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			INTRODUCTION

			SOME LIKE IT HOT

			LIKE MANY KIDS IN THE US, I DIDN’T GROW UP LOVING SPICY FOOD. My family is originally from Hong Kong and Southern China, and the food that my mom cooked at home, true to its Cantonese roots, was extremely flavorful but incorporated minimal amounts of sauces and spices. And no chilies. To most people with a Cantonese background, including my dad and grandparents, the hot sauces used in Sichuan, Hunan, and other parts of China were heavy-handed and masked the freshness of vegetables, seafood, and meat. And so our kitchen and dining room table remained chili-free.

			Eating out was a different story. Despite what she cooked for us at home, my mom occasionally had a hankering for the hot stuff. When we went out to noodle shops in Boston’s Chinatown, periodically a bright red bottle of Sriracha would show up on the table. While not Chinese, Sriracha from the Huy Fong brand, created by a Chinese-Vietnamese immigrant to the United States, and based on a Thai chili sauce, had become a staple in American Chinatowns by the mid-1990s. My mom loved to add a few dabs to her hand-pulled noodles, so one day I tried a few squirts on mine. The heat was so intense I almost cried. And avoided hot sauces for years after.

			It wasn’t until I moved to Beijing at the age of twenty-five that I started eating spicy food on a regular basis. The city was two thousand miles from Sichuan Province, but Beijingers wholeheartedly adopted the hot, numbing cuisine as their own. It wasn’t uncommon to see city blocks with rows of Sichuan restaurants, one after the other, with window ads showcasing hotpots bubbling with bright red broth and signature dishes smothered with smoked chilies. Beijingers seemed to subsist primarily on Sichuan food, with local Beijing treats like boiled dumplings, hand-pulled noodles, and other street snacks to supplement the diet. And I followed suit.

			Within a couple of months, I was addicted to the hot, sour, smoky flavors of Sichuan food, so much so that when I traveled to locales with less fiery foods, I went through Sichuan food withdrawal. In the two years that I lived in China, I also took periodic trips around East and Southeast Asia and, in addition to Sichuan chili oil, also became hooked on Korean gochujang, Indonesian sambal, and Japanese yuzu kosho. I also became addicted to Thailand’s nam prik pao, red curry paste, sweet chili sauce, and, of course, traditional Sriracha. I even discovered that Hong Kong, home of the mild cuisine my family cooked, had its own incredibly addictive chili paste—XO sauce.

			Chilies are so integral to the cuisines of many areas in Asia that it’s surprising they didn’t make their appearance on that continent until just a few hundred years ago. Ethnobotanists believe that chili peppers originated in Mexico, Bolivia, and Brazil, but by the fifteenth century, humans and birds (see Beak Performance) had spread them throughout South and Central America. Like tomatoes, maize, and squashes, chilies had long been an established part of most diets across the Americas, but unknown to the rest of the world until Christopher Columbus hit the Americas in the 1490s while trying to find Asia. Just as he confused the Americas for India, he also mistook chilies for black pepper (hence today these piquant plants are called both chilies and peppers).

			Columbus brought chilies back to the Iberian Peninsula, where they were grown and sold as curious ornamental plants rather than as cooking ingredients. In the 1500s, Portuguese traders brought chilies to India and along the way, gained control of the spice trade in Goa. Goan cooks readily incorporated chilies into their cuisine, which already featured an abundance of spices, including black pepper, cinnamon, and cardamom. It is theorized that India, Portuguese, Indian, and Arab traders brought chilies to the Malay Peninsula, Thailand, Java and Sumatra, the Philippines, China, and Japan; later on, in the 1600s, Portuguese missionaries introduced them to Korea.

			A plant that’s easy to grow in a variety of climates, chilies and their culinary use spread quickly around Asia. They were also cheap, abundant, and naturally antimicrobial, so not only did they keep meat and vegetables from spoiling, but sauces made with chilies could be preserved without refrigeration.

			Moving back home to New York from China, I started experimenting with making my own chili sauces. While Asian markets abound in the city and my favorite hot sauces were easy to find, I found that I preferred buying fresh chilies from the farmers’ markets and tweaking chili sauces to my ideal levels of spiciness.

			I’ve been teaching cooking classes in New York for the past ten years, creating classes on cuisines from around Asia. Over this time, I’ve found that the classes that sell out the fastest, and the ones most often requested for private home sessions, involve dishes that pack serious heat. I also get emails from students from outside the city who’ve attended classes I’ve taught, asking for advice on making homemade hot sauces. Sometimes they live far from an Asian grocery store. Other times, they just want to create and customize sauces using all-natural ingredients. One thing is clear: Asian hot sauces have become the next frontier for any spice fiend who enjoys DIY food projects.

			So I decided to write this book, which details how to create nine of my favorite hot sauces from around Asia: sambal oelek, Sriracha, nam prik pao, Thai red curry paste, sweet chili sauce, Sichuan chili oil, XO sauce, gochujang, and yuzu kosho. In each chapter, there are also a range of traditional and experimental appetizers, main dishes, and sides to make with each sauce. Of course, this is not meant to be an encyclopedia of Asian chili sauces; just writing about the variations of sambal alone could fill volumes! Rather, this book is a celebration of the nine most versatile sauces that can be used as both a condiment and a cooking ingredient, and that also represent a broad range of geographical areas.

			I should also note that for the book, some of the sauces have more of a paste-like than saucy texture. I lament that English doesn’t have an all-encompassing word for “thin or thick liquid ingredient that can be used as both a condiment and cooking ingredient,” like the Chinese word jiang. So succinct, right? To me, the textural difference between sauce and paste is so hazy, more of a gradation than a clear line, that the thicker ingredients we’ll encounter here should also be considered sauces. After all, can’t barbecue sauce, applesauce, and salsa be pretty thick, too?

			In any case, these sauces add heat that range from a subtle kick to a scorching burn in your favorite stir-fries, appetizers, and noodle dishes. You can spend as little as 20 minutes to complete your own homemade sambal and sweet chili sauce, or wait up to 2 months to ferment gochujang the traditional way (don’t worry, there’s an easier version, too). The dishes you can make with the sauces include a variety of appetizers, entrees, sides, and even a few desserts, and run the gamut from traditional to globally inspired. At least half the dishes are vegetarian, and I’ve included vegetarian versions of sauces that traditionally have seafood or meat in them.

			Enjoy these recipes, and feel free to be experimental and create your own favorite ways to use these nine hot sauces. Now that Sriracha has become a go-to condiment for just about everything we eat, and chili fiends are concocting their own signature sauces as we speak, let your imagination run wild with possibilities. Chilies have been embraced by so many cultures for good reason. They’re exciting—and they make any food or cooking experiment that much more fun.

			CHILI PEPPERS 101

			HOW HOT CAN IT GET?

			While people react differently to heat from the same chili pepper, a standardized heat range system was developed in 1912 by Wilbur Scoville to measure the levels of capsaicin, the compound in chili peppers that makes them hot. Named the Scoville Organoleptic Test, the method tests how much sugar water has to be diluted into a chili pepper mash until the heat is no longer detected to a professional taste tester. For example, a cayenne pepper mash that takes somewhere between 30,000 to 50,000 cups of sugar water to dilute until the heat can’t be tasted would be labeled 30,000 to 50,000 Scoville units. (There is a range in the units because the same type of chilies can vary a lot in their spiciness depending on where they’re grown and how ripe they are.) Of course, this older system was not the most precise approach, as it was subject to the heat tolerance of the taste testers.

			The scale goes from 0 units (for sweet peppers and bell peppers) to well over 16 million units, the level of pure capsaicin, which thankfully no chili pepper has reached yet. Heat levels for common peppers include 2,500 to 8,000 units for jalapeños, 100,000 to 350,000 units for habaneros, and over 2 million units for the Carolina Reaper, which until May 2017 was the hottest pepper in the world. It has since been beaten out by the Dragon’s Breath and Pepper X (which at over 3 million units are at levels that can severely damage your lungs and esophagus) in plant growers’ seemingly endless quests for hotter peppers.

			However, just measuring the spiciness doesn’t tell everything about the chili. Some have heat that come on quickly and disappear, while others take time to become noticeable and linger for a long slow burn. Some heat feels like pinpricks on the lips and tongue, while others are flatter and burn at the back of the throat.

			These days, capsaicin levels are determined by computer-assisted high-performance liquid chromatography, which can measure the capsaicin in the peppers without human taste testers. However, sticking to a scale familiar to chili fans, scientists still convert the results to Scoville standards to measure the heat.

			
				
					KNOW YOUR CHILI PEPPER

					The chart below shows the average range of Scoville units, but the actual heat of any chili pepper can vary greatly depending on many factors, including the environment, seed lineage, soil, etc.

					
						
							
							
							
							
						
						
							
									
									CHILES

								
									
									SCOVILLE UNITS/LENGTH

								
									
									SUBSTITUTES

								
									
									BEST SAUCES

								
							

							
									
									ANAHEIM (sold fresh or dried)

								
									
									500– 2,500

									6–8 inches

								
									
									Fresno, jalapeño, serrano

								
									
									Mild versions of sambal oelek, Sriracha, sweet chili sauce

								
							

							
									
									FRESNO (sold fresh or dried)

								
									
									2,500–8,500

									2–3 inches

								
									
									Jalapeño, Anaheim, serrano

								
									
									Sambal oelek, Sriracha, sweet chili sauce, XO sauce

								
							

							
									
									JALAPEÑOS (fresh) / CHIPOTLE (dried)

								
									
									2,500–8,000

									3–4 inches

								
									
									Fresno, serrano, Anaheim

								
									
									Sambal oelek, Sriracha, sweet chili sauce, XO sauce, yuzu kosho (takes the place of Japanese takanotsume)

								
							

							
									
									GOCHU (usually sold dried and either crushed or ground)

								
									
									4,000–8,000

									2½–3 inches (but usually sold crushed or ground)

								
									
									Ground Aleppo chilies (slightly sweeter), ground chipotle balanced with ground cayenne

								
									
									Gochujang

								
							

							
									
									SERRANO (sold fresh or dried)

								
									
									10,000–20,000

									2–3½ inches

								
									
									Jalapeños, Thai spur chilies

								
									
									Sambal oelek, Sriracha, sweet chili sauce. Dried serranos can be used for nam prik pao, Thai red curry paste, XO sauce, and Sichuan chili oil

								
							

							
									
									THAI SPUR CHILIES/ PRIK CHEE FAH (sold fresh or dried)

								
									
									5,000–30,000

									3–6 inches

								
									
									Fresh: serrano, Fresno, cayenne

									Dried: cayenne, Japonés

								
									
									Nam prik pao, Thai red curry paste, XO sauce, Sichuan chili oil

								
							

							
									
									JAPONÉS CHILIES (usually sold dried)

								
									
									15,000–30,000

									2½–3 inches

								
									
									Tien Tsin, cayenne, Thai spur chilies

								
									
									Nam prik pao, Thai red curry paste, XO sauce, Sichuan chili oil

								
							

							
									
									CAYENNE (sold fresh or dried)

								
									
									30,000–50,000

									3½–8 inches

								
									
									Thai spur chilies, Japonés chilies, Tien Tsin chilies

								
									
									Sichuan chili oil, XO sauce, nam prik pao, Thai red curry paste

								
							

							
									
									TIEN TSIN CHILIES/ CHINESE RED CHILIES (usually sold dried)

								
									
									50,000–75,000

									2½–3 inches

								
									
									Japonés, cayenne, Thai spur chilies

								
									
									Sichuan chili oil, Thai red curry paste, nam prik pao, XO sauce

								
							

							
									
									BIRD’S EYE CHILIES/PRIK KEE NOO (usually sold fresh)

								
									
									50,000–100,000

									1–2½ inches long

								
									
									Thai spur chilies, cayenne, or serrano

								
									
									Mix in a few for a hotter Sriracha or sambal oelek. I don’t recommend doing entire chili sauces with only bird’s eye chilies (ouch!).
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			ANAHEIM CHILIES

			These long, thick chilies are a hybrid pepper developed in the American Southwest in the early 1900s. The flavor is bright, clean, and a little fruity. They serve as good introductions to the world of hot chilies, if you or someone you’re cooking for would prefer a milder version of sambal, Sriracha, or sweet chili sauce.
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			FRESNO CHILIES

			From the outside, Fresno chilies look a lot like jalapeños. Both are about even in terms of heat level and have a crisp flavor when unripe. Fresno chilies, however, ripen faster and have a tendency to become fruitier and smokier when they turn red. They are incredibly versatile and make excellent ingredients for fresh chili sauces.
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			JALAPEÑOS/CHIPOTLE CHILIES

			These super-versatile chilies have a moderate heat and a bright, clean flavor. They can be used as easily in Asian hot sauces as they are in Mexican or Tex-Mex cooking. (In fact, California-grown jalapeños are what go in the ubiquitous Huy Fong brand of Sriracha.) Ripe red jalapeños are more suitable for most of the chili sauces in this book because of their color and higher heat levels, though the milder unripe green jalapeños are perfect for Japanese Yuzu Kosho. Red jalapeños with white lines are at their ripest, “almost bursting at the seams” as one chili farmer told me. Fresno chilies are the best substitutes, but you can also use Anaheim chilies for less heat and serrano chilies for more intense heat. Chipotle peppers, the dried smoked versions of jalapeños, can be blended with crushed red chili flakes (cayenne) as a substitute for Korean gochugaru in a pinch.
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			GOCHU CHILIES

			Gochu chilies are most often used in the form of gochugaru, which simply means “dried red chili flakes” or “chili powder” in Korean. It has a mild heat and smoky yet sweet spiciness. Aleppo chilies, which have a relatively mild sweet kick, are the best substitute, but they are relatively hard to find outside of specialty spice stores and Middle Eastern markets. You can also use chipotle peppers, which are made by drying and smoking ripe jalapeños, if you like a dish that is very smoky. If you’d prefer your gochugang, kimchi, or other dish with knockout spiciness, you can substitute with the same amount of cayenne, which is five to ten times spicier.
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			SERRANO CHILIES

			If you adore store-bought Sriracha or sambal oelek but feel the sauces could be hotter, try making them at home with serrano chilies instead. Serranos are smaller than jalapeños but on average can be three times hotter. Like jalapeños, they have a bright, clean flavor when green but become slightly sweeter and hotter when they ripen.
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			THAI SPUR CHILIES

			These skinny little chilies may cause the most confusion of any on this list. They are most frequently mixed up with Thai bird’s eye chilies, which are shorter, shaped like tiny drops, and much hotter. Adding to the confusion is that growers and sellers call them many different names, including Thai chilies (which bird’s eye chilies are also often called), spur chilies, Bangkok chilies, and prik chee fah, which translates to “chili pointing to the sky.” Because up to seventy-nine different chilies are grown in Thailand and can thus be called “Thai chilies,” I will refer to prik chee fah in this book as “Thai spur chilies.” Don’t despair; they are the most common types of skinny fresh chilies between three to six inches long available at Asian markets in the US. Chances are, if you’re shopping stateside at an Asian market, you can easily spot the difference between them and bird’s eye chilies, the other common variety in this country.
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			JAPONÉS CHILIES

			Japonés chilies are one of the two most common dried chilies used in Chinese cooking, along with the much hotter Tien Tsin chilies, which they resemble. Japonés chilies are rusty red orange in color, with a medium heat that lingers on the tongue. Despite the name, which comes from the Spanish word for “Japanese,” they are frequently used in Sichuan, Hunan, and Thai cuisines, and almost never in Japanese cooking. They are great for the times you’d prefer a medium heat (over the intense heat that Tien Tsin chilies bring) in Sichuan chili oil, Thai nam prik pao and red curry pastes, and Chinese and Thai stir-fries.
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			CAYENNE CHILIES

			Easy to find in the US, this versatile medium-hot chili pepper is thought to be the first type brought to Asia by Portuguese traders in the 1500s. Because the size of smaller cayennes and their heat levels are roughly similar to that of Japonés chilies, Thai spur chilies, and Tien Tsin chilies, cayennes are good substitutes whenever it’s difficult to find any of the aforementioned peppers. While it’s possible to find them fresh, they are most often used dried, either whole, ground, or crushed into flakes. The same crushed red chili flakes we often shake on our pizza slices or roasted vegetables can be used for Asian chili sauces, pastes, and oils.

			TIEN TSIN CHILIES

			Pronounced “tea-an sin,” these dried red peppers are also called Chinese red chilies and look almost identical to Japonés chilies. Both are used often in Chinese cooking, and the only way to tell the difference is by color (Tien Tsin are bright ruby red, whereas Japonés chilies tend to be more orangey red) and to taste them: Tien Tsin chilies are two to three times hotter than Japonés chilies. These alarmingly hot chilies can look innocent enough: They are often cooked whole for their smokiness and they accompany many Sichuan and Hunan dishes as bright red garnishes. It isn’t until their seeds are unleashed (for example, crushed in a food processor for hot sauce or when someone unwittingly bites into one) that you get their full force. Much like cayenne, they are long, skinny, and they are not very complex in flavor beyond heat. Dried Tien Tsin peppers are often crushed and used to infuse Sichuan chili oil, adding a gorgeous bright red color. Chongqing Chicken and Kung Pao Sweet Potatoes are two examples of dishes in which smoked Tien Tsin chilies really  shine.
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			BIRD’S EYE CHILIES

			Also called Thai dragon peppers or prik kee noo, bird’s eye chilies are among the spiciest peppers grown in Thailand. They are very tiny, usually no longer than 1½ inches, though a few varieties in California can be as long as 2½ inches. They are frequently confused with Thai spur chilies (see Thai spur chilies). They are sold both green (unripe) and red (ripe), with the red variety being a tiny bit less spicy than the green. The heat from bird’s eye chilies can sneak up on you and keep building as you eat, and even linger long after you stop eating.

			BE CAREFUL: WEAR RUBBER GLOVES!

			It’s wise to wear gloves when working with chilies, especially if you wear contact lenses. The oil and juices from the chilies and the heat chemical capsaicin can stay on your fingers for many hours and leave a stinging burn if you touch your eyes or face later. (I had several unfortunate contacts-related incidents in my early years of making chili sauces barehanded!) I keep a box of vinyl single-use gloves around for just this purpose and they work like a charm.

			If you do end up with chili juices on your hands, wash them with oil-cutting dish soap, then soak them in milk or yogurt, whose protein casein neutralizes the heat. Be sure to also use oil-cutting soap to thoroughly wash your knives, cutting board, and anything else that touches the chilies.

			When grinding or processing a large number of chilies, it’s also important to work in a well-ventilated area, especially if you have asthma or other breathing problems.

			INGREDIENTS AND EQUIPMENT

			Over the past few decades, ingredients and equipment to make Asian dishes have become increasingly easier to find in the US, not just in cities but also in suburban areas and online. Use this guide to familiarize yourself with the best fresh ingredients, pantry staples, and cooking equipment for making the dishes in this book. If you can’t find certain pantry staples in your area, try the resources in Where to Buy Ingredients Online.

			VEGETABLES AND FRESH HERBS

			BABY BOK CHOY

			This member of the cabbage family is a versatile vegetable that can be used in a number of ways, from stir-frying to steaming to soups. The smaller variety of baby bok choy measures about 3 inches long, with bright white stems and dark green leaves. The larger variety (also known as Shanghai bok choy) is about 4 inches long with pale yellow stems and lighter green leaves. When buying baby bok choy, look for crisp stalks and leaves that aren’t wilting.
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			CILANTRO

			Also known as fresh coriander, this bright green herb is frequently used in Southeast Asian cooking to both heighten other flavors and cut the richness of a dish. When shopping, look for a bright green color and vibrant, unwilted leaves.

			DAIKON RADISH

			Sometimes called Chinese turnip, these large, long radishes have a firm white flesh and a mildly spiced bite. When buying daikon, look for firm ones that have smooth and unwrinkled skin. They are usually steamed, pickled, or braised (see Red-Cooked Beef with Daikon Radish), but can also be eaten raw in salads. Always wash and peel daikon to remove any grit that can get lodged in the outer skin. Daikon radish can be stored in the refrigerator for up to 10 days.

			GALANGAL

			A rhizome like ginger, galangal has a sharp citrusy, almost piney flavor. It is used in many dishes in Thai, Indonesian, and Malaysian cooking. The skin can be peeled with a metal spoon like ginger, but it is much harder inside. You can sometimes substitute ginger in a pinch, but the flavor in your dish will be mellower and less herbaceous.

			GARLIC CHIVES

			These chives with long green stems and a bud-like tip have a mild garlic and onion flavor and a crisp texture. Add them to stir-fries, soups, or dumpling fillings.

			GINGER

			A key component in many East and Southeast Asian dishes, ginger has a clean sharp flavor that makes both seafood and meat taste fresher, and also cuts the richness of fatty dishes. Look for ginger that is heavy and hard; lightness in weight and wrinkled skin indicate that it’s not very fresh. Its soft skin can be easily peeled with a metal spoon before using.

			KAFFIR LIME LEAVES

			Kaffir lime leaves lend a bright citrus aroma to many Thai dishes, including Thai Lemongrass and Prawn Soup and Thai Red Curry Chicken and Green Bean Stir-Fry. The thick leaves are dark green and shiny on one side, and pale colored and porous on the back. They can be purchased fresh, frozen, or dried from Thai and Vietnamese markets, though the dried leaves are not as aromatic. Before adding to a soup or stir-fry, tear the leaves with your hands to release the flavors. Store unused kaffir lime leaves in a sealed bag in the freezer and they will keep for up to 3 months. If you’re unable to find kaffir lime leaves, you can substitute bay leaves in some recipes as indicated.

			LEMONGRASS

			A type of grass grown and used widely in many tropical regions, lemongrass is common in Thai and Vietnamese cuisines. It lends a fragrant citrus aroma and flavor to soups, curries, stir-fries, and even tea. This zesty herb is sold by the stalk and pounded to release the most flavor (see How to Prepare Lemongrass, below).
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					HOW TO PREPARE LEMONGRASS

					
							
							Hold the lemongrass by the yellow-green grass end. With the back edge of a chef’s knife, pound the white part of the lemongrass to release the juices.

						

							
							Thinly slice the white parts. Discard the yellow-green end.

						

					

				

			

			LIMES

			Limes are the most commonly used acidic ingredient in Thai cooking, and brighten up the flavors in salads, soups, and dips. Always add lime juice at the very end of cooking; heat can deteriorate its flavor.

			NAPA CABBAGE

			Napa cabbage is commonly used in stir-frying and braising in Chinese and Korean cooking, or as a dumpling or spring roll filling. It has yellowish white leaves and is more oblong than green cabbage. It can be stored in the crisper bin of the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks.

			SCALLIONS

			Also called green onions, scallions add a delicious onion-y flavor to stir-fries, soups, noodles, and rice dishes. Often, a recipe will specify white parts only, green parts only, or the entire scallion. The general rule is that you should use the white parts, which have a stronger flavor, at the beginning of cooking, whereas you should use the milder green parts toward the end of cooking or as a garnish (see more in How to Prepare Scallions, below).
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					HOW TO PREPARE SCALLIONS

					Often, a recipe will specify white parts only, green parts only, or the entire scallion. The white parts, which have a stronger flavor, are used at the beginning of cooking, whereas the milder green parts are used toward the end of cooking or as a garnish. You can slice scallions straight across, or the traditional Chinese way of slicing them at an angle to expose more of the flavorful insides.

				

			

			SHIITAKE MUSHROOMS

			Both fresh and dried mushrooms are commonly used in East and Southeast Asian cooking. They are extremely versatile and can be stir-fried, steamed, braised, grilled, or added to soups. Dishes that are Chinese or Chinese-influenced tend to favor dried shiitake mushrooms, which have a deep earthy aroma and contribute an umami flavor that is prized in Chinese cooking. The best dried shiitakes have thick caps with white fissures on top. Fresh shiitake are widely available in Western markets as well. Be sure to wipe the caps clean with a damp towel and remove the stems before using.

			TATSOI

			Also called spinach mustard or rosette bok choy, tatsoi has broad green leaves and a mild mustardy bite. Look for tatsoi with leaves that are dark and glossy green and avoid any bunches that are wilted, yellowing, or flowering. They can be eaten raw or lightly cooked, and are great in salads, stir-fries, or steamed dishes.

			THAI BASIL

			Native to Southeast Asia, Thai basil has a more robust, spicier flavor than its Italian counterpart. The purple color on the stem can also extend to the leaves. The peppery, anise-like flavor makes it an ideal component in noodle soups, summer rolls, salads, stir-fries, and curries.
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			SAUCES, PASTES, SYRUPS, AND FLAVORING OILS

			CHINESE RICE WINE

			Also known as Shaoxing cooking wine or yellow rice wine, this is an aged cooking wine that is yellowish in color and has a deep savory flavor. At Chinese grocery stores, look for the red-labeled Pagoda brand bottles; the bottles with yellow labels are sweetened. Dry sherry is a great substitute if you can’t find Chinese rice wine. I don’t recommend substituting mirin, a Japanese rice wine, because of its sweetness.

			DOUBANJIANG (CHINESE FERMENTED CHILI BEAN PASTE)

			This staple of Sichuan cuisine is a fermented paste made with fava beans or soybeans. It is produced in China and undergoes a long, strict fermentation process outdoors in earthenware jars, which makes it a bit impractical to feature as a homemade chili paste in this book. However, store-bought versions are easy to find in Chinese supermarkets.

			MIRIN

			A pantry staple used in Japanese cooking, mirin is a rice wine with a lower alcohol and higher sugar content than sake. Its sweet flavor helps to balance out saltier sauces, like soy sauce or tamari. Mirin is extremely versatile and can be used in salad dressings, teriyaki sauces, marinades, and glazes for meat, fish, and vegetables. If you need a substitute for mirin, avoid using Chinese rice wine since it may be salted depending on the brand. Instead, opt for 1 tablespoon white wine or vermouth combined with ½ teaspoon sugar to replace 1 tablespoon mirin.

			MISO

			Miso is a thick fermented paste traditionally made from soybeans, salt, and a culture called koji, although newer varieties may use other grains. It’s the base for fortifying the soup of the same name, and can also be used for glazes for meat, seafood, and vegetables. There are many types of miso, but the ones most widely available outside a Japanese market are red, yellow, and white. The darker the miso, the bolder the flavors tend to be. The recipes in this book call for white or yellow miso, which has a milder and slightly sweeter flavor than red miso.

			FISH SAUCE

			One of the backbones of Southeast Asian cuisines, fish sauce is made by fermenting fish, usually anchovies, and is extremely pungent. Use it sparingly; even a teaspoon or so will provide plenty of flavor. Well-refrigerated bottles will keep for at least one year.

			HOISIN SAUCE

			This sweetened soybean paste flavored with garlic and vinegar can be used as a marinade or sauce ingredient in Chinese cooking. A good brand to look for in Chinese markets is Koon Chun, which comes in a bottle with a yellow and purple-ish blue label.

			OYSTER SAUCE

			A staple of Cantonese and Chinese-Thai cooking, this dark, viscous sauce is made from oysters (or oyster extract), water, and salt. (Vegetarian oyster sauces use mushrooms for flavoring.) I recommend the brand Lee Kum Kee, which has been producing oyster sauce since the late 1800s.

			BROWN RICE SYRUP

			A sweetener derived from brown rice, rice syrup is a key ingredient in gochujang, both the traditional and simplified versions. If you can’t find rice syrup, use honey or maple syrup as a substitute.

			SESAME OIL

			Used as either a cooking ingredient or condiment, sesame oil adds a lovely aroma to Chinese, Japanese, and Korean dishes. For the recipes in this book, use Asian sesame oils, which are toasted and dark amber in color, instead of light-colored Middle Eastern or Indian sesame oils from raw sesame seeds. Be sure to buy sesame oil that is sold in glass bottles; plastic makes the oil become rancid much more quickly.

			SHRIMP PASTE

			Shrimp paste is a funky-smelling, fermented paste made with finely crushed shrimp or krill mixed with salt. It is an essential ingredient in many Thai and Indonesian dishes. The flavor is intensely earthy and salty, and a little bit goes a long way.

			SOY SAUCE AND DARK SOY SAUCE

			Both types of soy sauce are dark, salty, and earthy, used both for seasoning food while cooking or at the table. Most of the recipes in this book call for regular soy sauce. Dark soy sauce, which is aged longer and has a richer color, is slightly sweeter and less salty, making it better for long cooking methods like roasting or braising. Whichever brand you choose, be sure that soybeans are one of the main ingredients; some brands use hydrolyzed vegetable protein to imitate a soy flavor. Reduced-sodium soy sauce is a good substitute if it is made with soybeans and not artificial ingredients. Chinese soy sauces use little to no wheat in the brewing process. Japanese soy sauce, sometimes labeled “shoyu,” is thinner and slightly sweeter than its Chinese counterpart, and tends to contain wheat. For Japanese soy sauces that do not contain wheat, see Tamari (below).

			KECAP MANIS (INDONESIAN SWEET SOY SAUCE)

			A staple in Indonesian cooking, kecap manis is a syrupy-thick soy sauce sweetened with palm sugar. It’s a great ingredient for satays, marinades, stir-fries, soups, and glazes. ABC and Bango brand sweet soy sauces are widely popular and good to try. If you can’t find kecap manis, substitute with 2 parts regular soy sauce and 1 part brown sugar.

			TAMARI

			In contrast to Japanese shoyu, tamari is a type of Japanese soy sauce that is traditionally made from the byproduct of miso production. It contains little or no wheat, and wheat-free tamari can be consumed by people with a gluten intolerance. Tamari has a darker color and bolder flavor than both Chinese soy sauce and shoyu, though it tends to also be less salty.

			TAMARIND PASTE

			Tamarind paste adds a prune-like sourness to Nam Prik Pao and a variety of Thai and Indonesian dishes. Ready-to-use tamarind cooking paste, which just contains the fruit with the pod and seeds discarded, comes in a jar or plastic tub-like container. It is quite concentrated and will last a long time; store refrigerated after opening.
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			ON COOKING OILS

			At home, I like to keep a variety of cooking oils on hand, most of which are versatile and suitable for high temperatures. The recipes in this book call for vegetable oil, but you can use other oils with high smoke points, including peanut, grapeseed, sunflower, safflower, canola, and certain brands of avocado oil. When in doubt, make sure the bottle lists the smoke point as 420°F or higher, or specifies that it’s suitable for “high-heat cooking.” I love using extra-virgin olive oil in the kitchen, but only in salad dressings and during times when I’m sautéing on very low heat, like toasting garlic. Also avoid using toasted sesame oil and coconut oil for high-heat cooking.

			It’s important to remember that the settings on your stove are relative, and some stoves are much more powerful than others. Even if you turn your stove to medium, the temperature of the oil in your pan continues to rise as you’re cooking, and this is especially true with stir-fries and other dishes where there is little other liquid in the pan. My rule of thumb is any time I cook on medium heat or higher, I use a high-temperature cooking oil just to be safe.

			VINEGARS

			CHINESE BLACK VINEGAR

			This aged dark vinegar made with glutinous rice has an earthy, tangy, and slightly sweet flavor. It is reminiscent of good balsamic vinegar, which can be used as a substitute. The best black vinegar to look for is Gold Plum brand Chinkiang vinegar, available at most Chinese markets.

			RICE VINEGAR

			This clear rice vinegar adds a bracing, acidic flavor to dishes. Chinese white rice vinegars tend to be sharper, while Japanese rice vinegars are a little mellower. Cider vinegar, which is slightly sweeter, can be used as a substitute. Don’t use distilled malt vinegar as a substitute, as the flavor is much too abrasive.

			SPICES

			CUMIN

			Best known for its pervasiveness in Indian and Middle Eastern cooking, cumin is also frequently used in China and northern Thailand. You can buy cumin ground or as whole seeds. While preground cumin is more convenient to use, buying whole seeds and grinding before cooking will make a dish much more fragrant.

			SICHUAN PEPPER/SICHUAN PEPPERCORNS

			Sichuan peppercorns may look like the red versions of black or white peppercorns, but they are actually tiny berries. Best known for their numbing properties and floral citrusy aroma, they bear no capsaicin, but are frequently paired with chilies in a number of Sichuan dishes. You can find Sichuan pepper whole or ground, but it is best to buy whole peppercorn and grind it yourself for the most flavor.

			STAR ANISE

			The Chinese often

			TURMERIC
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			TOFU AND SOY-BASED PROTEINS

			
			
			TEMPEH

			
			TOFU
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			RICE

			
			
			
			BROWN RICE

			
			NOODLES

			
			
			CHINESE WHEAT NOODLES

			
			RAMEN

			
			RICE CAKES

			
			WIDE RICE NOODLES

			
			RICE VERMICELLI NOODLES

			
			SOBA

			
			SOMYEON

			
			UDON
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			OTHER DRIED PRODUCTS

			
			
			DRIED SCALLOPS

			
			DRIED SHRIMP

			
			FERMENTED BLACK BEANS

			
			NORI

			
			PALM SUGAR

			
			SESAME SEEDS (WHITE OR BLACK)

			
			RICE FLOUR

			
			SWEET RICE FLOUR (GLUTINOUS RICE FLOUR)

			
			WAKAME

			
			EQUIPMENT

			
			
			DOLSOT

			
			FOOD PROCESSOR

			
			MICROPLANE GRATER

			
			MORTAR AND PESTLE
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			DEEP-FRY THERMOMETER

			
			ONGGI

			
			TONGS

			
			WOK

			
			WOK SPATULA
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