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未尝举箸忘吾蜀

I never raise my chopsticks

without remembering my dear Sichuan

陆游

Lu You

Song-dynasty poet, 1125–1209


[image: ]



[image: ]



Introduction

The Story of Sichuanese Cuisine

The Sichuanese Kitchen

The Sichuanese Larder

The Sichuanese Table

Cold Dishes

Meat

Poultry & Eggs

Fish & Seafood

Tofu

Vegetables

Soups

Rice

Noodles

Small Eats

Hotpot

Preserved Foods

Sweet Dishes

Seasonings & Stocks

The 23 Flavours of Sichuan

The 56 Cooking Methods of Sichuan

Bibliography

Acknowledgements

Glossary of Chinese Characters

Index


[image: ]



Introduction

When the first edition of this book was published in 2001, Sichuanese cuisine was renowned across China but little known abroad. In Britain, there were no genuine Sichuanese restaurants, and authentic seasonings were impossible to find. Even among chefs and food experts, few outside China had experienced the lip-tingling sensation of real Sichuan pepper. Two pioneering cookbooks, Robert Delfs’ The Good Food of Szechwan and Ellen Schrecker’s Mrs Chiang’s Szechwan Cookbook, had introduced the flavours of Sichuan to American readers but ‘Chinese food’, as understood in the Western world, was still dominated by the Cantonese style.

Much has changed in the intervening years. A craze for Sichuanese food began to sweep China in the late 1990s, and has since spread beyond the country’s borders. Sichuanese restaurants have sprung up in Western cities, mapo tofu is now a favourite dish of discerning international eaters, and Sichuan pepper is tingling its way across the world. Sichuanese ingredients are increasingly available, and the region itself is becoming popular as a food destination. In 2010 UNESCO named the Sichuanese capital, Chengdu, as its first Asian City of Gastronomy. Finally, Sichuanese cuisine is receiving some of the global attention it so richly deserves.

I was privileged to be living in Sichuan during a period of dramatic social change in the 1990s, when for the first time it became possible for a foreigner to conduct detailed gastronomic research on the ground. In 1994, after two years of studying the Chinese language part-time, I moved to Chengdu to take up a British Council Scholarship at Sichuan University. I must admit that my choice of university was heavily influenced by the reputation of the local cuisine: on two previous trips to the region I had been bowled over by the complex flavours and warm colours of the food, and I knew I wanted to find out more about it.

When I’d been in Chengdu for a couple of months, sampling the street snacks and folk cuisine, and wandering through the vibrant local markets, I – along with a German friend, Volker – decided to make inquiries about cooking classes. One sunny October afternoon we cycled across the city in search of the famous provincial cooking school. We could hear from the street that we had arrived. Fast, regular chopping, the sound of cleavers on wood. Upstairs, in a plain white room, dozens of apprentice cooks in white overalls were engrossed in learning the art of sauces. Chillies and ginger were being pulverised with pairs of cleavers on tree-trunk chopping boards, Sichuan pepper was being ground to a fine brown powder, and the students were scurrying around mixing oils and spices, fine-tuning the flavours of the rich, dark liquids in their crucibles. The air hummed with a gentle rhythmic pounding, and the clinking of china spoons in china bowls. On long parallel tables sat bowls of soy sauce and oil, and piles of sugar and salt. Notebooks scribbled with Chinese characters lay open amid the blood-red chillies and scattered peppercorns. The light streamed in through open windows. We agreed immediately that this was where we had to study.

Over the next two months, Volker and I took private classes at the Sichuan Institute of Higher Cuisine. Our teacher was the brilliant Gan Guojian, and the school’s English tutor, Professor Feng Quanxin, was on hand to help us decipher the Sichuanese dialect and explain unfamiliar culinary terms. With this foundation, a growing fluency in the Chinese language and a small repertoire of classic Sichuanese dishes, I was able to talk to chefs and restaurateurs, and to spend study days in several local restaurants.

Some months later, when I had finished my course at Sichuan University and was thinking about returning home to England, I dropped in at the cooking school. To my surprise, the principal invited me to enrol as a regular student on a professional training course: a particular privilege, since no foreigner had ever done this before. I leapt at the opportunity, promptly enrolled and paid my modest fees, and was issued with chef’s whites and a Chinese cleaver.

Every day for the next three months, I studied cooking with forty-five Sichuanese young men and two young women. Mornings were spent in the classroom, covering culinary theory – the selection of raw ingredients, mixing of flavours, control of heat and different cooking methods – and then we would all move over to the demonstration room. There, we would watch our teachers, Long Qingrong and Lü Maoguo, prepare folk dishes and banquet delicacies with ease and artistry. In the afternoons, it was our turn to cook. In teams of ten we would prepare our ingredients, killing and cleaning fish, washing and chopping vegetables, collecting dried spices and pickled chillies from the nearby storeroom. Then each of us would have a turn at the wok, our classmates gathering round to tease and criticise. The finished dishes were all presented to the teacher, who would assess them for colour, taste and texture. On my days off I would cycle through Chengdu, learning about street food and researching ingredients. I was also lucky enough to study in some of the city’s restaurant kitchens, including traditional snack specialist the Dragon Wonton and the magical Shufeng Garden.

Ever since that period of delicious initiation, I have continued to explore the byways of Sichuan province, researching regional dishes and local culinary traditions. Nearly twenty years after the publication of the first edition, I felt it was time to revise this book, to try to satisfy the growing appetite for information about Sichuanese cuisine in the English-speaking world in the light of my own now-expanded knowledge, and to reflect the evolution of Sichuanese cuisine itself over this period.

Writing a cookbook that attempts to encapsulate the cuisine of a place is like pitching a tent on quicksand. Any living culinary culture is a moving target, constantly evolving and responding to new influences and encounters. Dishes that I knew and loved in Chengdu in the mid-1990s have all but disappeared, while new ingredients and cooking methods have seeded themselves on local menus; fresh culinary crazes sweep the city often. Even the province itself is radically altered since I first lived there, having in 1997 shed the vast metropolis of Chongqing, Chengdu’s old rival, which has become a separate municipality, taking with it approximately 30 million of Sichuan’s population (in culinary terms, however, Chongqing can still be considered to be part of Sichuan).

These days, amid the giddy pace of social change, many senior chefs lament the loss of kitchen skills among the young and complain that sensationalised dishes overloaded with oil, chillies and monosodium glutamate (MSG) are eclipsing the subtlety and nuance of traditional Sichuanese cooking. On the other hand, in recent years I have also met local heroes who are doing their utmost to honour and preserve their gastronomic heritage for future generations. They have inspired and encouraged me as I try to document something of Sichuanese food and food culture for English-speaking readers.

This edition contains new recipes and new information, as well as photographs that I hope will inspire readers in their kitchens and their travels. All the original recipes have been retested, revised and refined in the light of advice from local chefs and my own deepened experience of Sichuanese cooking. Some of the recipe introductions in the first edition included descriptions of an old Chengdu street life that has almost completely vanished; out of nostalgia and affection, I have left most of them intact, but please be aware that many of the places and customs I describe no longer exist.

Doing justice in a single book to a cuisine as magnificent, complex and regionally diverse as the Sichuanese remains an impossible task, but I hope this book, for readers of English, will take us a little further along the road.

Fuchsia Dunlop, 2019


The Story of Sichuanese Cuisine

Sichuanese cooking is one of the great cuisines of the world. While in the West it is known mainly for being hot and spicy, in China it is legendary for its sophistication and amazing diversity: local gourmets claim that the region boasts 5,000 different dishes.

Chinese poets have glorified the region’s food for the last thousand years, and the Sichuanese themselves are particularly obsessed with food, even given the tough competition in this respect from other parts of China. Surly taxi drivers wax lyrical as they describe their favourite dumplings; outbound travellers sigh, dewy-eyed, when they consider the pickled vegetables they are leaving behind; office clerks slurping a quick bowl of noodles in their lunch break recount legends of the great chefs of the 1930s.

Chinese cuisine is often treated as one tradition, with a few regional variations. Viewed from the outside, perhaps it is the unifying themes that leap to mind: the use of chopsticks, the consumption of rice, noodles or breads with shared dishes of meat and vegetables, the technique of stir-frying in a wok, the use of soy sauce as a flavouring. Viewed from the inside, however, it is the differences that seem to matter more, ranging from the bright, fresh flavours of the south to the delicate seasonal cooking of the eastern coastal areas and the spicy diet of the western provinces; between the wheaten staples of the north and the southern use of rice.

It is easy to forget that China is more of a continent than a country: its vast territory encompasses deserts and rainforests, high mountains and fertile plains, salt lakes and rolling grasslands. Sichuan (with Chongqing) is almost twice the size of Italy, and has a population nearly double that of Britain’s. It has its own dialect, its own operatic style, a unique teahouse culture and, of course, an outstanding culinary tradition.

The most famous characteristic of Sichuanese cuisine, which it shares with the cooking of nearby Hunan and Guizhou provinces, is its fieriness, derived from the liberal use of red chillies, but also, in Sichuan, from numbing Sichuan pepper. In the countryside, chillies are strung up in enormous bunches from the eaves of the timber-framed farmhouses, resembling the strings of scarlet firecrackers detonated for the Chinese New Year. Dried in the sun, blood-red and lustrous, or pickled bright scarlet in salt and wine, chillies are at the heart of Sichuanese cooking. Sichuanese people have an extraordinary appetite for chillies, and they tend to find their way into at least some of the dishes served at every breakfast, lunch and dinner. Because of this, the Sichuanese have a reputation for being a bit spicy themselves, and local women are even known as ‘spice girls’ (la meizi). The spicy local diet is so notorious that Chinese people will invariably ask outsiders on their way to Sichuan whether or not they are ‘afraid of chilli-heat’ (pa la).

Chillies are used in many local dishes, but so inventively that their taste never palls. Dried chillies, sizzled in oil, give the ‘scorched chilli flavour’ that is the base of Gong Bao chicken and innumerable vegetable stir-fries; combined with Sichuan pepper, they are used in intensely fiery ‘numbing-and-hot’ dishes. Milder chillies pickled in brine and spices yield a more subtle heat, the base of the sensational ‘fish-fragrant flavour’, with its mix of salty, sweet, sour and spicy tastes. Ground chillies and chilli oil are used in myriad cold dishes, most famously the ‘strange-flavour’ concoctions that combine salty, sweet, numbing, hot, sour and nutty tastes, while chilli bean paste is the dominant taste in ‘home-style’ dishes. The heat of chillies is never meant to overwhelm the flavours of the other ingredients, however, but is intended to heighten sensation and to open up the palate to a richer variety of tastes.

Sichuan chilli bean paste (doubanjiang), a famous product of Pixian just outside Chengdu, is made, unusually in China, from broad beans rather than soy beans, which are mixed with wheat flour, allowed to become mouldy, fermented in brine and then mixed with salt-fermented chillies. Traditionally, the paste is matured in open clay jars: on sunny days, it bakes in the sun, and on clear nights, it receives a libation of dew; the pots are only covered when it rains. Through this special process, they say, the paste absorbs the essences of the universe, and breathes in the spirit of the Sichuanese earth.

Despite the emphasis on chillies, hot and spicy food certainly isn’t all the region has to offer. In fact, the most salient characteristic of Sichuanese cookery is its audacious combinations of different flavours in a single dish and a multitude of flavours within a meal. Some of these compound flavours are hot and spicy; many others, such as sweet-and-sour ‘lychee flavour’, delicate ‘fragrant-boozy flavour’ and fresh, light ‘ginger juice flavour’, are not. So those who do pa la – ‘fear chillies’ – will still find plenty to entice them within the pages of this book.

The other famous spice associated with the cuisine, Sichuan pepper (huajiao), is known variously as flower pepper, brown peppercorns, prickly ash or, erroneously, fagara. One of the most ancient Chinese spices, it has an extraordinary, heady aroma that carries hints of wood, citrus peel and the languid scents of summer, and produces a weird numbing effect on the lips and tongue (known in Chinese as ma, which also means anaesthetic and pins-and-needles). Despite this initial strangeness, the spice’s taste and fragrance are incomparable, and most people seem to succumb quickly to its aromatic charms. Curiously, one folk explanation for its widespread use in Sichuanese cookery is that its numbing effects allow the consumption of more chillies than would otherwise be humanly possible!

The finest Sichuan pepper in China is grown in Hanyuan county, in the mountains of western Sichuan. Local people say its fragrance is so strong that you can rub the raw spice on to your palm and still smell it on the back of your hand, through skin and bone. Hanyuan Sichuan pepper was used as a scent before it became a cooking spice, and was so highly prized that it was offered in tribute to the emperors of China. During the Han-dynasty period, the spice was actually mixed into the mud walls of the residences of imperial concubines, which became known as ‘pepper houses’ ( jiaofang), a term that survived into the late imperial era, unlike the practice that inspired it. According to Sichuanese scholars, the custom arose not only because of the pepper’s fragrance, but because the plant bears many seeds and is thus a traditional symbol of fertility. Even today, Sichuan pepper and peanuts are thrown over brides and grooms at weddings in rural areas.

The spiciness of Sichuanese cooking is often ascribed to the muggy climate. In traditional Chinese medicine, dampness is seen as dangerously unhealthy, for it impairs the yang energy of the body and causes sluggishness. The best way to restore a healthy equilibrium is to eat foods that drive out moisture and dispel the cold, which makes heating foods like chillies, ginger and Sichuan pepper a vital part of the diet. Local people feel obliged to eat plenty of chillies not only during the winter, when they conquer the creeping dampness that penetrates every layer of clothing, but also at the height of summer, when they aid perspiration and dispel humidity. (Incidentally, several Sichuanese friends, reared on stereotypes of rainy, foggy London, have remarked on the suitability of Sichuanese food for the British climate!)

Sichuan is also famous for its mistiness, for the grey moistness that for much of the year shrouds trees and rivers, blotting out the sunlight. Clear skies are famously rare, so much so that they say Sichuanese dogs ‘bark at the sight of the sun’ (shu quan fei ri). Against all this dismal weather, picture the colours of a typical Sichuanese meal: the chilli oil dressing on a bowlful of fresh broad beans, the scarlet pickled chillies resplendent on a braised fish, the cool pinks of cold stewed meats, the dusky red of Sichuan pepper. Not only does such food restore the body, but its warm, autumnal colours also soothe the heart and offer a fitting rebuke to the perennial greyness of the sky.
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History

The Sichuan region has long been famous for its plentiful and delicious food. Carved brick panels unearthed around Chengdu that date back to the Han dynasty, some 2,000 years ago, depict scenes of hunting, cooking and lavish banqueting. A writer from the same period, named Yang Xiong, described the way cooks ‘blended the five flavours, creating a harmony of sweetness, preparing tonic soups of Chinese peony’.

As far back as the fourth century AD, a historian called Chang Qu famously remarked on local people’s liking for interesting flavours and hot-and-fragrant tastes (shang ziwei, hao xinxiang). By the twelfth century, during the Song dynasty, there were Sichuanese restaurants in the northern capital, Bianliang (today’s Kaifeng), suggesting that the region had developed a distinctive style of food that was already becoming known beyond its borders. In the early days, however, any spiciness in the local cooking must have come not from chillies, but from a trio of pungent seasonings: ginger, Sichuan pepper and a related plant known as ailanthus-like prickly ash (dang or shi zhuyu, Latin name Zanthoxylum ailanthoides) that would later be totally eclipsed by chillies. Ginger from the Sichuan region has long been revered and is mentioned in the earliest Chinese gastronomic treatise, The Root of Tastes (benwei pian), written in the third century BC.

Chillies only reached China in the late sixteenth century, towards the end of the Ming dynasty, when the earliest written references to them begin to appear in botanical sources from the eastern coastal provinces of Zhejiang and Jiangsu. Probably brought to China by Portuguese traders (although some believe they came via one of the overland routes from India), this ‘barbarian pepper’ (fanjiao) was described as an ornamental plant prized for its pretty white flowers and scarlet fruit; it would be at least another century before the use of chillies to flavour food was documented. During the seventeenth century, chillies took root in the inland provinces of Jiangxi and Hunan, first popping up in Hunanese records in 1684. Most sources suggest that chillies made their slow journey into Sichuan from here: according to the exhaustive research of Professor Jiang Yuxiang, of Sichuan University, despite one possible reference to chilli-growing in Sichuan in the mid-1700s, it wasn’t until the reign of the Jiaqing Emperor (1796–1820) that the plant became firmly established as a local crop.

By the early nineteenth century, Zhang Mu, an author from Jiangxi, noted a fashion ‘of recent decades’ for chillies, which had ‘a fiery flavour and, when eaten, cause the lips and tongue to swell, but are enjoyed by a multitude of people’. One can only imagine how readily chillies were adopted by the Sichuanese, who had long been accustomed to seasoning their food boldly to counter the unhealthy humours of the climate. Their use spread during the later Qing dynasty, as Sichuanese food became ever more famous for its strong tastes and intriguing use of hot-and-numbing spices. These days, chillies are indispensable in Sichuan, but their dialect name, ‘sea peppers’ (haijiao), remains as a reference to their foreign origins. Strangely, the use of chillies has all but disappeared from the coastal parts of China that first encountered them.

People sometimes ascribe the distinctiveness of Sichuan’s culture to geographical isolation. Look at a topographical map of China and you’ll see why: the green, fertile Sichuan basin is ringed by forbidding mountains, with the vast Tibetan plateau rising to its west. The only way out is along the route of the Yangtze River, which snakes through treacherous gorges to central China and, finally, the sea. Before the advent of railways and modern transport, reaching Sichuan was quite an ordeal – not for nothing did the poet Li Bai describe the way there as more difficult than the road to heaven. Actually, however, Sichuan has not had a history of isolation. More than 2,000 years ago, the forces of China’s great unifying emperor, Qin Shihuang (he who was buried with the terracotta army), defeated the ancient western kingdoms of Ba and Shu and brought the Sichuan basin under central control. His followers, migrating to the region from the central Chinese plains, are thought to have brought with them some of their own eating customs, beginning a long process of cultural exchange between Sichuan and the rest of China.

In times of peace, Sichuan often closed in on itself, retreating behind its geographical fortifications, the flow of people slowing to a trickle. Each period of war or dynastic upheaval, however, saw great waves of immigrants entering the province, with the result that most of the population of modern Chengdu are thought to be descendants of outsiders. The most dramatic influx occurred in the early Qing dynasty, from the late seventeenth century onwards. The dying days of the previous dynasty, the Ming, had seen conflict and chaos all over China; war, pestilence and natural disasters had decimated the Sichuanese population, and vast areas of valuable farmland had fallen into disuse. As the new Qing rulers worked to restore food production and bring about stability, they encouraged systematic, large-scale migration into the fertile basin, a historic movement of people from more than a dozen provinces that became known as ‘filling Sichuan from Hu and Guang’ (huguang tian sichuan).

Government officials and rich merchants often brought their own chefs with them when they moved to Sichuan; with every wave of migration came new tastes and culinary techniques. By the time Western missionaries settled in Chengdu, around the turn of the twentieth century, it was a truly cosmopolitan city with a vibrant culinary scene. There were restaurants specialising in other regional cuisines, such as the delicate style of the Jiangnan, or lower Yangtze, region. Fu Chongju’s Survey of Chengdu, published in 1909, listed banquet halls that could lay on sea cucumber or bird’s nest feasts, as well as places offering Western dishes like buttered chops, milk pudding and pheasant curry. Among Fu’s lists of hundreds of local dishes and snacks can be found many that are still eaten today, including chicken with chillies, chicken in Sichuan pepper sauce and mapo tofu.

Much of what we recognise today as Sichuanese cuisine took shape in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. During the Japanese occupation of China, millions of displaced people from northern and coastal areas sought refuge inland, and Chongqing became the wartime capital of the Nationalist government. Officials from all over China took up residence, US servicemen arrived to support the war effort, and new restaurants soon sprang up to cater for every taste: by 1943, there were over 250 in the city, including 30 Western-style restaurants and coffee shops.

The distinctive character of Sichuanese cuisine has grown out of this long history of immigration and cultural fusion. Today’s ‘traditional’ culinary repertoire incorporates many outside influences: most notably chillies from South America, but also roasting and smoking techniques that originated in the imperial kitchens of Beijing, and an interest in deep-frying that is said to have come from Americans in 1930s Chongqing. Even among Sichuan’s most celebrated gastronomic creations, Gong Bao chicken bears the name of an official who was born in Guizhou province, Baoning vinegar was first brewed by an immigrant from northern Shanxi (a province with a strong vinegar-making tradition), and chilli bean paste was the invention of a Fujianese man who settled in Pixian, near Chengdu, in the late seventeenth century. These days the pace of change is inevitably faster, and local cooks are beginning to experiment with the likes of steak, okra and salmon.

While it’s possible to see this onslaught of foreign influences as a threat to regional identity, it’s worth remembering that Sichuan has been a cultural and culinary melting pot for much of its history. As local people proudly attest, their province is extremely baorong: open, adaptable and inclusive.

Land of Plenty

Sichuan has long been known in China as a ‘land of plenty’ (tianfu zhi guo) because of its agricultural wealth. The fertile soil of the Sichuan basin, its warm climate and abundance of rain and river-water create ideal conditions for farming. Some 2,300 years ago, an imperial official named Li Bing supervised the harnessing of the rivers near Chengdu in the Dujiangyan irrigation project, an extraordinary work of engineering which brought an end to the flooding that had plagued the region, opening up the land for stable and productive agriculture, and ensuring that its people would always be well-fed.

From the fecund Sichuan earth spring forth not only rice but all kinds of fruit and vegetables, all year round. Local specialities include mandarin oranges, pomeloes, lychees, longans, peaches, loquats, Chinese chives, bamboo shoots, celery, aubergines, lotus root, water spinach and gourds of all shapes and sizes. Exceptionally fine tea leaves grow in the mountains, and wild vegetables such as fiddlehead ferns (juecai) and the spring shoots of the Chinese toon tree (chunya) are also enjoyed.

Sichuan is criss-crossed by rivers and streams, once the habitat of a multitude of fish, including the esteemed rock carp (yanli), Ya’an snowtrout (yayu) and long-snout catfish (jiangtuan). The surrounding mountains, forests and grasslands once teemed with wildlife and exotic plants: fungi, wild frogs and all kinds of medicinal roots and herbs. Writers through the ages have raved about its exquisite produce, including, most notably, Tang-dynasty poet Du Fu and Song-dynasty poet Lu You. In the eyes of Chinese gourmets, the entire region is like a vast larder filled with the stuff of gastronomic dreams.

When it comes to chillies, the Sichuanese traditionally favour a couple of specific varieties. Most distinctive is the erjingtiao, a long, thin-skinned, mild chilli with a curved tail and an enticing flavour, which is typically pickled or dried. In the 1990s, these chillies were mainly grown in Mumashan, just outside Chengdu: I visited the area once at harvest time and the markets were ablaze with scarlet peppers that seemed to glow like lanterns against the overcast sky. Tragically, the chilli fields of Mumashan have since been paved over, and so erjingtiao have become more scarce and are usually grown further afield. Other local varieties include the smaller, plumper ‘facing-heaven’ chilli (chaotianjiao) and the squat, pointy ‘bullet’ chilli (zidantou). Plump, round chillies known as ‘lantern’ chillies (denglongjiano) are used mainly in pickling. In recent years, local chefs increasingly rely on small, pointy dried chillies known as ‘little rice’ chillies (xiaomila), which are largely grown in other regions, including Yunnan.

Sichuan pepper has been grown in Sichuan since ancient times. The spiky plant, with green pimpled berries that grow rosy in the late-summer sun, prefers mountainous terrain with bright sunlight and freezing winters. Like wine grapes, the pepper is an expression of its terroir, which is why true aficionados seek out not only pepper from western Sichuan’s Hanyuan county, but pepper grown on the Ox Market Slopes (niushipo), a particular tract of land within that county. The new season’s niushipo pepper has a simply incredible scent, reminiscent of kumquats – high and bright and pure. Wild green varieties of Sichuan pepper have long been used by rural people, but in the late 1990s, one such variety was domesticated, approved for sale and named ‘nine-leaf green’ (jiuyeqing). Since 1998, this pepper, commonly known as ‘green flower pepper’ (qing huajiao) or ‘rattan pepper’ (tengjiao) has grown in popularity among Sichuanese cooks: it has a dazzling aroma that recalls the sharp freshness of lime peel, and goes particularly well with eels, frogs and fish.

Pickled vegetables also play a crucial role in regional cooking. Many people still make their own quick-pickled vegetables for daily use; other pickles, which require more complicated processing, are usually bought. The most famous is zhacai, a spiced, salted mustard tuber produced in Fuling, near Chongqing, but this is just one of the region’s ‘four great pickles’. The others are ‘big-headed vegetable’ (datoucai), a kind of salted turnip; Nanchong ‘winter vegetable’ (dongcai), made from a leafy variety of mustard; and Yibin yacai, a dark, sweet, spiced preserve made from the tender stems of another mustard variety. (See here for more information about all of these.)

Another celebrated local product is Sichuan well salt, which is made by heating bittern extracted from salt mines deep within the earth and is prized for its purity of flavour. The salt mines founded by irrigation expert Li Bing in the third century BC were among the earliest in the world, and by the time of the Tang dynasty there were nearly 500 in the area, and the centre of production, today’s Zigong, became known as the ‘salt capital’ (yandu).

Of course it’s not only the raw materials that contribute to the diversity of Sichuanese cuisine. Local people have developed an extraordinarily sophisticated culinary tradition, with a whole armoury of skills. Sichuanese chefs are well known for their cutting skills, for their subtle control of heat, and most of all for their inspired flavouring techniques, which are quite unmatched in other Chinese traditions, and possibly in global cooking. The combination of these crafts can transform even a limited range of ingredients into a banquet; with the resources available to official cooks of the great mansions of the past and high-class chefs of the present day, the possibilities are almost infinite. Sichuanese chefs use a highly complex culinary vocabulary, some of which is next to impossible to translate into English. Recipe books identify 56 distinct cooking methods, their differences minutely analysed (see here); there are different terms for every type of slice and chunk (see here) and labels for every flavour combination (see here). Subtle gradations of texture or ‘mouthfeel’ (kougan) are recognised. Professional cookery manuals preface each recipe with a note on the flavour category, cooking method and special characteristics (tedian) of the dish in question – the latter might include its appearance, fragrance and texture, and is usually expressed in a catchy ‘four-character’ phrase.
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Sichuan pepper growing in Hanyuan county in western Sichuan. The pepper shown is ‘tribute pepper’ (gongjiao), considered the finest in China and once sent in tribute to the imperial court in Beijing



Different Culinary Styles

Chengdu, the ancient capital of the Shu kingdom, is in many ways also the capital of Sichuanese cuisine. It has been a political hub and a centre of silk production and brocade weaving for more than two millennia, and its wealthy merchants and officials long ago developed a taste for the luxuries of life. Chengdu’s mellow climate and plentiful produce made the living there easier than in many parts of China, and the local population earned a reputation for being idle pleasure-lovers, never happier than when they were playing cards or mahjong in a teahouse, or guzzling the delicious local food.

The city has changed out of all recognition in the two last decades, but still expresses the sensibility that created a cup of tea which can last for a whole afternoon, and a hotpot you can mull over from dusk to midnight.

To the east of Chengdu lies Chongqing, formerly Sichuan’s second city and now a separate municipality. Clinging to the steep banks of the Yangtze River, Chongqing is a mountain city. Before the railways, the river was the region’s most important transport link with the rest of China, and Chongqing is still a crucial river port, sending boats downstream through the Three Gorges to Shanghai and the sea. The Chongqing climate is even more steamy than Chengdu’s – in fact, so overwhelming is the summer heat that the city is known as one of China’s ‘furnaces’ (huolu). Perhaps predictably, the response of local people to this heat and humidity is to eat even more chillies and Sichuan pepper than their Chengdu neighbours, so Chongqing folk cooking can be quite fiendishly hot and numbing.

In recent years, the city has become famed for its ‘river-and-lake cooking’ (jianghu cai), the kind of rough, generous, spicy food enjoyed by labourers eating by the riverside. You can tell you’re in a jianghu Chongqing restaurant when you have to pluck small morsels of chicken or eel from a colossal pile of chillies, and you’re surrounded by noisy, laughing, red-faced people!

The steep hills and busy port give Chongqing a much brisker atmosphere than Chengdu, and this paciness is reflected in its culinary culture, which has been a rich source of new food trends and dynamic innovation. Many of Sichuan’s more famous dishes rose to prominence here – most notably hotpot, chicken in a pile of chillies, and fish stew with pickled mustard greens. Chongqingers traditionally look down on the people of Chengdu for being lazy and out-of-date in their eating habits. The inhabitants of Chengdu habitually retort that while Chongqing people may know how to invent a good dish, their food is coarse and crude, and needs the refining touch of Chengdu chefs before it can become really great cuisine.

Beyond the longstanding rivalry between Chengdu and Chongqing, there are countless culinary differences across the Sichuan region. In the south, people adore the fast, simple ‘small stir-fry’ cooking method and often serve their food with spicy dips. They particularly like to pair pickled chillies with pickled ginger (a clue, perhaps, to the origin of the ‘fish-fragrant’ flavour combination), and use more fresh herbs, including spearmint (yuxiang or liulanxiang) and Korean mint (huoxiang). In the southeast, people sometimes season their dips with litsea oil, which has a powerful lemongrass-like aroma and is more commonly associated with the cooking of nearby Guizhou province. In the mountainous regions to the west of Chengdu, Han Chinese culinary customs mingle with those of several important minorities, including Tibetans, Qiang and Yi. (Although you will find a handful of Sichuanese Hui Muslim dishes within these pages, the cuisines of these other minority cultures are beyond the scope of the book.)

In recent years, with the revival of interest in traditional food cultures, many smaller regions are promoting their own styles of cooking. Some talk in terms of a Great River School (dahe bang) encompassing the Yangtze towns of Luzhou, Yibin, Li Zhuang and Leshan; a Small River School (xiaohe bang) centred on the Jialing River, including Nanchong and Guangyuan; and a Zigong-Neijiang School (zinei bang), covering the dishes and snacks of those two places. In the salt-industry city of Zigong, locals are keen to advance their own ‘salt gang’ style of cooking (yanbang cai). In truth, the whole of Sichuan is a patchwork of delicious specialities, some of them stubbornly local, others spanning regional boundaries.

Aside from regional variations, there are many different grades and types of Sichuanese cuisine. The province is best known for the glorious flavours of its folk cooking, which includes many of the dishes that make Sichuanese people dreamy with nostalgia when they’re away from home: old favourites like twice-cooked pork, mapo tofu and Gong Bao chicken; home-made pickles served with a slug of chilli oil; and the traditional feast dishes of rural Sichuan, such as bowl-steamed belly pork with preserved vegetable. Twenty years ago, most Sichuanese people cooked up these classic folk dishes at home, and made their own pickles and winter-cured meats. The older generation, including – strikingly – many men, can still rustle up a good mapo tofu or dry-fried green beans, but younger people, sadly, seem to be losing touch with their culinary heritage. In Chengdu, hearty traditional cooking can still be found in the cheap, backstreet eateries known as ‘fly restaurants’ (cangying guanzi) – a joking reference to their supposed lack of hygiene (rather like English ‘greasy spoon’ cafes).

Sichuan in general, and Chengdu in particular, are renowned for their street snacks: the dumplings, noodles and other delicious nibbles collectively known as ‘small eats’ (xiaochi). Almost every county town has its own speciality – a kind of leaf-wrapped dumpling, perhaps, a cold-dressed meat dish or a style of noodles. These delicacies were originally sold on the streets by itinerant vendors who mostly specialised in one particular snack. Some can still be bought this way, around temples and parks in the cities and on the streets of smaller towns, although it’s becoming more common to eat them in noodle shops or specialist restaurants. (For a more detailed account of Sichuan’s ‘small eats’ tradition.)
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The old town of Fubao in Hejiang county, Luzhou, southeastern Sichuan



While Sichuanese food is often stereotyped as cheap and casual, the elegant cuisine at the top end of the social scale can also be stunning. Banquet menus often showcase virtuoso cooking skills and the exotic ingredients collectively known as ‘treasures from the mountains and flavours of the seas’ (shanzhen haiwei). One classic banquet dish, for example, is duck stewed with caterpillar fungus (chongcao yazi), the whole duck spiked with Cordyceps sinensis, a fungus from the Tibetan grasslands that invades the bodies of caterpillars and grows inside them until nothing is left but their shape; the fungus, a traditional tonic food, has been eaten in Sichuan for around 300 years. Sichuanese banquet cooks also use distinctive local cooking methods to prepare some universal Chinese delicacies, creating dishes such as home-style sea cucumber and dry-braised shark’s fin.

Banquet cookery often features dishes of great wit and subtlety, designed to surprise and enchant the guests. So you might be offered chicken ‘tofu’ ( ji douhua), which resembles the cheap-and-cheerful tofu of eastern Sichuan but is actually made with finely minced chicken breast (see here); or ‘white cabbage in boiling water’ (kaishui baicai), where a whole Chinese cabbage is served in broth, the joke being that the humble cabbage is served in a lavish, perfectly clear stock made from chicken, duck, ham and pork bones. In more recent years, the Chengdu chef Yu Bo has become known for his ‘calligraphy brushes’ (maobi su), a dish that appears to be calligraphy brushes with a dish of red ink, but in fact consists of flaky pastries tucked into bamboo stems, alongside a dip of tomato sauce.

Historically, banquet tables often showcased intricate sculptures crafted out of vegetables, or platters of sliced, multicoloured ingredients collaged in the form of elaborate tableaux: ‘peacock spreading its tail’ (kongque kai ping) or ‘panda fighting bamboo’ (xiongmao zhan zhu). Such laborious knifework, the Chinese equivalent of French sugar sculpture, is a dying art. Sichuanese banquets almost always supplement the exotica with expert renditions of much-loved classics and street snacks, such as bowl-steamed dishes and dandan noodles. However, the higher you rise on the social scale of banqueting, the lighter and more delicate the flavours are likely to be.

In the past, high-ranking officials and wealthy merchants often retained their own chefs, and some of China’s finest dishes emerged from this tradition. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, elite Chengdu restaurants sought to recreate the elegant and intimate atmosphere of the private kitchen. Fu Chongju’s Survey of Chengdu singled out for special mention the Zhengxingyuan, a banquet restaurant run by a Manchu chef who had previously served in the household of an imperial official and was a master of the fabled three-day Man-Han imperial banquet. After his restaurant closed in 1910, two of his former chefs opened another one called the Rongleyuan, which went on to become a byword for gastronomic excellence. These days, such elevated banquet cooking is hard to find. In Chengdu, its true heirs are two brilliant chefs who run ‘private kitchens’ (sifang cai) in the traditional mould: Lan Guijun at Yuzhilan, and Yu Bo at Yu’s Family Kitchen.

Another fascinating aspect of Sichuanese cuisine is Buddhist vegetarian cookery. Chinese Buddhist monasteries have a longstanding tradition of vegetarianism, and while most monks and nuns themselves exist on a simple diet, larger establishments often run special restaurants serving more elaborate vegetarian fare. Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of this grander style of temple food is that many dishes are cunningly engineered to imitate meat, poultry and fish in appearance, taste and texture. This cuisine of artful mimicry is found all over China, but Sichuanese monasteries have their own regional style, offering vegetarian versions of dishes such as twice-cooked pork, dry-fried eels and steamed rice pudding with belly pork (see here for more on monastic cooking).

It’s worth noting that because dairy foods are largely absent from the Chinese diet, Chinese vegetarian food is almost always vegan.

For centuries, Sichuan has had a sizeable population of Muslims. Most are of the Hui minority, descendants of traders on the old Silk Road who trace their origins to northwestern China; a few are Uyghurs, Turkic people from the western region of Xinjiang. Following the drive to repopulate Sichuan in the early Qing dynasty, Hui Muslims established a community around the old imperial heart of the city (near today’s Mao statue), where they built a mosque and opened noodle shops, restaurants and other businesses. Although the old mosque was demolished in 1998, a few halal eateries have sprung up around the new one. Sichuanese halal restaurants usually serve some lamb, goat and beef dishes that are eaten by Hui Muslims across China, but they also offer glorious halal versions of classic local recipes that are more usually made with pork, such as twice-cooked beef and chicken slices in ‘lychee’ sauce with crispy rice.

The Art of Flavour

China is the place for food, but Sichuan is the place for flavour

(shi zai zhongguo, wei zai sichuan)

Anyone who has eaten in Sichuan will know that this popular Chinese saying is no exaggeration. The Sichuanese are renowned for their ability to combine many different tastes into exquisite compound flavours (fuhewei). Local chefs boast of using 23 distinct flavour combinations, which, applied to a wide variety of raw ingredients, create an immense diversity of tastes: they say each and every one of a hundred Sichuanese dishes will have its own unique flavour ( yicai yige, baicai baiwei). A Sichuanese banquet can be an intriguing culinary journey, teasing the palate with a whole sequence of contrasting flavours: strong, spicy tastes, rich sweet-and-sour sauces, gently aromatic cold meats, delicate soups...

From a traditional Western standpoint, there are four fundamental tastes: salty, sweet, sour and bitter. The Chinese, however, identify five, in keeping with their theories of the five elements (metal, wood, water, fire and earth) and five directions (north, south, east, west and centre), and their liking for fives in general. The five fundamental Chinese tastes, recognised since the time of Confucius, are salty (咸 xian, or han in Sichuanese dialect), sweet (甘 gan or 甜 tian), sour (酸 suan), hot or pungent (辛 xin or 辣 la) and bitter (苦 ku). The Sichuanese, who like to go their own way in so many respects, have their own version of these five fundamental tastes, often replacing bitter with numbing (麻 ma) – the extraordinary taste of Sichuan pepper – and sometimes also adding umami (鲜 xian) and fragrant (香 xiang).

The Chinese word xian (or umami, to borrow the Japanese word more familiar to English-speakers) is one of the most beautiful in the Chinese culinary language. It expresses the delicious savoury tastes of fresh meat, poultry and seafood, the scrumptious flavours of a pure chicken broth, or the subtle magic of freshly rendered lard. Xian describes the most exalted flavours of nature; it is the Chinese cook’s muse, the essence of flavour itself.

Much of Chinese gastronomy is concerned with bringing out the xian taste of fine ingredients, enhancing it here and there with chicken fat or fragrant mushrooms; teasing it out with small amounts of salt or sugar; using wine, ginger and spring onions to dispel the sullying tastes of blood and rawness. At the giddier heights of the culinary arts, Chinese chefs lend xian to wonderfully textured but tasteless ingredients like shark’s fin by simmering them in complex stocks made from xian-rich foods such as pork, duck and chicken. In more humble kitchens, people might use lard or chicken fat to stir-fry vegetables, imbuing them with sumptuous xian tastes that don’t actually recall the flavour of the meat itself.

Of course, there is now a growing awareness of this same ‘fifth taste’ in the West, identified in foods that are naturally rich in glutamic acid and other natural flavour enhancers, such as certain types of mushrooms and seafood. When glutamic acid was first commercially produced in 1909, as monosodium glutamate or MSG, Chinese cooks began to use it to enhance the xian of dishes. When added judiciously, MSG can give a pleasurable lift to a dish, but many cooks use it and its derivative ‘chicken essence’ ( jijing) to excess, obscuring the natural flavours of ingredients and (in my opinion) creating such a commotion of the palate that more subtle tastes are overshadowed. It is a bitter irony that in China, of all places, where chefs have spent centuries developing the most sophisticated culinary techniques, this mass-produced white powder should have been given the name weijing, ‘the essence of flavour’.
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The term xiang also has a much richer and deeper meaning than ‘fragrant’ does in English. The same word refers to the incense used in offerings to gods and ancestors; fragrant meats were roasted as sacrificial offerings; scent was seen as a means of communication with the spirit world. This is not to suggest that chefs and eaters are spiritually moved every time they smell some roasting pork (although they might be), but that the word for ‘fragrant’ does have a transporting loveliness in Chinese
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