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This book is dedicated with humble thanks to the people of Taiwan, Mainland China, and the Chinese diaspora, to their inventive ancestors, and to the endless generations of inspired cooks who together created the best food in the world.





FOREWORD

    Fifty-six years ago, when I first worked in my uncle Paul’s restaurant in Chicago’s Chinatown, I remember that we had two large refrigerators in the kitchen. The first one was for the non-Chinese diners: it was filled with chop suey; the then very popular patties of egg foo yung, ready to be reheated and sauced; and battered pieces of pork for the sweet-and-sour plates. The second refrigerator was filled with fresh scallops and sea conch, dim sum dumplings, birds’ nests bound for soup, and braised pigeons. The gulf between those fridges could not have been wider. Our non-Chinese diners had only a vague idea of what Chinese food was truly about.

Since then, the West’s idea of Chinese cuisine has changed dramatically. No doubt this transformation has come about for many reasons, the first and foremost being China’s rise from a poor, underdeveloped country racked by turmoil, revolution, and self-inflicted wounds to one of the leading economic powers in the world. The renaissance of one of Earth’s oldest civilizations has captured the global imagination. China’s growth, culturally and economically, has had an enormous impact on all our lives—including on the way we eat.

For four decades, I have taught Chinese cooking to both interested amateurs and professional chefs, and over the years I’ve witnessed how Chinese cookery has evolved outside of China. When I began teaching, in the early 1970s, Chinese food in the United States and in Great Britain was mediocre. Trade embargos restricted the flow of authentic Chinese ingredients and foodstuffs, and many of the Chinese immigrants who came to the West were not actual chefs. The result was cheap fare adapted to the milieus the immigrants lived in. In the States, chop suey, an invented perversion of stir-fried leftovers, became a standard item on Chinese menus; in Britain, Chinese takeaway shops often served curry and chips. As China opened up, though, the quality of Chinese cooking improved immensely. New floods of immigrants brought with them a sense of authentic Chinese cuisine.

Funnily enough, a similar sea change occurred in China itself. I remember how disappointed I was, thirty years ago, by the food I ate in China. It was cooked without passion, care, or love, and served with surly service on top. Good and varied ingredients were hard to come by, and many of the best chefs had already left the country. Fortunately, home cooking still thrived, despite the state’s attempt at promoting communal kitchens. And in the wake of the economic reforms of the late 1970s, farmers were allowed to grow what they wanted. Within a few years, foreigners began opening restaurants to take advantage of the economic boom, and five-star hotels popped up to meet the demands of travelers from all over the world. Those restaurants and hotels rehired the Chinese chefs who had been lost to Hong Kong and Singapore, and the result was a reemergence of Chinese cuisine. The ever-growing middle class was soon demanding better cooking; enterprising restaurateurs and food companies rose up to respond to their appetites. Chefs and home cooks alike revisited old recipes and started inventing new ones. Today, Chinese food has never been better.

I have always welcomed any book that expands the horizons of our knowledge of Chinese food; now comes one of the best I have seen in ages. All Under Heaven is not just a mere cookbook—in fact, it may be the most comprehensive work to date on an incredibly complex subject. Carolyn Phillips’s monumental exploration of Chinese cuisine documents classic recipes in exacting detail, but it is also infused with her personal observations and insight, as well as with illuminating bits of historical information. Her meticulous research has helped fill gaps in my own understanding of how certain recipes developed. There are simple, widely known recipes for the novice cook here, such as Guangdong-Style Steamed Fish, but also lesser known and more challenging preparations, such as Beijing-Style Smoked Chicken. I cannot praise Carolyn’s work enough; I am sure that, in the coming years, All Under Heaven will come to be considered a classic, as well as an invaluable reference for any serious cook’s kitchen. •

•Ken Hom




Widely regarded as one the world’s greatest authorities on Chinese cooking, Ken Hom, OBE, is an award-winning celebrity chef, television host, and best-selling author of thirty-six books that have been published in more than sixteen languages.







AUTHOR’S NOTE

China’s cuisines have always proved too tantalizing for me to ignore. When I arrived in Taipei as a young student in the mid-1970s, though, I didn’t have an inkling of what was in store for my palate—nothing I ate was anything like the so-called Chinese food I had eaten in the States. As I started to roam around the city, fragrant aromas lured me into little restaurants that plied me with specialties from all over China. Taipei was still a quiet place then, but by wandering its labyrinth of alleys and side streets, I discovered not just the home-style dishes and street snacks of the local Taiwanese and Hakka people, but also delicacies imported by Mainlanders from Shandong in the north down to Guangdong in the south, and from Shanghai in the east out into China’s Muslim west.

What had happened was this: in the wake of China’s communist revolution in 1949, millions of Nationalist sympathizers from all across the country retreated to Taiwan. This huge influx made the island into a microcosm of China’s cuisines. By the time I arrived, there was no better place to be eating Chinese food.


A WORD ABOUT THE INGREDIENTS

Good news to all of you who are new to cooking China’s cuisines: many of these recipes do not need exotic ingredients. And for those of you eager to build these dishes from the ground up, instructions are provided in the Basic Recipes section toward the back of the book.

Some of the more obscure ingredients mentioned may not yet be widely available in your area, but I have faith that since these are the things the Chinese people love to eat, sooner or later they will be showing up on grocery shelves. So, keep searching—it’s worth the effort.

Do note that the soy sauce called for in this book should be Chinese, rather than Japanese, as their salt contents and flavors are very different. Other condiments, like sweet wheat paste, have simply been mistranslated for way too long (see this page), and so I’ve done my best to clarify and define these ingredients, as well as provide their Chinese names for ease of shopping. Check out the Glossary and the Tips below many recipes for more detailed information on just about everything mentioned in All Under Heaven.

As you stock up your Chinese pantry, don’t forget to visit Latino, Korean, Southeast Asian, Indian, and other markets. Throughout the book I give suggestions for where to find things, but you never know where certain ingredients will pop up, so keep your eyes open. The main thing to look for is freshness and quality. Store your dried treasures in jars in a cool place; if they stay in their bags, they may get buggy, and you want anything that may already be infested to remain very much contained.

Meats and poultry taste best when they are raised with care, so try to find organic or natural meats, as well as free-range birds and eggs. Vegetables and fruits should be very fresh, unsprayed whenever possible, and in season. Rice, flour, and other dry ingredients can, of course, be purchased in East Asian markets, but they are often available in bulk bins at health food stores, too—fast turnover is key here.

Some recipes here note potential substitutions. For example, rock sugar might be listed first, followed by regular sugar. This means that rock sugar is my first choice, and I often make an effort to explain the reasons why this makes a difference in the recipe’s Tips.

Do note that few of these recipes are set in stone. You should feel free to make your own substitutions (like ground turkey for ground pork), adjust the sweet-savory ratio to fit your palate, garnish the foods in whatever way makes you happy, and swap out or even omit certain ingredients (like Chinese medicinal herbs) if they are just not available in your area. That being said, pastry and candy are the main exceptions here, as they require a delicate balancing of chemical reactions and textures. Adjust the amount of sugar in such a recipe only in small increments, and do not expect good results when you substitute whole wheat flour for white Chinese flour.

Shopping should be a lot of fun; one of my greatest pleasures is visiting Chinese markets and Chinatowns whenever I get the chance, though online stores are beginning to make a huge range of resources available only a click away. There are whole new worlds of flavor in store for you, and the offerings are only going to get better.

About the serving sizes: These are for multicourse meals served in the Chinese manner; see this page for some suggestions. If you’re planning on having, say, a Western-style meal with only one main dish plus a side and a starch, you should increase the amounts accordingly.



After eight wonderful years there, I moved back to California with my husband, J. H. Huang. I still wanted to eat the many Chinese dishes we loved, but no American restaurants were offering them. I soon started buying every Chinese-language cookbook I could lay my hands on and bugging our Chinese friends for their secrets. This was my introduction to the deeper layers of Chinese home cooking. My late father-in-law and others taught me the recipes they had learned from their families, and through them I gained a new appreciation of the country’s rich culinary traditions. As the years passed and my husband and I continued to travel back and forth across the Pacific, my fascination turned into an all-consuming obsession. I worked during the day as a professional Mandarin interpreter, and I spent my nights studying the patchwork of cuisines that was slowly being revealed to me.

There are eight traditional Chinese “great cuisines”: the foods of Shandong, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Fujian, Guangdong, Anhui, Hunan, and Sichuan. But that roster was far too humble, in my view; it left out more of China’s foods than it included. The “great cuisines” concept was not developed until the Qing dynasty (1644–1911), and even now many people argue about what it comprises. Anhui, in particular, gets short shrift; it used to be incredibly wealthy, due to the salt trade, but it’s since become an economic backwater, and now few people can even name an Anhui dish.

I wanted to gain a broader understanding of China’s major cuisines and to better understand how they related to one another. By my count, the country boasts at least five major gastronomic regions and thirty-five unique cuisines. (I define a “cuisine” as a food tradition with its own distinctive dishes, ingredients, and cooking styles.) In my studies, I noted how regional flavors and ingredients repeated themselves, how certain recipes reemerged in neighboring provinces with little twists, and how China’s history and minority peoples colored the foods in each place. I became entranced by things like the enormous impact Hui Muslims have had on the entire North and West; how imported ingredients seeped through harbors where foreigners docked their ships; and how, in spite of everything, the foods I was learning about still remained unequivocally Chinese.

So, who eats what in China, and how do I draw the lines? My biggest discovery was this: YOU EAT WHAT YOU SPEAK. With this realization, much became clear. The people of Hainan, for example, speak the Chaozhou dialect, and so it makes sense that their foods look and taste like those of Chaozhou, albeit with a tropical twist.

There are other factors, of course: overlay an ethnolinguistic map with maps of China’s climate and topography, and new delineations become clear. Each of the five regions explored in this book is shaped by its climate and geography, which give the foods within them a kind of commonality. You can, in other words, use ingredients from one cuisine to make something from a culinary neighbor without encountering too much trouble. This snapped the last pieces into place, and my five culinary regions,1 and their respective cuisines, quickly became distinct:


• The ageless North and Manchurian Northeast—Shandong, Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei, and the Northeast

• The elegant Yangtze River environs—Huai Yang, Jiangsu, Shanghai, Zhejiang, Northern Fujian, Anhui, Henan, Hubei, and Jiangxi

• The savory Coastal Southeast—the Hakka, Chaozhou, Southern Fujian, Taiwan, Taiwan’s Military Families, Hainan, Guangdong and Southern Guangxi, Pearl River Delta, Macau, and Hong Kong

• The spicy Central Highlands—Sichuan, Hunan, Yunnan, Guizhou, and Northern Guangxi

• The arid Northwest—Shaanxi, Shanxi, Gansu, the Great Northwest, Inner Mongolia, and Tibet



[image: ][image: ]

Of course, All Under Heaven is by no means encyclopedic; as far as China’s foods are concerned, what lies between these covers is little more than the tip of the iceberg. Rather, this book is meant to be a subjective compilation of my personal favorites from each part of the country. The reason for this is simple: China’s culinary traditions are so vast, ancient, and varied that each one of the thirty-five cuisines touched upon here deserves a book of its own. But I hope that I’ve provided a place for you to start, and a glimpse beneath the surface.

Eating my way through so much of what China has to offer has been the adventure of a lifetime. Named after what the Chinese people called their country in ancient times—Tiānxià 天下, or “All Under Heaven”—this book is my attempt to provide a framework for China’s many food traditions and the forces that shaped them, and to offer curious readers a guide to the world’s greatest unknown culinary treasure trove.

Thank you for allowing me to share my delicious obsession with you. Now, let’s eat. •




1. Please note that the borders of these regions are only approximate, for ingredients and cooking styles rarely obey the hard lines on a map.
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THE NORTH & MANCHURIAN NORTHEAST

SHANDONG · BEIJING · TIANJIN · HEBEI · THE NORTHEAST
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The color black and the xuanwu, an intertwined tortoise and serpent, symbolize the North.








“Chinese people love to eat, and perhaps, comparatively speaking, the people of Beijing love to eat more than anyone else.”

中國人饞，也許北京人比較起來更饞 。

—LIANG SHIH-CHIU, AUTHOR, TRANSLATOR, AND BEIJING NATIVE (1903–87)



A welcoming attitude toward the ingredients and ideas of other lands and peoples has lent incredible depth and variety to China’s foods. This is especially true in the country’s northern region, which is home to the cuisines of Shandong, Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei, and the Northeast. Nowhere else on Mainland China does Han Chinese1 cooking combine with Muslim, Mongolian, Manchurian, and even Russian food traditions as well as it does in these five areas.

This is due, in no small part, to the region’s geography. The terrain here is less hilly than it is in other ancestral Han borderlands. As a result, despite the presence of the Great Wall, this territory was more susceptible to foreign intrusions. Some of these invading groups set down roots in northern China, becoming part of the local culture and bringing with them an unequivocal preference for lamb, beef, and bread. Additionally, the Silk Road passed through this region, and its presence greatly influenced the area’s local foods. Middle Eastern traders traveling along its multiple routes introduced Mediterranean spices and foodstuffs. Everything from carrots, dates, and peaches to black pepper, grapes, and cucumbers was shuttled along these ancient highways, usually en route to Beijing and the even more ancient capital that is now Xi’an.

But after all is said and done, with the notable exception of the Manchurian Northeast, this region’s cooking styles have always remained firmly grounded in the food traditions of the Han. Pork, green onion, garlic, and ginger are all featured prominently in this group of recipes. To fully understand this region’s cuisine, we must turn first to Shandong, where a dominant food culture has thrived since the beginning of recorded history.
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SHANDONG

This coastal province lies at the mouth of the Yellow River, and its fertile alluvial fields nurtured the ancient communities here. Northern cooking has been so heavily influenced by this province’s rich and savory local dishes that the entire region’s cuisine is often referred to as the “Shandong School.” The extent to which Shandong has shaped the region’s diet is evident in the popularity of Daokou Poached Chicken. This moist and flavorful dish has traveled as far inland as Anhui and Henan, establishing itself as a local specialty in those provinces. With its deep aromas of soy sauce, caramelized sugar, rice wine, green onions, and fresh ginger, Daokou Poached Chicken epitomizes the rich cuisines of the North.

Shandong has three very influential culinary branches. The first is composed of dishes designed by the descendants of Confucius,2 whose refined and subtle sensibilities can be tasted in dishes like Yellow-Braised Duck. The other two branches are defined by location: one follows the long coastal area of the Jiaodong Peninsula, while the other is centered in the capital of Jinan, on the Yellow River. The Jiaodong Peninsula is home to a wealth of creative seafood dishes, such as Sweet-and-Sour Carp, while Jinan’s foods often feature an abundance of fresh garlic, as evidenced in the recipe for Cold Garlic Chicken. Garlic, in general, plays a major role in this region’s cuisine. One elderly Shandongnese friend demonstrated this for me when he popped a whole raw clove into his mouth and said, “We eat these like peanuts.”

BEIJING

As a center of culture and political power, Beijing has historically attracted chefs and ingredients from every corner of the country. Some of its ancient imperial dishes are still enjoyed today, such as Consort’s Chicken Wings made with red wine. Other fare was imported from the surrounding countryside, like Corn Thimbles. Street foods here tend to be the province of China’s Hui Muslims. This ethnic group congregated in Beijing and its port city of Tianjin and introduced juicy Chinese Hamburgers, as well as the inspiration for famous palace dishes like Tasimi. Cuisines from the South also played a big role in shaping this city’s foods. Chief among them was the Tan family cuisine, which was first introduced to the city by an official from Guangdong. These recipes gradually evolved into such renowned dishes as Peking duck and shark fin soup (my mock version is on this page).

Much of Beijing’s culinary excellence, however, can be traced back to Confucius’s descendants in Shandong. These officials took the family’s refined cooking styles to the Forbidden City, including the recipes for dishes such as Abalone Shreds with Mung Bean Sprouts and Jade and Pearls.

TIANJIN

Eighty miles southeast of Beijing lies Tianjin harbor. The cuisines of these two cities have much in common, but Tianjin’s influences are more traditionally Han Chinese than Muslim. In this great seaport, pork often takes the place of lamb or beef in pasta- or bread-wrapped street foods, as evidenced in the recipes for Ignored by the Dog Filled Buns and Potstickers.

Tianjin also has a more southern flair than Beijing, thanks to the influences that have wafted up the Grand Canal3 from the Yangtze River Delta. This man-made watercourse connects the North with the culinary epicenters of the South. As a result, eaters of Tianjin dishes will note Zhejiang’s propensity for sweetness and vinegar, Jiangsu’s insistence on the finest and freshest ingredients, and Shanghai’s adoption of Western flavors like catsup. All of these influences are present in such dishes as Braised Prawns, whose deceptively nondescript name belies its remarkable flavors and complex origins.

HEBEI

Beijing and Tianjin used to lie within the confines of Hebei Province, but now they are independent metropolises. The remainder of Hebei Province curls around them on the North China Plain. Fertilized by the flood-prone Yellow River’s annual gift of silt, this rich farmland has allowed Beijing to grow into one of the world’s greatest cities. Farther north, these alluvial lands gradually transition into the steppes and deserts of Mongolia and northwestern China. As mentioned previously, this flat terrain made Hebei and other northern provinces more susceptible to invasion than other, hillier borderlands. Culinary traditions here are, as a result, deeply shaded by contributions from Mongols, Manchurians, and many others who sidestepped the Great Wall.
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These influences have given Hebei three unique culinary spheres. The first is Zhangjiakou, which lies west of Beijing and was once an important caravan stop in the tea trade; mutton and baked flatbreads called gezhabing are popular here. South of that is Baoding, which sidles up against the more arid province of Shanxi. This region is known for its simple fare, such as braised donkey meat and toasted biscuits. Finally, along the northern edge of the province, refined court dishes define the culinary landscape. The Manchurian Qing dynasty’s imperial family had its summer residence in the rolling hills near Chengde, and their impact can still be noted in dishes like Golden Pouches.

THE NORTHEAST

Just northeast of Chengde and past the Great Wall is the expansive territory often referred to as “Manchuria” by Westerners. Today, most Chinese refer to this area as the Northeast, not Manchuria, a name that is often negatively associated with Japanese imperialism. The region consists of a group of three closely related provinces: Liaoning, Jilin, and Heilongjiang. With Siberia wrapping around its top and the icy Russian port of Vladivostok to the east, the region has designed its foods to be nourishing and warming.
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Dishes in the Northeast can be divided into two camps: the products of local cooks and the imported flavors of the Shandongnese who immigrated here a little more than a century ago. In addition, Slavic influences can be tasted throughout the region, in everything from crudités to the local oxtail dish Russian Soup. Soured cabbage here is traditionally made at home, providing families with healthy greens in the midst of the long, relentless winters. The Chinese have been making sauerkraut since at least the fifth century BCE,4 so it is quite possible that it was introduced to Europe by Genghis Khan’s hordes. Called “soured vegetable” in Chinese, it is often used throughout the region in clear soups like Lamb Hotpot.
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My late mother-in-law immediately comes to mind whenever I think about North China. Born and raised in Tianjin, Chou Yueh-ming was the child of a warlord, and she grew up living like a princess. That all ended with the breakout of China’s civil war in 1927 and the subsequent assassination of her father.

Nationalist forces would battle Communist forces for the next ten years, until the combatants temporarily ceased hostilities in order to defend against a Japanese invasion. It was around this time, with the Japanese on the brink of attacking Tianjin, that my husband’s grandmother dressed her teenage daughter up as a boy and snuck her onto a ship bound for Vietnam. From there she walked all the way up to the Nationalist redoubt in Kunming, in south-central China, where she entered the local university and later met and married my husband’s father.

She never lived in Tianjin again, but the foods of North China gave her joy as few other things could. I soon learned that cooking North China specialties did quite a bit to soften her opinion of me, the foreign bride of her eldest son. Visiting us in our lousy studio apartment in Long Beach, she would nibble on things like Corn Thimbles and muse about her childhood: how her mother’s insistence that she have unbound feet had allowed her to escape Tianjin before it fell to the Japanese, for example. Sometimes, in the middle of one of these stories, she would pause and a shadow would pass across her face. You had the sense that she was seeing a world and a people that no longer existed.
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Such is the power of food and memory. •




1. One of five humans is Han Chinese, making the Han the largest ethnic group in the world. Their name comes from the Han dynasty that unified China under one ruler; they now constitute over 90 percent of China’s population. The country also includes many other ethnicities that have been assimilated to varying degrees, and all can be referred to simply as “Chinese,” just as all citizens of the United States are called “Americans.”

2. Confucius is called Kong Fuzi (Master Kong) in China; his Western name is a Latinized version of his Chinese one.

3. The Grand Canal is the largest artificial waterway in the world. Work on the canal began in 486 BCE, but it was not expanded into a vital link between the Yangtze and the North until almost eleven hundred years later, when China’s southern cities began to emerge as economic centers.

4. The Rites of Zhou (Zhōulĭ 周禮), written during the Spring and Autumn Period (772–476 BCE), refers to it as jū 菹, and the Shuowen dictionary defines it as “sour vegetable.”
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THE RECIPES

APPETIZERS & SMALL PLATES

Napa Cabbage with Pressed Bean Curd v

Soybean Pods v

Spinach and Peanuts v

Manchurian Chicken Salad

Consort’s Chicken Wings

Cold Garlic Chicken

Braised Beef Shank, Tendons, and Variety Meats

SOUPS

Mock Shark Fin Soup

Clear Beef Soup with Chinese Herbs and Radishes

Russian Soup

Lamb Hotpot

ENTRÉES

Sweet-and-Sour Carp

Abalone Shreds with Mung Bean Sprouts

Braised Prawns

Beijing-Style Smoked Chicken

Jade and Pearls

Ginseng Steamed Chicken

Yellow-Braised Duck

Rock Sugar Pork Shank

Golden Pouches

Tasimi

SIDE DISHES

Napa Cabbage with Dried Shrimp

Stir-Fried Garlic Stems v

Three Fruits of the Earth v

Stir-Fried Potato and Green Chili Threads v

Wood Ears Braised with Green Onions v

Panfried Bean Curd v

STARCHES & STREET FOOD

Zhajiang Noodles

Dalu Noodle Soup

Steamed and Boiled Jiaozi v

Ignored by the Dog Filled Buns

Potstickers

Chinese Hamburgers

Fried Scallion and Flaky Flatbreads v

Shaobing v

Corn Thimbles v

Millet Porridge v

SWEETS

Rolling Donkeys v

Laughing Doughnut Holes v

Toffee Apples v

BEVERAGES

Soymilk v

Chilled Sour Plum Infusion v

V = VEGETARIAN OR VEGAN OPTION



Appetizers & Small Plates

Napa Cabbage with Pressed Bean Curd

Liángbàn dòugān báicàixīn 涼拌豆乾白菜心

BEIJING · SERVES 4 TO 6

Despite being located in the northern latitudes, Beijing is insanely hot and humid in the summer; the nearby deserts of Mongolia also push warm sirocco-like winds into the city. As a result, Beijing residents have developed some pretty wonderful dishes designed for the heat.

Besides being refreshing, Napa Cabbage with Pressed Bean Curd has the added advantage of requiring no cooking whatsoever. The cabbage is lightly salted and then tossed with the rest of the ingredients to make a salad that one could describe as a Chinese-style coleslaw.

But the dish is distinctly Chinese. Instead of using mayonnaise, for example, it is seasoned with a light, palate-cleansing vinaigrette. And rather than carrots, it features slender slivers of pressed bean curd, toasted sesame seeds, chopped cilantro, green onions, sesame oil, and a touch of rice vinegar. Just like coleslaw, though, this dish is a perfect accompaniment to barbecue, fried chicken, or roast meats.


1 small head (under 1 pound) light green napa cabbage

1 teaspoon sea salt

2 squares pressed bean curd

2 tablespoons toasted sesame seeds or finely chopped toasted peanuts

3 tablespoons toasted sesame oil

1 teaspoon sugar, or to taste

1 to 2 teaspoons pale rice vinegar, or to taste

1 jalapeño pepper, seeded and thinly sliced, optional

¼ cup coarsely chopped cilantro

1 green onion, trimmed and thinly sliced



1. If possible, start this recipe at least 4 hours before serving, but do not add the cilantro and green onions until the last minute. (They’ll turn soggy if added earlier.) Rinse the cabbage, shake it dry, and cut it in half. Cut out and discard the core and then chop the cabbage into ½-inch pieces. Place the cabbage in a colander and toss with the salt; let the cabbage drain while you prepare the rest of the ingredients.

2. Rinse the bean curd and slice each piece horizontally into 4 thin slices. Then cut these slices in half before cutting them crosswise into tiny matchsticks. Place the bean curd in a medium work bowl and add the sesame seeds (or peanuts), oil, sugar, vinegar, and optional jalapeño pepper.

3. Squeeze out the excess liquid in the cabbage by pressing it between your hands. Drop the squeezed cabbage into the work bowl without rinsing it. Combine the cabbage with the other ingredients, taste, adjust the seasoning, and chill covered for a few hours. Just before serving, toss in the cilantro and green onion.
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Soybean Pods

Shāo máodòu 燒茅豆

THE NORTHEAST · SERVES 4 TO 6

Lots of people think that cooked whole soybean pods are a Japanese invention, but they are also enjoyed in many parts of China. Soybeans have been there forever, and cooking them this way is easy, nutritious, cheap, and delicious.

Rather than simply simmering their soybeans in salted water, cooks in China’s great Northeast toss in whole Sichuan peppercorns and five-spice powder to add extra flavor. They often also clip off both ends of the pods before their hot bath, so that all of those spices can saturate the little jade beans.

Good hot, better warm, and best cold, soybean pods are a great way to inaugurate a summer evening’s festivities.


1 pound frozen soybeans (edamame) in their pods (see Tips)

2 teaspoons whole Sichuan peppercorns

1½ teaspoons five-spice powder (or store-bought)

1½ teaspoons sea salt

3 cups water



1. Defrost the soybeans by soaking them in lukewarm water, or defrost the bag overnight in the refrigerator. Drain the soybeans and use a pair of kitchen shears to trim off both ends of the pods.

2. Place the soybeans in a 2-quart saucepan with the Sichuan peppercorns, five-spice powder, salt, and water. Add more water as necessary to cover the soybeans. Bring the water to a boil over high heat, then reduce the heat to maintain a gentle simmer. Cook the soybeans for about 15 minutes. Test one of the beans; it should have lost its beany taste and be slightly soft. Drain the beans in a colander, shaking them so that the excess water is removed and the peppercorns slither to the bottom of the colander.

3. Remove the soybeans to a covered container, discarding most of the peppercorns in the process. Cover the container and chill. Eat like any other soybean pods: tease the beans from the pod with your teeth and discard the pod.

You can almost never buy fresh soybeans, so frozen is the way to go. If you are a stickler for freshness, plant them yourself. They’re an easy crop and they grow fast.

Packages for these pods will usually display their Chinese name as máodòu 毛豆, which has the same pronunciation as 茅豆. The first one means “fuzzy beans,” while the second means “thatch beans.”
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Spinach and Peanuts

Bōcài huāshēng 菠菜花生

BEIJING · SERVES 4 TO 6

When summer gets under way, one way to make food more appealing is to offer a spread of what the Chinese call kāiwèicài 開胃菜 or “stomach opener dishes.” Many of these dishes involve cold salads or chilled veggies, and they can be very refreshing in hot weather. As with all things Chinese, though, the secret is in the balance, the timing, and the brilliant contrasts between flavor and texture.

Spinach and Peanuts can be served chilled or slightly warm. If you are making it ahead of time, wait until the last minute to toss in the dressing and peanuts so that the spinach remains emerald green and the peanuts stay crunchy.


1 bunch (about 12 ounces) spinach, as tender as possible

3 or more tablespoons sauce from sweet pickled garlic cloves, or 1 clove garlic, finely minced, 1 tablespoon dark soy sauce, 1 tablespoon black vinegar, and 1 tablespoon sugar

2 to 3 tablespoons toasted sesame oil

¼ cup fried peanuts



1. Clean the spinach (see Tips) and remove any tough stems. To blanch the spinach, bring about 2 inches of water to a boil in a large (2-quart) covered saucepan, add the spinach, cover the pot again, and then quickly toss the spinach with a pair of tongs as soon as the water boils again. Once all of the leaves have wilted but are still bright green and barely cooked, drain the spinach in a colander. Spray cold water over the spinach to stop it from cooking further (this will preserve its color). Gently squeeze the spinach dry and chill it if you are not serving it immediately.

2. If you are making the sauce from scratch, mix the garlic, soy sauce, vinegar, and sugar together and let the flavors develop for a few minutes.

3. To make the dressing, combine the sesame oil with either the sauce from the sweet pickled garlic cloves or the sauce you just made. Taste and adjust the seasoning.

4. Just before serving, toss the spinach with the sauce and the fried peanuts. Serve cold.

The best way to wash spinach is to use the trick I learned from Marian Morash’s Victory Garden Cookbook: wash the spinach in a tub of warm water, which is easier on your hands and makes swishing the leaves around a whole lot more pleasant. Rinse and swish the spinach, changing the water after each rinsing until there is absolutely no sand left in the bottom of the tub. Then shake the leaves dry (you don’t need to get them totally dry for this dish because they are going to be blanched).

Chinese dishes rarely call for spinach to be stemmed. If you have a tough bunch of spinach, though, this is a great time to learn how to remove the stems: grab the leaves with one hand while pulling up on the stems like a zipper with the other. This is a skill that will come in handy often. You can toss the leftover stems into your soup, or you could chop them finely, blanch or stir-fry them, and season as desired.
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Manchurian Chicken Salad

Jīsī lāpí 雞絲拉皮

THE NORTHEAST · SERVES 6 TO 8

This is a popular appetizer in the northern provinces, with many places claiming to have invented it. But from what I’ve been able to determine, Manchurian Chicken Salad is a native of the Northeast.

This recipe makes twice the amount of dressing you’ll need for an appetizer, but I am firm in recommending that you make this extra amount because it is a fabulous salad dressing.


BEAN SHEETS

3 dried mung bean sheets

Boiling water, as needed

1 tablespoon toasted sesame oil

CHICKEN AND CUCUMBERS

12 to 16 ounces cooked, boneless chicken

2 Persian or other small, seedless cucumbers

DRESSING

1 inch fresh ginger, peeled

1 green onion, green part only

½ cup toasted sesame paste

½ cup toasted sesame oil

1 tablespoon black vinegar

3 tablespoons sugar

¼ cup regular soy sauce

3 tablespoons prepared mustard (Dijon is great here)

¼ cup water

GARNISH

2 tablespoons toasted sesame seeds

1 small bunch cilantro, optional



1. Place the dried mung bean sheets in a large work bowl and pour the boiling water over them to cover. The sheets will begin to soften in a few minutes, so if any areas are sticking above the water, use tongs to jab them down. Allow the sheets to soak and rehydrate for about 30 minutes while you prepare the rest of the meal, or follow package directions.

2. Shred or cut the chicken into thin strips. You can remove the skin if you like, but I enjoy the added texture and flavor that skin can bring. Trim the ends off of the cucumbers, smack them open, and cut them into 2-inch lengths. Cover the chicken and cucumbers and chill them until it’s time to serve the dish.

3. Finely grate the ginger and chop the green onion into small pieces. Melt the sesame paste and sesame oil together in a small frying pan, using a silicone spatula to scrape the bottom. Add the vinegar, sugar, soy sauce, and mustard, then mix together. Taste and adjust as necessary. Stir in the ginger and onions, then loosen up the dressing with the water; you should end up with a sauce that has the consistency of heavy cream. Pour it into a wide bowl to cool.

4. Drain the mung bean sheets and pour cold water over them. You must do this carefully; they will have turned completely clear at this point and will be rather fragile. You probably won’t have to cut the sheets, since they tend to fall apart into bite-sized pieces all by themselves. Gently toss them with the sesame oil to keep them from sticking together. You can make the recipe ahead of time up to this point and chill everything.

5. Just before serving, layer the mung bean sheets on your serving platter, then the cucumbers and chicken, and pour half of the dressing over the top. Garnish with sesame seeds and cilantro and serve with the extra dressing on the side.

Consort’s Chicken Wings

Guìfēi jīchì 貴妃雞翅

BEIJING · SERVES 4

Although it has been present in China’s food traditions for centuries, red wine never became popular as a beverage, perhaps because rice wine and white liquors better complement the fermented flavors of things like soy sauce and sweet wheat paste. In any case, it plays a central role in this dish, which first appeared in the eighth century CE, when along with fresh lychees, these chicken wings were one of Consort Yang Guifei’s favorite things to eat. I often serve them next to a pile of Spinach and Peanuts, which complements the flavors and colors of the chicken nicely.


CHICKEN

8 chicken wings

3 tablespoons regular soy sauce

2 cups peanut or vegetable oil (used oil is all right if it smells fresh)

SAUCE

    1 leek, split and cleaned, or 5 green onions, trimmed

5 slices fresh ginger

7 tablespoons regular soy sauce

6 tablespoons Shaoxing rice wine

1½ cups water

2 tablespoons rock sugar or other sugar

¾ cup good red table wine



1. Pull off and discard any feathers, loose fat, or skin on the wings. Cut each wing into three sections, but use the tips for something else. Place the wings in a work bowl and toss them with the soy sauce to coat.

2. Heat the oil over medium-high heat in a wok until a chopstick inserted in the oil immediately bubbles all over. Drain the wings and discard the soy sauce. Fry the chicken wings in batches of all drumettes and all middle sections so that they fry evenly, about 15 minutes each. When each piece is golden brown, remove to a colander and place this in the sink. Rinse the oil off the wings under running water to make the final flavors as light as possible.

3. Drain off all but 1 tablespoon of the oil from the wok. Set the wok over high heat and toss in the leek or green onions with the ginger. Stir-fry them quickly until browned and then add the soy sauce, rice wine, water, and rock sugar. When the mixture comes to a boil, add the browned chicken wings. Bring the sauce to a boil again and then lower to a simmer. Cook the wings uncovered for about 1 hour, until the sauce is reduced and the wings are very tender. Remove the ginger and the leeks (or green onions); save them for a snack, as they are very tasty but not particularly good looking.

4. Add the red wine to the chicken and bring the sauce to a boil once more. Simmer the sauce for 15 to 20 minutes so that the chicken can absorb the wine flavors; the sauce should again be reduced and thick. Taste and adjust the flavors. Serve the wings hot, cold, or warm.

Use good soy sauce and wines. Because very few ingredients are involved here, all the flavors play a prominent role.

The sauce can be used afterward to cook bean curd, carrots, or potatoes. It will jell up once it gets cold because of the chicken skin, so remove the chicken pieces before you refrigerate it.
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Cold Garlic Chicken

Shāndōng shāojī 山東燒雞

SHANDONG · SERVES 6 TO 8

The first time I sampled this dish was when a friendly Shandongnese restaurateur served it to my husband and me as his house specialty. To make the dish, the chef said he fried, steamed, and chilled a whole chicken. Then he chopped it up, set it on a bed of sliced cucumber, and doused it in a garlicky vinaigrette. After experimenting with the dish myself, I realized that I prefer to make it with boneless dark meat only. Its moist, springy texture works as a wonderful foil against the deeply seasoned sauce and the crisp cucumbers.


CHICKEN

6 chicken thighs, or 8 to 10 drumsticks, with the skin on

¼ cup regular soy sauce

Vegetable or peanut oil, as needed

2 teaspoons ground toasted Sichuan peppercorns

1 finger fresh ginger, thinly sliced (about ¼ cup)

3 green onions, trimmed and cut into 2-inch lengths

GARNISH

5 or 6 Persian or other small, seedless cucumbers

2 tablespoons regular soy sauce

2 tablespoons black vinegar

1 tablespoon finely chopped garlic

1 tablespoon toasted sesame oil

2 tablespoons reserved liquid from the steamed chicken

Chopped cilantro, optional



1. Place the chicken pieces in a plastic bag with the soy sauce and marinate them for 1 hour, squishing the bag every now and then to make sure that every surface is nicely tanned. Drain off and discard the soy sauce and pat the pieces dry. Heat 1 inch of oil in a large, flat frying pan over medium-high heat and then place the chicken in the pan in a single layer. Do this in two or three batches, if necessary. Fry the chicken for about 20 minutes until it is golden brown all over, adjusting the temperature as necessary to ensure an even heat that browns the skin without blackening the juices. Remove the chicken to a heatproof plate that will fit into your steamer, draining off as much oil as possible.

2. Scatter the ground Sichuan peppercorns, ginger, and green onions over the fried chicken, making sure that all of the pieces are well dusted. I adore the piney flavor that toasted Sichuan peppercorns give this dish, and often use extra, but you should follow your palate. Steam the chicken for about 1 hour, adding more water as needed, until the juices run clear when the thickest part is pierced with a knife. Remove from the heat, let the chicken come to room temperature, discard the seasonings, and remove the bones. Reserve 2 tablespoons of the chicken juices. Shred the chicken into thick strips, keeping as much skin on the meat as possible and plucking out any veins, bones, gristle, or tendons that you run across. Chill the shredded chicken in a covered container for up to 3 days.

3. About 1 hour before you want to serve this dish, trim the cucumbers, smack them open, cut them into 2-inch lengths, and arrange them on a serving plate. Mix together the soy sauce, vinegar, garlic, sesame oil, and reserved chicken juices in a measuring cup or small bowl. Arrange the chicken on top of the cucumbers and then pour the sauce over everything so that the cucumbers and chicken have a chance to get flavored up. Garnish with chopped cilantro, if you like.
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Braised Beef Shank, Tendons, and Variety Meats

Lŭ níujiàn, níujīn, níuzá 滷牛腱、牛筋、牛雜

BEIJING · SERVES 8 TO 12

Muslim-influenced dishes in Beijing are without a doubt some of my favorite in the region. Much of this has to do with the creative ways in which every bit of an animal is used. In the West, we tend to toss out the less meaty parts of the animal, but that is not the case in China. Chinese cooks use these parts because they are frugal, but also because they appreciate the intriguing textures that the heart, stomach, and shin have to offer.

These variety meats are the kinds of things that most Beijing-style Muslim restaurants offer as a matter of course. If they are small, family-run places, they will display them right in the front window, the same way Cantonese delis hang ducks and pigs near the sidewalk. The flavors in braises such as this one are rich and savory, as they are based on a spice-infused marinade colored by soy sauce and slightly sweetened with rock sugar.

For dinner at these Muslim-style eateries, my husband and I would usually have a plate of cool braised liver, tendons, and heart to start off. This might be followed by eggs, bean curd, and thick seaweed cooked in the braising liquid that was used for the meats. If it was breakfast, we might order tender braised shank served in Shaobing, a truly great way to start the day.


MAIN INGREDIENTS

2 pounds (more or less) boneless beef shank, or 1 pound beef shank plus 1 beef heart (see Tips)

2 beef tendons, about 1¼ to 1½ pounds

1 pound honeycomb tripe

½ cup thinly sliced fresh ginger

4 green onions

6 tablespoons regular soy sauce

4 star anise

½ stick cinnamon

1 tablespoon fennel seeds

1 tablespoon whole Sichuan peppercorns

½ cup (more or less) rock sugar or brown slab sugar

2 dried Thai chilies, optional

1 piece aged tangerine peel, optional

1 cup mild rice wine, optional

VARIATIONS (WITH RECIPES)

1 pound beef liver or other variety meats

12 (medium or large) eggs, at room temperature (see Tips)

1 pound pressed bean curd or very firm bean curd

½ long strip dried kombu seaweed (or 1 cup any other variety), soaked in cool water overnight

TO SERVE

Thinly sliced green onions

Toasted sesame oil and thinly sliced green onions, for garnish if serving bean curd and/or seaweed



1. Rinse the shank and place in the pot of a pressure cooker with the cleaned heart. (If you don’t have a pressure cooker, see Tips following the Russian Soup recipe.) Rinse the tendons and add them to the pot. Carefully wash out every crevice of the tripe before prepping it (see Tips) and tossing it in with the other meats. Cover the meats with water, bring the water to a boil over high heat, lower the heat, simmer the meats for about 10 minutes, and then dump out the water.

2. Rinse the scum off of the meats and the pot. Return the meats to the pot and add all of the remaining ingredients, as well as enough water to cover the meats (or right below the maximum level for the pot). Cover the pressure cooker, bring it to a boil over high heat, lower it to medium, and cook the meat on high pressure for 1 hour. Release the steam and open the pressure cooker.

3. Carefully remove the shank (and heart, if used) to a bowl. Cover the pot again and cook over high pressure for another 30 minutes, until the tendons and tripe are absolutely tender. Fish the tendons and tripe out and add them to the shank. Bring the liquid to a boil, lower the heat to medium-high, and boil the liquid down until it is flavorful and you have about 1 cup left (about 30 minutes). Pour this reduced liquid through a sieve held over the meat and let it come to room temperature. Cover and refrigerate overnight. (If you are cooking beef liver, too, remember that it requires much less cooking than the other meats, so blanch it and then simmer it in the reduced liquid until it is done to your liking. Refrigerate it overnight in that sauce with the rest of the meats.)

4. All of these meats can be served hot, cold, or at room temperature. They are easiest to slice, however, when they are cold, and you can either serve them immediately, cover them and let them come to room temperature, or steam them before serving. Garnish with thinly sliced green onions.

BRAISED EGGS

To prepare hard-boiled eggs, see the Tips. Peel the eggs once they have cooled down. Place them in the reduced liquid from Step 3, covering them as needed with water, soy sauce, sugar, spices, and so on, so that the sauce is not too diluted. Cook them without the lid on (see Tips) for an hour or two, turn off the heat, cover the eggs, and let them sit overnight. Simmer them uncovered the next day for an hour or two, then let them rest. They will be best 2 or 3 days after they are first made, as this gives them time to absorb the sauce.

BRAISED BEAN CURD AND SEAWEED

If you want to simmer some pressed bean curd or seaweed here, make sure that you will not be cooking anything else in your sauce, as both bean curd and seaweed are dominating flavors. Place either the bean curd or seaweed in a pan, cover them with the sauce from Step 3, and simmer them for about 1 hour. The bean curd will need to sit in the sauce for a day or two before it is flavorful. Cook the bean curd without the lid on unless you like a honeycomb effect (lots of elongated bubbles). The seaweed needs to simmer in the sauce only until tender. Serve both chilled with a sprinkle of sesame oil and some green onions.

Variety meats can be found at good butcher shops; if they’re not in stock, the butcher can probably order them. Tripe is often thought to have a strong smell, but nowadays this variety meat is cleaned so well and even bleached that this is rarely the case. For advice on tendons.

Whenever you make hard-boiled eggs for recipes like this, look for two things: the smallest ones possible, and eggs that are not too fresh. Smaller ones absorb the sauce’s flavors faster, and older ones are easier to peel. When cooking them, keep the lid off; otherwise, pressure will build up in the pan and the egg whites will have a honeycomb texture. Gently stirring the eggs as the water comes to a boil will keep the yolks centered in the still-soft whites; once the water begins to boil, the whites will have set and you can stop stirring. Never boil the eggs at full blast, though, as this will make the whites tough. A gentle simmer is enough. They will also be cooked in the sauce, so there’s no need to overdo it. For more information, see this page.
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Soups

Mock Shark Fin Soup

Huángmèn sùyúchì 黃燜素魚翅

BEIJING · SERVES 6 TO 8

Traditionally consumed by an exclusive and wealthy minority, shark fin soup has become increasingly popular as China’s citizenry has grown more affluent. Shark populations have plummeted as a result of this heightened demand. In addition to being destructive, the practice is also highly wasteful. Just like the tusks of elephants, only one part of the shark has any real value: its fins. As a result, after a captured shark has been harvested for its fins, the rest of its body is often dumped back into the ocean like a piece of garbage.

This all prompts the question, what is it about shark fin soup that is so appealing to the Chinese palate? The answer is simple: its gelatinous quality. Many of China’s most prized ingredients—sea cucumbers, tendons, swallows’ nests, and jellyfish, to name a few—are savored because of their texture, rather than their flavor. In and of themselves they have little or no taste, but what they do have is a gentle chewiness that is loved by the Chinese almost as much as Americans adore crunchy things.

Shark fin soup originated in Guangdong, where dried seafood has played an important role in the cuisine for centuries. Then, in the latter half of the 19th century, imperial official and poet Tan Zongjun took shark fin soup to Beijing, along with many other dishes, which are now collectively known as Tan family cuisine.

Fortunately, vegetarian shark fin is a remarkable substitute, so we can still dine well without endangering sharks. This new version of the soup, which I’ve developed from the blueprint created by Tan’s favorite chef, Cao Jincheng, provides the same delicate, traditional flavors, but punctuates them with ersatz shark fin instead of the real thing. Here, as in Cao’s original creation, everything but the stock ends up flying almost below your sensory radar. The green onions, dried scallops, and ginger hover in the background, and the small piece of Chinese ham lends just a faint smoky saltiness.


4 small (¾-inch) dried scallops (about ½ ounce)

½ ounce Chinese-style ham or prosciutto, about 2 × ¾ × ¾ inch

5 pounds chicken backs or other meaty bones

1 duck, breast meat and legs removed (see Tips); reserve 1 leg

4 quarts water

2 inches fresh ginger, thinly sliced (about ¼ cup)

4 green onions, trimmed

1 chicken breast

1 package (16 ounces) frozen vegetarian shark fin

1 tablespoon sugar

½ cup Shaoxing rice wine



1. Place the dried scallops in a heatproof bowl and cover them with warm tap water. As soon as they have plumped up, use a paring knife to trim off any tough fibers or debris. Rinse the ham and trim off the skin. Cut one-fourth of the ham against the grain into paper-thin slices and then mince the slices evenly; this will be used as garnish. Chop the rest of the ham into about 6 pieces for the stock.

2. Remove any organs or big pieces of fat on the chicken backs and duck carcass and trim as needed. Place the poultry in a stockpot and cover with cool tap water. Bring the water to a boil and simmer for about 1 minute to remove any impurities, then dump the contents into a colander set in the sink. Rinse the chicken and duck under cool water, washing off any scum. Return the chicken and duck to the rinsed-out stockpot, cover with the water, and add the scallops, ham chunks, ginger, and green onions. Bring to a full boil, lower the heat to a gentle simmer, and cook uncovered for about 3 hours to get every bit of flavor from the ingredients. At this point, the liquid should be reduced to about 8 cups and the bones should be completely broken down.

3. While the stock is cooking, prepare the poached meat garnishes by placing the chicken breast and duck leg in a small saucepan and covering them with at least 2 inches of water. Bring the water to a boil, then dump it out and rinse off the chicken and duck.

4. Rinse the pan, return the chicken and duck to it, add the chicken breast, and add water to cover. Bring to a boil again, cover, turn off the heat, and let the chicken and duck poach undisturbed for about 15 minutes. Check the meat by piercing with a chopstick; the juices should run clear. Pour the cooking liquid into the stockpot. When the chicken and duck pieces are cool enough to handle, remove and discard the skin and bones and shred the meat into long strips. Place the minced ham in a heatproof bowl and steam for about 5 minutes; discard any juices. Taste the ham, and if it is too salty, rinse with boiling water. Drain it in a small, fine sieve and taste again; repeat as necessary.

5. Pour the stock through a large, fine sieve placed over a 2-quart casserole with a lid, preferably a sandpot. Use a heavy spoon to press all the juices from the solids before discarding them. You should have a nice bit of yellow fat floating on the top, which is quite delicious, but it may be skimmed off, if you prefer.

6. Defrost the vegetarian shark fin by placing the package in a large bowl and covering it with hot water, adding more hot water as necessary. When it has completely defrosted, pour the contents into a sieve (don’t use a colander, as the holes are too big) and rinse under cool tap water. Drain well. Add the drained vegetarian shark fin to the stock in the casserole or sandpot and bring it to a boil, along with the sugar and rice wine. Lower the heat to a simmer and cook uncovered for 20 to 30 minutes, until it absorbs the flavors and plumps up a bit.

7. Gently stir in the shredded chicken and duck to heat through. Sprinkle the minced ham on top and serve at once, either in a tureen or in delicate soup bowls. This soup is best when eaten immediately while the vegetarian shark fin is still firm and the flavors are perfectly balanced.

The duck breast and leg should be used for something else; see the index for suggestions.

Some recipes suggest using cellophane noodles—also called mung bean noodles or fensi—in place of the mock shark fin, but these noodles soften too quickly and turn gluey.
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Clear Beef Soup with Chinese Herbs and Radishes

Qīngdùn níuròu luóbo tāng 清燉牛肉蘿蔔湯

BEIJING · SERVES AT LEAST 6

This soup will turn into a crystalline broth that jells into a solid mass when chilled. This is due to the beef shanks and tendons, which transfer their elasticity to the soup as it cooks. The resulting broth has an amazing body and depth. All it needs are some Chinese radishes, which offer a gentle crispness and a suggestion of sweetness. I sometimes like to toss in tripe (see Tips) and a couple more of those tendons, so that I can serve them as a separate appetizer.


SOUP

2 pounds boneless beef shank, plus 1 split shank bone, if possible

2 beef tendons (1¼ to 1½ pounds)

1 pound honeycomb or book tripe, rinsed, optional

    1 large leek, split and cleaned

½ cup thinly sliced fresh ginger

½ cup mild rice wine

2 bay leaves

1 teaspoon sea salt

3 pieces dried licorice root

1 star anise

½ stick cinnamon

1 tablespoon whole Sichuan peppercorns

1 tablespoon whole black peppercorns

1 piece Dahurian angelica root, optional

5 slices lovage root, optional

2 smallish Chinese radishes (about 1 pound)

GARNISH

Chopped cilantro



1. Start this recipe at least a day before you wish to serve it. Place the meats in a large stockpot and cover with water. Bring the water to a boil over high heat, lower the heat, and simmer the meats for about 10 minutes, then dump out the water. Rinse the scum off the meats and the pot, then return the meats to the pot.

2. Add the leek, ginger, rice wine, bay leaves, and salt to the stockpot. Toss in the herbs and spices after either tying them in a piece of coarse cheesecloth or placing them in a large mesh ball. Add enough water to cover the meats. Bring the water to a boil, then lower it to a gentle simmer, cooking the soup uncovered and adding more boiling water as needed to keep the meats submerged.

3. When the optional tripe is very tender (check after 2 hours), remove it from the stock. The tendons and shank should gently cook for 3 to 5 hours to become tender. Remove them from the stock as they become ready, let the meats come to room temperature, cover, and chill; serve these either on top of a noodle soup or as an appetizer (see Tip), but their role in this recipe is now over.

4. Strain out the solids and let the stock come to room temperature before covering and refrigerating it. If you like, you can remove most of the fat after it has congealed on top.

5. Peel the radishes. Be sure to get rid of any fibrous webbing below the skin. Cut them into thin slices and then into matchsticks. Bring the stock to a boil in a large pan or wok and then add the radishes. Bring to a boil again and then lower to a gentle simmer. Cook the radishes only until they are tender, 10 to 15 minutes. Taste and adjust the seasoning. Serve with some chopped cilantro on top.

To serve chilled meats as an appetizer, slice them very thinly and toss with a seasoned oil (see this page), as well as some julienned green onions or chopped cilantro, and either salt or soy sauce to taste.

Russian Soup

Luósòng tāng 羅宋湯

THE NORTHEAST · SERVES 6 AS A MAIN DISH

This is the Chinese version of borscht, Russia’s quintessential soup. Even the name in Chinese tells you that: luosong means (and sounds like) “Russian.” But here those earthy, Slavic flavors of carrot, tomato, and parsley have been tempered and emboldened by ginger, rice wine, soy sauce, and (yes) catsup.

My secret for the perfect oxtail soup is a pressure cooker. Now, if you don’t use one because you have been terrified by your mom’s story about the exploding chicken incident of 1959, you are in for some good news, because today’s high-quality pressure cookers are safe, easy, and effective.


BEEF AND BROTH

3 tablespoons peanut or vegetable oil

2 inches fresh ginger, thinly sliced (about ¼ cup)

1 oxtail (2 to 2½ pounds), cut into chunks by the butcher

1 large onion, cut into 1-inch chunks

6 cloves garlic, lightly smashed

2 bay leaves

6 cups water

¼ cup mild rice wine

¼ cup regular soy sauce

½ cup catsup

VEGETABLES

3 small Yukon Gold or other potatoes

3 carrots, peeled

1 can (28 ounces) whole tomatoes (see Tips)

GARNISH

Handfuls of parsley or cilantro, chopped



1. Ideally, start this recipe a day before you plan to serve it—although you can also prep and cook this within 90 minutes. Heat the pot of a pressure cooker over high heat and then add the oil. Toss in the ginger and fry it for a few seconds. Add the oxtail and let it sear on both sides before removing it along with the ginger. Leave the oil in the pan. Add the onion and garlic, tossing them around in the hot oil until the onion is lightly browned. Return the oxtail and ginger to the pan along with the bay leaves, water, rice wine, soy sauce, and catsup. Cover the pressure cooker and cook the oxtail on high pressure for 55 minutes. Remove from the heat and let the pressure drop naturally for around 10 minutes before opening the lid.

2. While the oxtail is cooking away, cut each potato into eighths (I leave them unpeeled). Roll-cut the carrots into pieces about 1 inch long (see this page). Place the potatoes and carrots in a medium saucepan. Drain the juices from the tomatoes into the saucepan. Slice each tomato into pieces about ¾ inch thick and add them to the saucepan. Pour just enough water into the saucepan to cover the root vegetables and bring the pan to a boil. Reduce the heat and simmer the vegetables until they are cooked to your taste, 15 to 20 minutes.

3. Add the vegetables to the soup, taste, and adjust the seasoning. If you have time, let the soup come to room temperature, cover, and refrigerate overnight. Remove most of the fat before heating up the soup. Ladle the soup into individual soup bowls or serve it in a terrine. Garnish with lots of chopped parsley or cilantro and serve with bread or rice.

If you don’t have a pressure cooker, use a Dutch oven and proceed as directed in Step 1, browning the meat and onions, adding the other ingredients, and then simmering the meat until it is tender, which should take about 3 hours.

This is a cold-weather soup, so when you make it, good tomatoes may not be available. That’s why I recommend canned ones.

Lamb Hotpot

Shuàn yángròu 涮羊肉

THE NORTHEAST · SERVES 4 TO 6 AS A MAIN DISH

Hotpots are a favorite winter dish in China’s northern half. From Shaanxi to Manchuria, each community renders this dish in its own, idiosyncratic way. The hotpot is thought to have gotten its start in either the Northeast or Mongolia—accounts differ. One story even attributes its invention to Kublai Khan. I like the hotpot because it is a very sensible way for a bunch of people to get warm and eat well with a minimum amount of fuss. In fact, this is more of an assembly than an actual recipe.

Of all the different takes on the hotpot out there, this recipe is my favorite. Part of the reason lies in the delicious contrast between the rich lamb, the soured cabbage, and the meaty, frozen bean curd. By putting a block of firm bean curd in the freezer, you end up with a honeycombed, chewy sponge that sucks up all the dipping sauces perfectly.

But it is those dipping sauces that are my ultimate reason for choosing this hotpot over all others. My husband and I used to order it all the time in downtown Taipei at the Shanxi Restaurant (like I said, this is popular all over), where long rows of different condiments and sauces would be lined up. We’d mix together our own favorite concoctions and nibble on some of the sweet pickled garlic cloves placed on our table. Then we’d start dunking the paper-thin pieces of lamb into the boiling broth, plucking them out as soon as they turned from pink to gray, and giving them a quick bath in our sauce before eating them.

You don’t have to have a fancy copper Mongolian hotpot to make the perfect winter dinner, but it doesn’t hurt. Mongolian hotpots have a funnel that allows the fumes from the fuel to waft away while the soup bubbles around it in a moat. The cheaper traditional Chinese hotpots have little hearth-like inserts in the bottom where liquid fuel can be burned, and Japanese shabu-shabu pots can be operated using electricity (you can also place some of them on induction cooktops), so the equipment possibilities are broad enough to fit any budget. I’ve even used an ancient electric wok at times that works just fine.

A note on the Chinese name for this recipe, which is sometimes translated as “rinsed lamb” or something equally gruesome: shuan actually means to swish something around in a liquid—for example, the hot broth.


MEAT AND VEGETABLES

1 pound boneless lamb with fat, very thinly sliced (see Tips)

1 head pickled napa cabbage

1 bunch spinach, any tough stems discarded and cleaned (see this page)

4 blocks (14 ounces each) firm bean curd, frozen solid and then defrosted

2 bundles cellophane noodles, soaked in cool water until soft

DIPPING CONDIMENTS (ALL OR SOME—AMOUNTS CAN BE ADJUSTED—SET OUT IN SMALL BOWLS)

2 cubes red fermented bean curd “cheese”

3 tablespoons salted garlic chive flowers

2 tablespoons fish sauce

6 tablespoons toasted sesame paste

¼ cup red chili oil

¼ cup regular soy sauce

¼ cup black vinegar

¼ cup sugar

¼ cup toasted sesame oil

2 cloves garlic, finely chopped

2 green onions, trimmed and finely chopped

1 small bunch cilantro, finely chopped

Sweet pickled garlic cloves (as many as you like)

Fried peanuts (as many as you like)

Shaobing (about 2 per diner), hot

HOTPOT

¼ cup mild rice wine

4 cups boiling unsalted chicken stock, or as needed

Freshly ground black pepper



1. If your meat has not been cut for you by your butcher, freeze it until it is fairly firm, then cut it against the grain into razor-thin slices; the length and width do not matter as long as the slices are small enough to stick in your mouth without effort when cooked. Roll the slices up, arrange them on a serving platter, cover with plastic wrap, and freeze.

2. Rinse the napa cabbage, cut off and discard any tough pieces, and slice it against the grain into ½-inch pieces. Try to keep the original shape of the cabbage as you arrange it on a serving platter. Use a salad spinner to remove all the excess water from the spinach and pile it up in a large serving bowl. Gently squeeze the water out of the bean curd as if it were a sponge, then cut it into rectangles; arrange on a serving platter. Drain the cellophane noodles, cut them in half with kitchen shears, and arrange them in a serving bowl.

3. Give each of your guests a pair of chopsticks and a Chinese soupspoon. Lay out the little bowls and dishes with the dipping condiments; put little spoons in there, as well, so that diners can pick and choose among the selections, adjusting the seasonings to fit their own tastes. While they are busy doing that, place the meat, vegetables, bean curd, and cellophane noodles on the table around the hotpot and remove the plastic wrap. Lay out bowls of the sweet pickled garlic and peanuts, and heat up the shaobing.

4. Light the fuel (or plug in the heating element) for your hotpot. Add the rice wine to the stock, pour enough of the stock into the hotpot so that the liquid fills it no more than halfway, grind in some pepper, and toss in a few thicker pieces of the soured cabbage. Bring out the hot shaobing and cover them with a napkin to keep them warm. When the stock comes to a full boil again (and not before), have all of the guests pick up pieces of meat and swish them around in the hot stock to cook them thoroughly before dipping them in their sauces. After a few rounds of the meat, add the frozen bean curd and some of the vegetables to the stock. Top off the hotpot with more boiling stock as needed. When all of the meat is finished, add the rest of the vegetables and the cellophane noodles to the stock. This big bowl of soup signals the end of the hotpot meal.

Sourcing good meat is a demanding task, as the quality varies from store to store. You can try asking your butcher to prepare the meat for you—get a couple of pounds to make it worth his or her while—by freezing it and then cutting it on the deli slicer. It will usually roll up naturally into curls that way, which keeps the slices from sticking to one another.

Chinese and Korean grocery stores often have lamb, beef, and pork already cut and ready for hotpots, usually packed by their own butcher shop and stored in the freezer.
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Entrées

Sweet-and-Sour Carp

Tángcù lĭyú 糖醋鯉魚

SHANDONG · SERVES 4 TO 6

This carp recipe is one of Shandong’s most famous dishes. It has many variations, including squirrel fish (sōngshŭ lĭyú 松鼠鯉魚), which was one of my first loves after I arrived in Taipei.

At northern banquets, this is always served as a whole fish because it is just so beautiful that way. For more casual dining, feel free to use fillets of any good firm-fleshed, mild-flavored fish. This is definitely not a difficult dish to master, although it looks spectacular when made with a whole fish. Basically, the fish is deeply scored through the skin, coated with cornstarch, and deep-fried. It is then quickly doused with the sauce. As with most traditional Chinese sweet-and-sour dishes, the sauce is merely a backdrop for the lightly coated ingredients and in no way resembles the overwhelming, sugary sweet-and-sour sauces that are so often served at American Chinese restaurants.


FISH

1 whole or filleted fish (1½ pounds or so), such as carp or bass

1 teaspoon sea salt

Peanut or vegetable oil for frying

Cornstarch, as needed

SAUCE

2 green onions, trimmed and finely chopped

2 tablespoons peeled and finely chopped fresh ginger

3 cloves garlic, finely chopped

¼ cup black vinegar

3 tablespoons rock sugar

2 tablespoons regular soy sauce

¼ cup unsalted chicken stock

1 tablespoon cornstarch mixed with 3 tablespoons water

GARNISH

Finely shredded baby white ginger and/or tender green onions



1. Pat the fish dry inside and out with a paper towel, then prep the fish using the “peony blossom” technique (see below). Sprinkle the inside and outside of the fish with the salt, including the slashes, and let it marinate while you prepare the rest of the ingredients.

2. Heat a wok over medium heat until it starts to smoke, and then add about 3 inches of oil
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Abalone Shreds with Mung Bean Sprouts

























Braised Prawns




























Beijing-Style Smoked Chicken
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Jade and Pearls
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Ginseng Steamed Chicken
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Yellow-Braised Duck






























Rock Sugar Pork Shank
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Golden Pouches



























Tasimi
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Napa Cabbage with Dried Shrimp
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Stir-Fried Garlic Stems
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Three Fruits of the Earth
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Stir-Fried Potato and Green Chili Threads
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Wood Ears Braised with Green Onions
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Panfried Bean Curd





























Zhajiang Noodles
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Dalu Noodle Soup
































Steamed and Boiled Jiaozi
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Ignored by the Dog Filled Buns
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Potstickers
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Chinese Hamburgers
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Fried Scallion and Flaky Flatbreads
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Shaobing
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Corn Thimbles
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Millet Porridge















Rolling Donkeys


















Laughing Doughnut Holes

























Toffee Apples
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Soymilk
































Chilled Sour Plum Infusion
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