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			Sichuan Lacto-Fermented Pickles
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			Pickled vegetables are fundamental to Sichuan cooking, and when eaten along with rice, they are arguably the most important part of a meal. The pride of every Sichuan household is its collection of 泡菜坛子 paocaitanzi, handmade earthenware urns or crocks with a trough around their necks that act as a water seal for the lids. Its dark environment fosters the perfect conditions for lacto-fermentation. The vegetables emerge from the urns naturally crunchy, acidic, and distinctly flavored with Sichuan rice wine, ginger, cassia bark, star anise, Sichuan pepper, and chili.

			Pickling brine can be decades old, passed down by the matriarchs of the family, with each generation adding its own signature to the flavor. Different crocks serve different purposes. Some are used to hold “old pickles,” like the long-fermented mustard leaves used in the broth for 酸菜鱼 suancaiyu (pickled mustard green fish; this page). Others are used for only a short period for pickles left just overnight; this is particularly the case with vegetables that have a high water content, like cucumbers, celtuce, and small radishes, giving them the name “shower pickles,” since they merely take a quick dip in the brine.

			Often served as a free appetizer in most restaurants, it’s not uncommon to judge an establishment based on the quality of its pickles or a household on the cleanliness of its crock. Despite the simple ingredients and process, consistently perfect pickles are remarkably difficult to produce. Some claim that only the water and climate in Sichuan produce the right conditions for pickling, and I tend to agree. My pickling brine in Shanghai, where it’s very humid, almost always found a way to spoil, and the pickles never quite had the exact same punch as those in my crocks in Chengdu. I even visited the self-proclaimed Sichuan pickle capital that hosts hundreds of factories slowly fermenting vegetables in giant crocks underground. They supply most of the commercially made ready-to-eat Sichuan pickles in China. The town square has a giant 18-foot statue of a pickling crock, and there’s even a museum dedicated to the art of traditional pickling. Needless to say, we take our pickles seriously.

			Like much else in Sichuan’s food culture, pickling is an art and tradition that are steadfastly preserved, protected, and celebrated. As the Chinese saying goes, 民以食为天 minyishiweitian, “to the people, food is heaven.”

			Pickles are one of the first things I learned to make from my family in Sichuan, and nothing reminds me more of home. The hardest part about making these at home will be getting the right pickling crock and making sure it’s stored and attended to properly. It may not taste exactly like what you’ll find in Chengdu, but you can come pretty darn close, especially if you’re using those elusive tribute peppers in your pickling brine.

			Search for a 4-quart ceramic or clay crock with thick walls that are insulated and that don’t expose your pickles to light (glass crocks are not ideal here), preferably with a moat around the mouth that you can line with water to allow gas to escape and prevent oxygen from entering. When ready, the pickles will have a deep lacto-fermented flavor tinged with the citrusy numbing of tribute peppers and layers of warm flavor from the chilies, ginger, garlic, and spices. Serve with a drizzle of chili oil. Makes 20 servings

			8 cups / 1.9L water, or as needed

			¾ cup / 150g sea salt

			1 or 2 pieces rock sugar (about 1 oz / 30g)

			¼ cup / 60ml Chinese grain liquor or vodka

			1 or 2 large pieces ginger (about 75g), sliced

			2 or 3 erjingtiao chilies

			1 Tbsp Sichuan pepper

			Pickling vegetables of your choice:

			2 or 3 carrots, cut into shape of your choice

			1 daikon, cut into shape of your choice

			½ head cabbage, cut into 2-inch / 5cm pieces

			1 bunch long string beans

			2 to 3 pieces fresh red and green chilies

			Chili oil for drizzling (optional)

			1 In a large pot over high heat, add the water, salt, and rock sugar, and bring to a boil, ensuring both the salt and sugar are dissolved. Remove the pot from the heat and let the brine cool to room temperature.

			2 Working with clean hands, pour the brine into a clean crock and add the alcohol, ginger, chilies, and Sichuan pepper. Add the vegetables to the crock, ensuring all are submerged under the liquid. Cover the crock, fill the trough of the vessel with water, and place in a cool, shady place, such as under your kitchen sink, for about 2 weeks. Fill the moat with water and check on it every few days. You’ll need to refill the water in the trough and open the jar to let the gas release. Every time you touch the crock or take out any vegetables inside, make sure to wash your hands thoroughly and use very clean chopsticks or tongs; otherwise, the pickling brine can easily spoil. You’ll know it’s happy when you hear regular farts coming from the jar.

			3 After 2 weeks, they should taste salty, tart, and crunchy, use very clean chopsticks or gloved hands to reach into the crock and take out what you’d like to use. To serve, chop into bite-sized pieces and drizzle with the chili oil, if you wish.

			4 You can keep the remainder of the pickles in the crock and enjoy them over several weeks. You’ll know when the pickles are too “old,” once they begin to taste very sour. After the existing vegetables have been depleted, you can add more vegetables to the crock, keeping the same pickling liquid.

			Celtuce, Vermicelli, and Chicken Salad

			
				[image: ]
			

			This is an adaptation of a dish that perhaps holds more meaning for me than any other in the world: my grandfather’s rabbit salad. Some of my earliest food memories were made eating around the dining table in my grandparents’ kitchen in Guanghan, the small town outside of Chengdu where I was born. The dish that always stood out to me was the “red rabbit” salad, a glistening concoction of vermicelli, leek, lightly pickled celtuce, and hand-shredded cured rabbit meat. This dish is deceptively simple but astounds with its balanced spicy, savory, acidic, sweet, and tingly profile, alongside the textures of roasted rabbit, vibrant crunch of the celtuce, and slipperiness of the vermicelli. The leek cuts into the strong flavors with a kick as well.

			Because of the warm and wet climate of Sichuan and its fertile, grassy plains, there are a lot of rabbits, and people love eating their tasty and lean meat. If you’ve been to Chengdu, you’ve probably seen the endless shops selling rabbit head and stewed rabbit meats. “Red rabbit” 红兔, however, is a hyperlocal specialty from Guanghan that most people in Chengdu have never even heard of.

			“Red rabbit” is made by hanging the meat to cure, after it’s been rubbed in a mixture of its own blood and spices (hence the name), and then stewed in a rich and aromatic broth that gives it a deeply infused flavor and bouncy texture. You can buy it from specialty vendors in Guanghan (it’s definitely not something you attempt at home) and eat it chopped up and steamed or in our family’s preferred method of preparation as a cold appetizer.

			Try as I might to smuggle red rabbit meat in my suitcase, I always lose to TSA in that battle, so I’ve had to adapt the recipe over the years when I’m outside of Sichuan. I usually opt for poached or roasted chicken meat. You can also substitute confit rabbit meat for a version even more true to the original. Makes 4 servings

			Kosher salt for boiling and sprinkling

			1 (½-inch / 1cm) slice ginger

			⅓ cup / 50g leek, white part only, cut into 3-inch / 7.5cm segments and thinly sliced

			½ lb / 225g chicken breast or thigh meat

			8 oz / 225g celtuce (1 or 2 stalks)

			6 oz / 170g vermicelli

			Dressing

			3 Tbsp Sichuan Chili Crisp (this page), or as needed

			2 Tbsp soy sauce

			2 Tbsp black vinegar

			2 tsp granulated sugar

			Dash of toasted sesame oil

			Dash of Ground Roasted Sichuan Pepper (this page), or as needed

			Chopped cilantro leaves for garnish

			1 Fill a medium pot halfway and bring the water to a boil over high heat, then salt the water liberally and add the ginger and leek. Lower the heat to low, add the chicken, cover the pot, and cook for 10 to 15 minutes, until the chicken reaches an internal temperature of 165°F / 75°C on an instant-read thermometer and the middle of the meat is opaque. Remove the chicken from the pot and let cool. Once cool, use your hands or a fork to shred the chicken. Place in a bowl and set aside.

			2 To prepare the celtuce: Using a cleaver, chop the celtuce into 3-inch / 7.5cm segments, then chop off the thick outer skin to reveal its jade-colored flesh. Julienne the celtuce evenly to a ⅛-inch / 3mm thickness. (I like to use a mandoline first to achieve even sheets before stacking them and cutting into batons.)

			3 Place the celtuce in a large bowl and sprinkle it with about 2 tsp kosher salt. Using your hands, massage the salt all over and let the celtuce sweat for about 10 minutes to lightly pickle. Drain the excess water that has been expelled. The celtuce should taste lightly salted and crunchy and should have lost its raw flavor.

			4 Cook the vermicelli according to the package instructions. Drain and set aside.

			5 To make the dressing: In a small bowl, mix the chili crisp, soy sauce, vinegar, sugar, sesame oil, and roasted Sichuan pepper together.

			6 In a large bowl, combine the vermicelli, celtuce, shredded chicken, and leek. Pour the dressing over the mixture and adjust to taste. You can add more chili crisp or Sichuan pepper, depending on the freshness and potency of your variety. Garnish with the cilantro.

			Celtuce in Tribute Pepper Oil
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			Celtuce, a humble Chinese vegetable that features heavily in Sichuan home cooking, has steadily gained popularity in the United States, even popping up on fine dining menus as chefs like Dan Barber, formerly at Blue Hill at Stone Barns, discovered its refreshingly nutty flavor and cucumber-like texture. I’m personally thrilled by this, since it means I can now get one of my favorite vegetables at most Asian grocery stores, whenever I want.

			A type of stem lettuce, celtuce is usually harvested for its stem, even though the leaves are also edible. In Sichuan, the preparations for celtuce are numerous; they’re used in stir-fries and soups and are sometimes served pickled or even raw. You’ll find them in season from late spring to early summer. Look for celtuce with thick, smooth stalks (you’ll be peeling off a lot of its hard skin) and look at the base of the stem to check that it doesn’t have a hollow center, as that would indicate it’s old.

			My favorite way to prepare celtuce is also the easiest way. Quick-pickled with some salt, just enough to get rid of its raw flavor, it becomes lightly seasoned and crunchy. It’s the perfect canvas for a fragrant dressing like Tribute Pepper Oil that allows its delicate flavors to still shine through. Makes 4 servings

			1 lb / 450g celtuce (about 2 stalks)

			2 tsp kosher salt

			Dressing

			1 Tbsp toasted sesame oil

			1 tsp Tribute Pepper Oil (this page)

			2 tsp unseasoned rice vinegar

			½ tsp agave or honey

			1 tsp kosher salt

			1 scallion, green part only, thinly sliced, for garnish

			1 To prepare the celtuce: Using a cleaver, chop the celtuce into 3-inch / 7.5cm segments, then chop off the thick outer skin to reveal its jade-colored flesh. Julienne the celtuce evenly to a ⅛-inch / 3mm thickness. I like to use a mandoline first to achieve even sheets before stacking them and cutting into batons.

			2 Place the celtuce in a large bowl and sprinkle it with the salt. Using your hands, massage the salt all over and let the celtuce sweat for about 10 minutes to lightly pickle. Drain the excess water that has been expelled. The celtuce should taste lightly salted and crunchy and should have lost its raw flavor.

			3 To make the dressing: In a small bowl, mix the sesame oil, tribute pepper oil, vinegar, agave, and salt together. Pour the dressing over the celtuce and toss to coat.

			4 Serve the celtuce in your dish of choice and garnish with the scallions.

			Cucumber and Yuba Salad
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			This is a variation of a commonly found appetizer in Chinese restaurants, the simple smashed cucumber salad. While it’s refreshing, the dish can sometimes be one dimensional and a little boring, so I like to add layers to keep things interesting. One of my favorite textural contrasts to add to the crunchy cucumbers are the slippery layers of yuba, or tofu skin. Since they work really great together they have subsequently become one of my go-to-appetizers on a hot summer day. You can usually buy dried yuba in sheets that are ready to be rehydrated. Makes 4 servings

			¾ cup / 140g dried yuba sheets or sticks, cut into 1-inch / 2.5cm pieces

			2 large cucumbers

			¼ tsp kosher salt

			¼ tsp granulated sugar

			Sauce

			1 Tbsp Sichuan Chili Crisp (this page)

			1 Tbsp soy sauce

			1 Tbsp black vinegar

			1 tsp granulated sugar

			2 tsp toasted sesame oil

			1 Tbsp minced garlic

			1 tsp sesame seeds for garnish

			Chopped cilantro leaves for garnish

			1 Fill a medium pot halfway and bring the water to a boil over high heat. Add the yuba and cook for 4 to 5 minutes, until the yuba turns from yellow to white and has a soft texture. Drain and set aside.

			2 Halve the cucumbers and then quarter them. Cut the quarters into segments about 3 inches / 7.5cm long. Using the flat side of a cleaver, smash down on the cucumbers to crack the outside skin. Remove the seeds and discard. Cut the cucumbers into bite-sized pieces.

			3 Place the cucumbers in a medium bowl and add the salt and sugar. Mix well to combine and let sit for at least 30 minutes. You will see liquid from the cucumbers being expelled during this time.

			4 When ready to serve, drain the cucumbers of excess water. In a large bowl, combine the cucumbers with the yuba. Add the chili crisp, soy sauce, vinegar, sugar, sesame oil, and garlic, and toss well to combine. Garnish with the sesame seeds and cilantro.

			Leek, Tofu, and Peanut Salad
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			I first had a version of this dish in Chengdu at a “private kitchen,” one of the popular underground supper clubs that have emerged as the new, more haute version of fly restaurants. I was struck by its simplicity—it’s a three-ingredient dish that comes together to form a sum greater than its parts. This is an exploration of textures: the slipperiness of just barely cooked leeks shines against firm, smoky, and seasoned tofu and the crunch of fried peanuts. All of it is tied together with a punchy sweet, savory, and acidic chili crisp vinaigrette. I love making this for dinner parties because you can prepare it way in advance. The flavors meld together even better after it’s been sitting for a few hours. You can buy seasoned, pressed tofu in vacuum-sealed bags in the tofu section of your Asian grocery store. It is usually square-shaped and brown in color, having been braised and caramelized in soy sauce and spices. It’s great in this salad, stir fries, or just sliced and eaten as a snack like hard cheese. Makes 4 servings

			3 Tbsp vegetable oil

			2 or 3 long leeks, white parts only, sliced into 1-inch / 2.5cm rounds

			1 tsp kosher salt

			8 oz / 230g seasoned or soy sauce braised pressed tofu, cut into 1-inch / 2.5cm cubes

			½ cup / 120ml Chili Crisp Vinaigrette (this page)

			1 tsp roasted sesame seeds

			½ cup / 30g store-bought fried peanuts

			Chopped cilantro leaves for garnish

			1 In a medium nonstick pan over medium heat, warm 2 Tbsp of the oil over medium heat. Add the leeks and ½ tsp of the salt and stir-fry for about 3 minutes, until the leeks are starting to cook but still retain their shape and are not too translucent and soft. Remove the pan from the heat, transfer to a large bowl, and let cool.

			2 Heat the remaining 1 Tbsp of the oil in the same pan over medium heat. Add the tofu cubes and the remaining ½ tsp salt and stir-fry for 3 to 4 minutes total, until the tofu is lightly seared on each side. Remove the pan from the heat and let cool.

			3 Add the cooled tofu cubes to the bowl with the leeks. Pour in the vinaigrette, add the sesame seeds, and mix well to combine. Marinate for an hour at room temperature or overnight in the refrigerator.

			4 When ready to serve, toss with the peanuts, transfer to a serving platter, and garnish with the cilantro.

			Yuzu Tribute Pepper Crudo
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			This hamachi (yellowtail) crudo appetizer is simple to prepare, packs a punch, and highlights the flavors of the tribute pepper oil and yuzu ponzu. You can use salmon, tuna, halibut, or any other sashimi-grade fish to prepare this, but hamachi is one of my favorites because of its rich, buttery texture. Yuzu ponzu is available at most Asian grocery stores, but if you can’t find it, you can substitute it with a 1:2 ratio of soy sauce and yuzu or lemon juice. The tribute pepper oil in this recipe is key. It adds a bright and citrusy zing that will make your lips tingle and is a perfect pairing with the yuzu ponzu. We make a premium tribute pepper oil at Fly By Jing, but you can also make your own if you have access to high-quality Sichuan pepper. Makes 4 servings

			7 oz / 200g hamachi

			Sauce

			3 Tbsp yuzu ponzu

			1 tsp Tribute Pepper Oil (this page)

			1 tsp toasted sesame oil

			Garnish Choices

			Salmon roe

			Thinly sliced serrano or red chili pepper

			Microgreens (such as cilantro or edible flowers)

			Roasted sesame seeds

			Chili Oil (this page)

			Flaky salt (such as Maldon)

			1 Place the hamachi in the freezer for about 5 minutes, while you prepare the sauce and garnishes. You want the flesh to firm up a bit to make it easier to slice cleanly.

			2 To make the sauce: In a small bowl, mix the ponzu, tribute pepper oil, and sesame oil together. Set aside.

			3 To prepare the fish: Cut the hamachi into slices about ⅕ inch / 0.5cm in thickness and arrange on a large plate with tall edges. Pour the sauce over the fish and place your choice of garnish on top. I love the extra umami and pop of salmon roe and the heat of thinly sliced chili pepper. If you want to turn up the heat even more, add dots of red chili oil for vibrancy and heat. Finish with a sprinkling of flaky salt.

			Strange-Flavor Poke
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			Strange flavor is one of Sichuan’s famous twenty-four iconic flavors that linger on your mind and taste buds. Complex and balanced, it works when drizzled on almost any canvas. It is so named because of the strangely alluring blend of sweet, spicy, savory, nutty, and tingly elements. You can’t put your finger on what exactly it is, but somehow everything works in unison. To me, strange flavor is magic. I love to pour it over any protein like shredded chicken breast, crispy tofu, or raw fish, as shown in this recipe, but you can really add it to anything you like. That’s its beauty. Lettuce cups are a delightful base for this poke, but you can also serve it over rice. Makes 4 servings

			1 lb / 450g sushi-grade fish (such as tuna or salmon), diced into bite-sized chunks

			½ cup Strange-Flavor Sauce (this page)

			1 head butter lettuce

			Toppings

			Roasted sesame seeds

			Crushed peanuts

			Chopped cilantro leaves

			Pickled Red Onions (recipe follows)

			1 In a large bowl, toss the fish chunks with the sauce.

			2 When ready to serve, portion out roughly 2 Tbsp for each lettuce cup and finish with your desired toppings.

			Pickled Red Onions

			This is a great staple to always have on hand in your fridge. It adds a perfect acidity and brightness to most dishes. Use a mandoline for uniform, thin slices. Makes 2 cups

			1 Tbsp granulated sugar

			1 tsp kosher salt

			1 cup / 240ml water

			½ cup / 120ml unseasoned rice vinegar, white wine vinegar, or apple cider vinegar

			1 red onion, thinly sliced

			In a small saucepan over medium heat, add the sugar, salt, water, and vinegar and mix until everything dissolves, about 3 minutes. Once done, remove the saucepan from the heat and cool the liquid, about 15 minutes.

			Place the onions in a jar with an airtight lid and pour the cooled-down liquid over them. Store in the refrigerator for up to 1 month.

			Chilled Tofu with Avocado
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			This is probably one of the easiest recipes in the book and is also one of the most rewarding ones. It requires no cooking and comes together in minutes, especially if you’ve premade the chili crisp vinaigrette. We’ve all been there—you’re hungry, tired, and just want to whip something together quickly but not sacrifice flavor or your health. I always keep a block of soft tofu in the fridge for this

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Deviled Tea Eggs
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			Silky Steamed Eggs

			
				[image: ]
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Chengdu Scallion Pancakes
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			Saliva Chicken
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			Jing Gao, the founder and CEO of Fly By Jing, is a chef, entrepreneur, and renowned expert on Chinese cuisine, whose mission is to bring uncensored Chinese flavors to the table. She was born in Chengdu but grew up everywhere, and she uses her experience as a chef to share meaningful flavors that open up people to new ideas and conversations. She was the founder of an award-winning, modern-Chinese, fast-casual restaurant in Shanghai, and her work has been featured in the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Fast Company, Fortune, and also on the BBC, CNN, and more.

			Yudi Ela Echevarria is a photographer based between Los Angeles and New York City. She specializes in still life, portraiture, food & beverage, and fashion & beauty. A through-line of her work is the continued desire to explore the way light and materials interact with one another while, stylistically, evoking the mood of bygone eras and culture. She seeks to create imagery that have a quality of timelessness and reference vintage and antique moods, while staying grounded in contemporary life. Today, she experiments with blending these applications, using both digital and mechanical cameras to achieve similar results in her final images. In her work, she seeks to marry both past and present, the gauzy allure of dream worlds and immediacy of reality.
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