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		MACAU, 2011

		Far away from Chicago, across the Pearl River estuary from Hong Kong, we are standing in front of the most iconic symbol of Macau. The massive stone façade and a few ruins are all that remain of St. Paul’s Church, an enormous Portuguese cathedral designed in the late 1500s by the Italian Jesuit Carlos Spinola. The images carved into the stone of the last remaining wall are rich with East-meets-West symbolism: the Virgin Mary as “the Apocalyptic Woman,” standing on top of a seven-headed hydra with a description of the scene written in Chinese characters; sculptures of the founders of the Jesuit order alongside the playful faces of Chinese lions; a bronze statue of Jesus beside a golden chrysanthemum (a Japanese sun symbol), reflecting the influence of the exiled Japanese-Christian sculptors responsible for the carvings.
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		After exploring the ruins, we make a quick jaunt to another place that reinforces the feeling of Macau’s historic position as a crossroads between East and West (and makes mainland Chinese tourists feel like they’re in faraway Europe): the Fortalaza do Monte, built in 1624 as protection against Dutch invaders. The fortress’s massive lower stone walls are scattered with a few windswept, withered buds and blossoms of a papaya tree. Known as fula papaia, these male flower buds used to be a staple in Macanese cooking, essential to dishes like crab with papaya flower (caranguelo fula-papaia) and stir-fried greens with shrimp paste and papaya flower (bredo raba-raba). But today, nearly all of the papaya trees that bear these beautiful, slightly bitter buds are gone, along with the people who once cooked these traditional Macanese dishes. This is why we are here: to learn about and try to understand a cuisine that may soon be forgotten.

		This was our first visit to Macau, but we had only allotted thirty-six hours for our culinary excursion. We had eaten the famous Portuguese egg tarts (pastéis de nata), pork chop buns (zhu pa bao), grilled sardines, garlicky suckling pig (leitao), and curried everything, from chicken to oxtail to crabs, that Macau is known for. We’d caught a very brief glimpse of Macau’s rich culinary history—but our trip was too short and we wanted more. Even after just thirty-six hours, we were hooked on the island’s intermingling of Chinese, Portuguese, Indian, Malay, and African influences.

		Macau was actually the last stop of a much longer journey for us. The week before, we had been in metropolitan Hong Kong, feasting on live seafood and simple Cantonese cuisine; before that, we had learned the techniques of the numbing and fiery (ma-la) dishes of Sichuan province at the Sichuan Institute of Higher Cuisine. We had embarked on this trip to learn more about the regional cuisines of China and to get inspiration for the series of underground dinners we were hosting back in Chicago. Since we were in the neighborhood, we knew we had to stop in Macau, but nothing could have prepared us for its eerie, fantastical mélange of cultures: towering, shiny casinos alongside drab, aging colonial architecture; fair-skinned Asians speaking Portuguese while eating brothy noodles with chopsticks, as well as mainland Chinese tourists eating baked spaghetti dishes with forks; olive oil–rich bacalhau (Portuguese salt cod) on the same menu as steamed fish with ginger and scallion; the scent of curry and soy sauce mingling with that of freshly baked bread and strong coffee.

		This is Macau today: a gambling mecca larger than Las Vegas, but formerly one of the world’s most thriving trading ports, with a history of cultural confluence dating back to the mid-1500s. In 2011, twelve years after Portugal handed it back over to China, Macau was still in a state of transition. Most Portuguese-speaking Macanese people, along with their multicultured, trilingual (English-Portuguese-Cantonese) offspring, had moved away—to Portugal, Canada, the United States, Brazil—to be with their families or start new ones of their own.

		We were due back in Hong Kong that evening and only had a few hours before we had to catch the ferry. So, with nothing but a Lonely Planet guide tattered map in hand (this was well before phones were as smart as they are today), we embarked on our last culinary adventure of the trip: a stop that would change our trajectory forever.

		“Okay, let’s get outta here. It’s already 1 p.m., and I think this place closes at 3. Let’s go right up here on to Rua de Dom Belchior Carneiro.”

		We were looking for a specific restaurant that was located near the reservoir. The cobblestone streets, pastel buildings, and shops with Portuguese names like Fatima made us feel like we were a world apart from central China, despite the fact that Hong Kong is a mere hour’s ferry ride away.

		“After the Rotundo do Almirante Costa Cabral, this street will turn into Rua de Tomas Vieira. What’s up with these street names? They’re all named after Portuguese guys. You think we’re on the right track?”

		The duality of the city—partly a product of the “One Country, Two Systems” principle of China’s dealing with both socialism and capitalism—is apparent, for even though the names of streets and storefronts are written in Portuguese, Chinese characters are not direct translations and often mean something completely different. Bus and taxi drivers don’t recognize the streets by their Portuguese names; you have to know their Chinese names to get around. Don’t get into a cab and expect that you can speak Portuguese because your Cantonese is rusty; take it from us, that doesn’t work.

		“Didn’t you say this was supposed to turn into Rua de Tomas something-or-other?”

		“Yeah, isn’t this it?”

		“No, this is Rua do Almirante Costa Cabral! The same dude that roundabout was named after back there! Ugh. Let’s double back.”

		The vibrant colonial architecture framed in skeletal bamboo scaffolding is another of Macau’s dichotomies, and the narrow, winding, one-way roads are clearly a product of a rapidly growing society that outpaced any urban planning.

		“I think we can turn right up here, onto Rua de Jorge Álvares, then left.”

		“You know that dude?”

		“I think I’ve heard of him before; sounds familiar.”

		Jorge Álvares was the first European to reach China, sailing out from Burma under the Portuguese flag and landing on Nei Lingding Island in 1513. This established highly sought-after trading opportunities with China, solidifying the Age of Exploration and all of the ensuing commerce. Macau became a hub of all of this new, multinational trade.

		“Where are we now? We should be back on Costa Cabral.”

		“What’s that sign say? Estrada de Cemitario? What the… ? Let’s turn back and get to that intersection by Electronicos Yek Wo or whatever.”

		“Really?!”

		“Yeah, we need to go back by the cemetery.”

		Cemiterio Sao Miguel Arcanjo is the largest Catholic cemetery in Macau. On the gravestones and tombs one sees more of that Christian imagery with Chinese characters that symbolizes the blended cultures of the city’s past. Many of the people buried in this cemetery cooked wonderful dishes with those withered, drying fula papaia of the past.

		“I think it’s this way—let’s go up Rua de Tap Siac.”

		“Okay… yeah, here’s the Macau Central Library, so it shouldn’t be too far now. I’m getting hungry.”

		We continued though the cultural mash-up that is Macau, passing storefronts with signs in Chinese and relics of Portuguese history, and it reminded each of us of our own backgrounds: Abe of Portuguese descent, Adrienne of Chinese. Over the years, we had dabbled with Macanese cooking. We’d never actually been to Macau, but had heard of and studied the legends—dishes with unexpected combinations, like soy sauce with olive oil; or that simultaneously did and didn’t make sense, like salt cod fried rice, coconut-scented curries with olives, or the strangely named “African chicken.” We started cooking our own renditions of these dishes at our illegally operated, disguised-as-an-antique-store speakeasy restaurant, where we’d feed forty diners a night. But we knew we just had to get to Macau one day, to taste these dishes in their birthplace.

		“We’ve made it! Thank God they aren’t closed!”

		Beyond our worries about finding the restaurant, we were worried about its very existence. The caption in our guide book didn’t say much. It merely said, “This unpretentious eatery near the reservoir is one of the best kept secrets among the local Macanese community. Choices are sparse, but its homemade Macanese dishes, like feijoada (pork with kidney beans) and minchi, as well as its flan, deserve a thumbs-up.”

		Looking back, we’re not entirely sure what drove us there, but upon arrival, it all made sense. We found a very humble-looking, semisubterranean, cafeteria-style restaurant with white tile walls awash with images of old Macau. The owner, chef, and grande dame of Macanese cooking, Dona Aida de Jesus, was in the corner, perfectly composed, silently reading a newspaper with one eye and monitoring the food coming out of the kitchen with the other. Hungry out of our minds from the journey there, and not knowing what anything was, we got a bit of everything available. To our surprise, Dona Aida offered many new things that we didn’t see on the touristy food streets of Taipa (one of the three islands that make up the Macau municipality). We ate galinha bafassa, a smothered, braised chicken with turmeric and potatoes, and spicy curried oxtail with peas and carrots. A Macau-style feijoada of pork knuckle with cabbage, kidney beans, pig ears, frankfurters, and tomato included a chouriço reminiscent of Portuguese linguiça found in Abe’s home state of Massachusetts, but seemed crossed with lap cheong (the fragrant Chinese sausage scented with rose wine and soy). This was humble, soul-satisfying cuisine, not a soft-shelled turtle or some exotic sea creature braised in a mouth-numbing sauce like we experienced on the mainland. This was hearty and subtle, nourishing and natural. The food brought Abe back to a story in Saveur (“Original Fusion” by Margaret Sheridan) that he read as young chef, a story that had ultimately brought him to Macau. Eating through these dishes with so much history, so much adaptation, development, and soul, he started to realize that Dona Aida was the lady he had read about in the magazine twelve years prior, who along with her daughter, Sonia Palmer, was billed as one of the very few people preserving this forgotten fusion. Noting we weren’t from around these parts, Dona Aida came over to our table, and we clumsily tried to string together some Portuguese to speak with her. But we quickly learned that her English is strong and graceful, and at the age of ninety-six she spoke with a deep voice that made Abe think of his Madeiran grandmother Bea’s famous Pavarotti impression. From afar, Dona Aida looked quite Chinese, but as we spoke with her and studied her features, her European roots surfaced. We were thrilled to have come all this way, famished from the journey, to be sated and taught something new at the hands of a legend. As we sat and talked with her, we asked where we could try more and how could we learn more. She recommended we visit her friend and culinary disciple Dona Vitória Baptista at the retirement home APOMAC (Associação dos Aposentados, Reformados e Pensionistas de Macau) next door.

		“The only people who know this food are the old people. If you want to try more, that’s where to go. It’s not really a retirement home, it’s more of a community center with a restaurant for Macanese people, serving Macanese food.”

		We relayed our sadness at the fact that we had to leave Macau that evening, so she left us with a recommendation for a place around the corner serving mostly Portuguese dishes with a few Macanese dishes. Then she paused for a moment, thinking deeply before reaching into her desk to present to us a book that would set us on the path to where we are today: Macanese Cooking: A Journey Across Generations by Cecília Jorge. “Many of the recipes I use are in this book. You can learn from this book. Start here.” With that, she sent us on our way.

		Back on the ferry, over the diesel hum of the boat’s motor, we watched the port of Macau shrink from us across the misty waters, and the Portuguese feeling of nostalgic, homesick melancholy known as saudade sunk in. We’d stumbled onto something at once innately familiar, yet new and intriguing, and the seed of understanding the impact it would have on our lives was only just sprouting.
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		CHICAGO, 2012

		“What the f&!% do you want to name this restaurant and what the f&!% are we going to cook!?!?”

		Hugh was freaking out. Thirteen months after starting the process of building our restaurant, the floors were laid, the walls were up, the basements were dug, and the concrete was poured. The hood fan was up and running, and the walls had just been painted. We were getting close. We had to open soon. Abe was bringing in wok burners and the wood-fired grill and digging through old barns for vintage cast-iron pans and trivets. Adrienne was trying to rein in the obscene spending required just to get a new restaurant off the ground, and we had yet to really nail down the concept of the restaurant—or pick a name, for that matter. What were we thinking?

		For the previous five years, Abe and Adrienne had run the underground (technically illegal) dining club X-marx, where, more or less, the menu changed nightly. Being underground gave us the flexibility to rotate themes and experiment in directions that traditional restaurant work would have never allowed. We’d explored a lot of flavors and a lot of history, investigating the crazy-plentiful foodways and cultures Chicago has to offer: Vietnamese groceries on Argyle Street, Indian and Pakistani shops and spice houses on Devon Avenue, South Side barbecue, Pilsen and Cicero taquerias, Polish and eastern European delis up and down north Milwaukee Avenue. Perhaps that was what had left us in such a pickle—having cooked more than 250 dinners as X-marx, offering in excess of seven courses per dinner and rarely repeating menu items, there was just way too much out there to choose from.

		We knew things would skew Asian. Abe grew up in Lowell, Massachusetts, a blue-collar town known best for being at the center of the American industrial revolution and the home of the famous rambler Jack Kerouac. But lesser known is that Lowell has a large population of Southeast Asian refugees, an influence that gave Abe an early taste for exploring new flavors that he didn’t find on the tables of his Portuguese-American upbringing. Adrienne grew up in a Chinese-American household in Chicago, where food and family were always at the forefront, and from an early age she could be found at the kitchen table making jiao zhe (dumplings).

		It wasn’t just Asian flavors we were after; we wanted hot and hearty meals to battle the long, frigid Chicago winters. We knew the cooking had to be home-style, and a reflection of us. But how would all of those pieces fit together? Looking through X-marx menus past gave us various dumplings and bao (stuffed Chinese buns), homemade sausages and noodle soups, spicy curries and abundant family-style dishes. The food we produced was interesting and delicious—but it didn’t give us a clear direction in which to proceed, nor did we have a concise pitch for the press or potential guests. If we could’ve gotten away with leaving our place unnamed, or just naming it “Restaurant,” we would have. At the end of the day, we just wanted a simple restaurant, reflective of our cultures and the food we loved cooking and eating. We just didn’t know exactly what that was.

		We pressed on. We pored over cookbooks, looking for an inspiration for our name. It had to be easy for people to say: “Hey, have you been to ____” or “I just ate at ____ and it was awesome.” There were brainstorming sessions every day for six months. Chalkboards full of candidates. Votes to cement it. (LoCo Kitchen, Rhinoceros, and Little Devil barely missed the cut.)

		We looked through book after book in our library and found ourselves gravitating toward the Macanese book that Dona Aida had presented us in Macau the previous year. We saw the hearty, rustic, shareable dishes; intriguing Asian and Indian elements; a clear reflection of our cultures and interests. But this Macanese food was way out there—no one would recognize it, and no one would get it. Right?

		We remembered Dona Aida, who had shown us not only how delicious Macanese cuisine was, but also how it was disappearing and how difficult it was to find. We always joked that our kids would be “Macanese,” and this restaurant was as close as we’d planned on coming to having kids anytime soon, so we went with it a bit. The name game went in a new direction: Caravel (the boats used by the Portuguese on their expeditions), Prester John (a mysterious, legendary Christian king from the West who was said to rule deep in Asia), even Bird’s Eye (for the chilli pepper) entered (and quickly left) the conversation.

		We got more books on Macanese food and other Portuguese-influenced cuisines, and the name of one of Macau’s most famous dishes kept popping up: arroz gordo. The translation? Fat rice. The name was simple; it was bold; the dish looked delicious. But we’d never cooked it before. If it was a name that was going to make our list, we knew we’d have to start cooking it, and we’d have to make it awesome.

		We tested and retested the arroz gordo, and at the same time, we dove deeper into the Macanese culinary pantheon. And it just had so… many… influences. Which was great, because that convinced us that we could do Chinese food, Portuguese food, Southeast Asian food, Indian food, and no one would ever be the wiser… because how do you explain Macau, its people, or its food? Most people don’t even know where Macau is, let alone its history. And frankly, at the time, neither did we! But we loved the challenge, and settled on our “elevator pitch”: Euro-Asian comfort food, and the name would be Fat Rice.

		We set our focus on the food of Macau and other Portuguese-influenced Asian cultures. We learned that for centuries, the histories and cuisines of Portugal, Africa, Brazil, India, Malaysia, Indonesia, Japan, China, and beyond had melded to create utterly unique culinary languages. It wasn’t so simple as “Lisbon-meets-Malaysia”; for hundreds of years, these cultures exchanged cooking techniques, ingredients, and styles. This spawned new cultures and traditions, not to mention flavor combinations that were unfamiliar to both Western and Asian palates. And the dish that led us in this direction in the first place—the dish we’d been working on and eating so much of as we built the restaurant—exemplified this amalgamation so well: the arroz gordo.

		Eventually, we would create our own version of Arroz Gordo, but in all its incarnations, it exemplified what we wanted to cook: a dish that took root in Macau, the direct result of Portuguese unions, trade, and travel during the Age of Exploration, but had touched so many places along the way. We wouldn’t just cook the food of Macau or Portugal; we’d explore everything in between, too. The name and the concept were born—or maybe they were simply remembered: Fat Rice.

		THE AGE OF EXPLORATION AND MACAU

		In 1453, the spice trade between Europe and Asia was brought to a screeching halt by the fall of Constantinople, with the Ottoman Empire effectively ending the rule of the Roman Empire. The powerful Ottoman army blocked overland trade routes and forced Europeans to turn to the sea. This began the Age of Exploration and the spice race was on. In 1494 the Treaty of Tordesillas was signed by the main players in Europe’s nautical exploration game, splitting the world of exploration into two hemispheres divided by a line bisecting South America: travels to the west of Brazil would belong to Spain; Brazil and the east, to Portugal. With the Suez Canal shortcut nearly four hundred years away, Vasco de Gama led his Portuguese mission around South Africa’s Cape of Good Hope in 1498, opening up an eastern sea route to the spices of Asia, and thus the gateway that would change the world’s flavors forever.
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		In the years that followed, foodways and traditions—not only of the Portuguese but also of the people they encountered along the way—started to change. Chillies from Brazil found their way into India. In Malaysia, cooks began blooming turmeric, native to India, in vinegar. Malaysia’s fermented shrimp paste and coconuts made the voyage to China. Techniques were adjusted and developed in new ports as well; Portugal’s carne de vinha d’alhos (vinegar-braised meat) was infused with Indian spices, and ultimately evolved into vindaloo, one of the most widely recognized curry dishes in the world.

		Macau is an SAR (Special Administrative Region) of China, but for the five hundred years before Macau returned to China in 1999, it was governed by Portugal. Portuguese sailors first gained land access to Macau in 1557, when they struck a deal by paying tribute to local authorities and acting as liaison in Japanese-Chinese trade (direct contact was forbidden by both sides). On their way to Macau during the Age of Exploration, the Portuguese made many stops—in Mozambique and Angola in Africa, Goa on the west coast of India, Penang and Malacca in Malaysia, the southern islands of Japan, and more. Borne out of necessity, new techniques were developed at every stop by people who simply needed to satisfy the taste of home with the unfamiliar ingredients they encountered. This virtual larder of ingredients and knowledge traveled with the explorers and was compounded with each landing: each new port both grew and aided in the exchange.

		This last fact is important to understand—it wasn’t as though the travelers were sailing on a one-way course. After all, they were looking to set up trade; ultimately, the goal was to get the goods back to Portugal and other Portuguese trade ports and colonies. That said, old dishes continued to evolve into new as they made their way across waters and generations of combined culturalism. And the Portuguese weren’t the only Europeans in Asia; remember, later on the Dutch and English had a large stake in this part of the world, and they weren’t without influence. But if you look closely at Macanese food, you see the mark of the Portuguese: the already-comingled dishes they brought with them, and how the Chinese natives interpreted, adapted, and built upon those dishes. It’s the food of oral tradition passed from generation to generation; the mother lode of union, history, and soul on a plate.

		It would be nuts to think we could really cover it all. Instead, we learn all we can through everything we can lay our hands on, in English, Portuguese, or otherwise, including books, magazine articles, fictional stories where a character might talk about one of these dishes, family and church cookbooks, and connecting with people through social media and the Internet—fully knowing that for every recipe or technique, there’s another one out there, just as legitimate. Part of the thrill of cooking is learning, and we are embracing that quest for knowledge and realizing that what we know is a small amount of what’s actually out there. But there are those who do seem to know everything there is on this topic: especially the author and cultural preservationist Cecília Jorge; writer Annabel Jackson; one of the last remaining Macanese chefs, Dona Aida de Jesus; and the many other people who helped us along the way, whom you will soon meet in this book. These are the experts. Us? We’re amateur historians, but we do our best to apply much of this knowledge and history in our roles as professional cooks.

		A NOTE ON LANGUAGE

		The recipes in this book reflect a cuisine that at once combines and contrasts aspects of the many cultures it has grown from. As such, many words and names will be foreign to you; others will seem familiar but might have different meanings than you are used to. A daunting aspect of our study of Macanese cooking and its related cuisines is the sheer number of countries and people that have left their mark on how we interpret the food today. Each has contributed ingredients, techniques, equipment, and names. Deciphering not only the pronunciation but also the meaning of these words has been an exciting if difficult challenge. We’ve had to look beyond literal meanings and keep an eye out for puns or colloquialisms that are often only known to local, native-speaking populations.

		In this book you will find theories about the origins and etymology of many of the dishes we cook, and we draw from the linguistic traditions of Portugal (including the Azores and Madeira), China (and languages including Hokkien, Fukkien, Cantonese, and Mandarin), Malaysia, Burma, Thailand, Singapore, Indonesia, Japan, India (including Goa, Kerala, and Mangalore), Sri Lanka, Africa (including Angola, Mozambique, Cape Verde, and Cape Malay), Brazil, England, the Netherlands, the Philippines, and many more—plus, we contributed our own names to some of the dishes as well! This cultural richness is what makes our study of Macanese food so interesting. Plus, it makes it easy if aliens landed and asked what the best representation of our combined world cuisine is—Macanese food would definitely be the best answer!
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		THE FAT RICE MISSION

		Fat Rice is more than a restaurant. Fat Rice is a center for the study, exploration, and sharing of global Portuguese cuisine.

		Portuguese traders, sailors, and missionaries from the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries greatly influenced the way we eat today. The exchange of ideas, cultures, and traditions that occurred during the Age of Exploration changed the course of history—and most importantly for our purposes, foodways around the globe. Imagine Sichuan cuisine without the chillies, or pad Thai without the peanuts. Unthinkable!

		Of course, this was also an era of brutal colonialism, of conflict and oppression that cannot be glossed over. Our mission at Fat Rice is to better understand the cultures and cuisine that were borne of this era: the unique yet Portuguese-related traditions of song, religious practice, and regional dialects (patuas) in regions like Goa, India; Malacca, Malaysia; East Timor, Indonesia; and of course, Macau. In Portugal’s large cities, even today you find people who have emigrated from these territories. At Fat Rice, we seek to learn about the culinary traditions of these regions, and share our own interpretations to guests in our restaurant, and now, readers of our book.

		It can be very difficult to trace some of these forgotten recipes; they were rarely written down and certain dishes, techniques, and ingredients have crisscrossed the globe, making it challenging to the pinpoint their source. Only recently in Macau—as the people see their culture disappearing—are they using their beloved foods as a means of heritage preservation. We have gone to great lengths to tap into this diminishing trove of knowledge by obtaining every Macanese cookbook we are aware of; digging through libraries in Lisbon and Macau searching for things like small, self-published or photocopied recipe packets; even befriending unassuming folks via the internet, who would then let us into their homes to learn their recipes. Most of the dishes in this book are adaptions of recipes from passionate cooks who felt compelled to preserve their heritage through cuisine. Some may be an amalgamation of a few recipes and traditions, and not exactly how the originals were written, but they will be familiar to Macanese people.

		As with any culture, the pride and conviction surrounding the cuisine leads one to feel their family’s recipe is the right one. Our advantage as outsiders is that we’re not bound to cook a dish one way or another for fear of being ridiculed by Auntie Maria. That being said, faithful accuracy is very important to us, and we make every effort to stay true to the dishes we’ve learned, interpreting them in a way that pays homage to their origins but also brings them into a more modern light.

		In this book, we focus mostly on Macau, but we can’t help but be curious about how the culinary practices used there developed and evolved. Macau was the last established territory in the Portuguese empire; therefore, its cuisine had influences from all of the places Portuguese travelled along the way.

		This has truly been an adventure for us, an adventure that stemmed from a willingness take risks, to say “yes,” “why not?” and “let’s try it out.” We are eternally grateful to all of the people who have let us into their lives and kitchens, graciously filling our bellies with heirloom recipes and our spirits with friendship. And thus, this book is dedicated to them. In that same spirit, please join us—this adventure is just beginning.
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		EQUIPMENT AND TECHNIQUES

		The equipment in the Fat Rice kitchen is quite different from that found in most Western restaurants. We focus on more elemental cookware—steel woks, cast-iron skillets, and clay pots—that was used in a time long before convection ovens and microwaves. These time-tested implements add an intangible element of soul to the food that nonstick pans and immersion circulators just don’t bring.

		In the following sections, we outline the tools and techniques you’ll need to cook from this book.

		EQUIPMENT

		Woks

		Woks are the most important piece of equipment in the Chinese kitchen. Wide and shallow, the wok helps foods cook evenly due to their concave base—flat-bottomed woks are not recommended. This tool is essential for quick stir-fried dishes and is also very handy for deep-frying because its tapered sides can prevent boiling over when a large amount of food is placed in the hot oil. Steaming and smoking can also be done in a wok with the help of a bamboo or metal steamer that fits inside.

		PROCURING Most Chinese and Asian stores have a variety of woks to choose from. Size, shape, material, and method of manufacture all matter.

		Generally speaking, we use carbon-steel woks as opposed to cast-iron woks, because steel conducts heat quickly and efficiently. Stainless steel, electric, or Teflon-coated woks are definitely not recommended and should be avoided for a number of reasons, including durability, practicality, cost, and health concerns. Both carbon steel and cast iron can be hand-hammered (identified by round hammer marks) or machine-pressed (identified by concentric lines on the wok’s surface). Both are good, but we prefer the hand-hammered woks.

		STYLE Double-handled or loop-handled woks are typical in Southern China and preferred in our restaurant. This style provides two points of contact for lifting; however, it does require some practice to hold and handle when it comes to actually cooking and stir-frying. A single-handled wok (Northern style) is easier to stir-fry with and get the action needed to cook small items over high heat, but can be difficult and dangerous to lift when full of oil or boiling water.

		SEASONING When you purchase an uncoated carbon-steel wok (either hand-hammered or machine-pressed), your new wok will be coated with machine oil to prevent rust from forming. You need to get rid of that machine oil and create a protective, rust-resistant coating that will become virtually nonstick over time. First, wash your new wok inside and out with hot soapy water. Rinse and dry well with paper towels or clean, lint-free rags (you may see some gray residue on the paper towels or rags; this is just residual machine oil, so continue on).

		Place your wok over a full-blast open flame on your stove. As it heats, the gray metal will start to turn blue, then amber. This process burns off any residue left from manufacture and opens up the metal to better absorb the oil you are about to season it with. Once hot and lightly patined, it is time to start the seasoning process. There are many schools of thought here, but generally when seasoning a wok we use lard or peanut oil (about 4 to 5 tablespoons, depending on the size of the wok) and aromatics (Chinese chives, or a combination of scallions and ginger). It’s hard to believe that the chives or aromatics impart any flavor into the wok; it’s just a traditional way to help spread the oil in a thin layer and to act as an abrasive to remove any rust or metal dust. If at any time you feel the wok is absorbing the fat and looks dry, add a bit more. Once the oil is heated just below the smoking point, add the aromatics (make sure they are dry to prevent splattering) and use your wok ladle to move them around, spreading the oil to the furthest edges of the wok. Continue to stir over the flame until the aromatics are dry and crispy, always keeping the oil moving so that it evenly coats the wok at all times. This could take up to 20 minutes. Discard the oil and aromatics, then use a lint-free rag or paper towel to wipe out the inside of the wok. Wipe some of that residual oil on the outside and base of the wok (be careful as this still may be hot). Rinse thoroughly with warm, clean water. Your wok is now seasoned and ready to go—make sure that you don’t use soap on it from now on.

		It will help if you cook fatty things the first few times you use your wok, steering clear of acids or boiling water. The steel needs time to cure and you want to prevent pitting or corrosion. If you find that oil is unevenly solidifying on the bottom of the wok, you can use a stainless steel scrubby to “sand down” the solidified oil and return it to a thin, nonstick coating.

		PREPARING YOUR WOK BEFORE USE It is important to always have a paper towel or clean, lint-free rag at the ready when using a wok to wipe out any dust or residual oil. To prepare your wok for use, start by giving it a quick wipe. Place it on the stove over the flame, add a tablespoon or so of fat, and rub with a rag to coat thoroughly. Rinse with warm water, then dry the wok over the flame and rub with another tablespoon of fat. Now you have a prepared wok. This should be done each time you use your wok.

		CLEANING BETWEEN JOBS After you’ve cooked something in the wok, remove as much leftover food, sauce, or carbon as possible by wiping out the wok, then return it to the heat and add a couple of cups of water (depending on the size of the wok). Using a wok brush, scrub out any particles or buildup on the wok until the wok is clean. Place back over the flame to dry and kill any bacteria and rub with fresh oil—you now again have a prepared wok.

		DEEP CLEANING Over time, carbon buildup can occur and little black flakes of previously cooked food or residual solidified oil will form and can potentially get in your food. At this point, you need to burn all of that off. Most home stoves do not have the firepower to do this, so we recommend doing it in a 500°F oven or over a grill set to full blast. Essentially, you want all those carbon bits to burn off and turn into ash—this process may take 30 to 60 minutes. After the wok has been in the oven or on the grill and the bits in question have turned to ash, carefully use a towel or metal scrubby to remove any stubborn pieces, then follow the steps in Seasoning, minus the aromatics, to get back to square one.

		Wok Accessories

		Be sure to invest in these few handy tools to keep your wok in good working order.

		WOK BRUSH A small, wooden wok brush is handy for cleaning woks and cast-iron skillets. It is firm enough to remove particles, but gentle enough not to scratch the seasoning.

		WOK LID The lid is useful for steaming and steadying the temperature for foods that need longer cooking times. It can also be used as a splatter guard when things get popping.

		WOK RING This will help stabilize your round-bottomed wok on the stove
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					Leafy Green Vegetables
			

			
					Varietals
					Bok choy, cabbage, Swiss chard, water spinach
			

			
					Cook time
					30 to 60 seconds, until vibrant green and tender
			

			
					How to cool
					Shock in ice water; remove when cool and gently squeeze out excess water
			

		

		
			
					Hearty Green Vegetables
			

			
					Varietals
					Green beans, okra, longbeans, celery, English peas, broccoli
			

			
					Cook time
					60 to 90 seconds, until vibrant green, cooked through but still crisp
			

			
					How to cool
					Shock in ice water; remove when cool and gently squeeze out excess water
			

		

		
			
					Hearty Non-Green Vegetables
			

			
					Varietals
					Jicama and water chestnuts
			

			
					Cook time
					45 to 60 seconds, until cooked through but still crisp
			

			
					How to cool
					Shock in ice water; remove when cool and gently squeeze out excess water
			

		

		
			
					Delicate Green Vegetables
			

			
					Varietals
					Small chois (tatsoi, pak choy, baby bok choy), lettuces, pea shoots, snow peas
			

			
					Cook time
					Do not pre-blanch these vegetables.
			

			
					How to cool
					N/A
			

		

		
		
			
					Carrots
			

			
					Cook time
					6 to 10 minutes, until cooked through but still firm
			

			
					How to cool
					Drain and place on wide sheet pan to cool
			

		

		
			
					Whole White and Sweet Potatoes
			

			
					Cook time
					25 to 45 minutes in water with garlic and thyme; simmer until easily pierced with a chopstick
			

			
					How to cool
					Drain and place on wide sheet pan to cool
			

		

		
			
					Cut Sweet Potatoes
			

			
					Cook time
					6 to 10 minutes, until easily pierced with a chopstick
			

			
					How to cool
					Drain and place on wide sheet pan to cool
			

		

		
			
					Daikon, Turnip, Rutabaga, Radish
			

			
					Cook time
					First blanch for 30 seconds to remove some funk, then poach for 8 to 15 minutes until tender but not falling apart
			

			
					How to cool
					Drain and place on wide sheet pan to cool
			

		

		
			
					Taro and Malanga
			

			
					Cook time
					15 to 20 minutes, until tender but not falling apart
			

			
					How to cool
					Drain and place on wide sheet pan to cool
			

		

		
			
					Lotus and Sunchoke
			

			
					Cook time
					8 to 12 minutes, until crunchy but fully cooked through
			

			
					How to cool
					Drain and place on wide sheet pan to cool
			

		

		
		
			
					Eggplants
			

			
					Varietals
					Chinese, Japanese, or other slender varieties (not Thai eggplants)
			

			
					Cook time
					30 to 45 seconds
			

			
					How to cool
					On a wire rack, or submerge in a flavorful liquid to absorb the flavor and stop carryover cooking
			

		

		
			
					Cauliflower
			

			
					Cook time
					30 to 45 seconds, until golden on the outside and tender on the inside
			

			
					How to cool
					On a wire rack to stop carryover cooking
			

		

		
			
					Hearty Green Vegetables
			

			
					Varietals
					Okra, green beans, longbeans, asparagus, broccoli
			

			
					Cook time
					30 to 45 seconds, until slightly blistered and golden on the outside and tender on the inside
			

			
					How to cool
					On a wire rack to stop carryover cooking
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