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					Top row, from left: neutral oil; rice cooking wine (19.5% ABV); rice cooking wine (34% ABV); black vinegar (Wu Yin); rice vinegar; black vinegar (Tongyang). Bottom row: white soy sauce; black bean white soy sauce; light soy sauce; soy sauce paste; dark soy sauce; sesame oil; toasted black sesame oil; salt; white pepper.

				
			
			Taiwanese people in general value health and longevity a lot. We are known for having a strong preference for qīngdàn (light-tasting food), and this is especially true for vegetarian cooking. Dishes are rarely too heavily seasoned or sauced, and instead, savored for the simplest preparations and seasonings. This doesn’t mean everything is inherently bland. Condiments are just the wheels to the vehicle of ingredients, rather than the other way around. Seasonings are used just enough to bring out yuánwèi (the original flavor of the ingredients) in a way that achieves balance, engages the senses, and confirms the depth of fresh food and local produce.

			The following is a list of ingredients common to the Taiwanese kitchen, what comprises them, and the contexts in which they are used. You don’t need a lot to make Taiwanese dishes; most of the same ingredients and condiments apply to vegetarian and nonvegetarian food (except for some allium-free condiments, which Buddhists will use, but they don’t affect the overall flavor). In this chapter, you’ll also learn how to make certain staples at home, many of which you will likely not find outside of Taiwan. Everything else these recipes need should be sold at your local Asian market, 99 Ranch in particular; look online, in Taiwanese specialty shops such as Yun Hai, if there’s anything you can’t find.

		

		
			Condiments

			The following list of condiments is grouped by type, from the most used to least used.

			Yóu 油 (neutral oil): In our home, neutral oil means sunflower oil, which has a flavor that feels most agreeable to our cooking. You can also use grapeseed oil, soybean oil, or peanut oil. Many recipes in this book utilize deep-frying, as when done right, it’s a technique that can truly elevate vegetarian cooking. The key thing to know: food needs to exit the oil at a higher temperature than when you put it in; that way, excess oil escapes from the food, preventing it from soaking in grease. As long as you don’t burn the oil (meaning it doesn’t turn dark brown), you can use it multiple times. I keep it in a stainless-steel oil container and scoop from it whenever I cook.

			Yán 鹽 (salt): When I call for salt in this book, I mean fine sea salt unless otherwise specified. You can use any salt you’d like, but you may need to adjust the volumes due to grain size. For example, ½ teaspoon of coarse salt is less salt than ½ teaspoon of fine salt.

			Èrshātáng 二砂糖 (golden granulated sugar): Taiwanese home cooks rarely use white refined cane sugar for everyday cooking because it lacks nutrition and doesn’t contribute much flavor. Instead, we use a semi-coarse golden sugar called èrshātáng, also called raw sugar, which is a minimally processed cane sugar that has an aroma and depth that are most natural to sugarcanes. We use this sugar not just in desserts but also in all kinds of savory applications. A small pinch is typical in stir-fries and soups to accentuate flavors without excess salt. Appropriate and timely additions of èrshātáng are key to balancing the taste of fermented foods, such as the salty tshài-póo (Preserved Radish, this page) and sour suāncài (Fermented Mustard Greens, this page). As my A-Má would say, the last thing you want is a dish that’s sí-kiâm (死鹹), meaning “so salty it may as well have been inedible.” Sugar is your remedy to that.

			Bīngtáng 冰糖 (rock sugar): Crystallized rock sugar is another kind of sugar you’ll see a lot in this book. It has a milder, rounder, more refreshing sweetness than cane sugar and comes in different colors—most commonly white and yellow. The white one has a pure, floral flavor that is good for cold dishes and sweet soups; the yellow one, with its more robust caramel notes, is better for braising. Since rock sugar usually comes in large clumps, I use a food processor to blend it into fine shards so it can dissolve easier in cold liquids.

			Báihújiāo 白胡椒 (white pepper): The herbaceous kick of white pepper mixed with the fragrance of yóucōng (Fried Shallots, this page) makes a flavor that is unmistakably Taiwanese to me. The ubiquitous use of white pepper in Taiwanese cuisine harkens to a time in the past, when medicinal herbs were more challenging to obtain, and people took to pepper both as a seasoning and a health food. It is believed to treat cold symptoms and aid digestion. We always have a white pepper shaker on our dining table. A hefty amount is necessary for any rice noodle dish or clear soup. I always like to add a good pinch to finish my dishes, because it wakes up the flavor. But it can also make food taste a little saltier, so note that when you’re seasoning. We don’t add black pepper (hēihújiāo 黑胡椒) as freely as white pepper in our cooking, though I will say, it works excellently as a source of fragrance in allium-free vegetarian dishes, and the best hújiāoyán (Pepper Salt, this page) formulas won’t do without it.

			Yìnyóu 蔭油 or jiàngyóu 醬油 (light soy sauce): Next to salt, soy sauce is the most important (and frankly, the only other) salty condiment in our arsenal. We pour soy sauce liberally in our pots to flavor almost every braise, and we drizzle it in our woks to perfume many stir-fries. The original Taiwanese soy sauce is made from the black soybean, which was the only locally grown soybean before Japanese colonists brought yellow soybeans to the island. Black soybeans make a light soy sauce called yìnyóu, while yellow soybeans make one called jiàngyóu. The two are similarly savory, salty condiments—and can be used interchangeably—but they differ slightly in fragrance and depth. Yìnyóu undergoes a longer fermentation process, so it naturally has a deeper, funkier flavor than jiàngyóu. While no occasion is reserved for using either one, some will say, and justifiably, that yìnyóu gets you closer to old-time tastes. I tend to use jiàngyóu because my mom has always used jiàngyóu. It gets my food closest to the taste of hers. As a rule, when it comes to soy sauce, price generally indicates quality. Look for Taiwanese brands that are naturally brewed, rather than chemically fermented. Brands like Wanjiaxiang and Kimlan are preferable, though Kikkoman is a good approximation. Salinity may differ greatly between makes and brands (in particular, Taiwanese soy sauces are generally less salty), so it is always wise to taste before you add the full amount called for in this book’s recipes.

			Báijiàngyóu 白醬油 or báiyìnyóu 白蔭油 (white soy sauce): When I want to keep the original color of a dish, I reach for white soy sauce. White soy sauce has a higher wheat-to-bean ratio than light soy sauce, which makes for not only a golden amber color but also a distinctly sweeter and more delicate savory flavor. There are two types: one made with yellow soybeans (báijiàngyóu) and one made with black soybeans (báiyìnyóu). The bottle that old Taiwanese chefs will reach for is a báijiàngyóu called wèiyuányì (味原液), with Ghost Goddess brand (鬼女神) being the most iconic; but you are likely not to find it outside of Taiwan, so use Japanese brands.

			Tiáohéyì 調和液 or lǎochōu 老抽 (dark soy sauce): Similar to Chinese soy sauces, Taiwanese soy sauces bear a distinction between light and dark. Light soy sauce is the one used as the main flavoring, while dark soy sauce is less salty and used for its shiny, deep molasses color.

			Jiàngyóugāo 醬油膏 or yìnyóugāo 蔭油膏 (soy sauce paste): Jiàngyóugāo is a starch-thickened version of light soy sauce that is made for dipping. It’s sweeter and has a coating consistency, so it doesn’t soak into food the way regular soy sauce does. Yìnyóugāo is the black soybean counterpart. You can make your own soy sauce paste by thickening soy sauce with starch, as in the uánn-kué (Bowl Rice Cake, this page) recipe.

			Mǐjiǔ 米酒 (rice cooking wine): Mǐjiǔ or “michiu,” as it sometimes appears on the labels of exported bottles, has an indispensable Taiwanese flavor. Today’s most recognized bottle, the Red Label rice cooking wine (紅標米酒), has been produced since the 1930s, utilizing a local japonica rice cultivar called pénglái mǐ. The versatility of mǐjiǔ explains why it is so widely used in cooking. It has a mellow and clean flavor that amplifies and refines the natural taste of ingredients. Its use in the Taiwanese kitchen is endless; nearly every dish is incomplete without a small drizzle. A splash keeps homemade ferments going for months, even years. In some soups and hot pot dishes, like jiāngmǔguō (Herbal Ginger Hot Pot, this page), mǐjiǔ replaces part or all of the water: as the alcohol boils off, it renders the broth mildly sweet, fragrant, and complex. If you can, try to source two kinds: one that is 19.5 percent ABV (alcohol by volume) for everyday cooking and one that is 34 percent ABV for infusing herbs. For those bound from imbibing by religion or other reasons, as are many Taiwanese vegetarians, use gāotāng (All-Purpose Stock, this page) to substitute.

			Xiāngyóu 香油 (sesame oil): Xiāngyóu, meaning “fragrant oil,” is a light-colored sesame oil blended between the oil extracted from sesame seeds and (typically) soybeans. It has a pleasant, refreshing, nutty aroma that functions much like olive oil, but it’s used more sparingly: in cold-tossed salads and dipping sauces, and as a finishing touch in hot dishes, drizzled during the final moments of cooking to reintroduce shine and freshness. You can find a bottle online or make your own by mixing one part pure toasted sesame oil with one part neutral oil.

			Máyóu 麻油 or hēimáyóu 黑麻油 (toasted sesame oil): Máyóu is much darker in color than sesame oil (xiāngyóu), as it is made purely from toasted white sesame seeds or black sesame seeds. Toasted black sesame oil (hēimáyóu) is more typical in Taiwanese kitchens, although the toasted sesame oil you find in a Korean supermarket is a good substitute. It has a rich, powerful sesame flavor and warming effect that goes hand in hand with ginger and rice wine, making it a necessary addition in dishes such as sānbēi hóutóugū (Three Cup Lion’s Mane Mushrooms, this page).

			Báicù 白醋 (rice vinegar): A clear rice vinegar, literally “white vinegar,” is the most basic condiment we use to add a sharp acidity to dishes, notably quick-pickled vegetables and side dishes. When the vinegar is balanced with sugar, you get something with a pleasant cooling effect that cuts through rich, oily dishes and fried food. Japanese rice vinegar is a good substitute.

			Wūcù 烏醋 (black vinegar): Like rice vinegar, wūcù is made from whole, steamed grains of sticky rice, but additional processes render its color darker and flavor much more complex. Taiwanese black vinegars are generally sweeter than other East Asian counterparts. There are no exact substitutions; you’ll need a bottle if you want to re-create the distinct Taiwanese flavors. Different brands conjure different flavors, and the recipes in this book will specify which one is preferred, but you can use them interchangeably. There are three different types they typically fall under: fruit and vegetable infused (such as Kong Yen), spice and herb infused (such as Tongyang), and naturally aged (such as Wu Yin).

			Wèisù 味素 (monosodium glutamate): Also known most commonly as MSG, “the essence of taste” is a seasoning composed of salt and a glutamate that gives it an umami taste. The latter, although isolated in a lab, is chemically identical to the same naturally occurring stuff that gives tomatoes and mushrooms their savory flavors. Taiwanese vegetarian cooks, particularly the Buddhist nuns, use MSG (and bouillon powders) prolifically because they cannot use most aromatics. Using MSG at home is largely your own choice, but know that less is more. You don’t want to add MSG excessively or to every dish, because it would make them all taste the same. When you see recipes calling for the optional addition of MSG in this book, the recipes generally contain a significant proportion of (1) spice, (2) medicinal herbs, or (3) preserved food. These are ingredients that contain naturally bitter or acrid tastes, which can be accentuated since we aren’t using meat to supply the balance that is usually in place. Adding small amounts of MSG in these cases helps round out those flavors, should you find them unpalatable.
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		Mushroom Powder

		This is essentially ground-up gānxiānggū (dried shiitake mushrooms, see this page). You can find store-bought versions, but they may add some chemical fragrances. This recipe has less umami than store-bought counterparts, but it tastes and smells natural. We experience umami much more when different umami compounds combine, hence the mix of mushrooms and kombu.

		Makes about ⅓ cup (80g)

		25 medium dried shiitake mushrooms (65g)

		6 (3-inch) pieces kombu (15g)

		½ tsp (2g) white rock sugar

		½ tsp (3g) salt

		
				
				Preheat the oven to 175°F (80°C), with convection on if available.

			

				
				Break or snip the shiitake mushrooms and kombu into ½-inch chunks. Spread the mushrooms and kombu in a single layer on a baking tray and dehydrate in the oven for 1 to 3 hours; this will depend on how stale your mushrooms and kombu are. When fully dehydrated, the mushroom pieces should snap with some resistance like fine dark chocolate, and the kombu should snap like crackers. If they don’t, continue to dehydrate until they do.

			

				
				Remove the tray from the oven and let all the pieces cool to room temperature. Grind the mushroom, kombu, rock sugar, and salt together in a spice or coffee grinder until very, very fine, so fine that you feel an umami tingle in your nostrils as you lift the lid of the grinder.

			

				
				Transfer the powder through a fine sieve to an airtight glass container. You can blend the bits collected in the sieve to get more powder out of them. Store in a cool, dry place (or in the refrigerator if it’s humid) for up to 6 months.
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		Fermented Chili Paste

		Fermenting takes away the grassy taste that comes with raw chilies and supplants it with a fruity and complex flavor. Adding a fruit like apple or pineapple makes this chili paste sweet, floral, and bright, something you won’t find in many commercial chili pastes. Use the red chilies available to you locally; in Taiwan, I use a mix of mild and hot varieties of red cháotiānjiāo (朝天椒, heaven-facing chili). Blooming this in equal parts oil can wake up its flavor for a dipping sauce.

		Makes 2 cups

		10 ½ oz (300g) fresh red chilies

		Salt

		1 Tbsp golden granulated sugar

		1 Tbsp Taiwanese rice cooking wine, plus more for rinsing

		⅛ apple (30g), peeled and roughly chopped

		
				
				Rinse the chilies and pat them dry. Set aside to air-dry for 1 to 2 hours, until completely dry.

			

				
				Trim and discard the chilies’ tops and remove some of the seeds. I tend to remove the seeds from all but six to eight of the milder red chilies. When the chilies are prepared, weigh them and multiply that number by 5 percent—this is the weight of salt you need.

			

				
				Add the salt, sugar, rice cooking wine, and apple to the bowl of a food processor. Process until mostly smooth, then add the chilies. Pulse a few more times to chop the chilies into a rough paste with visible flakes.

			

				
				Rinse a lidded 2-cup jar with about 1 Tbsp rice cooking wine and pour it out. Pack the chili paste into the container. Press down as you pack to push out all the air bubbles. Cover the surface of the paste with a layer of plastic wrap to mitigate direct air contact (otherwise it is susceptible to yeast growth; see this page). Secure the lid.

			

				
				Let ferment at room temperature for 15 to 20 days. As it ferments, the raw, grassy smell of the chilies will mellow, and a deep fruity aroma will take its place. Once the flavor and aroma are at your desired depth, move the jar to the refrigerator to slow the ferment and store for up to 1 year.
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		Sweet Chili Sauce

		Every family has their few go-to tabletop chili sauces. Sweet chili sauce is one that’s always on our dining table, usually in the narrow glass jar that has “the flavor of love (愛之味)” on its label. This is my replica, a sweet and not-very-spicy red sauce that coats food in the same satisfying way. You can substitute the store-bought version.

		Makes about 1 cup

		¼ cup (50g) golden granulated sugar

		¼ cup (65g) ketchup

		½ tsp Mushroom Powder 香菇粉 (this page) or use store-bought

		2 Tbsp Fermented Chili Paste 辣椒醬 (this page) or use store-bought

		¾ cup water

		2 tsp glutinous rice flour 糯米粉

		
				
				In a small saucepan, combine the sugar, ketchup, mushroom powder, fermented chili paste, and ½ cup of the water. Bring to a boil, then lower the heat to a simmer and cook for 1 minute to mellow the acidity of the ketchup and infuse all the flavors.

			

				
				Meanwhile, make a slurry by whisking the glutinous rice flour with the remaining ¼ cup water. Drizzle the slurry into the simmering sauce while whisking constantly to incorporate. Bring to a boil again to thicken the sauce. Remove from the heat and set aside to cool.

			

				
				Pour the cooled sauce into an airtight glass container and refrigerate for up to 2 months.
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		Pickled Garlic

		Pickling mellows a lot of garlic’s inherent spicy acridness and infuses it with the sweet, malty, molasses-y flavor of the black vinegar brine. Eat this as a side dish or use it as a condiment to bring a depth of flavor to some of the simplest vegetable preparations, such as the dìguāyè (Blanched Sweet Potato Leaves, this page). The longer the garlic ages, the deeper and more rounded the flavor.

		Makes one 4-cup jar

		2 cups water

		4 tsp (24g) salt

		14 oz (400g) unpeeled garlic cloves

		1 cup rice vinegar 白醋

		¼ cup Taiwanese black vinegar 烏醋

		1 cup (210g) dark brown sugar 黑糖

		
				
				In a bowl, combine the water and salt and stir until fully dissolved. Add the garlic cloves to the salt water and soak overnight.

			

				
				The next day, drain the salt water. Pat the garlic cloves dry and let them sit in a bamboo drying basket or steel tray under the sun for 1 hour, until dry to the touch. If there happens to be no sun in the foreseeable days or weeks, you can also let them air-dry for 3 to 4 hours in a cool place.

			

				
				Meanwhile, in a saucepan, combine the rice vinegar, black vinegar, and dark brown sugar. Bring to a boil over high heat and then reduce to a simmer. Stir to dissolve the sugar, about 30 seconds. Set aside to cool.

			

				
				Pack the garlic cloves into a lidded 4-cup glass container. Follow with the completely cooled vinegar brine; it should just be enough to cover all the garlic cloves; make more brine according to the ratio if necessary. Place a sanitized rock or a small dish on top of the garlic to keep them submerged in the brine. Secure the lid and let ferment at room temperature out of direct sunlight for at least 1 month. The pickled garlic can be stored in an airtight container for up to 2 years; keep in the refrigerator after opening.
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			Dry Goods

			To keep recipes accessible, I use a lot of dry goods. Most of the ingredients called for can be found in any grocery store. For some specific Asian products, visit a local Asian grocery store or search online. Here are some to note.

			Gānxiānggū 乾香菇 (dried shiitake mushrooms): Dried shiitake mushrooms perfume many Taiwanese dishes, vegetarian or not. Lots of recipes start with khiàn-phang (爆香), which means frying or “exploding” the fragrance of aromatics in oil, and you’ll often see dried shiitake mushrooms follow the aromatic vegetables. The mushrooms’ drying process produces lots of umami compounds (primarily guanylic acid) and creates a distinctly firm, meaty texture. Use room temperature or warm water to rehydrate them, and this can take 10 minutes or up to 3 hours depending on your mushrooms. Hot water is always faster, but know that you’ll get only a fraction of the flavor in comparison. Look for mushrooms that are strongly fragrant (high quality), crisp (not stale), and aren’t too thick (rehydrate faster). Japanese brands tend to more closely resemble the Taiwanese stuff.

			Kūnbù 昆布 (kombu): The first MSG was isolated from the glutamic acid found in kombu, so you bet they are packed to the brim with umami! I use kombu in my gāotāng (All-Purpose Stock, this page), which acts as a base for many of my recipes. The type and make of kombu will affect a broth’s taste and color, but for home-cooking purposes, I wouldn’t dwell too much on the specifics. Just use one that is affordable and accessible. For clearer broths, look for Ma-kombu (真昆布) or Rishiri-kombu (利尻昆布). Don’t rinse the kombu; simply wipe it with a paper towel if there is any visible dust (the white powder is perfectly normal and a source of umami).

			Beans and legumes: The recipes in this book use fresh or dried—never canned—beans and legumes, as is typical of Taiwanese kitchens.

			Nuts and seeds: For cooking, buy unroasted, unsalted nuts and seeds. Toast them in a hot pan or in a 355°F (180°C) oven for a few minutes to unleash their maximum flavors. Freshly roasted nuts are great for making pastes, such as white or black sesame pastes or peanut butter; process them in a food processor until their natural oils are released—you won’t need to add a drop of oil. Pre-roasted nuts have their place, too, but more for direct eating. The Buddhist nuns often add a handful of mixed nuts or sunflower seeds to improve the nutritional content of their meals.

			Flours and starches: For all-purpose flour, use Asian brands, typically ones with steamed buns on the packaging. Sunright brand (日正) is preferable. Compared to American brands, they make softer and more refined doughs. Don’t treat dough and water ratios as exacts; absorption can differ due to many factors, so it’s best to leave a 1 tablespoon water buffer. For thickening sauces, potato starch is most common to what’s used in Taiwanese kitchens, but cornstarch is just fine. You’ll need a coarse sweet potato starch to dust fried food, for that signature Taiwanese bubbly crackling crust, and a fine sweet potato starch for general applications like thickening soups and supplying a springy texture to flour crepes and rice cakes.

		

		
			Spices

			Stock up on whole spices and the recipes in this book will be at your fingertips. Following are two essential spice blends, Five-Spice and Thirteen-Spice, both of which can be either ground to powder or added as whole spices to recipes. Every cook and every brand in Taiwan will make these blends a little differently. Experiment and feel free to add something new, a little more of one spice, or a little less of another, to get a flavor profile that you like. You can also find the spice blends sold at Asian markets, to save some time; for powders, I recommend Tomax brand (小磨坊) five-spice and Wang Shou Yi (王守義) brand thirteen-spice.

			To make a powder: Add all the spices to a dry skillet and set it over medium heat. Toast for 2 to 3 minutes, or until fragrant and popping. Set aside to cool, then grind them finely in a spice or coffee grinder. If there are any large or still unground bits, strain out the powder and grind the coarse bits once or twice more. Keep in an airtight glass jar, preferably in the refrigerator, and use within 6 months.

			To make a braising pouch (for ease of removal after the flavors are infused): Nestle all the whole spices into a braising sachet or wrap them with a piece of cheesecloth. Use two sachets if the spices won’t fit into one. Tie a knot to secure the braising pouch(es).
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		Five-Spice

		Like in China, in Taiwan we prolifically use a spice blend called “five spice.” It was first brought over from China but has evolved since, in large part to conform to local tastes. The tingly heat of Sichuan peppercorns, in particular, is much more muted in Taiwanese-style formulas—the Taiwanese aren’t good with food that is too numbing. The sweet spicy warmth of cinnamon takes its place.

		6 whole star anise pods (10g)

		2 Tbsp (8g) red Sichuan peppercorns

		1 (6-inch) cinnamon stick (12g), snapped into pieces

		4 tsp (10g) fennel seeds

		3 tsp (5g) coriander seeds

		30 whole cloves (3g)

		[image: ] shísānxiāng

		Thirteen-Spice

		This is my secret weapon to bring food, especially braised stuff such as lǔwèi (Soy-Braised Goods, this page), from “that’s good” to “wow.” It’s an extension of five-spice that adds an array of subtle flavors for balance and complexity. In carefully crafted proportions, no single spice punches out at you: you get something that I’d describe as qīngxiāng (清香), a coyly sweet flavor and elegant scent that you can’t quite get tired of.

		9 whole star anise pods (12g)

		1½ Tbsp (8g) red Sichuan peppercorns

		3 Tbsp (12g) gui zhi (cinnamon twigs)

		1 (1-inch) cinnamon stick (2g)

		4 tsp (10g) fennel seeds

		20 whole cloves (2g)

		2 Tbsp (16g) shan nai (sand ginger)

		4 slices bai zhi (dahurian angelica) (8g)

		2 tsp (3g) chen pi (dried black tangerine peel)

		4 sha ren (amomum pods) (2g)

		5 whole dried bay leaves (1g)

		9 white cardamom pods (2g)

		1 whole tsaoko (Chinese black cardamom) (3g), smacked open

		
			Equipment

			Saying you need any highly specific or obscure tools is a ridiculous affront to the way we cook for A-Gong’s table. Don’t let anyone tell you that empty rice wine bottles won’t make excellent rolling pins, or an old cotton T-shirt can’t be used for straining soy milk. There are some tools that will make your life in the kitchen a lot easier, but don’t let their absence stop you if you have the urge to make something. The most important part of home cooking is to make use of what you have and what feels comfortable for you.

			A rice cooker (diànguō 電鍋) is the only tool for which I will tell you to drop this book right now and run to the store. My mom dubs it “the most amazing-est invention in the world.” Tatung (大同) is the brand we use, and we have it in all different shapes and sizes. (If you’re looking to get only one, get the 6-cup one.) Their products are so solid, we’ve been using the same ones for twenty years. We use a rice cooker not just for cooking rice, but for any recipe that needs an even, gentle, and indirect heat, such as lǜdòu yìrén (Mung Bean Soup with Pearl Barley, this page) or the stewed peanuts in dòuhuā (Tofu Pudding with Stewed Peanuts and Sweet Red Beans, this page).

			Aside from that, of course, you’ll need some basic tools, such as a chef’s knife, cutting board, mixing bowls, slotted spoons and strainers, different sizes of pots and pans, lidded jars in various sizes (1-cup, 2-cup, 3-cup, and 4-cup), plus a few of the niftier gadgets like a vegetable peeler and a tofu cloth or cheesecloth. A digital scale and a thermometer will come in handy if you’d like to be precise. A nice knife is your best investment, and I love my càidāo (菜刀, vegetable cleaver) because it has a wide and hefty yet thin blade that can be used not just for delicate cuts but also for smacking and pounding. If you have one, get yourself a wooden chopping board (I like those that look like oversize hockey pucks), as it’s less harsh on the knife’s edge. Sharpen the knife often.

			For stir-frying, I have two round-bottomed carbon steel woks, one 13-inch (makes portions for two to four) and one 14-inch (makes portions for four to six). Both are totally black from the patina built after years of stir-frying. A screaming-hot wok set over fire gives food a smoky, complex flavor that makes it taste more alive. The wok also lasts a lifetime as long as you use it often and keep it dry. But for all purposes, a Teflon nonstick pan works just fine on any regular gas or induction stove. I tend to steam food with a bamboo steamer, which keeps the top of food dry and imparts a delicious fragrance, but for the purposes of this book, any steel steamer setup, such as placing a steel rack in a sauté pan and setting the food on top, will work. You can also steam food in your trusty rice cooker; you just need to fit an inverted bowl inside to elevate the food.

			In recipes, I specify whether to use a blender or food processor. Blenders are better for blitzing wet ingredients to a smooth texture, and food processors are better at chopping dry ingredients into uniform shapes like flakes. Spice or coffee grinders are compact and effective for making powders, but a mortar and pestle or even the bottom of a pan can work, too.

			I’m a sucker for old things. I keep all the old plates, bowls, and pots that A-Gong used to collect. Some bowls have been washed so many times that the original polish of the white ceramic has taken on an ivory sheen. Some clay pots have braised so much lǔròu (braised pork) that they’re covered in a web of cracks and the bottom is burnt black. I keep the dishes for those indelible wears. Cooking and eating from them lets me think of him often.
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			Preserved Vegetables

			He said: Now that I think about it, the dishes my mom cooked often stemmed from a kind of frugality. With the country wrought in recession, it was difficult to make ends meet. Fresh ingredients did not always come by, and we did not have meat except for special occasions. Still, each night, she filled the dining table with a colorful spread of dishes. She boiled pineapple skins to make a hot golden “tea” and salted daikon radish skins and their thick green stalks to make pickles. She braised the pork trimmings she bartered from the meat vendor with a fragrant mixture of soy sauce, rice wine, and fried shallots, and poured it over the yellowing sweet potato leaves that the vegetable vendor couldn’t sell. It feels wrong to be longing for those dishes. Why do I reminisce about those less fortunate times?

			Jiàngcài, meaning “food preserved in sauce,” is not only about preserving food but also about preserving a piece of Taiwanese resilience. Minnan and Hakka groups, people we know today as “Taiwanese,” were all immigrants at the start. Fermentation takes us to their lives cultivating land in a new environment, where the flow of food was uncertain, either scarce or harvested in large, sporadic surpluses. Salting the food made it last longer and allowed farmers to prolong the abundant harvests and subsequently survive the not-so-abundant ones.

			I remembered that the nuns hardly wasted anything in the kitchen. When a jar of sauce or condiment emptied, they took it as a vessel to add water to their dishes. Every bit clinging to the jars rinsed off. In the morning when we made soy milk, one of the nuns squatted over a stool next to the soy milk machines. She clawed her palm inside the tofu cloth for the flecks of soybean pulp stuck along the seams, collecting them to sprinkle over the soil as plant fertilizers. I told her I noticed how meticulous she and the other nuns were when it came to minimizing waste. “It’s the smallest greatest thing you can do,” she replied, looking at me. “It’s what we call xífú (惜福), to show that you cherish the abundance and fortune that this world has given to you.”

			Xífú. I chewed the intonations in my mouth, making it last a little longer.

			Jiàngcài Basics

			Preserving food is about extending shelf life, but don’t use ingredients that are at the brink of death. The best ferments are made using quality, fresh produce.

			To achieve accurate results, treat fermentation like lab work. You need to be clean and precise. This means using hand soap before handling food and making sure all utensils are boiled (sterilized) and wiped dry—whether it be making the ferment or accessing it later. This also means using a digital scale to weigh every ingredient.

			The best vessel for your ferments is an airtight jar made with nonreactive materials such as glass or clay. Always try to find suitably sized jars for your ferments, as you don’t want to leave too much room for air and unwanted microbes to grow. Before you start any ferment, you need to sterilize your fermentation jars. Either use a dishwasher or place the jars in boiling water for 3 to 5 minutes, then let them stand until they are fully cooled and dry. Take this time to boil and sterilize any weights that you may use as well.

			Timely uses of heavy weights create texture; don’t skip it! You’ll need some weight plates or rocks (10 to 15 kilograms’, or 20 to 30 pounds’, worth) to weigh down ingredients when water needs to be expelled. If your weights are dirty and not easily disinfected, you can wrap them in large plastic bags, such as clean trash bags, before using.

			Throughout the fermenting process, monitor your ferments closely to see if any mold or yeast develops. The main tell between
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		Fermented Mustard Greens
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		Variation: Blanching Shortcut
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		Preserved Greens

		
			[image: ]

		
		
		
		
		
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

		

		
		Preserved Radish
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		Winter Melon in Soybean Sauce
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		Cucumbers in Sweet Soy Sauce
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		Oriental Pickling Melons in White Soy Sauce

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

		

		
		Pineapple in Soybean Sauce

		
			[image: ]
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

		

		
		Sweet Wine Fermented Bean Curd

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

				
				
			

		

		
		Variation: Pineapple and Red Yeast Rice Flavor

		
		
			Vegetarian Meat
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		Wheat Gluten
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		Variation: Vital Wheat Gluten Version
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		Gluten Threads
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		Gluten Puffs
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		Soy Chicken
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		Lion’s Mane Mushrooms
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