cordyceps, a Chinese herb otherwise known as dried winter worm grass (which restores energy and stimulates nerve centers) are all recommended.

Women during menopause are given special attention. Foods such as tofu, tempeh, soybean milk, and other soybean products are recommended because they contain phytoestrogens. Yang tonics, like chicken, oxtail, shrimp, and eggs, are also favored. Chinese herbs such as dang gui, or angelica, a highly prized root that is considered to be the ultimate woman’s tonic, and bai shao (dried white peony), which is recommended for hot flashes, are cooked with dishes to relieve distressing menopausal symptoms.

Common Conditions and Ailments

Below are common conditions or ailments with page references to discussions of foods that help relieve symptoms or address the condition:

acne, pimples

anemia

arthritis

blood pressure, hypertension, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1, 8.2, 9.1

burns, 5.1, 7.1

canker sores, boils, 5.1, 5.2

cholesterol, 2.1, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1, 7.1

complexion, 4.1, 5.3, 8.1, 8.2

colds, congestion, coughs, sore throat, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5, 8.6, 9.1

constipation, 5.1, 5.2, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 9.1

depression, 2.1, 5.1, 7.1, 8.1

diarrhea, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1

dizziness, 2.1, 3.1, 7.1, 8.1

energy depletion, exhaustion, 4.1, 5.1, 7.1

eye inflammation, conjunctivitis, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4

frostbite

gastric ulcer

goiter

hangover, 1.1, 5.1, 8.1, 9.1

hemorrhoids, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 8.1

immune system, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1

impotence, 2.1, 4.1

indigestion, heartburn, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 9.1, 9.2

laxative, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 8.1

longevity

loss of appetite, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3

menopausal symptoms

menstrual problems, PMS, 5.1, 8.1, 8.2, 9.1

motion sickness, 2.1, 3.1

nausea, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3

poison ivy or oak

recovery from illness

stress, ulcers

toothache

urinary problems, 5.1, 5.2, 8.1

How to Use the Recipes in This Book

The recipes in this book are inspired by the Asian holistic philosophy of eating foods that are good for you, that are seasonally appropriate, and that taste good. Some cooks may be intimidated by preparing Asian dishes that call for unfamiliar ingredients and cooking techniques. Relax. I’ve simplified many of the recipes to make them more accessible. Stir-frying, which requires intense heat and fast cooking, may be frightening at first, but if you organize all your ingredients and line them up before you start, you’ll find this kind of cooking quite easy. Here are some other suggestions to keep in mind as you use this book:


• Read the recipes completely before preparing the dishes.

• Cut up and marinate meats, poultry, and/or seafood, as well as the prepared vegetables with the seasonings, and set them out with any sauces, all neatly organized by your stove before you start cooking. Particularly with stir-fried dishes, having everything lined up in advance makes last-minute execution of the dishes easy.

• Use fresh, seasonal, and top-quality (and preferably organic) ingredients. Don’t be afraid to substitute foods available in your market or to improvise with new foods.

• You may improvise a Chinese steamer by placing a small rack or a tunafish can with both ends removed in a large pot with a tight-fitting lid.

• Use the highest heat when stir-frying and heat the pan until it is very hot before adding anything to it. The delicious seared taste and exquisite al dente textures in stir-fried dishes come from cooking food quickly over high heat.

• Plan each meal with balance. As you can see from the sample menus in the Seasonal Diet section, you don’t need to prepare a number of different dishes and multiple courses. Often the simplest, freshest meals are the best—like a steamed fish with rice and a stir-fried freshly picked vegetable. Usually you start with a staple such as rice, noodles, or bread and choose one or two dishes with contrasting flavors, textures, colors, and cooking techniques to garnish or flavor the staple.

• When water chestnuts are called for in the recipes, use whole, canned water chestnuts. They should be blanched in boiling water for ten seconds, refreshed in cold water, drained on paper towels, and used as directed. Of course, you can use fresh water chestnuts, but they must be peeled and cooked for five minutes in boiling water, then refreshed in cold water and drained.
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Nourishing Soups
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Fresh Corn Chowder

Nourishing Soups and the Imperial Herbal Restaurant


I was seated in front of Mr. Li Lian Xing, a Chinese herbalist who was trying to diagnose my malady. I complained that I had no appetite and that I was constantly cold. He checked the pulse of my right hand; it was weak and slow. He inspected my tongue and noticed that it was pale and slightly white. He made his diagnosis. “You are too yin,” he solemnly pronounced, and prescribed an order of baked lamb with Chinese wolfberries and a pot of “double-boiled” chicken soup (two yang dishes).

This was no ordinary herbalist’s office, although I was surrounded by Chinese herbs. We were seated at the front of the Imperial Herbal restaurant in Singapore, where Mr. Li is the resident herbalist. From the day it first opened eleven years ago, the Imperial Herbal has drawn praise from its local and international clientele for its masterful marriage of herbs and Chinese haute cuisine. And Mr. Li has acquired a devoted following of customers who come to the restaurant for treatment. I had come to be treated for a minor ailment and to sample the legendary food.

The idea of treating illness and disease with food and herbs is not new to Asians: Different foods have long been prescribed and eaten as a form of preventative therapy. Ginger is believed to stimulate the stomach and intestines. It is also reputed to have warming properties. Bean curd, or tofu, is eaten to increase body energy, produce fluids, and lubricate the system. It is said to have yin, or cooling, properties.

Disease occurs, Chinese doctors believe, when there is an imbalance in the system. All foods are classified as yin, yang, or neutral, depending on their effect on the body. Yin foods have a calming effect, while too much yang can trigger hyperactivity. Generally, yang foods—which include eggs, fatty meats, and pungent spices—are strong, rich, and spicy, while yin foods, such as raw fruits and vegetables, and many types of seafood, are bitter, salty, and light. Neutral foods, such as rice, peanuts, and bread, provide balance.

At first glance, the menu of the Imperial Herbal looks like that of any other Chinese restaurant. The offerings include braised cod with spicy sauce, sautéed chile prawns with walnuts, and orange-peel beef. Then you notice the little notes on the menu next to the dishes’ names. The cod—so the menu informs you — is cooked with dang shen and huang qi, two Chinese herbs that increase body energy and aid digestion. The walnuts, which garnish the chile prawns, are believed to strengthen the kidneys and nourish the brain. The orange peel with the beef inhibits coughing and the orange pith is beneficial to the lungs.

For many years, Chinese herbal cuisine has been confined to the home kitchen, and the dishes have tended to be hearty, unrefined, and bitter-tasting. Some Cantonese restaurants, however, have offered delicacies that are relished for their flavor and pharmacological benefits. For instance, shark’s fin is believed to maintain youth, while abalone soothes the lungs and improves eyesight.

The Imperial Herbal restaurant offers dishes that are both delicious and beneficial. It is the brainchild of Mrs. Wang-Lee Tee Eng, a forty-four-year-old Singaporean businesswoman, who visited an herbal restaurant in China in the mid-1980s and became fascinated with the concept. She was determined to refine herbal dishes and elevate them to haute cuisine, broadening their appeal. She brought in from northern China two gold-medal master chefs and an herbalist.

Mrs. Wang felt that with today’s pressing concerns about health and the widespread appreciation for fine food, a marriage between a Chinese doctor and a master chef was a natural.

The menu has broadened and diversified greatly since the restaurant first opened. The chefs not only create their own specialties but also adapt classic dishes to make them even healthier: Beggar’s Chicken—an eastern specialty where a whole chicken is first stuffed and wrapped in a lotus leaf, then surrounded by clay and baked for several hours before the clay is cracked open at the table—is embellished further with the addition of four yin herbs and four yang herbs to reinforce blood and energy. Lacquered Peking Duck is served with paper-thin homemade Mandarin pancakes enriched with a flavorless herb that reduces cholesterol.

The list of soups is especially impressive: Double-boiled Soft-Shell River Turtle Soup is a yin energy tonic that, according to the menu, strengthens the body’s immune system and helps to prevent cancer. Chicken Soup with Wolfberry promotes blood circulation, and Freshwater Fish with American Ginseng promotes the energy to offset fatigue and “shortness of breath.”

Soups, according to Mrs. Wang, are a vital and important way of dispensing herbs and tonics, second only to teas. “Traditionally, Asians adore soups, and when we are making herbal tonics one of the most popular cooking methods is ‘double-boiling,’ where the soup is steamed inside a container so that the broth is very clear and intense. It’s the most effective way of extracting the pure essence of the herb into the soup,” she told me.

[image: Imperial Herbal Restaurant]

One of the most spectacular soups, which has become a house specialty, is “Buddha Jumping over the Wall.” It is a clear soup with many types of seafood, fresh and dried, poached in a “superior” stock, a rich broth made with chicken and pork bones and seasoned with scallions and ginger. Customers are equally enthusiastic about the Turtle Soup. It is believed to be especially good for the immune system and it’s excellent for strengthening qi, or energy. The restaurant also makes a special crocodile meat soup that’s excellent for asthma.

Exotic or mundane, humble or pretentious, soups are guaranteed to satisfy even the most demanding palate. The following chapter offers a varied selection of refined, homespun, and tonic soups.
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Classic Chicken Broth

This delicate chicken broth is used as a base for many soups and sauces. It freezes beautifully and can be prepared in advance. If you are not making a very delicate soup or need broth for a sauce, you may use a simple broth made with equal parts of a small can (about 2 cups) of a good-quality low-salt chicken broth and water, 1⁄3 cup rice wine or sake, and three slices of fresh ginger, smashed lightly. Put all these ingredients in a saucepan and cook for about 10 minutes over medium-low heat.

MAKES ABOUT SIX CUPS



9 cups water

2½ pounds chicken backs, necks, bones, and/or pieces

1 cup rice wine or sake

6 slices fresh ginger, each the size of a quarter, smashed lightly with the flat side of a knife

6 whole scallions, ends trimmed, smashed lightly with the flat side of a knife





1. Put the water with the chicken bones, rice wine or sake, ginger slices, and scallions in a large pot and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to low and simmer uncovered for 1½ hours, skimming the surface to remove any impurities.

2. Strain the broth through a fine-meshed strainer, removing the bones or chicken pieces, and skim to remove any fat. Use the broth as directed in the recipe.

[image: Clear-Steamed Chicken Soup with Ginger]

Clear-Steamed Chicken Soup with Ginger

Clear-Steamed Chicken Soup with Ginger

Clear-steaming, otherwise known as double-boiling, is a simple technique used by Chinese cooks where a food is cooked slowly within a closed container. The result is a very clear, intense broth.

SIX SERVINGS



1 whole chicken, about 3 to 3½ pounds



Soup Broth

6 cups boiling water

1¾ cups rice wine, preferably Shaoxing wine (available at Asian markets)

10 whole scallions, ends trimmed and smashed lightly with the flat side of a knife

10 slices fresh ginger, the size of a quarter, smashed with the flat side of a knife

1 teaspoon salt, or to taste





1. Remove any fat from the cavity opening and around the neck of the chicken. Rinse lightly and drain. Using a heavy knife or a cleaver, cut the chicken, through the bones, into 10 to 12 pieces. Heat 2 quarts water until boiling and blanch the chicken pieces for 1 minute after the water reaches a boil to clean them. Drain the chicken, discarding the water, then rinse in cold water and drain again.

2. Place the chicken pieces and the Soup Broth ingredients, except the salt, in a heatproof pot or 2-quart soufflé dish. Cover tightly with heavy-duty aluminum foil and place on a steamer tray or small rack. Fill a wok with enough water to just reach the bottom of the steamer tray or rack and heat until boiling. Place the food on the steamer tray or rack over the boiling water, cover, and steam 2 hours over high heat, replacing the boiling water in the wok as necessary. Alternatively, you may steam the soup in the oven: Preheat the oven to 425°F. Place the ingredients in a Dutch oven or casserole with a lid and, before putting on the cover, wrap the top tightly with heavy-duty aluminum foil; then cover. Place the pot in a lasagna pan or a casserole and fill with 1½ inches boiling water. Bake for 2 hours, replenishing the boiling water as necessary.

3. Skim the top of the broth to remove any impurities and fat. Add the salt. Remove the ginger and scallions, ladle the soup and pieces of the chicken into serving bowls, and serve. To reheat and retain a clear broth, steam or bake in a closed pot for 10 to 15 minutes, or until piping hot.


[image: ] As do other cultures, the Chinese consider chicken soup a universal panacea for many illnesses and conditions. Chicken soup with ginger is often eaten by new mothers every day for a month after they have given birth. It is believed to restore and renew the body’s energy.



Clear-Steamed Chicken Soup with Chinese Black Mushrooms: Soften 10 dried Chinese black mushrooms in hot water to cover for 20 minutes. Drain, remove and discard stems, and cut the caps, holding the knife on the diagonal, into quarters or thirds, depending on the size. Add to the soup ingredients and prepare as directed.


[image: ] Chinese ginseng is reputed to promote the secretion of hormones, like an aphrodisiac. It is also believed to retard aging.



Clear-Steamed Chicken Soup with Prosciutto in Melons: Delete salt from the ingredients. Trim ¼ pound paper-thin prosciutto slices of any fat and cut into 1½-inch squares. Add to the soup ingredients and prepare the soup as directed. Once cooked, discard the ginger and scallions.

Using a sharp knife, cut a very thin wedge from the bottom of 6 slightly underripe cantaloupe or honeydew melons, so that they will stand upright. Cut off the top quarter of each melon







Clear-Steamed Drunken Chicken Soup
























Homey Chicken Soup





















Miso Chicken Soup with Snow Peas and Tofu




















    


Spicy Kimchee Soup


























Chicken and Shark’s Fin Soup





































Vietnamese Chicken Noodle Soup


































Healthy Hot and Sour Soup





































Hot and Sour Seafood Soup

































    




Korean Clampot with Garlic Chives














Fresh Fish Fillet and Pea Shoot Soup



























Stuffed Cabbage Pot































Chinese Cinnamon Barley Soup





























Thai Beef with Mint Soup































Vegetarian Egg Drop Soup





















Black Mushroom and Leek Soup






























Fresh Corn Chowder
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Season
spring
summer
late summer
autumn
winter

Flavor Characteristic
sour (wood)

bitter (fire)

sweet (earth)
pungent (metal)
salty (water)

Corresponding Body Organ(s)
liver and gallbladder

heart and small intestine
spleen and stomach

lungs and large intestine
kidney and bladder
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