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For Thea




COLD DISHES 
凉
菜

For more than a century, Chinese food in the west was dominated by the influence of the Cantonese, people from southern Guangdong province who left their country to forge new paths in America and Europe. The Cantonese rarely begin meals with cold dishes, preferring instead to whet palates with deep-fried titbits or tonic soups – which is why, until recently, Chinese cuisine was rarely associated abroad with cold meats and salads. But China is a vast country, and in many other regions people like to start with something cool.

Cold appetizers are one of the glories of Chinese kitchen culture. At their best, they offer a scintillating rainbow of colours and flavours to enjoy in relaxed fashion before hot dishes are served. I was first seduced by Sichuanese appetizers like spicy poached chicken and preserved duck eggs in the 1990s; later, I found myself enraptured by the elegant blanched greens and drunken shrimps of the Jiangnan region; since then, I have tasted unforgettable cold dishes in many parts of the country, from Yunnan in the southwest to Xi’an in the north. These taste experiences have shaped my entire approach to Chinese cooking.

Apart from being an enticing prelude to a meal, cold dishes make life a hundred times easier for the home cook. No one sensible would attempt to feed a group with a whole menu of dishes flash-fried in a seasoned wok at the last minute. Instead, smart menu planning is about preparing some food ahead. These days, I begin almost every dinner party with a spread of cold dishes, most of them vegetables, and my guests love them so much that I often think I could have spared myself the trouble of making any hot dishes at all. I have also made summer lunches that consist entirely of Chinese cool appetizers served with some good Turkish bread from a local bakery. Some Chinese cold dishes can be put inside a sandwich: an irreverent marriage between exciting Chinese flavours and western casual eating.

So here are some of my most beloved dishes, both to eat and to cook. Many of them I make all the time, because they are so easy and delicious. You could serve one of them as a side dish with a bowlful of Chinese noodles or as part of an otherwise western meal; alternatively, you could plot a tapestry of flavours for a party. Unlike recipes for stir-fried dishes, most of these are easy to scale up for larger groups. Some can be made a day in advance. Leftovers make a fine addition to a lunchbox.

Many of these dishes come directly from particular people and places, not only in Sichuan, but from other regions of China. Others are my own inventions, dreamed up as ways of combining Chinese flavours with produce that is local and seasonal where I live in London. Quite a few include recipes for sauces that are incredibly versatile – I’ve included some further suggestions on how to use them, but hope that you will also find your own. (A Sichuanese ‘strange-flavour’ sauce, for example, makes almost anything taste delicious.) And once you’ve grasped the elements of these flavour combinations, I hope you’ll play around with them and devise your own sauces and dressings to suit any company and occasion. Soy sauce and fermented tofu, for example, sit happily alongside olive oil and western vinegars on the kitchen shelf.
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Spicy radish sliver salad



凉
拌
萝
卜
丝




One of my favourite restaurants in Chengdu follows local custom in offering a scrumptious little dish of pickled radish slivers to eat with rice. This recipe is based on theirs, thanks to the advice of chef Zhang Guobin, except that I serve the radish as an appetizer rather than a relish. It has been such a hit with my friends that I make it constantly. The dish is quintessentially Sichuanese in its marriage of mellow chilli heat with sweet and sour, and quite irresistible, as I hope you’ll agree.

You will need a chunk of Asian white radish (otherwise known as daikon or mooli) rather than pink, bite-sized western ones. If you can find large Asian pink-skinned radishes, the dish will be even prettier (I sometimes find pink radishes the size of parsnips in Turkish shops). If you’re feeling adventurous, mix in 170g ready-to-eat, slithery-crisp shredded jellyfish from a Chinese supermarket just before serving (a delightful textural pairing).





	600g Asian white or pink radish

	2 tsp salt

	3 tbsp white sugar

	4 tbsp finely sliced spring-onion greens

	2 tsp light soy sauce

	1 tbsp Chinkiang vinegar

	3 tbsp chilli oil plus 1 tbsp chilli sediment

	½ tsp ground roasted Sichuan pepper (page 51) or 1 tsp red or green Sichuan pepper oil (optional)





Trim and peel the radish. Cut it into thin slices and then into fine slivers (you can use a mandoline for this if you like). Place the slivers in a bowl with the salt, then knead the salt evenly into the radishes. Set aside for about 1 hour to drain out excess water.

Tip the radish slivers into a colander or sieve and squeeze out as much water as possible. Return the slivers to the bowl, stir in the sugar and leave for a few moments to dissolve. Keep aside a few spring-onion greens to use as a final garnish, then add all the remaining ingredients to the bowl. Stir to combine and sprinkle with the reserved spring onion.
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Spicy radish sliver salad	




Spinach and peanut salad



凉
拌
菠
菜




Spinach is an ancient western import to China: its Chinese name, bōcài (菠菜), comes from the old word for Persia, bōsī (波斯). In the north of the country, it is often blanched and served as a salady appetizer. This particular recipe, from Beijing, is one of my favourites – the wilted leaves infused with the rich taste of vinegar and punctuated with crunchy peanuts. The same combination of seasonings and nuts goes well with raw salad leaves too. Traditionally, it is made with a mature Shanxi vinegar, but you can use Chinkiang vinegar instead, if that’s what you have.





	300g bunched spinach

	4 tsp Shanxi or Chinkiang vinegar

	1 tbsp light soy sauce

	2 tsp white sugar

	1 tsp sesame oil

	1 tbsp finely chopped garlic

	5 dried chillies

	1½ tbsp cooking oil

	50g fried peanuts (page 56)





Wash the spinach thoroughly, then boil it in a panful of water until the leaves have wilted. Tip it into a colander and rinse under the cold tap. When the spinach is completely cool, drain, squeeze dry and cut it into chopstickable lengths. Place the lengths in a mixing bowl.

Combine the vinegar, soy sauce and sugar in a small bowl. Add the sesame oil.

Place the garlic in a small heatproof bowl. Snip the chillies into halves or sections with a pair of scissors, shaking out and discarding as many seeds as possible. Add to the garlic.

Heat the cooking oil in a seasoned wok over high heat until smoking hot, then pour it over the chillies and garlic, which should sizzle vigorously. As soon as the chillies have started to darken, add the vinegar/soy sauce mixture to arrest the sizzling. Mix well, then pour the mixture over the spinach. Add the peanuts and toss everything together before serving.

Variation: Spinach in sesame sauce

This sauce combines spinach with another old Silk Road import: sesame. Halal restaurants in Beijing often serve it. Blanch, squeeze and chop 300g of bunched spinach as in the main recipe, then place it in a serving dish. Mix together 2½ tablespoons of sesame paste and 1 tablespoon of smooth peanut butter, mashing them with the back of a spoon until smooth. Gradually stir in 2 teaspoons of clear rice vinegar and 1 teaspoon of light soy sauce to create a smooth emulsion. Mix in enough cold water to give a creamy sauce that is just runny enough to pour. Add ¼ teaspoon of white sugar, along with salt to taste, followed by ½ teaspoon of sesame oil. Pour the sauce over the spinach and garnish with 2 teaspoons of sesame seeds.
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Chrysanthemum greens with pine nuts



松
仁
茼
蒿




The frondy green leaves of the garland chrysanthemum or crown daisy (Glebionis coronaria) are enjoyed in both China and Japan. They have a delicate, herby flavour, and can be stir-fried, boiled in soups or eaten raw; blanching gives them a beautiful, almost buttery juiciness. The combination of this vegetable with toasted pine nuts is one I first encountered at the Dragon Well Manor restaurant in Hangzhou, and I loved it so much that I’ve been using it ever since.

Chrysanthemum greens (茼蒿 tónghāo) have become widely available in Chinese shops in the west; they are also fairly easy to grow. The dish is simplicity itself, and makes a fine counterpart to others that are boldly seasoned. Serve it as a starter or a side dish (I often serve it alongside non-Chinese dishes – Italian pasta or Middle Eastern mezze). This recipe makes a small dish of blanched greens, so I often double it and eat any leftovers the following day.





	300g chrysanthemum greens

	About ¼ tsp salt, to taste

	1 tsp toasted sesame oil

	1–2 tbsp pine nuts, to taste





Trim off and discard the ends of the vegetable stalks. Bring a panful of water to the boil. Add the greens and boil until the leaves are wilted and the stems just tender. Tip the greens into a colander and cool them immediately under the cold tap. Squeeze out as much water as possible.

Slice the greens finely, then place them in a mixing bowl. Stir in the salt to taste, then mix in the sesame oil.

Toast the pine nuts in a dry pan over very low heat for about 5 minutes, turning from time to time, until fragrant and golden.

Place the seasoned greens in a serving dish. (I usually press them into a rice bowl and then invert the bowl on to a serving dish so the greens form a neat mound.) Just before serving, top with the pine nuts. Mix together to eat.

Recipe shown on page 119




Li Shurong’s sizzling-oil salad



凉
拌
生
菜




My adopted Sichuanese aunt, Li Shurong, is renowned in her family for her delicious cooking. When I lived in Chengdu, she often included me in lively gatherings of her siblings, in-laws and all their children. One of her regular recipes was a fabulous salad dressed with oil-sizzled garlic and chillies, soy sauce and sugar, with a tingle of Sichuan pepper oil. She typically made it with shredded celtuce and zhé’ěr gēn (折耳根) or fish mint (Houttuynia cordata), a trailing plant with heart-shaped leaves and a unusual sour flavour.

At home, I’ve used the same method to dress mixed salad leaves, to delicious effect. A mixture of lettuce, rocket and watercress is nice, but plain lettuce is lovely too. I don’t think Li Shurong adds vinegar to her dressing, but it makes a perky addition if you’re not using the zhé’ěr gēn. If you don’t have Sichuanese ground or pounded chillies, I recommend coarse Korean gochugaru: you want something tasty but not too hot.





	200g salad leaves of your choice

	1 tbsp light soy sauce

	1 tsp white sugar

	½ tsp red or green Sichuan pepper oil

	1 tsp Chinkiang vinegar

	1 tbsp finely chopped garlic

	1 tbsp coarse ground chillies

	2 tbsp cooking oil

	2 tsp toasted sesame seeds (optional)





Wash and spin the salad leaves and tear them into chopstickable pieces. In a small bowl, combine the soy sauce, sugar, Sichuan pepper oil and vinegar. Place the garlic and chillies in the bottom of a salad bowl.

Heat the cooking oil in a seasoned wok over high heat until hot enough to produce a violent sizzle and a little puff of steam when dripped on to the garlic and chillies (you can test the sizzle-factor by dipping a bit of spring onion into the hot oil). Pour the hot oil over the garlic and chillies and let it sizzle. Add the soy-sauce mixture and mix well.

Tip the salad leaves into the large bowl with the fragrant dressing and toss them to coat. Stir in the sesame seeds if you like, then serve.




Leeks with fermented tofu dressing



腐
乳
酱
拌
韭
葱




Traditional Chinese dressings typically include sesame and/or chilli oil with grain vinegar rather than the olive oil and wine vinegar of a vinaigrette. But Chinese seasonings can add a magnificent dimension to a French dressing, as in this recipe, where I’ve enriched a fairly classic vinaigrette with fermented tofu. The tofu is salty and umami, with a creaminess that lends body to the sauce. It’s delicious draped over steamed leeks, French-style; and, so far, I’ve used it to dress salad greens and sliced ripe tomatoes, to fill a halved avocado and to make a rich potato salad (with capers and chopped gherkins). It is also scrumptious with steamed or boiled asparagus spears, and would probably be lovely with hard-boiled eggs.

For this recipe I use the kind of white fermented tofu in brine that comes with flecks of chilli, but you can use the plain version, without chilli. A sprinkling of toasted sesame seeds is a perfect complement to the dressing.





	375g trimmed leeks

	40g fermented tofu (about 3 cubes)

	½ tsp runny honey

	1 tsp Dijon mustard

	3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	1 tbsp white wine vinegar

	Salt and ground white pepper

	2 tsp toasted sesame seeds, to serve





Rinse the leeks thoroughly, taking care to remove any mud from the upper sections, then cut evenly into chopstickable lengths. Place in a steamer basket and steam for about 10 minutes until perfectly tender. Allow to cool, then pile up on a serving dish.

Place the tofu in a mixing bowl and mash with a spoon until smooth. Mix in the honey and mustard. Gradually whisk in the olive oil to make a smooth emulsion. Add the vinegar, then salt and pepper to taste. (If you want the dressing to be runnier, feel free to dilute it with a little cold water.) Pour the dressing over the leeks. Finish with a sprinkling of sesame seeds to serve.
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Leeks with fermented tofu dressing




Green beans with strange-flavour sauce



怪
味
豇
豆




In Sichuan, the classic ‘strange-flavour’ sauce, a tempting melange of sweet, sour, spicy and salty seasonings in a sauce enriched by sesame paste, is used for cold chicken, rabbit, offal and noodles. But beyond these traditional applications, the possibilities are limitless. Inspired by Indonesian gado gado and Lebanese cooked mezze in tahini sauce, I have taken to dressing all kinds of vegetables – boiled, steamed or roasted – in these sparkling Sichuan flavours.

The sauce is fabulous with boiled green beans, as in this recipe, and also with roasted cauliflower or butternut squash, steamed or roasted broccoli, blanched spinach, barbecued meats or, indeed, practically anything. Perhaps the next step is Sichuanese devilled eggs? I’ve enjoyed leftovers of the sauce on buttered toast and crumpets!





	400g fine green beans

	2 tsp sesame seeds, to garnish (optional)



For the sauce


	2 tbsp sesame paste

	2 tbsp light soy sauce

	1½ tsp Chinkiang vinegar

	1½ tsp white sugar

	¼–½ tsp ground roasted Sichuan pepper (page 51), or 1–2 tsp red or green Sichuan pepper oil

	2–3 tbsp chilli oil, with or without chilli sediment

	2 tsp sesame oil





First, make the sauce. Place the sesame paste in a small bowl and stir and mash it with a spoon until the consistency is even. Gadually mix in the soy sauce and vinegar, taking care to incorporate completely between additions so you end up with a smooth, creamy emulsion. Add the sugar and mix well. Stir in the Sichuan pepper or Sichuan pepper oil, chilli oil and sesame oil. (Once made, the sauce keeps well in the fridge for a few days.)

Trim the beans and cut them into bite-sized lengths. Tip into a panful of boiling water and boil for a few minutes until cooked to your liking (I prefer to cook my beans just beyond the squeaky stage, to the point where they are tender but still a little taut). Drain and cool them immediately in a bowl of iced water or under the cold tap, to preserve their bright green colour. Shake well in a colander and allow to dry off.

Tip the drained and dried beans into a serving bowl. Give the sauce another stir, then use it to dress the beans. Sprinkle over the sesame seeds to garnish if you wish.
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Green beans with strange-flavour sauce




Strange-flavour noodles with smoked tofu



怪
味
干
丝
凉
面




In Sichuan, cold noodles are often topped with fine slivers of cooked chicken, but for a while I’ve been making a vegan version of this dish with slivers of smoked tofu. Rustle up a little smacked cucumber or a green salad on the side and you have a superb lunch. I normally buy, from my local Chinese supermarket, freshly made noodles from a Fujianese producer in London – but I’ve also made the recipe with the fresh, cooked egg noodles sold in my local western supermarket, and they were delicious too.

I use a firm smoked tofu, which is golden brown on the outside and extremely aromatic and tasty. You can, of course, use 100g of shredded cooked chicken if you prefer. If you like, you can add some blanched beansprouts or finely shredded cucumber to the final dish.





	150g fresh noodles (100g dried)

	¼–½ tsp cooking oil

	100g smoked tofu

	2 spring onions, white parts only

	1 tsp toasted sesame seeds



For the sauce


	1½ tbsp sesame paste

	1 tsp white sugar

	1 tsp Chinkiang vinegar

	1½ tbsp light soy sauce

	3 tbsp chilli oil plus 1 tbsp chilli sediment

	½ tsp ground roasted Sichuan pepper (page 51) or 1 tsp red Sichuan pepper oil

	1 tsp sesame oil





Bring a panful of water to the boil, add the noodles and boil until just cooked. Tip the noodles into a colander and rinse under the cold tap, then shake dry. Spread out the noodles on a tray, sprinkle over the cooking oil and mix well with chopsticks: this will stop them from sticking together. Leave in a well-ventilated place to dry (some people like to use a fan for this).

Cut the tofu into thin slices, then fine slivers. Cut the spring-onion whites into 6–7cm lengths, then lengthways into fine slivers. Place these in a small bowl and cover with cold water.

To make the sauce, mash the sesame paste with the back of a spoon until smooth. Gradually stir in 1 tablespoon of cold water, to make a smooth emulsion. In a separate small bowl, combine the sugar, vinegar and soy sauce. Gradually add this mixture to the sesame paste, stirring between each addition to a creamy emulsion. Finally, add the oils and mix well.

Lay the noodles in a serving dish. Drain and gently squeeze dry the spring onions. Stir the sauce and pour it over the noodles. Top with the tofu, spring onions and sesame seeds. Mix well.

Variation: Sichuanese strange-flavour chicken rolls

During the pandemic lockdown in 2020, I devised a few recipes that could easily be eaten outdoors; I’ve been making this one ever since. Make the strange-flavour sauce (above) and combine it with shredded cooked chicken (or shredded smoked tofu). Separately, make a sweet-and-sour three sliver salad (see page 125). Fill small, soft bread rolls generously with both stuffings – the salad a refreshing contrast to the richness of the chicken.
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Strange-flavour noodles with smoked tofu




Soybeans with pickled greens



雪
菜
毛
豆




This delectable Shanghainese classic can be served cold or hot. People in Shanghai often add slivers of pork and also bamboo shoot to the dish, but I normally make this meatless version. If you have some shelled green soybeans (edamame) in your freezer and a packet of the pickles to hand, it’s a useful standby that takes only a few minutes to make. Like frozen peas, the beans are cooked before freezing, so you can use them directly from the packet: defrost them in advance, or simply tip the frozen beans into the wok and heat them through before serving. (If you happen to be using fresh green soybeans, boil them first until cooked.)





	2 tbsp cooking oil

	2 tsp finely chopped garlic

	2 tsp finely chopped ginger

	175g pickled snow vegetable, chopped

	250g frozen shelled green soybeans (edamame)

	1 tsp white sugar

	1 tsp sesame oil

	Salt and ground white pepper





Heat a wok over high heat. Add the cooking oil with the garlic and ginger and stir-fry briefly until they smell wonderful but are not coloured. Tip in the pickled snow vegetable and stir-fry until fragrant and hot.

Add the soybeans, along with 3 tablespoons of water, then add the sugar and the salt and pepper to taste. Stir for a few minutes until the beans are piping hot and the liquid largely evaporated (if you are cooking the beans from frozen, this will take a little longer, so feel free to add another tablespoon or so of water if you need to). Finally, off the heat, stir in the sesame oil, then serve.
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Soybeans with pickled greens




Irresistible pickled cucumber



藤
椒
黄
瓜




I chose the English name for this dish advisedly, because this pickly salad really is irresistible. The chilled cucumbers, refreshingly sweet and sour, are infused with a heavenly rumour of green Sichuan pepper that seems to elevate them to another level. The recipe was inspired by the Spicy Cucumber in Yan-kit So’s Classic Food of China, but instead of her scorched red chillies, I’ve used green Sichuan pepper oil. You can make the cucumbers in advance and keep them for several days in the fridge. Serve them as an appetizer, or, using cocktail sticks, as a canapé with drinks.





	1 cucumber (about 450g)

	1 tsp salt

	1½ tbsp white sugar

	1 tbsp clear rice vinegar

	1 tsp green Sichuan pepper oil





Halve the cucumber lengthways, then scoop out and discard its seeds. Cut each cucumber half lengthways into three or four strips and then into bite-sized pieces. Place the strips in a bowl, sprinkle with the salt, mix well and set aside for a couple of hours to draw out some of the water.

Drain the cucumber pieces well and, with clean hands, squeeze out as much water as possible. Place the pieces in a serving bowl, add the sugar and stir to dissolve. Add the vinegar and Sichuan pepper oil, mix well and leave in the fridge for several hours, or overnight, to allow the flavours to mingle. Serve chilled.

Recipe shown on page 113




Smacked cucumber, Shaanxi style



陕
西
拍
黄
瓜




One of the funniest food videos I’ve seen recently was of a Chinese man smashing, chopping and scooping up cucumbers with an enormous garden shovel – clearly, the way smacked cucumbers should be disciplined! At home, you can release any latent aggression by smacking them smartly with the flat of a cleaver blade or a rolling pin – which also serves to loosen their flesh into crags that absorb dressings rather nicely. Try not to hit them so hard that you send smithereens flying around the kitchen (cover with a clean tea towel before smacking, for extra control).

This recipe is a standby dish that I make whenever I need a refreshing vegetable in haste to serve with Chinese noodles, roast meats or just about anything. This version of it is a homage to the flavours of the smacked cucumbers served at one of my favourite London restaurants, Guirong Wei’s Master Wei. The dressing is also fabulous with avocado, raw salad vegetables or steamed or boiled vegetables of choice.





	1 cucumber (about 300–350g)

	½ tsp salt



For the dressing


	1½ tsp sesame paste

	2 tsp Shanxi or Chinkiang vinegar

	1 tsp light soy sauce

	½ tsp white sugar

	2 garlic cloves, crushed

	3 tbsp chilli oil, with or without chilli sediment





Lay the cucumber on a chopping board and whack decisively a few times with the flat of a cleaver blade or with a rolling pin, giving the cucumber a quarter turn once or twice as you do so (you want to crack open and loosen the cucumber into crags that will absorb the dressing, without smashing it to pulp). Quarter the cucumber lengthways, scoop out and discard as much pulp as possible, then cut into bite-sized pieces. Place the pieces in a bowl, add the salt and mix well.

Place the sesame paste into a small mixing bowl and mash with a spoon to smooth it. Gradually stir in the vinegar and soy sauce, mixing well between additions, to create a creamy emulsion. Add the sugar, then the garlic and the chilli oil.

Drain off any water that has emerged from the cucumber pieces, then pour on the dressing and mix well.

Variation: Cucumber with garlicky sauce

Instead of the dressing ingredients in the recipe, bathe the smacked cucumbers in this alternative: 1½ tablespoons of sweet aromatic soy sauce (see page 336) or kecap manis combined with 1 tablespoon of crushed garlic, 1 tablespoon of chilli oil (with or without chilli sediment) and ½ teaspoon of sesame oil.

Recipe shown on page 114




Cold-tossed beef, celery and peanut salad



凉
拌
牛
肉




This exciting tumble of textures and flavours is my own attempt to recreate a dish served at the superb Furonghuang restaurant in Chengdu, where the menu is inspired both by early twentieth-century Sichuanese banquet cooking and the shimmering tastes and ingredients of the local countryside. Cool spiced beef is tossed with crisp celery and crunchy peanuts, pickled chillies, fresh coriander and spicy seasonings with a characteristically local hint of sweetness. You can prepare the beef a day or two in advance. Chinese eaters prefer their beef to retain a little spring to its bite: do cook it for longer if you wish it to be fall-apart tender. (You can use leftover roast beef instead of Chinese spiced beef: if you do, add a little more soy sauce and/or salt to the sauce.)

For a vegan version, cut 250g of smoked tofu into bite-sized slices to use instead of the beef – this is also very exciting. (You can also use a mixture of spiced beef and smoked tofu, which may be my favourite version!)







For the beef


	350g boneless beef shin

	About 1 litre beef or chicken stock

	20g piece of ginger, skin on

	1 spring onion, white part only

	4 tsp dark soy sauce

	1 tbsp Shaoxing wine

	1 star anise

	A small piece of cassia bark or cinnamon stick (about 4cm)

	1 tsp fennel seeds

	½ tsp whole red Sichuan pepper

	About 2 tsp salt, to taste



To serve


	150g celery (about 3 sticks), peeled and trimmed

	A good handful of coriander leaves

	2 tsp white sugar

	2 tsp Chinkiang vinegar

	2–3 tsp light soy sauce

	2 tbsp chilli oil plus 2 tbsp chilli sediment

	½ tsp ground roasted Sichuan pepper (page 51) or 2 tsp red or green Sichuan pepper oil

	1 tsp sesame oil

	2 tbsp chopped salted chillies

	60g fried or roasted peanuts





Place the beef snugly in a saucepan, cover with cold water and bring the water to the boil. Boil for a few minutes, then tip into a colander. Rinse the beef in hot water and rinse out the pan. Return the blanched beef to the saucepan, cover with the stock and bring to the boil, skimming off any froth.

Smack the ginger and spring onion lightly with the flat of a cleaver blade or a rolling pin to loosen, then add to the pan with all the other ingredients for the beef. Return to the boil, half-cover the pan and simmer for 1 hour. Turn off the heat, cover fully and leave to steep for an hour, then remove the beef and chill it until required. (Strain the broth, then freeze it for reuse.)

When it’s nearly time to eat, cut the beef into bite-sized slices and place in a mixing bowl. Cut the celery sticks crossways into 4cm lengths, and then lengthways into thin slices. Rough-chop the coriander. Add the celery and coriander to the beef.

In a pan over gentle heat, dissolve the sugar in 2 teaspoons of water. Switch off the heat. Stir in the vinegar and 1 teaspoon of the soy sauce. Mix in the remaining ingredients except the peanuts. Add the sauce to the beef and toss together, adding more soy sauce and/or salt to taste. Stir in the peanuts and serve.
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Sour-and-hot tofu with avocado



酸
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This dish takes minutes to make and tastes divine: custardy tofu with smooth avocado and, if you like, Chinese preserved duck egg, all bathed in a serenely spicy Sichuanese dressing. The combination of ingredients and flavours is my own invention, but it works beautifully alongside more traditional Chinese appetizers. In Chinese, the avocado is known either as ‘beef tallow fruit’ (牛油果 niúyóu guǒ) because of its rich mouthfeel, or ‘alligator pear’ (鳄梨 è’lí), a direct translation of one of its English names. The dressing is a classic Sichuanese sour-and-hot combination: a master sauce with many applications (see variations).

The optional preserved eggs (皮蛋 pídàn; ‘century’ or ‘thousand-year-old’ eggs) can be found in Chinese supermarkets, ready to eat: you just need to crack off the shells and rinse them. While they may look alarming to the uninitiated, they have a delicious umami taste with a faint alkaline twang from the quicklime used to preserve them. Some people compare the flavour to crab; it also reminds me of the flavours of goat’s cheese clothed in alkaline ash.





	1 preserved duck egg (optional)

	1 x 300g carton of silken tofu

	1 perfectly ripe avocado

	2 tbsp finely sliced spring-onion greens

	1 tsp toasted sesame seeds



For the dressing


	1 tbsp Chinkiang vinegar

	2 tbsp light soy sauce

	1½ tbsp chilli oil plus ½ tbsp chilli sediment





Gently shell the preserved duck egg, if using, and rinse away any fragments. Chop into 1cm cubes (which will be a little messy because of the stickiness of the egg, not to mention its ovoid shape). Mix together the dressing ingredients in a small bowl.

To make it easier to extract the tofu from the packaging intact, turn the packet upside down, snip off the corners with a pair of scissors and then squeeze a bit to let in some air. Remove the cover, drain off any excess water and tip the tofu on to a serving dish. Make one cut lengthways down the block and then cut crossways into 5mm slices. Press gently on the tofu so that the slices lean to one side and then fan out on the dish.

Just before serving, scoop the avocado out of its shell and cut the flesh into small dice. Lay the avocado along the top of the tofu. Add the preserved egg, if using. Pour over the dressing, then sprinkle over the spring-onion greens and sesame seeds and serve.

Variations: Other sour-and-hot dishes

I’ve used this dressing to delicious effect with many different ingredients, including blanched spinach or boiled kale; other blanched greens (Italian bitter greens and Norwegian wild plants, among others); half an avocado; steamed aubergines; boiled okra; boiled or steamed green beans; and as a dip for dumplings. So please do experiment!
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Sour-and-hot tofu with avocado




Kohlrabi with spring onion oil



葱
油
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Spring onion oil is one of the classic flavours of Shanghai: a deceptively simple idea that brings a satisfying savouriness to all kinds of dishes and snacks, including griddled spring onion cakes, spring onion oil chicken, and salads made from slivered celtuce or Asian radish (the latter often mixed with slithery strips of jellyfish). Here, I’ve used the same method to prepare kohlrabi, one of those European winter vegetables that can be so enticing when handled well.





	2 kohlrabi stems (about 700g)

	1½ tsp salt

	1 tsp white sugar

	2 tbsp cooking oil

	5 tbsp thinly sliced spring-onion greens





Peel the kohlrabi, then cut into thin slices and then slivers. Place the slivers in a bowl, add the salt, massage it in and set aside for at least 30 minutes to drain out excess water.

Squeeze out as much water as possible from the shredded kohlrabi. Return the vegetable to the bowl and stir in the sugar.

Heat the cooking oil in a seasoned wok until smoke rises from the sides and dipping a shred of kohlrabi or a scrap of spring onion into the oil produces a dramatic sizzle. Turn off the heat as you tip the spring onions into the hot oil and stir briskly as they release their fragrance. Add the kohlrabi and toss the slivers in the fragrant oil. You probably won’t need any more salt but taste to make sure. Set aside until needed.
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Kohlrabi with spring onion oil




Chinese crudités



蘸
酱
菜




The Hui Muslims of Beijing, whose ancestors came to China via the old Silk Road, are somewhat infatuated with tripe, and they cook it beautifully. Posters displayed in their restaurants illustrate the different types of sheep and ox tripe, their various frills and wobbles appreciated for their contrasting textures. The classic street snack of fast-boiled tripe (爆肚 bàodǔ) is served with a smooth sesame dip emboldened by savoury and pungent seasonings, such as fermented tofu (all creamy umami) and pickled chive flower sauce. Some recipes suggest a dash, too, of ‘shrimp oil’, a local cousin of Thai fish sauce, which is more familiar these days outside China.

These robust Beijing flavours are the inspiration for this recipe’s vegetarian sauce, which makes a stunning dip for raw cucumber and other vegetables. You might like to use carrot, celtuce, cucumber, celery, red and yellow peppers or radicchio leaves.





	An assortment of fresh, crisp vegetables (about 300g after trimming)



For the sauce


	2 tbsp sesame paste

	1 tbsp light soy sauce

	15g fermented tofu (about 1 cube)

	1–2 garlic cloves, crushed

	2 tsp chilli oil





To make the sauce, mash the sesame paste with 1 tablespoon of cold water until smooth and creamy. Add the other sauce ingredients and mix well.

Cut the vegetables into bite-sized pieces suitable for dipping. Serve with the sauce.

Variations: Other uses for the sauce

If you add a fraction more cold water to this sauce, giving it a salad-dressing consistency, you can pour it over steamed green beans, crisp raw lettuce, thinly sliced raw cauliflower or roasted cauliflower. (It’s also lovely on toast or crumpets.)
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Chinese crudités




Curly kale with ginger sauce
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A brisk, invigorating Sichuanese ginger sauce, based on finely chopped ginger, dark rice vinegar and sesame oil, is typically used to dress blanched green beans or spinach, or perhaps a long-steamed pork knuckle – but there are plenty of other possibilities. At Hao Noodle, my favourite Chinese restaurant in New York, they used to serve a salad of blanched Chinese chives and clam meat in the same ginger sauce. Here, I suggest using it for curly kale, which becomes juicily delicious. Serve it with Chinese food or with something like toast and smoked mackerel or ham for a simple western-style lunch. This salad will keep in the fridge for a couple of days.





	about 400g curly kale



For the sauce


	1½ tbsp finely chopped ginger

	1 tbsp Chinese dark rice vinegar

	1½ tsp light soy sauce

	¼ tsp salt

	1 tbsp everyday stock (page 332) or water

	2 tsp sesame oil





Discard the bony vegetable stalks from the curly kale – you want to be left with about 200g of stripped leaves.

Bring a panful of water to the boil. Add the kale leaves and boil for 4–5 minutes until tender; immediately tip them into a colander and rinse under the cold tap to cool quickly and preserve the colour. Squeeze out as much water as possible and slice finely. Place the slices in a mixing bowl.

Mix all the sauce ingredients in a small bowl. Add this to the kale, mix well, then set aside until you wish to serve.
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Curly kale with ginger sauce




Shredded tofu and coriander salad
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拌
豆
腐
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If you haven’t come across tofu skin before, you might wonder what to do with it. It is sold as ivory-coloured, leather-thin sheets, which carry the fine grid pattern of the muslin material used to press them flat, and is now widely available in Chinese supermarkets. You can use it in stir-fries or as a wrapper for other ingredients, but it’s particularly good in salads like this one.

The tofu skin available in the UK (under the English name ‘paper tofu’) is sold in 230g packs, which is why I’ve given seasonings for that amount. I’ve used mild, pointy Sichuanese dried chillies in testing the recipe; if your chillies are hotter, I suggest you reduce the quantity. Blanching the tofu in boiling water with a little bicarbonate of soda softens its texture and seems to make it more receptive to the seasonings. Note that the tofu doesn’t keep well after opening the packet, so eat the salad on the day you make it, or it will become sour.





	230g pressed tofu skin

	1 tsp bicarbonate of soda

	50g coriander

	3 spring onions, white parts only

	1½ tsp white sugar

	4 tsp light soy sauce

	2½ tsp Chinkiang vinegar

	10 dried Sichuanese chillies

	1 tbsp finely chopped garlic

	3 tbsp cooking oil

	2 tsp sesame oil

	1 tsp green Sichuan pepper oil (optional)

	Salt





The tofu will come in the form of a sort of flattened roll of several layers. Remove this from the packet, lay it on your chopping board and slice into strips 2–3mm wide.

Bring a panful of water to the boil. Add a sprinkling of salt, then the bicarbonate of soda, which will make the water froth up for a moment. Tip in the tofu and boil for about 2 minutes, then turn out into a colander and refresh under the cold tap, moving the tofu around to keep the shreds loose. Shake dry, then place in a mixing bowl.

Cut the coriander (tender stems and leaves) into 3–4cm lengths. Cut the spring-onion whites into similar lengths, then into fine slivers. Combine the sugar, soy sauce and vinegar in a small bowl.

Use scissors to snip the tops off the chillies, shake out and discard their seeds, then snip at a diagonal angle into thin slices. Place the garlic in a small heatproof bowl and scatter the chillies on top. Heat a wok over high heat. Add the cooking oil and swirl gently until very hot, then pour it over the garlic and chillies – this should produce a dramatic sizzle. (If you’re not sure if the oil is hot enough, drop in a shred of spring onion, which should produce the appropriate sort of sizzle when the oil has reached the right temperature.) As soon as the chillies are darkening in colour, pour in the soy-sauce mixture to arrest the sizzling.

Add the remaining ingredients to the garlicky oil and mix. Add the coriander, spring onions and the mixed sauce to the tofu slivers and toss everything together with chopsticks or a spoon and fork. Add a little extra salt if you like, to taste.
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Shredded tofu and coriander salad




Scorched aubergine salad



火
烧
茄
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The real China Dream is finding a country inn in the verdant south where they use local produce, make their own pickles and conjure up hearty dishes whose flavours eclipse anything you’ll find in a sleek city restaurant. This sumptuous salad is from one such place, hidden away in rural Honghe prefecture in southern Yunnan, where you can spend the afternoon nibbling fruit and drinking tea before tucking into a magnificent spread of their own confit pork, creamy peanut soup with pumpkin flowers and seasonal greens, among dozens of other dishes. The salad is made with sleek, smoky aubergines, like a cousin of baba ghanoush. The aubergines are charred, stripped of their blackened skins, then anointed with a sweet-sour sauce, a shimmer of chilli oil and a scattering of garlic. I’m grateful to Wang Mengling for telling me how to make it.





	2 aubergines (about 700g in total)

	1 red pepper

	4 tsp white sugar

	1 tbsp Chinkiang vinegar

	2 tsp light soy sauce

	½ tsp salt

	1 tbsp chilli oil

	1 tbsp finely chopped garlic

	2 tsp coarse ground chillies

	2 tbsp cooking oil





Grill the whole aubergines and red pepper very slowly over charcoal or a very low gas flame, under a grill or in a hot oven, turning from time to time, until their entire skins are charred and blackened and their flesh has collapsed into softness. Then place them in a container with a tight-fitting lid (or in a bowl covered tightly with clingfilm) for at least 10 minutes or until cooked (this will make the skins easier to remove).

Remove all the blackened skin from the aubergines and pepper, carefully peeling away and leaving any juices in the container. Give the vegetables a rinse under the cold tap, if necessary, to remove any burnt fragments. Cut off and discard the stems, slice open the flesh and remove the seeds (with the aubergines, you need only to remove firmer seed sacs that might spoil their texture). Tear or cut the vegetables into chopstickable strips and place these in a mixing bowl.

Combine the sugar, vinegar, soy sauce, salt and chilli oil in a small bowl to make a sauce. Add the reserved juices. Put the garlic and ground chillies into another little bowl. Heat the cooking oil until smoking hot, then pour it over the garlic and chillies, to produce a dramatic sizzle and a rush of fragrance. Quickly pour in the sauce to arrest the sizzling.

Gently stir the sauce mixture into the vegetables. Leave the vegetables to steep for a while before eating, if possible.
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Scorched aubergine salad




Poached chicken with Sichuan pepper oil
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This is a variation on one of the eternally delicious themes of the Sichuanese and indeed the global kitchen: the spicy cold chicken salad. Here, the refreshing, lime-like zinginess of green Sichuan pepper comes to the fore. The recipe is inspired by a dish I tasted at the Sichuan provincial government restaurant (川办 chuān bàn) in Beijing a few years ago. They used fresh green Sichuan pepper berries, but as these are hard to find outside China, I’ve suggested using green Sichuan pepper oil instead.

The chicken will be most tender and silky if you poach it in the Chinese way (see note), but you can also dress leftover roast chicken (or Christmas turkey), in which case, feel free to add a little extra stock to moisten. You can use meat from a whole chicken or just the parts you prefer: I tend to use chicken thighs and drumsticks, but breast is fine too. I always like to make chicken salads with the skin to add a luscious textural dimension, but you can leave it out.





	400g cold poached chicken meat, with or without skin

	2 tsp toasted sesame seeds

	3 tbsp finely sliced spring-onion greens



For the sauce


	3 tbsp light soy sauce

	1½ tbsp chicken stock or water

	1½ tsp white sugar

	1½ tsp Chinkiang vinegar

	1½ tbsp chilli oil with chilli sediment

	2 tsp green Sichuan pepper oil





Cut the cooked chicken into chopstickable strips and pile them up in a serving dish.

Combine all the sauce ingredients in a small bowl and mix well. Just before serving, pour the sauce over the chicken. Scatter over the sesame seeds and spring-onion greens. Mix well before eating.

How to poach chicken in the Chinese way

Let your whole chicken or chicken parts come to room temperature before you start. Find a saucepan that will hold the chicken snugly (but don’t put the chicken in it yet), then pour in enough water to immerse the chicken, and bring the water to the boil. Add the chicken, return to the boil and skim off any froth that rises to the surface. Add a piece of ginger and a couple of spring-onion whites, all lightly smacked to loosen them. Half-cover the pan, turn the heat down so the liquid barely murmurs and poach until just cooked: you can either use a temperature probe to check the thickest part has reached 75°C, or test by removing the chicken, inserting a skewer into the thickest part and checking that the juices run clear. When the chicken is ready, remove it from the pan and set aside to cool before chilling until needed.
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Poached chicken with Sichuan pepper oil




Aubergine salad with mint
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Two quiet, shady paths curve around the great stillness of the lake in the Confucian Temple of Jianshui, in southern Yunnan. Beyond it, there’s a grand entrance gate leading into a sequence of beautiful garden courtyards adorned with steles, censers and prayer halls. Founded in the thirteenth century, the temple was a centre of learning for hundreds of years. Aside from being a fascinating city, Jianshui is a remarkably good place to eat. Restaurants display their produce in baskets and fridges from which you can arrange your menu, a feast of seasonal and local specialities, including cǎoyá (草芽), a kind of cattail or bulrush with juicy stems reminiscent of white asparagus.

This dish is my attempt to recreate a gorgeous recipe from a restaurant in an old-fashioned courtyard house not far from the Confucian temple. It’s a little spicy, a little sweet and sour, and jazzed up with the aromatic brightness of herbs and the crunch of peanuts. They used chopped coriander, but I prefer mint, another common local herb.





	2 small aubergines (about 500g total weight)

	3 tbsp fried or roasted peanuts, coarsely chopped

	2 tbsp chopped mint (or use coriander leaves)



For the sauce


	2 tsp finely chopped garlic

	2 tsp white sugar

	2 tsp Chinkiang vinegar

	4 tsp light soy sauce

	4 tsp chilli oil plus 2 tsp chilli sediment





Cut the aubergines in half lengthways, place them in a steamer basket and steam over high heat for 20 minutes until tender. Leave until cool enough to handle, then cut or tear them into strips and place the strips in a serving dish (discard any pockets of seeds, if they are coarse).

Combine the sauce ingredients in a small bowl, mixing well.

Pour the sauce over the aubergines, then sprinkle the peanuts and chopped mint (or coriander) over the top. Gently mix together before eating.

Variation: Steamed aubergines with sizzled garlic

Steam and cut or tear the aubergines as in the main recipe, and place in a serving dish. In a small bowl, combine 2 tablespoons of light soy sauce, 1 teaspoon of Chinkiang vinegar, ¼ tablespoon of white sugar, and 1 tablespoon of chilli oil plus 1 teaspoon chilli sediment. In another small bowl, place 1½ tablespoons of finely chopped garlic. Heat 1½ tablespoons of cooking oil in a wok until smoking hot, then pour the oil over the garlic to produce a dramatic sizzle. Add the sauce mixture, stir, then pour everything over the aubergines. Garnish with 2 tablespoons of chopped coriander or sliced spring-onion greens. Mix together before eating.

[image: ]
Aubergine salad with mint




Cauliflower and fermented tofu salad
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This dish is entirely my own invention. It’s inspired both by the glorious fermented tofu sauces I’ve encountered in Guizhou and Yunnan, and by a particularly incredible salad I tasted at the RockCreek restaurant in Seattle, which involved very thinly sliced raw cauliflower, along with celery, pine nuts, white balsamic vinegar and pecorino cheese. My final recipe is unlike any of them, but I hope you’ll agree that it’s wildly delicious. The umami creaminess of the tofu lifts the earthiness of the cauliflower and perfectly complements its refreshing crispness, while the chilli, Sichuan pepper and toasty seeds add other levels of excitement.

Serve alongside Chinese appetizers, or as an appetizer or a side dish with a western meal.





	350g very fresh cauliflower (white heart only)

	A small handful of coriander or flat-leaf parsley, chopped

	1 tsp toasted sesame seeds



For the sauce


	50g fermented tofu (about 3–4 cubes)

	3 tbsp chilli oil, with or without chilli sediment

	1½ tsp red or green Sichuan pepper oil (optional)

	2 tsp clear rice vinegar

	Salt





First, make the sauce. Place the fermented tofu in a small mixing bowl and mash it with a spoon until smooth. Blend in the chilli oil and, if using, the Sichuan pepper oil. Stir in the vinegar, then season with salt to taste.

Slice the cauliflower as thinly as possible with a cleaver, sharp knife or mandoline and place in a large mixing bowl. Add the sauce and gently stir to coat, adding a little more salt if necessary. Stir in the chopped herbs and sesame seeds to finish, then serve.
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Cauliflower and fermented tofu salad




Scorched peppers with preserved eggs
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In Hunan and other southern provinces, you often see market vendors blackening red peppers and aubergines on little charcoal grills: customers can take home the prepared vegetables and use them in salady cold dishes. This dish is typical of Hunan: lazy strips of red pepper paired with slices of pídàn (皮蛋), the preserved duck eggs sometimes known in the west as ‘century’ or ‘thousand-year-old’ eggs, in a garlicky dressing. The dish also works well without the eggs – and even, surprisingly, with slices of goat’s cheese covered in ash or with the same sort of bloomy soft rind as Brie or Camembert, both of which echo the texture and some of the flavours of the eggs.





	3 red peppers

	2 preserved duck eggs



For the sauce


	1 tbsp finely chopped garlic

	1½ tbsp light soy sauce

	1 tbsp Chinkiang vinegar

	1 tsp sesame oil

	Salt





Scorch the peppers until their skins are black and papery and they are completely soft and yielding. You can do this on a very low gas flame, under a grill or in a hot oven (keep turning the peppers as they char so they are blackened all over). When they are completely soft, place them in a container with a tight-fitting lid or in a bowl covered tightly with clingfilm for at least 10 minutes or until cooled (this will make the skins easier to remove).

When the peppers have cooled, remove the covering and take out the peppers, leaving any juices behind in the bowl. You should be able to ease away the burnt skin. Rinse off any fragments, then open the peppers and discard the stems and seeds. Cut the flesh into 1–2cm ribbons, then bite-sized strips, and return to the bowl.

Combine the sauce ingredients in a small bowl, seasoning with salt to taste. Pour the sauce over the peppers and mix well.

Shell and rinse the eggs. Cut each egg lengthways in half, then into bite-sized segments. Add the egg pieces to the peppers and gently mix. Serve.

Recipe shown on page 93




Tofu, avocado, tomato
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As you may have noticed, I adore pairing ripe avocado with tofu. This invented dish extends that theme by adding ripe tomato. It’s by no means a traditional Chinese dish: the avocado is a recent import, and the tomato, which came to China from the Americas during the Ming Dynasty, is still known as a ‘barbarian aubergine’ (番茄 fānqié) or ‘western red persimmon’ (西红柿 xīhóngshì) because of its foreign origins. However, this is a lovely, fresh summer salad with a hint of sesame oil. Make it with fresh tofu that is tender but will keep its shape when cut into cubes (not silken tofu, which is too loose for this recipe). You could use chopped mint instead of the coriander; or lovage or parsley.





	200g firm plain white tofu

	1 ripe avocado

	2 ripe plum tomatoes (about 150g)

	3 tsp sesame oil

	1 tsp toasted sesame seeds

	A handful of coriander leaves, coarsely chopped

	Salt





Cut the tofu, avocado flesh and tomatoes into 1.5cm cubes and place in a mixing bowl. Mixing gently to avoid breaking up the tofu too much, add salt to taste, and then the sesame oil.

Turn out the salad into a serving dish and sprinkle with the sesame seeds and coriander. Serve.

Recipe shown on page 105




Sichuan-style carrot salad
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Carrots have never been as ubiquitous in Chinese cuisine as they are in my native Britain. Their common Chinese name, ‘barbarian radish’ (胡萝卜 hú luóbo), is a reminder of their origins as a vegetable from Central Asia that has never replaced the original white radish (萝卜 luóbo) in local affections. Carrots are typically used to flatter other ingredients with their bright orange colour, but they are rarely, if ever, the main ingredient.

I thought perhaps they could be. For this dish, I’ve married some classic Sichuanese flavours with a vegetable that is common in the west. My sister-in-law, Charlotte, originally sparked the idea, suggesting it as a variation of a dish I made for a family gathering. It is delicious.

You’ll find two versions here: the main recipe allows the carrot’s colour to shine; the variation, slightly darkened by soy sauce, is perhaps less pretty but equally scrumptious. Serve either as a Chinese appetizer or a side dish with any other kind of food.





	400g carrots

	1 tsp salt

	2 tbsp white sugar

	4 tsp clear rice vinegar

	2 garlic cloves, crushed

	2 tbsp chilli oil, with or without chilli sediment

	2 tsp sesame oil

	2 tbsp roughly chopped coriander leaves or finely sliced spring-onion greens

	1 tsp toasted sesame seeds





Trim, peel and coarsely grate the carrots, then place in a mixing bowl. Add the salt, sugar, vinegar and garlic and mix well.

Leave the carrots for a few minutes to allow the salt and sugar to dissolve, then stir in the chilli oil and sediment and the sesame oil, followed by the coriander or spring-onion greens. Scatter over the sesame seeds to serve.

Variation: Carrot salad with classic garlicky sauce

Prepare the carrots as in the main recipe. Add 2 tablespoons of white sugar, 2 tablespoons of light soy sauce, 1 teaspoon of Chinkiang vinegar and 1 crushed garlic clove. Mix well, then leave the carrot mixture for a few minutes so the salt and sugar dissolve. Stir in 2 tablespoons of chilli oil, with or without
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Sichuan-style carrot salad




Tofu and spring onion salad












Variation: Fresh tofu with toon shoots






Three-sliver salad














Overnight fish-fragrant aubergines
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Overnight fish-fragrant aubergines




‘Italian’ wood ear mushroom salad











Variation: Chinese sour-and-hot wood ear mushroom salad
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‘Italian’ wood ear mushroom salad




Yunnan cool rice noodles
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Yunnan cool rice noodles
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