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FOREWORD

If you have always wanted to try cooking Chinese food at home, but have been put off by the daunting thought of following recipes with intricate preparations and complicated cooking techniques; or your attempts have somehow never quite managed to achieve that subtle flavour and delicate texture which are the hallmarks of authentic Chinese cooking, then this book will, for the first time, reveal to you the simple ‘secrets’ of the Chinese kitchen.

First of all, not everyone realises that there is a world of difference between food produced by the commercial establishments and that of the ordinary homes in China. This is not just because of a difference in skills between the professional chefs and the home cooks, but more a matter of a difference in the style of cooking based on resources and facilities which are strikingly varied between a restaurant and a home kitchen.

Secondly, almost all the Chinese cookbooks in English have been written by people who have little or no knowledge of a Chinese restaurant kitchen; they usually contain recipes drastically modified in order to accommodate the average home cook in the West, and often with misleading instructions for the various cooking techniques, or inaccurate explanations of the use of special ingredients and seasonings. No wonder so many would-be Chinese cooks have been disappointed and frustrated by their attempts to produce their favourite restaurant dishes at home.

I have been involved with Chinese cookery since early childhood, as I first learnt cooking from my mother and the family cook in China. Later on, I took lessons ‘from some of the leading Chinese chefs in England and Hong Kong, and have since spent a great deal of time in many restaurants in different parts of the world. I have also over twelve years’ worldwide teaching experience of Chinese cookery to home cooks as well as to professionals – and so I have a deep understanding of the obstacles that prevent anyone from producing Chinese dishes of restaurant quality at home.

Fortunately, very few of the ‘obstacles’ are insurmountable, and with the help of this book, it is my sincere hope that you will be able to achieve that subtle flavour and delicate texture that have been eluding you up until now.

In the early days of inter-change between the East and the West, very few linguists were specialists in all the different fields (least of all on food and cooking). So once an English definition of a Chinese food or cooking method was struck upon, it was passed down in common usage and became established as fact, however inaccurate the original translation might have been. I have therefore inserted Chinese names for all the recipe names given in this book.

The recipes are arranged in groups according to the various cooking methods rather than the main ingredients, unlike the normal practice in a restaurant menu and in Western cookbooks. My main reason for breaking this convention is to avoid the tedium of too much unnecessary repetition of step-by-step cooking instructions for each individual recipe.

I have also allocated to each group of recipes a percentage mark for the feasibility of attaining a superb restaurant quality. Given the skills of the cook and the facilities available, one could expect, say, a 95%–100% success rate for certain dishes, but only 85%–90% for others.

Obviously different restaurants produce different food, and each chef has his specialties – it would be very boring to eat dishes tasting identical time after time, however good they are. So forget that particular delicious dish you had in the ‘Green Dragon’ last week, and aim to achieve your own individual mark. If it tastes good to you, and other people enjoy it as well, then you have succeeded and you can give yourself a 99%, if not a 100%, mark!
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SHOPPING GUIDE

There are a great number of Chinese provision stores throughout the British Isles. In the larger cities they usually centre around a district known as Chinatown. They do warrant a special visit if you happen to be living near one of them: it is quite an experience as you feel as if you are entering a different world – with all the exotic smells and packagings. Most of these stores are open seven days a week, sometimes well into late evenings. You can also buy online from established stores such as Wing Yip (www.wingyipstore.co.uk) and Hoo Hing (www.hoohing.com).

The following is a selected list of Chinese provision stores.

Birmingham

Wing Yip, 375 Nechells Park Road, Nechells, Birmingham, B7 5NT.

Edinburgh

Pat’s Chung Ying, 199 Leith Walk, Edinburgh, EH6 8NX (www.patschungying.co.uk).

Leeds

Wing Lee Hong (www.wingleehong.co.uk).

London

Loon Fung, 4 stores (www.loonfung.com).

Loon Moon, 9 Gerrard Street, London, WID 5PN.

Wing Yip, 395 Edgware Road, Cricklewood, London, NW2 6LN.

Wing Yip, 544 Purley Way, Croydon, CRO 4NZ.

Manchester

Wing Fat, 49 Faulkner Street, Manchester, MI 4EE (www.wingfat.co.uk).

Wing Yip, Oldham Road, Ancoats, Manchester, M4 5HU.

Oxford

Lung Wah Chong, Lung Wah House, Osney Mead, Oxford, OX2 OES (www.lungwahchong.com).


INTRODUCTION

A certain ‘uniqueness’ distinguishes Chinese cooking from all other food cultures – perhaps with the exception of South-East Asia – not only in the preparation and cooking, but also in the serving and eating of the food, so I urge you to read this short Introduction very carefully and to study the following two sections on equipment and preparation thoroughly before trying out any recipes. I’ve deliberately left Menu Planning to the end, so that you can try out just one or two dishes first, before going for a full-scale meal.

The Principles of Chinese Cooking

The main distinctive feature of Chinese cooking is the emphasis on the harmonious blending of colour, aroma, flavour and shape, both in a single dish and in a course of dishes.

The principle of blending complementary or contrasting colours and flavours is a fundamental one: the different ingredients must not be mixed indiscriminately; the blending of different flavours is controlled and should follow a set pattern. The cutting of ingredients is another important element in Chinese cooking: in order to achieve the proper effect, slices are matched with slices, shreds with shreds, cubes with cubes, chunks with chunks, and so on. This is not only for the sake of appearance, but also because ingredients of the same size and shape require about the same amount of time in cooking.

This complexity of inter-related elements of colours, aromas, flavours and shapes is reinforced by another feature: texture. A dish may have just one, or several contrasting textures – such as tenderness, crispiness, crunchiness, smoothness and softness. The textures to be avoided are: sogginess, stringiness and hardness. The selection of different textures in one single dish is an integral part of the blending of different flavours and colours.

The desired texture or textures in any dish can only be achieved by the right cooking methods. The size and shape of the cut ingredient must, first of all, be suitable for the particular method of cooking. For instance, ingredients for quick stir-frying should be cut into small, thin slices or shreds, never large, thick chunks.

In all the different methods of cooking, the correct cooking time and degree of heat are of vital importance. Learn and understand the character of the ingredients (their textures and their colour changes) – an important factor that determines the appropriate cutting and cooking methods.

A Chinese dish is usually made up of more than one ingredient, because when a single item is served on its own it lacks contrast and therefore harmony. For centuries, Chinese cooks have understood the importance of the harmonious balance in blending different flavours.

Without going too deeply into the realm of Chinese philosophy, I would just like to mention the ancient school of thought known as yin-yang, which practically governs all aspects of the Chinese way of life, and has been the guiding principle for all Chinese cooks.

Consciously or unconsciously, every Chinese cook from the housewife to the professional chef, works to the yin-yang principles – i.e. the harmonious balance and contrast in conspicuous juxtaposition of different colours, aromas, flavours and textures by varying the ingredients, cutting techniques, seasonings and cooking methods.

Perhaps one of the best examples of the yin-yang principle in Chinese cooking is in the way we blend different seasonings in complementary pairs: sugar (yin) with vinegar (yang); salt (yin) with pepper (yang); spring onion (yin) with ginger (yang); soy sauce (yin) with wine (yang) and so on.

The ‘Secrets’ of the Chinese Kitchen

You must have wondered, when visiting a Chinese restaurant, how it is that you never have to wait long before several dishes, all freshly cooked and piping hot, appear at your table (or for take-away) from a menu listing well over one hundred items.

The secret is all in the preliminary preparations before the actual cooking. As you will see from the detailed instructions for each recipe in this book, the preparation for most dishes takes up far more time than the final cooking time, which often requires no more than a couple of minutes to complete. I shall explain:

Take an average-sized Chinese restaurant, say with sixty to seventy seatings. There is usually a staff of six or seven working in the kitchen (the waiting staff can be anything from three to eight, depending on the locality of the establishment), most of them working on a ten–twelve hour shift, six days a week.

The general routine is as follows: at 10 am each day, the staff start to arrive, and fresh supplies of ingredients are delivered. These have to be given whatever preliminary preparation is necessary.

One of the first tasks is to make the stock (see page 45), which is used as a basis for soup, as well as for general cooking whenever liquid is required. Then the prawns have to be peeled and the meat cut into slices, shreds or cubes, and marinated. Ducks and chickens are prepared for cooking, and vegetables are cut into various sizes and shapes.

The staff have their lunch as early as 11.30 or 11.45 in order to be ready for the opening at noon. When an order comes through, the chef or his assistant doles out the exact amount of pre-prepared ingredients on separate dishes and places them on the work top just behind the stove by which the chef and one or two cooks are stationed, with woks and oils pre-heated to the required temperature, ready for action.

The gas cookers have been converted to give extremely high heat, so thinly cut meat like pork and beef can be cooked in one and a half minutes, while chicken and fish can often take less than half that time.

During the rush hours, a chef can operate two woks side by side simultaneously, which means that three cooks can turn out six quick stir-fried dishes in two minutes flat! Apart from the soy-braised and roasted food, almost every item on the menu is freshly cooked from pre-prepared ingredients. Some dishes may partly contain precooked items, but certainly not to the same extent as the mass-produced dishes from a cheap Chinese take-away.

You will probably have noticed the difference between the food you get in a restaurant of good standing and that from a cheap take-away. The dishes from the former are always bright, crisp and crunchy as well as delicious, while the food from the latter is usually dull, soggy and often without much flavour.

This apparent discrepancy of quality between restaurants and take-away food is a question of resources. Almost all the small take-aways are run by families which usually consist of the father as cook, the mother as the kitchen hand, and the son and/or daughter as the cashier and general helper. They may list some fifty to sixty items on the menu, but on closer scrutiny you will discover that more than half of the dishes are variations of the same thing. They almost all consist of the ubiquitous bean sprouts, plus two or three other shredded vegetables (usually carrot and onion), with a small amount of meat or prawns; furthermore, nearly all the ingredients are precooked so it is merely a matter of assembling everything together and warming them through at the last minute.

Should you wish to reproduce your favourite Chinese dishes at home, you should have no difficulty in matching or even surpassing the standard of a good take-away; however, in matching the food from a restaurant of high quality, I must warn you not to set your expectations too high, bearing in mind not only the differences in facilities between a professional Chinese kitchen and an average British home kitchen, but also the years of training and experience of the chefs.

But all is not lost. While there are a number of dishes that are beyond the scope of the home cook in a home kitchen, a large number of the most popular dishes can be produced successfully at home by following the instructions in this book.

If your first attempt at a Chinese meal from this book turns out to be a triumph – or even a modest success – I take off my hat to you and say: ‘Well done!’, and congratulate both of us. But if the results are not quite as good as you expected, don’t be down-hearted and give up. Remember the mottoes: ‘If at first you don’t succeed, try, try, try again’ and ‘Practice makes perfect’. Try and find out where you have gone wrong and then you’ll no doubt be more successful the next time.

Bon appetit! – or qing, qing! as we say in China.
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