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			For our sweet little boy, Levi
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			This is not a Cantonese cookbook.
Not in the traditional sense, at least.

			I grew up surrounded by a family chitchatting in a seamless mix of Toisanese and English, with bits of Cantonese scattered throughout, never speaking in the same language for more than a few words. Honestly, my Toisanese has always been significantly better than my Cantonese. It’s a dying dialect that often wins me an extra egg tart from the ladies behind the counter at my favorite bakery—a hint of street cred with the old crowd—a slow, sneaky smile. They aren’t used to hearing anyone under the age of fifty speak it. But everyone in my family does. It’s the dialect of Toisan, a county in the Guangdong Province in southeast China—the place where both sides of my family originated.

			My mom was barely thirteen years old when she immigrated to New York with her sister and brother. She met her dad for the very first time when they landed in the city. He had moved to Manhattan’s Chinatown in the hope that one day the whole family would be able to join him before she was even born. It took a bit longer than anyone had anticipated, but my mom, her parents, and her two siblings settled into a one-bedroom apartment on the center of Bayard Street at the heart of the neighborhood. It was impossibly tiny; a clawfoot bathtub filled the middle of the kitchen and a broken oven stood in the corner, serving only as extra storage. My mom and her sister slept in a bunk bed, a somewhat sturdy contraption my grandfather pulled together to squish as many people as possible into one bedroom. Her brother slept in the kitchen on a pull-out cot that was tucked away the second his eyes opened each morning. Anything to keep the family together under one roof. My grandparents stayed in that place for over fifty years. They made Chinatown their home.

			My mom lived on Bayard Street until she met my father when she was twenty-four. Almost a decade after moving to the States. When they married, he whisked her away to south Brooklyn, to the neighborhood his family now lived in after moving from those same tiny villages in southern China her family had once called home. But weekend after weekend, she dutifully and diligently returned to Chinatown. She dropped in to run errands for my grandparents and bring them groceries, to take them to doctors’ appointments and occasionally out to lunch. For years, she took my older sister around the neighborhood with her, and eventually, when I was old enough, she dragged me along too. I’d sit curled up on the couch, coloring on pads of paper while my mom, aunt, and grandma caught up on the weekly gossip. More often than not, though, they spent those hours sitting in silence, enjoying their time together again under the same roof.

			It’s embarrassing to admit now, but I hated that apartment when I was younger. That space and those blocks felt like the physical representation of everything that made me different, a constant reminder of my not-so-traditional American upbringing. Different from the kids at school whose moms packed them buttered noodles and peanut butter and jelly for lunch. Now I desperately miss it all. The space where I learned to play mahjong with my grandma on the tiny foldout table. The kitchen I snacked on fresh rice rolls stuffed with slivers of marinated steak drenched in sweet soy with my grandfather and fried bow ties dripping in a sticky honey syrup with my aunt. The early weekend mornings I chased my mom up and down and all around Chinatown while she grocery shopped, navigating the sidewalks cluttered with fruit stalls as she dodged aunties who lugged their rolling-book-bags-turned-shopping-carts with ease. The neighborhood lined with restaurants we packed into weekend after weekend, celebrating birthdays and weddings, new lives and those who were no longer with us. Celebrating each other. Celebrating family.

			That’s the funny thing about growing up. Sometimes you never truly understand how lucky and full your life is until you get a little older—until you have a little distance. I was so envious of those “more American” kids for years, practically up until I hit my twenties. By then, I had graduated from culinary school and taken a job at a restaurant on the edge of Chinatown. Suddenly I found myself hand-shopping for fresh vegetables and jars of condiments the way my mom had taught me years before, speaking Toisanese in the shops I had grown up frequenting, strolling down the blocks my grandparents had once roamed daily. Now, I walked those streets for inspiration rather than obligation, for appreciation rather than resentment.

			A few years later, that same inspiration morphed into something more concrete: a restaurant—my restaurant, which I named Bonnie’s in honor of the American name my aunt chose for my mom when they first moved to New York City from Hong Kong. A restaurant for kids who grew up a little confused about their identities and where they fit into the world, like me. A restaurant for kids who are now proud of their heritage, like me. A restaurant dedicated to my Cantonese roots and my American upbringing.

			And a year or so later, that same appreciation morphed into something more: a cookbook—this cookbook, stuffed with recipes that are deeply rooted in classic Cantonese flavors. Subtle, savory sauces and salty, preserved bites. Steaming trays of fresh fresh seafood served alongside bowls of fluffy jasmine rice. Salt, sugar, MSG and ginger, garlic, scallion. A book filled with techniques—stir-frying and steaming, velveting meats and sizzling hot oils—from the conventional Cantonese kitchen. A book packed with dishes influenced by more than just my mom’s kitchen in Brooklyn and the roast meat shops lining the blocks of Chinatown, the banquet halls and dim sum parlors—dishes that dip into the melting pot that is New York City.
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					Calvin and Bonnie in the backyard of their Brooklyn home.
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					Suey Chew in the Bayard Street Apartment.
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			Each recipe in this book serves a purpose, from highlighting an essential Cantonese technique to expanding on a flavor or ingredient. Some of the cooking stays relatively true to the classics, minus a few tweaks here and there. The Sizzling Steamed Fish with Seasoned Soy Sauce (this page) is practically the textbook definition of homey Cantonese cooking. A whole fish, tossed in a tray with a few slivers of ginger and then lightly steamed, finished with a hit of seasoned soy and a drizzle of sizzling hot oil to caramelize the fresh ginger and scallions scattered over top. This was a dish my mom made twice if not three times a week—a weeknight staple from my childhood that still excites and inspires me, that I crave and think about on the regular.

			Other recipes don’t look especially Cantonese but certainly taste that way. Take the recipe for BLT Fried Rice (this page). Heavily inspired by a regular old BLT, this fried rice really is an amalgamation of Cantonese and American flavors and techniques. Chunks of smoky, thick-cut American bacon stud this ultra-classic Cantonese-style fried rice. Seasoned simply with salt, sugar, and MSG and plumped up in the leftover bacon grease, the glistening grains of rice are the star of the show. There’s no drizzle of soy sauce to stain the rice at the end. Instead it’s finished with just a handful of shredded lettuce and some juicy, fresh, acidic tomatoes, and a squeeze of Kewpie mayo to tie it all together. It’s a true mishmash of identities—kind of like me. I’m not cooking with Cantonese flavors as some sort of gimmick. I’ve always thought of my cooking as a natural evolution from the food I grew up eating: a little bit of Americana mixed into Cantonese classics along with a heavy dash of nostalgia.

			As a result, Salt Sugar MSG could never be a traditional Cantonese cookbook. It always had to be Cantonese American.

		

	
		
			Building Blocks of Cantonese American Cooking

		

		The most important trio in Cantonese cooking is salt, sugar, and MSG.

		Of course there’s also the holy trinity—the trifecta of ginger, garlic, and scallion—that makes up the Chinese equivalent of the traditional French mirepoix of onion, carrot, and celery. Fresh ginger offers a warm, spicy (but not fiery) taste, while cooked-down garlic lends buttery sweetness. Scallions have a mild, oniony flavor that only heightens over heat and a fresh, crisp bite when kept raw and sprinkled over a finished dish. These three delicate aromatics perfume a dish throughout, from the very beginning to the very end.

		But when it comes to salt, sugar, and MSG, you don’t have to think about these three components so literally.

		The salt in a dish could come from soy sauce or fish sauce; the sugar from fruit, honey, maple syrup, or sweetened condensed milk; the MSG from Parmesan, tomatoes, mushrooms, or any preserved or fermented product. Whenever I’m cooking, I look for ingredients that can add pops of salt or umami in a dish—products like fermented black soybeans or ham yue (Cantonese salted preserved fish)—so every bite is varied. While each ingredient can stand on its own, mixed together you have a seasoning powerhouse.

		Salt

		I love salt. I love it to the point that I’ve been told I have a heavy hand with it, especially by my mom. But salt both concentrates flavor and deepens flavor. It’s integral not only to savory food but to sweets too. Without salt, food tastes flat and bland. When I call for salt in this trifecta, it’s always kosher salt. The bigger granules are easy to pinch between your fingers and even easier to disperse uniformly when seasoning. Of the two major kosher salt brands occupying most grocery-store shelves, I reach for Diamond Crystal. This is the salt I used to develop and test all the recipes in this book.

		Sugar

		Specifically, I mean regular old granulated white sugar, which balances everything out. Sugar can intensify the overall taste of a dish, but it can also soften overly sour or bitter notes and level out the salt in a dish.

		MSG

		
			This is the punch of umami that makes a dish—that makes you salivate, that keeps you coming back for more. I don’t add MSG to recipes for the controversial shock factor. I truly believe the seasoning adds something you can’t achieve with just salt and sugar alone. Naturally occurring in cheeses and dried seafood, MSG has quite the stigmatized history. In 1968, the New England Journal of Medicine published a letter written by Dr. Robert Ho Man Kwok. He wrote of the numbness, headaches, and heart palpitations he personally experienced after eating Chinese food seasoned with monosodium glutamate, or MSG, symptoms that were soon dubbed “Chinese restaurant syndrome.” Chinese restaurant owners shied away from the seasoning due to the backlash, and No MSG symbols popped up on their menus. In recent years, the hate toward MSG has lessened as health experts have endorsed the seasoning’s safety, but there is still a ways to go in removing the unfortunate xenophobic undertones attached to the name. As a lover and user of MSG on a massive scale, I choose to proudly advertise my use of it not only in the dishes on my menu at Bonnie’s but also in a heart-shaped tattoo on the back of my arm. It just makes food taste good.

		Working together, these six ingredients are the building blocks to just about every sauce or condiment, every stir-fry, every stew or braise, every marinade.

		These are the essential flavors of Cantonese American food.
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		What to Buy

		Like salt, sugar, and MSG, store-bought sauces and condiments are fundamental to Cantonese cooking. Every Chinese mom is loyal to specific brands, so much so that moms often pass that loyalty down to their children. Over the years, I’ve curated my ideal pantry shelf: some are old mainstays, like my mom’s favorite brand of shrimp paste, but others I’ve found through trial and error, conversations with friends, and hours spent in the aisles of Chinatown grocery shops. I’m constantly stopping by shops to buy condiments and sauces, pickled things and dried things, cans and jars to lug home. I’m always testing out new brands to add to my personal pantry. It’s honestly to the point that we’ve actually run out of shelf space in our tiny apartment.

		When you start building out your pantry to cook through this book, I recommend hitting your local Asian grocery store to shop. Every bottle of hoisin and jar of fuyu taste a little different, depending on the brand, so listed on the next pages are some of the specific ones I used to develop the recipes in this book. If you don’t happen to live near a Chinatown or if your neighborhood doesn’t have an Asian grocer nearby to peruse, you can buy a lot of these ingredients online. Umamicart is a wonderful website that ships sauces and condiments, flours and bags of rice, fruits and veggies, fresh ho fun noodles and even fun snacky bites straight to your door. Amazon is always a great resource, too, but of course it’s always preferable if you can source these ingredients from local Asian vendors to support them.

		Cantonese Charcuterie

		
			Cured, salty bites of meat, Cantonese charcuterie is easy to find at any Asian supermarket. The two types I always have on hand are lap cheong (Chinese sausage links) and lap yuk (cured Chinese bacon). Both are sweet and salty pork products that are preserved by air-drying, creating a concentrated depth of flavor. Growing up, my mom would simply toss a few links of sausage or slices of bacon into a pot of uncooked rice to steam together; the fat would melt out of the cured pork, leaving chewy bites while coating the grains until they glistened.

		Dried Seafood

		
			Dried shrimp, scallops, and anchovies are deeply concentrated seafood umami bombs. I keep a stash in my fridge (to prolong the shelf life) to use as last-minute flavor boosters. Dried shrimp has a pungent, in-your-face shrimp taste, great for flavoring chili oil (this page) or reinforcing a shrimpy flavor in broth for wontons (this page). Dried scallops and anchovies bring a subtle yet deep, sweet, seafoody flavor to XO sauce (this page). The scallops are definitely a pricier pantry staple, but it makes sense when you think about how they are processed. Scallops are expensive when they’re fresh, but the time and effort it takes to sun dry them only adds value and flavor. The bigger pieces of dried shrimp, scallops, and anchovies will always be sweeter and more fragrant, but their smaller counterparts are just as delicious, and a little goes a long way. You’ll often find packages of dried seafood stocked by the refrigerator aisle in Asian grocery stores, or sold by the pound in large glass jars in specialty shops in Chinatown, but you can also easily order online.

		Dried Shiitake Mushrooms

		
			Shiitakes, like fresh seafood, have that same umami flavor that intensifies dramatically with drying. There are a ton of dried mushrooms on the market, but the Cantonese love sweet and earthy shiitakes most. Look for packages filled with thick, mushrooms with curved caps that yield the richest flavor. Pop them into stocks and soups to build a rich, dark broth and a meaty, savory quality without having to use any meat. Reconstitute the fungi in a bowl of water before chopping and folding them into pork and chive filling for dumplings (this page).

		Evaporated Milk

		
			Easy to find in any baking aisle, shelf-stable cans of evaporated milk are a mainstay in Chinese households across the country. Stirred into mugs of Milk Tea (this page) or yeun yeung (this page) and whisked into a creamy dessert soup (this page) and silky sweetened egg custard (this page), evaporated milk is naturally richer but not much sweeter than your average glass of milk and makes for a great substitution. Prior to canning, milk is heated to remove about 60 percent of the water, leaving an almost heavy cream–like texture behind. Once opened, the cans of milk can last in the fridge for up to week.

		Fermented Black Soybeans

		
			These black soybeans, not to be confused with the Western staple black beans, are sun-dried to the point that they look like shriveled raisins, then coated in salt and left to ferment. They have a lightly sweet smell but taste bitter and briny and, of course, very salty. If you find the soybeans too salty, you can soak them in a bowl of cold water and then rinse them thoroughly before cooking with them. I use them as the base for my Black Bean Garlic Sauce (this page) that is great over clams (this page) or tofu (this page). Some brands, like Yang Jiang, are preserved with ginger for a subtle spicy, floral bite, but a dish will be just as tasty without if you can’t find this specific brand on the shelves at your local Asian grocery store.

		Brand recommendation: Yang Jiang

		Fried Garlic

		
			Think big containers of minced garlic cloves that have been fried until crispy and lightly golden. You could always do this yourself at home, but that requires blanching and frying and patience when the store-bought product is consistently good every time. Straight out of the jar, it’s extremely strong and pungent. I like to treat it as a seasoning in dressings and sauces or blitz it up to use in spice mixes (this page). Try to find the jars without any bits of garlic skin. You don’t want to pay for skins that you’ll just have to pick out and toss.

		Brand recommendation: Golden Buffalo

		Fried Shallots

		Oftentimes labeled fried red onions, fried shallots are the Asian equivalent of French’s Crispy Fried Onions. Great as a garnish for extra crunchy flavor, I often treat fried shallots similarly to fried garlic to make the most out of the sweet, oniony bite.

		Brand recommendation: Wangderm

		Fuyu / Fermented Bean Curd

		
			These small cubes of fermented tofu, also known as bean curd, pack a lot of blue-cheesy flavor in a small bite. Stuffed into glass jars filled with brining liquid, this tofu is salty and soft and delicate. You will often find two different styles of fuyu in the condiment aisle, the plain “white” version or one with chili added. I only cook with the fuyu with chili; it adds a subtle kiss of heat that’s not too overpowering. My mom used to toss cubes of fuyu along with garlic in the wok to stir-fry vegetables, but I like to use the back of a spoon or spatula to smoosh the soft cubes into room-temperature unsalted butter to mellow out the potent saltiness while still maintaining the strong briny, savory notes.

		Brand recommendation: Hwang Ryh Shiang
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		Ham Yue / Salted Preserved Fish

		
			This salted preserved fish is the Cantonese equivalent of good salty, fatty anchovies. Typically made from yellow croaker, the fresh fish is gutted but left whole, aggressively salted inside and out to remove as much moisture as possible, and then left to dry under the beating sun. I’ll be the first to say it’s an acquired taste and smell. You would never eat this straight out of the packaging, as the dehydrated fish is extremely salty and exceptionally fishy. It must be steamed to rehydrate it back to life before using in a dish. The fish softens in the steamer, releasing its naturally fragrant oils and transforming into an entirely different yet still very salty product. From there, you can simply eat it served over a bowl of steamed jasmine rice (this page) for a homey Cantonese classic or mince it up and fold it into fatty pork for a mouthwatering steamed salted fish and pork patty (this page). I buy my ham yue from a little shop in Chinatown that specializes in dried seafood. Big Asian markets stock it in the dried seafood aisle.

		Hoisin Sauce

		
			Hoisin is a super-thick, dark-brown paste made from fermented soybeans thickened by sweet potato or wheat starch. Both sweet and savory, the sauce is delicious whisked into a marinade and then rubbed onto roast chicken (this page) or brushed onto a slab of cha siu (this page), or stirred into buttery noodles for the kiddos (this page).

		Brand recommendation: Koon Chun

		Hot Mustard Powder

		
			Think wasabi. Think horseradish. Think nose-tingling, sneeze-inducing, sinus-clearing heat. Hot mustard is the Cantonese equivalent of that. Buy it in powdered form to mix with water and maybe a splash of rice vinegar so you can control the thickness and heat. It’s great as a dipping sauce for pigs in a blanket (this page) and Pomegranate Molasses Cha Siu (this page) or just spread on a regular old deli meat sandwich. Just remember, this spread is potent.

		Brand recommendation: S&B Oriental

		Kewpie Mayonnaise

		I grew up in a Hellmann’s mayonnaise family because that’s what Costco sold in massive packs meant to last a whole year. It wasn’t until later in life that I dabbled in new mayos. A family friend casually told me about this amazing mayo they use for their shrimp and walnuts, and suddenly it became a staple in our house. It’s tangier and sweeter than regular mayo, with a hit of umami from MSG too.

		Brand recommendation: Kewpie

		Light and Dark Soy Sauces

		There are a few types of soy sauce on the market, but the two you’ll most commonly find in the following chapters are light and dark. In the simplest terms, they serve two different purposes in a recipe: light soy sauce is used for salt and dark soy sauce is used for color. If you happen to have only one bottle of soy on hand, they are interchangeable for most dishes in this book, but know it’s not a perfect one-to-one swap. If a recipe calls for dark soy sauce and you have only light, use a little less to avoid oversalting your dish. Light and dark soy sauces are fermented for different lengths of time, which accounts for the flavor variance. Light soy is fermented less than dark, leaving it with a more powerful, fresh flavor, while longer fermentation gives dark soy a more rounded, mellow flavor. To understand the distinctions, I recommend picking up a bottle of each and sampling them side by side for a fun taste test.

		Brand recommendation: Pearl River Bridge

		MSG

		
			MSG makes everything taste better. It’s not a cheat or a shortcut. It simply enhances a dish. It brings out the depth in a broth that has simmered away for hours (this page), the savoriness in a steamed egg custard (this page), or the sweetness in a caramel sauce (this page). Find it at any Western or Asian supermarket or online and leave it out on your countertop next to your salt cellar and pinch pot of sugar to season anything and everything.

		Brand recommendation: Ajinomoto

		Oils

		Neutral oil and olive oil—these are the two cooking oils you’ll see in this cookbook. If a recipe calls for neutral oil, I typically like grapeseed best (and often specifically call it out), but vegetable, canola, and soybean are all perfectly fine. If a recipe calls for olive oil, it’s not a typo. I rarely cook with extra-virgin olive oil. I reserve that richer, more full-bodied oil for finishing dishes and for stirring into vinegary, marinated bites. Regular olive oil has a higher smoke point than extra virgin, and neutral oils have even higher smoke points, which is especially important in Cantonese cuisine where a lot of high-heat cooking is done.

		Oyster Sauce

		My mom puts this stuff in every single marinade, stir-fry, and dipping sauce. It makes everything infinitely more tasty. Surprisingly, umami-forward oyster sauce barely tastes like the oyster extracts it’s made from. This dark brown sauce adds flavor, body, and color to any dish you stir it into. There are also phenomenal vegetarian oyster sauces on the market made from mushrooms rather than seafood which are equally delicious whether you’re vegan, shellfish avoidant, or just interested in stocking your pantry to the fullest.

		Brand recommendations: Lee Kum Kee oyster sauce, Wan Ja Shan vegan mushroom oyster sauce

		Pickled Mustard Greens

		There is little acid in Cantonese food, so I like to lean on the sour notes from pickled mustard greens (sometimes labeled pickled sour mustard) and their briny liquid to use in sauces, condiments, and stir-fries. Made from large heads of mustard greens with meaty stalks, the greens are often blanched before brining to maintain their crunchy, crisp bite and vibrant color. I like to rinse and soak the heads of greens in cold water for about 30 minutes to remove some of the pungent brine that lingers, as I personally find it too overpowering in my cooking.

		Salted Radish

		
			Salted radish—sometimes called preserved radish, sweet radish, or salted turnip—is a traditional style of pickle made from daikon radish. A lot of varieties of salted radish are out there. Some are sweet, some are salty, and some are even spicy. Depending on the brand you purchase, you can have a very different end product. Salted radish is relatively inexpensive, so buy a few bags to find your ideal balance of salty, sweet, and spicy. These salted and preserved strips have an amazing crunch, and I love to eat them straight from the bag. I have a high salt tolerance, so people tend to give me a weird look when I pop them like candy. I like to chop up the strips into a fine dice to mimic a meaty texture and flavor in stir-fried vegetables, crispy turnip cakes (this page), or warm potato salad dripping in XO sauce (this page).

		Brand recommendation: Man Chong Loong

		Shaoxing Wine

		Made from fermented rice (but not a rice vinegar) and small traces of wheat, this amber-colored Chinese cooking wine is a pantry essential for deglazing and adding a hint of sweetness and fragrance to a dish. The quality of Shaoxing wine can vary drastically. The higher-quality aged wines can be used in cocktails, but there’s no need to spend that kind of money for cooking purposes. I’m not loyal to any specific brands when it comes to Shaoxing cooking wines, so test out a few and find your favorite. There aren’t any Western pantry substitutions for this flavor—dry cooking sake is probably your best bit in a pinch—so definitely snag a bottle.
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		Shrimp Paste

		
			This little jar of crushed, salted, and fermented shrimp adds lots of fun flavor to a dish. It’s potent. It’s strong. And it’s definitely an acquired taste and smell. I crave it so very much. I don’t like using the word funky to describe a flavor, but that’s what shrimp paste (sometimes labeled as shrimp sauce) is. It’s pure funky, salty goodness that’s used frequently in many Southeast Asian dishes beyond Cantonese food. Fry off a dollop of this paste in a splash of neutral oil to ramp up any basic stir-fried vegetables, smear it into butter and spread it on roasted cabbage (this page), or slather it on leftover crispy pork from the roast meat shop and steam until just warmed through for a totally new dish. That was my grandma’s favorite way to eat shrimp paste.

		Brand recommendation: Lee Kum Kee

		Sweetened Condensed Milk

		
			Sweetened condensed milk is a near-perfect ingredient. This canned dairy product, which you can find in the baking aisle of any grocery store, has a much thicker viscosity than evaporated milk and an added bit of sugar. But it similarly has a good amount of the water removed, which yields the smoothest texture for drizzling. It adds a richness and sweetness to baked goods or to a cup of coffee or Milk Tea (this page) and can keep for up to a week in your fridge after opening.

		Tinned Dace Fish

		I grew up on this stuff, eating it right out of the can with a bowl of jasmine rice on the side. Like any tinned fish, it’s seasoned and preserved, so all you really need is a fork. The little dace fish are fried off before preserving, so all the bones have softened to the point of being edible. Look for the cans with salted black beans mixed in. The beans add a big pop of salt and a fun textural component to every bite.

		Brand recommendation: Pearl River Bridge

		Toasted Sesame Oil

		There are two types of sesame oil you’ll come across on store shelves: toasted and untoasted. I always have a bottle of toasted oil on hand to use for
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		Cantonese Chicken Broth
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		Green Chili Ginger Scallion Sauce

		
			
		

		
		
		
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

		

		
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

		

		Salt and Pepper Seasoning
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