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Introduction

China is a country with a long history of taking its pickles and condiments very seriously. And yet here in the West, Chinese pickles—when they appear at all—have been relegated to jars of questionable quality on dusty shelves at the Asian grocery. This is a culinary travesty that I am hoping you and I can undo. There’s a magic to Chinese pickles that turns them into something far greater than the sum of their parts—like fabric, sticks, and string transformed into a soaring kite.

The Middle Kingdom is home to some of the oldest codifications of cuisine (take that, France!), and it is by far one of the globe’s oldest known food-preserving cultures. We have the Chinese to thank for fermented soybeans (the edible grandparent of soy sauce), sake and Chinese rice wine, rice vinegar, miso—many of the most commonly used condiments and flavors of East Asian cuisines. The Chinese discovered the mold and the processes still employed to craft these foods today.

 


The original word for pickle in Chinese, tsu—which translates literally to “salt and incubate”—dates back to the Chou dynasty around 1100. The first Chinese preserved foods were more like condiments, and they were a savory blend of fermented meat and salt, sometimes mixed with wine and mold cultures. It wasn’t until the sixth century that making brine-pickled vegetables and fruits—what we tend to think of as pickles—came into common practice. Today, salted pickles (yen tshai) and acidic pickles (suan tshai) from either lacto-fermentation or a vinegar brine remain in common practice.



China’s long history is also full of kitchen tinkering: evidence of drying, smoking, salting, fermenting, and pickling go back to the Zhou dynasty, three thousand years ago. During the Qing Dynasty (which lasted from the seventeenth century to the early twentieth), the imperial court was staffed with a myriad of food specialists; among them was one lucky fool employed to do nothing but cultivate and serve the royal pickles. And in the 1970s, a fascinating archeological find was the two-thousand-year-old tomb of a woman buried in her kitchen during the Han dynasty, one of the most food-centric eras of them all. (In fact, we have the Han to thank for fermented black beans, noodles, and our favorite dim sum buns.) The tomb contained dozens of ingredients, cooking tools, and cooking instructions—and pickles aplenty in crocks.

While some Chinese pickles involve lengthy waiting periods, attention to fermentation, or intricate preparations, for the home cook there are plenty of “quickles” (quick + pickle = quickle) and other preserved foods that are not only delicious from the jar, but also make some of the best ingredients for preparing finished dishes on the entire Asian continent. These doable and highly palatable pickles are the ones I’ve gathered here, in the section called “Traditional Pickles,” accompanied by a number of recipes of my own that showcase great Chinese flavors (“Inspired Pickles”). And just for good measure, I also include a few how-to’s on some of the essential Chinese sauces that taste best when made in your own kitchen.

All these pickles strike a balance among the six flavors that dominate Chinese cuisine: sweet, sour, pungent, salt, bitter, and savory. Some are spicy, and some have the floral notes of Sichuan pepper, but overall, fans of grandma’s pickles are going to find these balanced flavors familiar and pleasurable: vinegar, salt, garlic, ginger, soy sauce, hot chiles, and a hint of sugar come into play, and the taste of the vegetables has the opportunity to shine through. Think of Chinese pickles as yachts on calm seas: gently riding flavor waves, occasionally venturing into new waters, but mostly keeping your meal awash in a welcome brine. Ahoy, ahoy!

When and How to Serve Chinese Pickles and Sauces

If your insatiable lust for all things brined is equal to mine, then you know that there is no bad time for pickles of any kind. Clearly, the Chinese know it, too; Chinese pickles appear on a number of places on the menu as both appetizer and ingredient.

Before a meal, they’re used to help stimulate the appetite, typically paired with wine, beer, spirits, or tea. Small dishes of pickles are set out, often with other finger snacks like flavored nuts, and guests simply help themselves as they drink and chat.

Pickles as an Ingredient. A proper Chinese meal should always contain fan—the grain, which is the heart of the meal. At one time this was usually millet, but over time it has become rice, noodles, or various breads and pancakes. Anything that tops or accompanies these grains—all your meat, tofu, fish, vegetables, sauces—is called cai (or tsai), and is a purely optional (although more flavorful) component. So tea, pickles, and a bowl of rice are more than enough for a meal. Add fresh vegetables or protein and you have a freakin’ feast—quick, delicious, and better for you than that burrito/pizza/burger you ate last Tuesday.

So while we in the West usually serve one or three pickles alongside a sandwich, pickles in China are meant to be consumed in copious quantities as the flavor base of a meal (which is why my heart belongs to Chinese pickles). Myriad recipes call for some kind of preserved vegetable to flavor and enhance meat, poultry, seafood, and vegetables. Pork is often seen in the company of Preserved Mustard Greens or Tianjin Preserved Vegetable, either tossed in the wok or bubbled in soup. Spicy Blackened Sichuan Pickled Peppers or Salt-Cured Long Beans with Ginger are deeply delicious and attractive served on their own as finger foods or stir-fried with beef and cabbage. Pickled Shallots pair perfectly with tofu or fried noodles, and tropical Hong Kong Pickled Papaya, Shallots, and Cucumber are fish or chicken’s best friend.

And the sauces? All of the best foods are dipped or drizzled. If you’re a fan of hot food, then you’ll always want to have Chile Sauce on hand for everything that comes out of your wok or skillet. No self-respecting dumpling or dim sum would be served without Chile–Black Bean Oil, and once you taste the pure umami luxury of XO Sauce, your fried rice or wheat noodles or stir-fried vegetables will never be the same.

Canning Jars Need Not Apply. As I mentioned a bit ago, all the recipes that follow are intended to be accessible and inviting enough to find a permanent place on your menu rotation.

So, you ask, can I can them?

No. First of all, why bother? These recipes don’t make quantity enough to merit bringing a canning pot to a boil. Also, many of these mild jar huggers just aren’t acidic enough for the long haul on the shelf. (There is one exception—the Five-Spice Pickled Carrots) And while many of these pickles will last for weeks, you will likely use them quickly enough, either in stir-fries or stirred into congee, to blow through your store in short order. As much as I love to wave my canning tongs around the kitchen, yours may safely be stored for another day.

Ingredients

Black Sesame Oil This is the same as “toasted” sesame oil, meaning it is dark brown in color; light-colored sesame oil is derived from raw seeds and has a very different flavor, so it’s no substitute. In this book, black sesame oil is used unheated and in small quantities to finish a dish. A little goes a long way, and it has an extremely inviting aroma and a rich, nutty flavor. It can be found at Japanese, Chinese, and Korean markets.

Fermented Black Beans Don’t look for these black beans in Cuba. Also called salted black beans, these are soybeans that have been heavily salted and fermented with Aspergillus oryzae (the mold spore commonly known as koji). Their flavor is really pungent; savory, earthy, salty, and bold and they are used to season a dish, rather than being served as a dish on their own. Fermented black beans can be flavored with ginger, five-spice, or other flavors, but I much prefer them with salt alone (some cooks rinse the salt from the beans before cooking, but I never do). They are found in Chinese and other Asian groceries.

Five-Spice Powder What are the five spices found in this common Chinese spice blend? Well, it varies. Most common is a combo of anise, cinnamon, fennel, clove, and Sichuan peppercorns, but it’s not uncommon to see one or two of those swapped out for ground ginger or nutmeg instead. The flavors of five-spice are warm and wonderful; try it on cooked carrots with butter and lemon. Its flavor is quite potent, so use it sparingly. Five-spice powder can be found with the other jarred spices in the Asian grocery or online.

Papaya In the south of China, the warm, moist climate is perfect for growing tropical fruits for pickles and jams. When it’s green and firm (that is, unripe), papaya pickles like a champ. Its best-known use may be in Thai shredded green papaya salad, but it takes to acid and sweetness really nicely in any form. Look for firm, unblemished, heavy green footballs in the produce section of nearly any Asian market. Note that green papaya and ripe papaya are not interchangeable.

Peanut Oil Guess what is made from peanuts and is greatly beloved in Chinese cuisine? THIS GUY! (You’re welcome.) Highly refined, it has a smoke point of around 450°F, so it can tolerate really hot woks, and it has a lengthy shelf life to boot. It can be found in most supermarkets and, of course, in Chinese markets. Unrefined and cold-pressed peanut oils can be found in health food stores and are said to be healthier choices (because they’re less processed)—but they’re more expensive, their smoke point is not quite as high, and they’re not as shelf-stable. The more difficult-to-find roasted peanut oil is more akin to black sesame oil, and it should not be used for cooking but only for seasoning.

Radishes When we talk about radishes in the Asian realm, we don’t mean itsy-bitsy pink salad radishes (you know, the kind that 1950s housewives cut into rosettes). For Chinese pickling purposes, look for big, white mild-tasting radishes like daikon or bachelor radish (also called ponytail radish). Daikon is available in many supermarkets as well as Asian markets. Feel free to also experiment with black radishes, watermelon radishes, or small Tokyo turnips, all of which are becoming increasingly more available in the winter months.

Shaoxing Wine This fermented Chinese rice wine is used as both a beverage and an ingredient; it’s also the critical ingredient in any dish described as “drunken.” Shaoxing wine can vary quite widely in quality, and the stuff found in Asian markets on this side of the Pacific is usually Shaoxing cooking wine—which, like cooking sherry, contains salt, sugar, and other additives, making it just barely passable for cooking and absolutely terrible for drinking. Since Shaoxing wine of
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