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LIST OF RECIPES


Ants Climbing Trees

Aubergine with Sesame Sauce

Bang-Bang Chicken

Battered Shiitake and Okra with Citrus Five-Spice Salt

Braised Beef Shank in Sichuan Dressing

Braised Dofu with Crispy Pork

Braised Five-Spice Chicken Wings with Bamboo Shoots

Braised Lamb

Braised Savoury Tree Ears

Buddha’s Mixed Stir-Fried Vegetables with Cashews

Cantonese-Style Roast Pi-Pa Chicken

Chef Yu Bo’s Fish-Fragrant Prawns

Chengdu Leng Mian Noodles

Chengdu Wonton

Chilled Watermelon Dipped in a Lime and Raspberry Coulis

Chinese Pancakes

Ching’s Banana-Wrapped Smoked Pork with Red and Black Rice

Ching’s Beijing-Sichuan Zhajiang Noodles

Ching’s Chicken and Green Tea Maocha

Ching’s Longevity Noodles with Garlic, Sesame Oil, Salt and Soy Sauce

Ching’s Mala Crispy Sichuan Sausage with Pickled Chillies and Wood Ear Mushrooms

Ching’s Mapo Dofu Beef with Edamame Beans

Ching’s Peking Duck

Ching’s Pu-Er Tea-Leaf Omelette for Monks in Yunnan

Ching’s Steamed Sea Bream with a Vietnamese Mint and Wild Coriander Salsa Verde

Ching’s Vegetarian Mapo Dofu

Congee with Century Eggs or Salted Duck Eggs

Crossing-The-Bridge Noodles

Custard Tartlets from Guangzhou Restaurant

Da Dong’s Shredded Duck with Sichuan Flavours

Da Dong-Inspired Peking Duck Salad

Dai Aunty River Fish Soup

Dan Dan Mian Spicy Sichuan Noodles

Dofu Casserole

Dongpo Pork

Fish in Wine Sauce

Fresh Soy Sugar Tomato Salad

Fried Fish Snack from Kashgar Market

Ginger and Soy Chilli-Steamed Scallops

Hainan Chicken Rice

Hunan-Style Crispy Chilli Beef with Dried Chillies and Peanuts

Hunan-Style Shredded Pork with Chillies and Black Beans on Crispy Noodles

Ji Shi Liang Mein Chicken Noodle Salad

Kashgar-Inspire Dsalad

Ken’s Mapo Dofu Vegetarian Style

Ken’s Peking Duck

La-Rou (Smoked Pork) with Chillies and Sweetcorn

Lionhead Meatballs

Liqun Roast Duck Restaurant’s Stir-Fried Lettuce

Long Jing Chao Xia Stir-Fried Prawns with Green Tea

Lotus Root and Wood Ear Fungus in Soy Sesame Dressing Tossed in Finely Chopped Coriander

Lotus Root Salad

Mak’s Wonton Noodle Soup

Mango, Lychee and Passion Fruit Salad with Star Anise Sugar

Mme Chen’s Stir-Fried Shredded Potatoes

Mu Shu Vegetarian with Chinese Pancakes

Peach and Lychee Spring Rolls

Peking Duck Soup

Phoenix Tail Prawns

Pickled Cucumber with Chilli

Pickled Sichuan Carrots, Er Cai, Garlic Chives and Red Onion

Pineapple Rice

Red Bean Sesame Balls

Red-Cooked Butternut Squash

Savoury Steamed Egg Custard

Sea Bass, Baby Pak Choy and Coriander Soup

Shui-Jiao Pork and Prawn Chive Water Dumplings

Sichuan Fried Spicy Chicken with Green Pepper

Sichuan Sea Bass with Chives

Smoky Hot Scallops with Bamboo Shoots and Spring Onions

Spring Onion Pancakes

Steamed Cantonese-Style Chicken with Fermented Dofu

Steamed Scallops from Huangsha Seafood Market

Steamed Wined Chicken with Dried Mushrooms, Bamboo Shoots, and Goji Berries

Sticky Belly Pork Rice Wrapped in Lotus Leaves

Stir-Fried minced Duck in Fresh Lettuce Cups

Stir-Fried Beef with Sichuan Preserved Vegetables

Stir-Fried Bitter Melon with Black Bean Sauce

Stir-Fried Cabbage

Stir-Fried Corn and Chilli

Stir-Fried Crab with Ginger and Spring Onions

Stir-Fried Lamb with Leeks

Stir-Fried Pork with Fermented Dofu

Stir-Fried Spinach with Chilli-Fermented Dofu

Stir-Fried Swiss Chard

Stir-Fried Tomato with Egg

Stuffed Bitter Melon with Black Bean Sauce

Sui Mai Dumplings

Sweet and Sour Spareribs

Tea-Smoked Duck Sichuan-Style

Twice-Cooked Pork

Vanilla Sticky Cake with Cinnamon Sugar

Vegetarian Delight

Vegetarian Hot and Sour Soup

Xi Hu Cu Yu Sweet and Sour West Lake Steamed Carp

Xi Shi Dofu Soup

Yang Rou Bing Finely Shredded Mutton and Spring Onion Wheat Flour Pancake Parcels

Yi Jin’s Dai-Inspire Drice Noodle Soup

Ying Tao Rou Cherry Pork

Yu Siang Shredded Chicken and Aubergine

Yunnan-Style Roast Duck




ABOUT THE BOOK

Ken Hom and Ching-He Huang team up for a once-in-a-lifetime culinary journey. Having shaped our understanding of Chinese cuisine in the UK, Ken and Ching set off through China to explore the food of their homeland, cooking with local families and top chefs as well as sharing ideas with each other and bringing back the recipes they loved most.

This is also a journey of personal discovery. Ken and Ching learn the secrets behind the country’s top dumpling houses and try their hand at regional cuisines, including the legendary Crossing-the-Bridge Noodles and Twice-Cooked Pork. They discover the breadth of China’s vegetarian dishes and explore food as medicine with healthy, balanced recipes. In Beijing, they learn new techniques from the most cutting-edge chefs, while in Sichuan they sample fish-fragrant flavours that are designed to perfectly complement seafood.

Ultimately, this is a story, told through food, of the old and the new. Ken and Ching’s Chinese journey takes them across the country and back to the homes of their ancestors, reflecting on the flavours of their childhoods, meeting the most innovative cooks in the country and, above all, discovering the most delicious food in contemporary China.


ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Ken Hom is widely regarded as one of the foremost authorities on Chinese cooking, and has shaped the way we view Chinese cuisine. Born in Arizona after his parents fled Guangdong following World War II, his first television series was aired in 1984 and since then he has appeared on television countless times and published over 30 cookery books. In 2008 he was awarded an honorary doctorate from Oxford Brooks University, and in 2009 was awarded an honorary OBE for services to the culinary arts.

Ching-He Huang was born in Taiwan and is a self-taught and passionate cook, and an ambassador for easy, healthy Chinese cooking. Her ancestors emigrated from the Fujian province in China to Taiwan during the Ming Dynasty. Ching’s dynamic approach to modern, healthy Chinese food has seen her present such series as Chinese Food Made Easy on BBC2, Ching’s Kitchen, Ching’s Chinese Food in Minutes and Easy Chinese in the US, which have been seen around the world. She has published a number of cookery books, including the bestselling BBC title Chinese Food Made Easy, China Modern, Chinese Food in Minutes and Ching’s Fast Food.
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Introduction

I don’t think there could have been a better time to explore China than when we went, at the beginning of 2012. The real China still exists, thank goodness, even though westernisation and relentless progress are nibbling away at the old traditional ways of doing things, of cooking food, of eating, of thinking, of living. We travelled from the wild frontiers of the north to the industrial megacities of the south and saw the inevitable conflicts between tradition and modernity, between communism and capitalism. But we also talked to the ‘real’ people who inhabit the country and their pragmatism gives me great hope for the survival of the ‘real’ China – although it won’t be an easy task.

China now has a population of nearly 1.4 billion, which represents some 20 per cent of the world population (and means that approximately one person in five is Chinese). China is trying to feed that 20 per cent of world population with less than 10 per cent of the planet’s arable land. But some 10 per cent of China’s arable land – the land on which food grows – has been lost to development in the last ten years or so. As farmers move to the cities, either forced by expropriation of their land or lured by the promise of a better life, one wonders how the food supply can be maintained. If the cities are growing in size, and the farming land is diminishing, how on earth are the Chinese going to manage to feed themselves? They have always been clever about utilising the most unlikely space to produce food – I’m thinking of rice terraces snaking up hillsides, especially in Yunnan, the ‘peri-urban’ plots of greenery grown at city roadsides and in public gardens, fish in paddyfields, turtle ponds, aquaculture in general. However, with less land on which to produce the staples – rice in the south, wheat in the north – the traditional Chinese mode of eating may have to radically change.

In a sense it already has, with the influx of Western-type foods and food chains. Meat is now seen as a necessary part of the diet when, previously, it was a rare treat, more of a flavouring for vegetables. (Meat dishes in Western Chinese restaurants are uncharacteristic of real Chinese cooking.) Where and how will all the meat-producing animals be raised? Dairy farming has recently been encouraged by the government, although over 90 per cent of the adult population is lactose intolerant to a certain degree. Where and how will all the milk-producing animals be raised? As China gets richer, and with a burgeoning middle class, will women be happy to spend hours making wontons and dumplings, or will they start to buy them ready-made? And, most frighteningly, if young Chinese take to the hamburgers and pizzas now being introduced, will the next generation actually know how to cook their own traditional dishes?

However, in our travels around China, we encountered eaters, thinkers, cooks and producers and all were incredibly enthusiastic about what they were doing. They all intend to hold on to what they value from the past, but perhaps – rather like Ching and I – would probably choose to ally it with a hint of the new. Hong Kong, for instance, is the showcase for a balance between the old and traditional and the new and progressive, certainly in terms of food, so perhaps this is the way China will go. The Chinese have survived much worse, re-emerging from chaos, and I think they can do so again. I sincerely hope so.
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Introduction

It was wonderful being in China again, visiting familiar and unfamiliar places – and tasting some wonderful food. Travelling the length and breadth of the country with Ken and the film crew, I realised just how vast China is; it could swallow Europe, and some of its cities boast as many inhabitants as a single European country. Although there are shared threads, there really is no such thing as ‘Chinese cuisine’: the cooking styles of China’s regions – influenced variously by geography, climate and history – are as different as those of countries in northern and southern Europe.

Food has such a central role in Chinese culture that, country-wide, one of the most common greetings translates as: ‘Have you eaten yet?’ I like that! Formally, there are eight distinctive regional cuisines (Shandong, Sichuan, Guangdong, Fujian, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Hunan and Anhui). Many commentators, however, divide the country into gastronomic quarters: Beijing and the north, Shanghai and the east, Sichuan and the west, Guangzhou (Canton) and the south. But even these simpler divisions do not take into account further variations: Chinese Muslims and Buddhists have their individual styles of cooking, as do the minority ethnic groups – some 56 of them – that co-exist with the majority Han Chinese. But cooking and eating with the Dai minority and the Bulang tea-pickers was a delight for me in Yunnan, and experiencing Muslim food with the Uighurs in Kashgar, in the far north, was an eye-opener – as were the hats!

Whichever region they come from, Han Chinese all comply with the principle of balance denoted by yin and yang. In a culinary sense, yin means ‘cool’ and yang ‘hot’, and there are cooking techniques and ingredients that belong in each of the two camps. By cooking and eating in this balanced way, the Chinese believe an essential equilibrium is maintained, which ensures good health. Some restaurants cook with these principles in mind, and shops sell herbs that can be added to food. Some foods themselves are meant to be good for certain parts of the body: snake, for instance, is believed to be an aphrodisiac. Food as medicine wasn’t a new concept to me, but I got valuable further insights through many of the people we talked to. And although they’re said to be warming for the blood and good for the skin, I don’t think I’ll be eating fried scorpions any time soon – although Ken seemed to take a liking to them at a street-food stall in Wangfujing in Beijing…

Other shared threads of Chinese cooking are the balancing of the characteristics of a Chinese meal. Dishes should have fragrance, taste (sour, sweet, salty, bitter, piquant), shape, colour and mouth-feel: the latter subdivides into textural tenderness, crunchiness, crispiness, smoothness and softness (and explains why the Chinese have such a love for things like chicken feet). Another facet of Chinese eating is the love of snacks: from the xiao chi (small eats) of Sichuan to the dim sum of Hong Kong. Now, of course, with China having opened up to Western ideas and Western foods, some of these snacks might just be hamburgers, cheese or pizzas, which is worrying. The Chinese are already starting to suffer from Western health problems such as obesity, and if this continues, their historical reverence for food, its traditions and its role in Chinese culture might be eroding. This would be such a pity for, even though I am Taiwanese, I am full of admiration for my mainland neighbours – supposed ‘opponents/adversaries’ – for their fortitude, for their culinary creativity, and for the history that we share.
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Dumplings and Appetisers


Chengdu Wonton

Shui-Jiao Pork and Prawn Chive Water Dumplings

Sui Mai Dumplings

Spring Onion Pancakes

Pickled Sichuan Carrots, Er Cai, Garlic Chives and Red Onion

Pickled Cucumber with Chilli

Ginger and Soy Chilli-Steamed Scallops
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Growing up in a Cantonese household I was very familiar with wontons. I knew I was in for a treat when I first had them in Chengdu, but I was not prepared for the lake of chilli oil and spices they came in. Luckily, I have always liked spicy food. This recipe is for other such lovers of spicy food.


Serves 4 as a starter or 2 as a meal

50g (2oz) Chinese dried black mushrooms, pre-soaked in warm water for about 20 minutes until soft and pliable

450g (1lb) minced fatty pork

4 tablespoons finely chopped Chinese chives (or spring onions)

1 egg white

2 teaspoons sesame oil

salt and freshly ground black pepper

20–25 wonton wrappers, 10 × 10cm (4 × 4in), thawed if frozen

For the sauce

1 tablespoon groundnut or vegetable oil

1 tablespoon chilli oil (see here)

1 tablespoon finely chopped garlic

2 tablespoons finely chopped spring onions

1 tablespoon roasted and ground Sichuan peppercorns

3 tablespoons sesame paste (or peanut butter)

2 tablespoons light soy sauce

1 tablespoon sugar

2 teaspoons chilli bean sauce

85ml (3fl oz) chicken stock



Squeeze the excess water out of the mushrooms, then cut off and discard the woody stems. Finely chop the mushrooms and combine them with the meat, chives (or spring onions), egg white, sesame oil and salt and pepper. Mix well.

Place about 1 rounded teaspoon of filling in the middle of each wonton wrapper. Gather the four sides of the wrapper up over the filling, allowing the wonton skin to fold in pleats naturally. Gently pinch the wrapper together at the top very well so it is sealed completely. Repeat this process until you have used up all the stuffing.

Heat a wok over high heat until it is hot, then add the groundnut or vegetable and chilli oils. Add the garlic and spring onions and stir-fry for 20 seconds, then add the rest of the ingredients and simmer for 5 minutes. Transfer the sauce to a separate bowl.

Bring a medium-sized pot of water to a boil and poach the dumplings for about 3 minutes, or until they float to the top. Remove and drain, then serve with the sauce.
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Pork and prawn chive water dumplings

Dumplings are a staple food found in the north of China, but various types are also found in many different regions – both steamed and pan-fried. My favourite are these shui-jiao dumplings, which are cooked in boiling water and then served with a soy vinegar dipping sauce. You can vary the filling ingredients, but this is my all-time favourite.


Serves 2–4

30 wheat flour dumpling skins

1 tablespoon groundnut oil

For the filling

150g (5oz) tiger prawns, peeled, deveined (see here) and minced

60g (2½oz) minced pork

3 tablespoons Chinese chives (garlic chives), finely chopped

4 whole tinned water chestnuts, finely diced

1 tablespoon oyster sauce

1 tablespoon Shaoxing rice wine (or dry sherry)

sea salt and freshly ground white pepper

For the dipping sauce

2 tablespoons light soy sauce

2 tablespoons Chinese clear (plain) rice vinegar (or cider vinegar)

2 teaspoons toasted sesame oil

a small handful of fresh coriander leaves, finely chopped

For the garnish

a small handful of finely chopped fresh coriander



Put all the ingredients for the filling into a bowl and, using one hand, knead and squeeze the filling through your fingers to combine all the flavours. Wash and dry your hands. Place a dumpling skin in the palm of your hand. Place a heaped teaspoon of filling in the middle of the dumpling skin, then dip your finger into water and brush around the edge of the skin. Fold the skin in half over the filling, pressing down on the edges to make sure they stick together well. Pleat the edges of the dumpling four times, pinching well to secure. (You could make the dumplings ahead to this point, then freeze in an airtight container and cook from frozen when you like.) Combine all the ingredients for the dipping sauce in a small bowl and put to one side.

Heat a pan of water (about 1 litre/1¾ pints) and bring to the boil. Add the groundnut oil and reduce the heat to medium, then add the dumplings and cook for 3–4 minutes until they float to the surface and are cooked through. Using a slotted spoon, scoop them out into dishes, garnish with chopped coriander and serve them immediately, with the dipping sauce.
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Dim sum is the southern Chinese ritual of drinking tea and eating sweet and savoury snacks of all sorts. Although some snacks exist elsewhere in China, it is the Cantonese who have elevated them to a true art. There are literally countless different types of dim sum snacks, depending on the chef and his or her interests. Steaming is a favourite technique of the Cantonese, cooking food gently so that subtle flavours are not masked by the ferocity of frying in hot oil, for example. These delectable sui mai dumplings are easy to make at home. They are perfect for the Cantonese, as ovens do not exist in most Chinese kitchens. These dumplings make a terrific beginning to any meal.


Serves 4–6

225g (8oz) wonton skins, thawed if frozen

fresh coriander leaves

For the filling

250g (9oz) raw tiger prawns, peeled, deveined (see here) and coarsely chopped

250g (9oz) minced fatty pork

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground white pepper

100g (4oz) fresh or tinned water chestnuts, peeled if fresh, drained if tinned, and finely minced

1½ tablespoons light soy sauce

2 tablespoons finely chopped spring onions

1 tablespoon Shaoxing rice wine (or dry sherry)

1 teaspoon sugar

2 teaspoons sesame oil

1 egg white, lightly beaten

To serve

dipping sauces of your choice



Put the prawns and pork into a large bowl or a food processor, add the salt and pepper and mix well, either by kneading with your hand, stirring with a wooden spoon, or pulsing. Then add all the other filling ingredients and stir them well into the prawn and pork mixture. Cover the bowl with clingfilm and chill for at least 20 minutes.

Place a portion of filling on to each wonton skin. Bring up the sides and press them around the filling mixture. Tap the dumpling on the bottom to make a flat base. The top should be wide open, exposing the meat filling. Now place a coriander leaf on top. Repeat this process until you have used up all the filling.

Place the dumplings in a bamboo steamer lined with damp cheesecloth. Place the steamer over water in a wok or pot, cover tightly and steam over high heat for 15 minutes. Serve immediately with dipping sauces of your choice.
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You will find this savoury snack both in the restaurants in Beijing (Peking) and sold at the street food stalls of Kashgar. Contrary to what most people think, wheat is the main food here in northern China. These pancakes remind me of Middle Eastern snacks, perhaps the result of an exchange with Arab traders on the Silk Road? You have the option of making them as rolled onion cakes or flat, a bit like pizza. Either way, they are equally delicious. Be particularly careful when deep-frying in a wok.


Makes around 9 flat onion cakes or 18 rolled onion cakes

1 × recipe Chinese pancakes (see here)

2 eggs, beaten

9 spring onions, finely chopped

salt and freshly ground black pepper

900ml (1½ pints) groundnut or vegetable oil



If you are making the flat onion cakes, take two pancakes and brush one side of each with beaten egg, then sprinkle one with spring onions, salt and pepper. Press the other pancake, egg-brushed side down, on top to seal.

If you are rolling them, take one pancake, brush one side with beaten egg, then sprinkle with spring onions, salt and pepper. Roll the pancake into a cylinder.

Heat a wok over high heat until it is hot. Add the oil, and when it is hot, hold each cake, either flat or rolled, with tongs and deep-fry until crispy. Drain on kitchen paper. Continue frying until you have fried all the pancakes.

Cut the pancakes into bite-sized pieces and serve immediately.
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This simple yet delicious pickle is superior to anything I have ever tasted. It is called shi chao cai (‘take a bath vegetable’), which is a term used to describe a quick technique for pickling vegetables, and means that it’s so quick you can make this before you take a bath, leave it overnight and it will be ready to eat the next day. The vegetables still retain their crunch, original flavour and crispness. I had the wonderful pleasure of making this dish with the grandmother of our friend Jenny Gao, who accompanied us for parts of the trip, and it reminded me of my own grandmother. I felt so appreciative and blessed to learn this from a woman who has clearly lived through some harsh times in China. She told us that a relative had bred a lamb during the Cultural Revolution to send to her so that she could have some extra food and protein when she was pregnant with Jenny’s father. An extraordinary woman.


Makes 1 × 500ml (17fl oz) jar

For the pickling liquid

450ml (¾ pint) good-quality water

50g (2oz) good-quality salt

a small handful of Chinese white rock sugar (or granulated sugar)

a small handful of red rock sugar

225ml (8fl oz) good-quality bai jiou (distilled white liquor)

For the pickling vegetables

2 whole carrots, washed and dried

a few pieces of er cai (baby root vegetables), or use tender broccoli stalks, not broccoli flowers

1 red onion, peeled and quartered

tender inner stems of a small bunch of Chinese garlic chives (or baby spring onions), sliced into 2cm (¾in) lengths

To serve

1 teaspoon Sichuan pepper oil (see here)

1 tablespoon chilli oil (see here)



Place the water, salt, rock sugars and bai jiou into a Chinese ceramic pickling urn (or a sterilised glass jar). Mix well with chopsticks and stir well to dissolve. Add all the pickling vegetables and push down to submerge them well in the liquid. Place the lid on to seal the pickling urn. The pickling urn is surrounded by a small ‘moat’ – allowing you to fill the edges of the pickling urn lid with water to seal the urn, so that no air can seep in. Pickle overnight or for 1–2 days. To serve, slice the vegetables into bite-sized pieces. Season with the Sichuan pepper oil and the chilli oil.
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with chilli

My obsession with pickles started when my mother used to send me off to school with a packed lunch of cold rice, pickles and stir-fried meat and vegetables. The pickles add a salty-sour flavour that is very xia fan – ‘gives flavour to rice and helps make plain rice more palatable’. My favourite vegetable to pickle is cucumber and this delicious recipe pairs it with garlic, chilli bean paste, rice vinegar and chilli. This is a quick pickling technique, and the pickle should be eaten within a few days while the cucumbers still retain their crunch and freshness.


Serves 2–4

4 small cucumbers, sliced in half lengthways and de-seeded, each half cut into long wedge shapes and then sliced into 1cm (½in) pieces

For the marinade

1 garlic clove, peeled and minced

2 pinches of caster sugar

1 tablespoon Chinese clear (plain) rice vinegar (or cider vinegar)

1 teaspoon chilli bean paste

1 teaspoon chilli oil (see here)

1 tablespoon toasted sesame oil

For the garnish

1 fresh red chilli, de-seeded and cut into small strips



Combine all the ingredients for the marinade in a bowl. Add the cucumbers and leave to marinate in the fridge for 20 minutes.

Divide the mixture between small bowls, garnish with the fresh chilli and serve with plain rice and stir-fried vegetables for a light but flavourful dinner.

You can also make a batch of pickled cucumber and decant into sterilised glass jars, then keep refrigerated for up to 1 week. Spoon some into a chicken or vegetable stir-fry to add flavour.
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This is one of my go-to recipes for easy entertaining. Fresh scallops are such a treat and this makes a tasty appetiser or a shared main with other dishes. I like to make a simple seasoning liquid to dress the scallops, so that as they steam all the flavours are infused. Then a simple garnish of crispy garlic and shallots adds texture and fragrance to the final dish. Enjoy!


Serves 4 as a starter

4 large king scallops in their shells

50ml (2fl oz) groundnut oil

2 medium shallots, peeled and finely chopped

6 large garlic cloves, peeled and finely chopped

For the seasoning sauce

1 fresh medium red chilli, de-seeded and chopped

2.5cm (1in) piece fresh root ginger, peeled and grated

1 teaspoon toasted sesame oil

1 tablespoon groundnut oil

1 garlic clove, peeled and finely chopped

1 tablespoon light soy sauce

For the garnish

fresh coriander leaves



Using a sharp knife, carefully prise open the scallop shells by running the knife on the inside of the shell to release the membrane attached to it. (Or ask your fishmonger to prepare the scallops for you.) I like to leave the bright orange coral attached, but you can discard it if you like. Wash the scallops in cold running water.

Combine all the ingredients for the seasoning sauce in a small bowl and put to one side.

Place the scallops on a heatproof plate that fits inside a bamboo steamer and spoon 1 teaspoon of the sauce over each one. Put the plate into the steamer. Half-fill the wok with boiling water, place the steamer over the wok (making sure the base doesn’t touch the water), then cover and steam the scallops for 5–6 minutes.

Meanwhile, heat a wok over high heat, then add the groundnut oil. Fry the shallots and garlic until crisp (it should take less than 1 minute). Pour the oil through a sieve into a heatproof bowl and drain the shallots and garlic on kitchen paper.

Serve the scallops sprinkled with the crispy shallots and garlic and garnished with coriander.
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and Cantonese cooking

The province of Guangdong, in the south of China, has a particular resonance for me, because it is where my mother’s family come from: she was brought up in Kaiping (Hoiping), a small town in the region, and I have relatives there still. Before she died, my mother and I made a pilgrimage back from Chicago to Kaiping to meet the remnants of our family. The filming of this series has happily allowed me to return yet again to see them, to re-explore the delights of Cantonese cuisine, and to pay homage to my ancestors.

Guangdong lies on the South China Sea, and its capital is Guangzhou, which is known historically as Canton. This word is believed to have originated from the Portuguese name for Guangzhou, ‘Cantão’, and of course this is where the name of the cuisine, Cantonese, comes from. Guangzhou, one of the largest cities in China, has been a nationally important river trading port for thousands of years. From the 17th century it was one of only four Chinese cities allowed to trade with foreigners (and through which, shamefully, much British opium came). Guangzhou may have a long history, but another Guangdong city, Shenzhen, further to the east, is known for its lack of history. In some thirty years, the sleepy fishing village of Shenzhen has transformed itself into a modern metropolis, its population swelling from thousands to many millions. And in fact, the whole of Guangdong, because of its geography and the vivacity and adaptability of its people, has played a huge part in what is known as the ‘Chinese revival’.

The cooking style of the area is, naturally, Cantonese. Many people regard Cantonese as the haute cuisine of China – possibly due to the influence of chefs of the Imperial Court who fled to Guangzhou in the 17th century – and the city is still rightly called the gastronomic capital of China. (There is a local saying: ‘every five steps a restaurant’, which is almost true!) Cantonese is the style of cooking I grew up with – my mother introduced me to its tastes and flavours in our home in Chicago – and it is still my favourite Chinese cuisine (though closely followed by Sichuan). It is also probably the most familiar of Chinese cooking styles throughout the rest of the world, for the majority of Chinese nationals opening restaurants and cooking in other countries come from Guangdong and Hong Kong.

The essence of Cantonese cooking, one of the eight major styles of Chinese cuisine, is its freshness: many restaurants in the area have water tanks filled with seafood, and cages of fowl and other creatures, waiting for you to choose. Cooking techniques are straightforward – boiling, steaming and stir-frying using little oil – so that the purity of the fresh ingredient can be truly appreciated. Flavouring condiments, of which there are many, are used reservedly – a dash here and there only, to complement the dish’s principal ingredient – and often are served at the table
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Ginger and Soy Chilli-Steamed Scallops
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Pickled Cucumber with Chilli
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