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Harmony may be compared to a stew. Water, fire, vinegar, meat pickles and plums are used to cook the fish fillets. It is heated by means of the firewood. The cook blends the ingredients and equalises them by taste, adding whatever is deficient and decreasing whatever is excessive.

The Zuo Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals1

 

Shennong, the legendary ‘Divine Farmer’, was one of the great pioneers of Chinese food, who fashioned the first plough and taught early mankind how to rear animals for food. He was known as a god of ‘burning’, possibly because his people took the credit for introducing slash-and-burn cultivation, and ‘ox-headed’, perhaps in foggy memory of a cattle skull used as a ritual mask. He is essential to the story of Chinese food, because he was the figure who tried many of China’s myriad foods for the first time, fearlessly sampling any new mushrooms, plants or meats.

The Grand Scribe’s Records, written in the first century bc, clearly describes Shennong as a clan rather than a man; even in earliest times it was understood that the name might not refer to an individual, but to a particular group that specialised in farming.2 To generations of Chinese people, Shennong was the author of a now-lost book that formed the basis of ancient farming techniques, and a pioneer in Chinese medicine. His name stands in place of thousands of unsung heroes (or unwilling victims) of Chinese cuisine, risking their lives to discover which berries were poisonous, and what would happen when you ate a particular mushroom. Shennong himself was a martyr to his cause when his experiments caught up with him. He was killed by a yellow herb that caused his intestines to rupture.

Food forms a major part of the discussions in the Book of Rites (Li Ji), an ancient manual of etiquette, protocols and customs that affords us a glimpse of life in China three thousand years ago. Attributed to the ancient sage Confucius, the Book of Rites proclaimed meals and mealtimes as the defining element that separated savagery from civilisation – the raw from the cooked. The ancient kings, says the Book of Rites with head-shaking condescension, ‘knew not yet the transforming power of fire’, meaning that they had neither pottery nor cooked foods. ‘They ate the fruits of plants and trees, and the flesh of birds and beasts, drinking their blood and swallowing the hair and feathers.’3

Fire and water changed all that.

It was one of Shennong’s descendants, the legendary ruler Yu the Great, who united nine tribes along and around the Yellow River, forming the first polity that was at first nameless, simply known as the lands Under Heaven (tian xia). In celebration of his achievement, he forged donations of bronze from his vassals into a set of massive sacred vessels, the Nine Tripods. For the next two thousand years, these huge cauldrons formed the centre of ancient religious ritual, and symbolised the power of the ruler of the world – the ‘transforming power of fire’ applied now not only to the creation of cauldrons, but to the foods they contained.

The Nine Tripods are long gone, although modern facsimiles can be seen in the National Museum of China in Beijing. For centuries, similar cauldrons formed the centrepiece of altars and rituals all over China – nine for the ruler, seven for his noblemen, and decreasing numbers for lower ranks. The common folk used pottery, but it’s the bronzes of the aristocracy that have survived.

They seem harmless today. They are green with a patina of centuries of oxidisation, unearthed from some forgotten building site and put behind glass. You can count on finding at least one such cauldron in any Asia-focused museum, representing the glories of China’s rulers in the Bronze Age. I’ve even got a miniature replica in my lounge, in which I keep coasters. But these cauldrons were once far more sinister objects – in their heyday they gleamed in the flickering firelight of ancient temples. Ancient Chinese bronzes are distinguished by their designs – combining beautiful, swirling thunder-patterns (leiwen) and heavily symbolic mythical creatures that gaze out with raised eyes. It was as if a cauldron was itself a living creature, a metal beast demanding to be filled with blood and meat.

Everyday fire could not melt it. Only the blacksmiths in the ruler’s service knew how to make flames hot enough to cast it in the first place. Fire merely heated it, transmuting the sacrifice within. The stench of blood faded, the ingredients underwent some kind of strange alchemy. They cooked. Natural flavours mixed with greens and vegetables, fruit and spices. Whatever the animal had once been, it now turned into something else within the bubbling broth.

The gods and ancestors, it was thought, inhaled the essence from the sacrifice.4 Whatever was left behind was mere food, fit for the ruler to divide among his most loyal subjects. It would be ladled from the cauldrons before the watchful eyes of the monsters etched into their surfaces: heads without bodies, vessels that would devour food, but then return it transformed to the worshippers. They came to signify a ritual hunger.

‘It has a head but no body,’ decreed the Annals of Lü Buwei. ‘It devours people, but since it can never swallow them, its actions bring harm to itself. This expresses the principle of retribution.’5

Its image was echoed in the masks of the priesthood and etched on the helmets of the soldiers. We do not know what the ancient Chinese called it, but this bodiless creature, this maw of constant craving, would come to be known as a taotie. Cut off from the religious significance of the forgotten Shang rituals, it became a symbol of eager consumption – a byword for gluttony.6

Thousands of years later, it has become one of those ancient words that lives on only in an unrelated compound – an old tao (lao tao) in modern Chinese is a ‘foodie’.

Gruels made from grains or stews of meat and vegetables formed the earliest Chinese menu, along with roast meats. The most widespread dish in ancient China was a vegetable broth (geng), which combined seasonal legumes in boiling water. ‘Soup and boiled grain were used by all,’ says the Book of Rites, ‘from the princes down to the common people, without distinction of degree.’7

Foxtail millet was the superstar of the prehistoric Chinese grains in the early stews – drought resistant and able to flourish even in poor soil, it was the crop best suited for prehistoric farmers. Rice, with which Chinese food is widely associated, would not become widespread until later. With a swift cultivation cycle, maturing in just three months (as opposed to six for rice), millet was also rich in nutrients, with fat, protein, iron, calcium, vitamin B2 and niacin (B3) contents all higher than that of polished rice. Such details were not known to the ancient Chinese, but had an evolutionary impact, granting an invisible advantage to those who favoured millet.8 Wheat and barley were also cultivated as secondary crops, and can be found in the remains of ancient stews.

These stews were usually cooked in cauldrons made of pottery or metal. The earliest had broad conical bases so they could be shoved directly onto burning embers. In the first signs of sophistication, the cauldrons were elevated on stubby legs in order to sit above a more controllable fire. From at least 8000 bc, when the earliest examples were made from bone, the main implement for eating gruel was a trowel-shaped spoon called a bi, indented enough to scoop up a mouthful of soup, but with an edge sharp enough to divide lumps of food. In modern parlance, I suppose, it was less of a spork than a spife.9

The ancient Chinese did have knives and forks – two-pronged forks can be found in Neolithic dig sites, but these later fade from the archaeological record. They were used to manipulate chunks of meat – found only on the tables of the aristocracy, and hence a much rarer find for archaeologists. Common folk were more likely to use meat as a garnish, if that, and hence had less use for forks. Both the knife and fork retreated from the dining area to the kitchen, where they were used in the preparation of food, not in its consumption.

The Chinese have been using chopsticks for at least 5,000 years – there are bone examples surviving in Neolithic sites, although as with much of the prehistoric record, it is possible that the ancient Chinese also used bamboo utensils that have long since rotted away.10

It is possible that chopsticks were initially used for preparing food rather than consuming it, as implements that could reach into a cauldron and stir ingredients in a hot liquid. Longer ‘cooking’ chopsticks are still found in the Chinese kitchen today and often used as ‘public’ serving utensils (gong kuai) for shared dishes, whereas the shorter, individual ‘eating’ variety took longer to catch on. The bi spoons, however, remain constant through the archaeological record of ancient China, whereas ancient etiquette manuals suggest that certain foods, including rice, were still eaten with the hands as late as the Han dynasty (206 bc–ad 220).11

The making of stew offered the potential to cook single dishes for large numbers of people, and to manage whatever ingredients were to hand. Boiling also helped disinfect the food, leading to large, communal cauldrons in early pottery and bronze-casting. What had once been a sacred ritual became more like a ceremonial banquet, affirming authorities and loyalties, but also feeding the tribe.12 The making of a stew came to symbolise the compromises and synergies of government, as mentioned in an ancient hymn, in which ‘harmonious stew’ (he geng) alludes to both the bubbling cauldron of the shared meal, and the cordial council of nobles that shared it.

We have harmonious stew,

We are cautious, we are composed

We gather without words

In a time without strife.13

 

The ritual killing of animals was both butchery for food and an offering to the spirits – but communing with those spirits was made possible by alcohol. The priest-kings would quaff large quantities of jiu ale. It is discussed in the most ancient surviving texts as a sacred, ritual potion, although such injunctions become increasingly hectoring as time goes on, as if rulers repeatedly have to remind their subjects that alcohol serves a crucial purpose, and is not simply there for fun.

Their goblets existed both in a form that would look familiar to us, and in a surreal jug-like form called a jue, its long, spindly legs allowing it to be kept warm enough above the fire, but not so warm it would boil. The jue is a familiar sight in museums and replica shops, because it looks so uniquely odd, but it was reserved for the aristocracy and priesthood. The common folk in ancient China drank from single-handled earthenware mugs that are remarkable because they are so unremarkable. When I first saw one in the Luoyang Museum, I thought a curator had left his coffee cup inside a display case.

Chinese legends about booze suggest multiple inventors. Du Kang, a cook in the service of the legendary Yu the Great, is credited with its discovery, to the extent that he is still revered as the patron deity of alcohol. Supposedly, he left a millet offering in a tree hollow, forgetting about it, and then noticing a strange smell.14 His son, meanwhile, was credited with the first inadvertent spin-off, allowing a batch to spoil and accidentally inventing vinegar.

A second inventor, Yidi, came up with the idea of fermenting rice to make alcohol, but she was banished by the angry ruler because of the dangers such a beverage might present.15 It would, he said, ‘destroy someone’s kingdom someday’.16 Already, there is a sense that only the aristocratic elite should have access to alcohol, and even then, solely for ritual purposes. Those who drank alcohol purely for fun were looked upon as dissolute and impious.

Modern scholarship, however, has come to entertain the notion that far from being a poison to be avoided, alcohol may have been the cause of agricultural settlement in the first place.

‘Our ancestors,’ theorised the early twentieth-century author Wu Qichang, ‘first planted rice and millet with the goal of brewing alcohol, not making food . . . Eating rice actually arose out of alcohol.’17

It was previously assumed that early humans domesticated grains, settled down and became farmers. On those occasions when they had a surplus, they might turn some of those grains into alcohol. But new thinking has turned such an explanation on its head – not least because there are reports of apes in the wild seen stacking fruit until it rots, slurping at the fermented juices that pool beneath it.18 That might mean, in turn, that the ability to create intoxicants may pre-date even the evolution of humankind itself.

Why would the ancestors of the ancient Chinese want to settle down, at the mercy of a single location? Hindsight tells us that the agrarian lifestyle supports more people than hunting and gathering, but the aristocracy of the ancient Chinese remained hunters. As repeated references in the ancient rites and songs make clear, the ancient kings were all about hunting, warfare and sacrificial rites – a three-part cycle of violence that marked them out as the apex of their society.19 Could it be that farming was a subsidiary for them? Did the lords of ancient China assign enslaved peoples to farm for them, not because they needed the grains to eat, but because they needed the grains to make booze?

Many other scholars have been persuaded by Wu’s ideas. If prehistoric humans had already discovered that the mould on vines or in rotting fruit could turn their drinks into psychotropic drugs, such ingredients may have formed a critical component of their religious rituals. At least as far as ancient Chinese texts describe, the ceremonies of the most ancient dynasties involved ritual intoxication and feasting on the bounty of the hunt. Cultivating cereals could easily have been a move to gain better access to drink, with their use as food items a distant second place.

This remains a hypothesis, but it is convincing enough to point to other possibilities. Peter Kupfer, in his history of Chinese wine culture, suggests that owing to limited ability to preserve ale for any length of time, it would usually have to be consumed soon after it was made, close to the site of its production. All of which would have slowly drawn the ancient aristocracy closer to the orbit of fixed settlements.20

On the River Huai, there are traces at the Jiahu archaeological site of an alcoholic beverage, made with rice, honey, wild berries and hawthorn. And Jiahu is merely the earliest site found so far, meaning that the use of alcohol in Chinese culture must date back at least as far as 7000 bc. At Banpo, which today is the penultimate eastern stop on Xi’an’s Number 1 metro line, locals had begun farming millet by 6000 bc, and raising pigs and dogs. They made storage jars to keep seeds collected from the forests and fields. By 4000 bc, they were growing Chinese cabbage, hemp and mulberry trees, the last to feed silkworms.21 Some of these nameless early farmers may have been the inspiration for Shennong in tales told thousands of years later.

* * *

The legendary Xia dynasty, from which no contemporary documents survive, gave way to the Shang dynasty (c.1600–1046 bc) – once also thought to be a mere folktale, until inscriptions found in Anyang in the twentieth century were deciphered, and found to match the names of legendary kings associated with the period. Although the Shang people were a Bronze Age culture, their use of bronze was restricted to weapons, chariot parts and ritual cooking utensils. Their subjects continued to live in the Neolithic way, struggling to eke out an existence with tools and utensils of bamboo, wood and stone.22

Tang, the first ruler of the Shang dynasty, elevated a cook, Yiyin, to the position of his prime minister, summoning him to a royal audience that involved a bizarre ritual in which he was smeared with the blood of a sacrificial pig. Yiyin’s advice to his lord, which was supposedly about food but really about politics, began with the observation that the food served at the court was not as good as it could be, lacking a truly varied food supply or ‘perfect flavours’:

 

The size of my lord’s state is insufficient to supply them. Only after he has become Son of Heaven can they be supplied . . . Water is the first ingredient. For the Five Tastes . . . fire serves as the regulator. At times quick and at times slow, it eliminates fishiness, removes rankness [from the flesh of carnivores] and eradicates fetidness [from the flesh of herbivores]. One must be sure that while these are overcome, one does not lose the inherent qualities of flavour. In the task of harmonising and blending, one must use the sweet, sour, bitter, acrid and salty.23

 

These, says Yiyin, are the ‘five flavours’ that can be turned into wondrous dishes, through the application of nine simmerings and nine transformations, elevating the preparation of food to a kind of epicurean alchemy.

Yiyin’s concept of the five flavours derived from the Chinese belief in five elements – wood, water, fire, earth and metal. But ‘element’ is a frankly over-literal translation of the Chinese term xing, better rendered as movement, process or phase. Each ‘element’ is supposed to create the other, but like a multi-directional game of scissors-paper-stone, each can also destroy the other. Based originally on the phenomenon of five observable planets, these elements were mapped onto almost every other factor of human existence – their progression ruled the seasons, their humours controlled certain parts of the human body, and hence influenced medicine.24

Undoubtedly, their balances and rival powers influenced some sense of the Chinese idea of taste. It’s the elements that come into play in Yiyin’s discourse on cookery:

 

The balancing of what should be added first or last and of whether to use more or less, is very subtle, as each variation gives rise to its own effect. The transformation within the cauldron is quintessential, marvellous, extremely fine, and delicate.25

 

Yiyin then returns, at great length, to the subject of ingredients, but now he lists where they can be found, and so many of the locations are frustratingly far away:

 

The finest of meats are the lips of the xingxing ape . . . the fleshy tail of the junyan bird . . . West of the Flowing Sands and south of the Cinnabar Peak are phoenix eggs eaten by the Wo people . . . a fish in the Guan River . . . which is shaped like a carp with wings and flies nightly from the Western Sea to the Eastern Sea . . . the cress of Kunlun and the flower of the Longevity Tree . . .26

 

Yiyin’s wish-list is a gazetteer of the known world and beyond, cliffs at the edge of the sea, and obscure herbs in the crevices of distant mountains. To prepare dishes fit for a king, Yiyin will require the best ginger and cinnamon, bamboo shoots and a particular kind of vinegar, which can only be made from the caviar of the zhanwei sturgeon. Merely getting there will require him to acquire the best horses in the world – the Green Dragon breed and the Mount That Leaves the Wind Behind.

This, he argues, is why the ruler of the Shang will have to become the master of all Under Heaven.

The version of the Yiyin legend quoted here dates from long after the time of the Shang, from the Annals of Lü Buwei, an anthology from the third century bc that was probably used as the curriculum for educating a young prince. It is couched as a quest for perfection and an argument for enlightened rule, but contains a sinister subtext, as if Yiyin has come up with an excuse that will drive centuries of military expansion and territorial conquest. It is an odd and intriguing corner of the Chinese classics, suggesting that the impetus to seek out new foods was the beginning of what would become China.

In the rites of ancient China, we see reflections of ancient tribal organisations – a party of hunters praying for success, or celebrating it. The spirits of departed ancestors are welcomed in a symbolic feast – they are honoured, appeased, and sometimes entreated for aid. The line in the Shang dynasty between a beloved grandparent and a malicious deity was often blurred and indistinct – rituals ask for the dead to intercede on behalf of the living in matters of bad weather or poor harvest. The sacred butchers, whose job it was to kill the animals in the correct manner, wielded ‘tinkling knives’ (luan dao), with bells attached to the handles, not only to dispatch the sacrifice, but to skin it and dismember it.27 The animal would be eaten, although sometimes the bones would be put to another purpose.

In ancient pits unearthed at the last Shang capital, Anyang, archaeologists have found messages to the gods, carved on the shoulder bones of oxen and heated until cracks offered something that could be interpreted as an answer. The questions in these ‘oracle bones’ are one of our main sources about the concerns of Shang-era culture, and of its reach. Later soothsayers of the Shang came to prefer using the flat bottom of a turtle shell (the plastron), presumably because it was easier to carve and quicker to crack, but also because its symmetry suited questions requiring yes/no answers.

The use of turtle plastrons is also notable because the Shang people lived so far inland that seafood was not a part of their diet, and some of the plastrons unearthed in Anyang originate on the shores of Southeast Asia. We have no way of telling how long it took such artefacts to travel from the Malay archipelago to central China – perhaps they were traded and re-traded on journeys that took generations – but they certainly travelled far.

* * *

The Shang dynasty fell sometime around 1046 bc, amid natural disasters that caused the people to question if the king still enjoyed Heaven’s support. The archaeological and documentary record points to increasingly straitened times at its last capital, Anyang. The oracle bones, etched with questions and requests to the divine ancestors, point to bad weather and poor harvests, and indicate that in the last year of King Dixin, the last king of the Shang, some 360 increasingly desperate ceremonies and sacrifices were performed in order to persuade Heaven to stop sending disasters – practically one a day.

The downfall of Dixin is largely a matter of legend. There are allusions in ancient songs to a series of natural disasters, and a presumption, certainly widespread among the dynasty that succeeded his, that he had lost the support of Heaven and his ancestors, probably as a result of his obsession with Daji, a beautiful, bewitching concubine.

Instead of using alcohol sparingly in devout rituals, Dixin and Daji would quaff the sacred ale whether there was a ceremony or not. Dixin supposedly filled an entire lake with wine, so that his courtiers could drift on it in little boats, scooping up cupfuls. He had ordered a ‘forest of meat’ – trees or posts hung with cured flesh – and ordered his courtiers to chase each other around it in the nude.

Eventually, he was ousted in a coup, instigated by disgruntled members of his aristocracy. One princeling railed against him for being lax in his kingly duties, suggesting that grain was rotting in the fields, and that one day the wine lake would be filled with blood, and the meat forest hung with corpses. Dixin ordered the torture and execution of his critic and, in a cruel touch, had the boy’s flesh baked into pies and sent to his father Ji Chang, the count of Zhou, as a gift.28

According to legend, Dixin baked Ji Chang’s son into pies in order to test his powers of divination. Ji Chang has often been credited with the creation of the Book of Changes (the Yijing, popularly known as the I Ching), a method of fortune telling that expanded the yes/no answer trees of oracle bones into sixty-four permutations.

Although it is unlikely that he was the actual inventor of the Book of Changes, he appears to have become proficient in its use, using the patterns generated by throwing handfuls of yarrow stalks to generate a random number between 1 and 64, and interpreting the usually cryptic answer. Reading between the lines, he was a powerful man in an aristocratic family with the resources to overthrow Dixin. If Ji Chang accepted the gift, then plainly he had no special powers, but if he refused it, he had some magical power to read Dixin’s mind, and would have to be eliminated.29

It was also the sacred duty of the ruler to lead the hunts and preside at the feasts, apportioning out the choicest hunks of meat and bowls of stew to his most loyal followers. For those who were not high-ranking or in favour enough to attend the banquet himself, gifts of food might be sent in the hands of servants, as an acknowledgement that they were almost worthy. For this reason, a messenger showing up at the distant mansion of Ji Chang with a packet of food was not all that remarkable. It could, in fact, be interpreted as a sign that Ji Chang was being honoured by the king.

This is where a historian might have doubts about the script. What happened next? Did the messenger stand there, expectantly, waiting for Ji Chang to eat the pies? There are plenty of stories about ancient Chinese nobles bestowing gifts on their subjects, but nothing in the ancient records about a necessity to wolf them down on the spot. When a later duke sent two carp to the philosopher Confucius on the occasion of the birth of his son, there is nothing in the ancient texts that says Confucius immediately chopped them up and ate them. He probably waited until dinner.

But in the story of Ji Chang, we are asked to believe that he ate the pies in front of the messenger, pronouncing them delicious, thereby proving to the king that he was not the great soothsayer he was rumoured to be. Legend has it that Ji Chang knew exactly what was in the pies, but feigned delight for long enough to fool the witnesses. When the messenger departed, he threw up.

There are also problems with the wording of the story. What were these pies made from? If they required pastry, that would need flour, which was not a common sight in the Chinese kitchen for another millennium. Most of the detail of Ji Chang’s grisly meal, in fact, comes down to us from sources in the Han dynasty (202 bc–ad 220), which was indeed more than a thousand years later, with ample time for the meaning to drift and for anachronisms to arise.

Sima Qian, author of the Han-dynasty Grand Scribe’s Records, omits the meat pie story, although he does mention the ‘pool filled with wine’ and ‘meat hanging like a forest’. Wine Lake and Meat Forest (jiuchi roulin) has endured in Chinese as a metaphor for going way, way overboard. But even the words didn’t mean the same thing by the time the story was written down – even if there were a ‘wine lake’, the jiu it contained was more likely to have been millet ale.

Not usually given to gossip, Sima Qian does mention that Dixin demanded the daughter of one of his marquises for a bedmate, and had her killed when she refused to join in his orgies. In a fit of pique, Dixin then ordered the girl’s father turned into mincemeat. When the Marquis of Ao, another nobleman, protested about such behaviour, he was killed and his body processed into ‘dried meat strips’. When news of all this reached Ji Chang, the Grand Scribe’s Records reports only that he ‘sighed in secret’, regarded as dangerously insubordinate behaviour by the increasingly unhinged Dixin.30

Nor did Ji Chang accomplish much before his own death – he passed away before the coming revolution, still grumbling about the excesses of the king, still diligently forming quiet alliances with disgruntled chieftains. After his death, it was his second son who would retroactively proclaim that Ji Chang had been the uncrowned first king of a new dynasty, leading an army into battle with his father’s gravestone on the lead chariot, so that he could take part in the downfall of his enemy.

With the fall of the Shang king, Ji Chang’s descendants took over as the Zhou dynasty (1046–256 bc). Ji Chang’s descendants offered sacrifices to him and sang praises both to him and to the god who was reputedly one of his own distant ancestors, the Lord of Millet (Hou Ji):

 

Accomplished Lord of Millet

Equal of Heaven, Provider of zheng.31

 

The word zheng today is used in a compound for steamed dishes, in which food is placed in baskets above boiling water. Ancient texts using the word usually translate it as ‘grain-food’ – millet, wheat and barley, which might be steamed before being added to the broth. But it is likely that zheng here was steam used for a specific task – the creation of yeast cakes. Qu, a fermentation starter that remains the basis of many modern Chinese sauces, jams, breads and alcohols, appears to have been perfected in the Zhou era, although some of its applications were not discovered for many more centuries.32

Other fungal species had their uses. No details of fermentation moulds survive from the Shang and Zhou dynasties, although not much is liable to have changed before the fifth century ad, from which the first extant recipe survives. Forty litres each (that’s an amount the size of a medium suitcase) of steamed, toasted and ground grains were mixed with water, pressed into cakes and then tamped down in trenches. The room was sealed with mud, the cakes were turned after a week, and a week later, suitably mouldy, they were brought out and dried in the sun. They were called ‘magical’, because when mixed with millet flour and water, and sealed in a jar, they would ferment into strong ale over the next couple of months.33

Although there were cosmetic changes in the designs and fashions of Zhou-era cauldrons and utensils, the basic foods remained unchanged. The typical Zhou-era stew still used a base of rice or millet porridge, to which was added seasonal vegetables – mallow, turnips or radish – and any available meat. These days, the mallow plant is usually regarded in China as a weed; it has been supplanted by wave upon wave of more impressive, flavourful imports and varieties of vegetable. Once a staple food, it is dismissed as peasant fare in later sources, and forgotten altogether by early modern times. And yet, according to the food historians Buell and Anderson: ‘It is one of the most nutritious foods ever tested.’34

Rabbit, mutton and sometimes dog formed the most common meat chunks, although there is evidence of more exotic creatures, such as monkeys and leopards. The Chinese already had advanced techniques for pickling, and would use fermentation to make sauces from entrails and meat.

We do, at least, have a mention of ‘dried meat’ in the Grand Scribe’s Records, although that is not liable to be as simple as it sounds. Although meat could be preserved by hanging it in the air to desiccate, it was first boiled in a stock made from animal bones and fermented black beans, with other seasonings to taste. The broth was thrown away, and the meat strips hung away from the sun (a surviving recipe specifies under the eaves ‘on the north side of the house’) until the moisture has dissipated and they had turned into jerky.35

* * *

Many of the Zhou rulers and their advisers paid lip service to the idea of drinking in moderation, since it was widely believed that over-indulgence had caused the collapse of their predecessors, but there is still ample evidence of drunkenness among the aristocracy. The first king of Zhou, a surviving son of Ji Chang, began his reign with stern proclamations against the improper use of alcohol, implying that the last Shang king’s dissolution had not been uncommon:

 

. . . strictly keep yourself from drink. If you are informed that there are companies that drink together, do not fail to apprehend them all, and send them here to Zhou, where I may put them to death . . . If you do not rightly manage the officers, the people will continue lost in drunkenness.36

 

There were similar restrictions on dining. This is where the Book of Rites really comes into its own, since it contains vast and fascinating details on what was regarded as the correct way to eat in the Zhou era – seating arrangements, etiquette and the correct protocols that its supposed author, Confucius, thought would mark a host out as enlightened and civilised.

It tells us, for example, that alcohol was not the only ingredient that had to be carefully managed – it also insisted that livestock could not be slaughtered unless there was a ceremony to be held. Oxen, prized as working animals, are only to be slaughtered at ceremonies in honour of the lord of the realm; goats, prized for more than just their flesh, are not to be slaughtered except at ceremonies in honour of ministers. A gentleman, which is to say, someone who can afford a pig or a dog, must only kill them when he is hosting a religious service.37

There are shadows of this ancient assumption enduring today. I once spent a week with the Kam people of Guizhou in south China, who would only kill cattle on what they called a ‘red day’ (hong tian) – as a village-wide occasion marking a wedding, funeral, festival or other big event. And once, atop a mountain with a knife-maker from the Lisu people in Yunnan, I tried to decline a dinner invitation, only to be told that he had ‘already killed a chicken’. Chickens, it seems, were fair game for everyday unexpected guests, a step below the ritual significance of pigs, dogs and larger animals, the ancient equivalent of having something ready in the larder.

With an atavistic touch, the Book of Rites evoked the origin of feasts in a kindly lord’s desire to provide for his older officers – liable to have been the once-great warriors of his elders’ generation. The term ‘meat eater’ (roushi-zhe) refers to an official, as much as it might refer to an old man – a geriatric in a privileged position, who somehow gets the best of any banquet.38 Officers of pensionable age were given a larger ration of meat, and there was an extra course for those over seventy, and special delicacies for those over eighty. Any man who made it to ninety at court would reap the grand reward: not having to go to court at all. The ruler was obliged to send him delicacies every day, and if he wanted to consult with him on matters of state, he had to go to the trouble of travelling to the old man’s house.

The Book of Rites allows us to envision a Zhou-era banquet, the diners each sitting on a separate floor mat with individual portions before them on a tall, four-legged tray – any sharing of food is done hierarchically, as gifts from host to guest, or as portions ladled or chopsticked out from larger dishes by passing servants. The Zhou era’s penchant for ritual can be discerned even in the rules for dining, which insist that the host describe each dish in turn, and that the guests should not take a swig of booze until every dish has been named and examined.

The rules for bringing in the dishes for entertainment are as follows: Meat cooked on the bone is set on the left; sliced meat on the right. Rice is placed at the left hand of each diner, and soup to the right. Minced and roasted meat are placed outside [the chops and sliced meat], and pickles and sauces on the inner side, then drinks and syrups on the right. When slices of dried and spiced meat are put down, their folds are turned to the left, and their ends to the right.39

The list of approved ingredients in the Book of Rites is not a reflection of superstition or ceremony, but of the basic realities of sourcing local food at different times of the agrarian year. Recipes, or at least the shadows of them as revealed in the Book of Rites, also reflected seasonal ingredients.

‘Lamb and suckling pig were good in spring,’ it says, reflecting the availability of surplus young, ‘dried pheasant and fish in summer’, when still awaiting the harvest, and ‘veal and fawn in autumn; fresh fish and goose in winter.’40 The Book of Rites has details on which form of lard or suet is best used for cooking each dish, and a series of seasonal nuts and fruits that can be cooked with them. Among the more exotic accompaniments are sparrows, bees and cicadas. Cooks would mix pork mince with onions in the spring, but with the mustard plant in autumn. For the ‘victim-animals’ (sheng), which is to say, livestock reared in captivity such as sheep or cattle, they would use pickles as a condiment, whereas the gamier flavour of wild animals, such as deer, would be offset with plums.41

Government officers would get a broth rich in spring onions and leeks; paupers made do with pigweed.42 The better broths threw in meat chunks – mutton, fish, pork, dog, rabbit and game birds, although very rarely horse, since horses were prized for other uses. Chicken was usually regarded as a poor man’s meal, the least appealing of the meats, because a hen was more valuable for laying eggs than for eating, and would usually only be slaughtered when its egg-laying days were over, and its meat tough and stringy.43 Seafood, particularly shellfish such as oysters, was regarded by the ancient aristocracy as a barbarian affectation – one of the weird foodstuffs enjoyed by the people on the distant borderlands, where the Yellow and Yangtze Rivers met the sea.

It was understood that meat was heartier and imparted more energy than vegetables. The Book of Rites lists eight special meals for the elderly, designed to keep them spry:

 

Of prepared meats, there were beef soup, mutton soup, pork soup, and roast beef; pickled slices of beef, pickle and minced beef; roast mutton, slices of mutton, pickle, and roast pork; pickled slices of pork, mustard sauce, and minced fish; pheasant, hare, quail, and partridge. Of drinks, there was must in two vessels, one strained, the other unstrained, made of rice, of millet, or of maize. In some cases, thin preparations were used as beverages, as millet gruel, pickle, with water syrup of prunes. Of steeped rice; clear wine and white. Of confections, there were dried cakes, and rice-flour scones. For relishes, snail-juice and a condiment of the broad-leaved water-squash were used with pheasant soup; a condiment of wheat with soups of dried slices and of fowl; broken glutinous rice with dog soup and hare soup; the rice-balls mixed with these soups had no smart-weed in them.44

 

The Book of Rites even contains recipes, such as the Rich Fry (chun ao), a relatively simple pickled-meat fried rice, and the Steeped Delicacy (zi), in which fresh beef was cubed and then marinated in ale for a day. Beef steaks were to be grilled with cinnamon, ginger and salt. The Bake (pao) involved a piglet stuffed with dates, baked, caked with a mixture of flour and its own mashed crackling, and then poached in a tripod for three days.45

Although popular tradition calls Confucius the author of the Book of Rites, he probably collated it from the works of others and used it as teaching material. Regardless, it affords us a detailed glimpse not only of what was considered reasonable behaviour, but what was not:

 

Do not roll the rice into a ball; do not bolt down the various dishes; do not swill down [the soup]. Do not make a noise in eating; do not crunch the bones with the teeth; do not put back fish you have been eating; do not throw the bones to the dogs; do not snatch [at what you want]. Do not spread out the rice [to cool]; do not use chopsticks in eating millet. Do not gulp down soup with vegetables in it, nor add condiments to it; do not keep picking the teeth, nor swill down the sauces. If a guest adds condiments, the host will apologise for not having had the soup prepared better. If he swills down the sauces, the host will apologise for his poverty. Meat that is wet [and soft] may be divided with the teeth, but dried flesh cannot be so dealt with. Do not bolt down roast meat in large pieces.46

 

The royal household of the Zhou dynasty boasted a large staff dedicated to food, although it is likely that the Book of Rites was merely stating an idealised staff, rather than whatever roster was actually in place. Still, the staff was of such a huge size that one imagines a large proportion of its members were redundant, brought on in order to help cook food for the other staff!

More than half of the 4,133 household employees were involved in the preparation of food, including 152 ‘masters of viands’ (your guess is as good as mine), 70 butchers, 128 court cooks, 128 cooks for guests and sacrifices, 62 assistant cooks, 335 ‘masters of the domain’ (presumed to be market gardeners), 62 game hunters, 342 fishermen, 24 ‘turtle catchers’ (also responsible for shellfish), 31 bamboo basket attendants (in charge of fresh vegetables), 110 wine supervisors (curating and overseeing the spicing of drinks), 340 winemakers, 170 beverage (and sauce) makers, 61 meat-pickle makers, 62 picklers, 62 salt makers and, in charge of primitive refrigeration, 94 ice-house attendants.

Two full-time ‘food doctors’ (shi-yi) seem to have enjoyed a supervisory role ensuring hygiene and correct methods.47 One likes to imagine them as poison testers, but their role was actually far more staid and invasive, making sure that recipes were assembled in the correct combinations – such as beef with rice, mutton with broom-corn millet, and dog with fox-tail millet.

They also made sure that diners did not break etiquette; for example, by having minced meat and meat slices in the same meal, which was apparently a step too far:

 

Avoid eating young soft-shelled turtles. Remove the intestines of the wolf, the kidneys of the dog, the straight spine of the wild cat, the rump of the hare, the head of the fox, the brains of the suckling pig, the bowels of fish and the perforated openings of the turtle. Remove bones and sinews from flesh; scrape the scales from fish, make dates look new, select [the best] chestnuts, the smoothest peaches and unwormed pears.48

 

There are several incidents in ancient Chinese history that point to enforcement of strict codes on food hygiene. Asides in the Book of Rites show us the food doctors at work, assessing the animals for the king’s table – rejecting sheep with matted hair, restless dogs and diseased pigs, commanding the cooks not to cook goose kidneys. A duke in the ancient state of Jin famously ordered the execution of one of his servants for offering undercooked bear paws.

A ruler of the southern state of Chu, newly in the community of Chinese nations and hence fair game as the butt of jokes about barbaric behaviour, was ridiculed for making himself ill by choosing to eat a leech he found in his salad instead of calling out the servant who left it there. The philosopher Wang Chong saw it as nothing to laugh about, since whereas everybody made mistakes, it would take some serious dereliction of duty for the cooking staff to serve a salad with a one-inch creature still clinging to the leaves.

‘In a cold salad,’ he complained, ‘even a one-eyed person should have spotted it. The servants of the king showed a lack of respect, and took no care when washing the salad. Theirs therefore was a most serious offence.’49 It’s the principle of the thing. If a servant leaves a slug in your salad, what else is he allowing to slide?

* * *

Although the Shang kings had claimed to rule ‘all under Heaven’, their domain was relatively small. The Zhou kings claimed to have authority over a substantially larger area, although they still only ruled a little state in the Wei River valley, small enough that it could be crossed on horseback in a couple of days. Their children, grandchildren and other descendants were given marchlands on the frontier, or up- or downriver, which soon created a patchwork of dukedoms and baronies, extending the notional authority of the Zhou kings across a far larger area.

In a process that would repeat itself on multiple occasions in Chinese history, nomad peoples encountered on the frontier would become a market for goods in times of plenty, and perceived as a new threat in times of hardship. The Rong barbarians, originally from somewhere to the north and west, but drifting ever eastwards and south, would become particularly influential, in part because they appear to have introduced the soybean into the Chinese diet sometime around 1000 bc.50 However, this is one of the many counterintuitive statements to be found throughout Chinese food history, because the soybean was already present in China before that point – perhaps the Rong turned up with a different variety, elided into the old Chinese term for a similar bean.

The food historian E.N. Anderson suggests that the Rong turned up not so much with beans as with a better means of cooking them. The Zhou people’s tendency to boil everything would not be all that helpful with soybeans, and would lead to tasteless sludge.51 Soybeans have higher nutrient values than millet, but a lower rate of digestion, at 22 per cent if they are merely boiled, but rising to 65 per cent with fermentation. In other words, they can only come into their own with the introduction of more advanced technology for cooking and preparation. When they do, however, they offer the best yield per acre of protein, compared to the same land used for rearing milk, eggs or meat.52

At least in theory, the feudal lords and even the barbarian outliers like the Rong were loyal subjects of the Zhou king. In practice, thanks in part to the newly available iron tools, which helped clear far larger areas of virgin ground for farming, their fiefs soon became substantially more powerful and wealthy than the central domain to which they owed their appointments. They became increasingly fractious both with the king and with each other.53 The authority of the ruler devolved to the point where he was unable to stop the dukes fighting with one another, and the last 500 years of the Zhou dynasty’s eight-century run was fraught with political tension and outbreaks of violence.

The Rong were most influential on their enemies – those unfortunate feudal lords whose territories knocked against theirs. Aristocrats in the heartland scoffed at the uncouth nature of the western states, particularly Qin, which was regarded as only one small step above the savagery of the nomads. But the Rong could also prove to be a helpful ally – assimilated Rong horsemen would help build and run the ranches that supplied the best steeds for the aristocrats’ chariots – and a useful political tool. Or at least, they appeared to be until the eighth century bc, when Rong horsemen, fighting on behalf of a usurper, got out of control and burned the Zhou capital to the ground.

The Zhou aristocracy fled eastwards, and struggled to recapture their past glories in a new capital near what is now Luoyang, but their bold claims of being appointed by the gods to rule the world would seem increasingly ludicrous.

The relocation of the capital to Luoyang, and the deeply embarrassing defeat, marks the beginning of the ‘Eastern’ Zhou era, and also of its ‘Spring and Autumn’ sub-period in Chinese history. The name derives from the Spring and Autumn Annals, a year-by-year account of events in one particular dukedom, believed to have been carefully composed as an object lesson in correct administration and etiquette.

The supposed author, Confucius again, rose to prominence at the court of Lü because of his mastery of correct protocol. Confucius was obsessed with what had gone wrong – tradition held that the ancestors were all-wise and all-knowing, incredibly accomplished demigods with centuries-long lifespans and incredible powers, but when he looked around himself, he saw a bunch of fallible humans. Confucius was convinced that mankind should be able to drag itself out of its failings, back towards the lifestyle of the golden age of legend, simply by recreating the rituals and ceremonies of the good old days – this, of course, is why he was such a stickler for etiquette.

The Spring and Autumn period is loaded with scandals
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Although I have spent much of my life cooking ‘Chinese’ food at home, the second decade of the twenty-first century truly ramped up my experience of it, beginning with my six years as Visiting Professor at Xi’an Jiaotong University. There, Professors Li Qi and Wang Ye, and Dr Qiao Zhilin, welcomed me into an academic fraternity that did an awful lot of its business at banquets.

I was introduced to the idea of a faculty meal as a prolonged and boozy apology for having to work late, and a blow-out to impress the foreign dignitaries, not least by trying to make them feel like dignitaries. I got to see first-hand the politics of seating arrangements, and the nuances of who-paid-when, as well as the shadowy influence of ordering logistics, with entire banquet menus left in the hands of whichever two low-ranking postgrads had been sent ahead half an hour earlier.
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This is more important than it might seem; as noted by Ann Hui in Chop Suey Nation, solo researchers end up not seeing huge sections of the menu, because they can’t eat it all. Director-producer Chang Sohkiak has been particularly pushy in my education on matters of Chinese food, a stern advocate for the originality of Teochew cuisine, and a vocal dissenter against the tendency to lump all southern Chinese foods into a catch-all ‘Cantonese’ designation. She also took perverse pleasure in forcing me to eat things on camera, so I have her to thank for my experiences with pigeons dissolved in wine, fried grasshoppers, and a stew cooked in a cow’s digestive juices.

National Geographic also led to my whistle-stop tour of an entire province while making Shandong: Land of Confucius, in which I not only got to experience the dying art of Lü cuisine and to eat the best and freshest seafood of my life, but also the sight of our director, Jonathan Schütz, being handed a meal that was apparently rendered ‘vegetarian’ by crossing out the word ‘chicken’ on the box.

Emily Carlson was the one who first proposed the idea of a history of China told through its food, for which her punishment was to watch for a whole year while I struggled to put one together. She subsequently became my first reader; Andrew Deacon and Alicia Noel were next in line, before I delivered this book to my editor, Ian Wong at Hodder, who has gone far above and beyond the call of duty in hammering it into shape.

John Bains was my witness one fateful night in Taipei when I accidentally ate a dog. My former wife, Kati Clements, took some of the photographs in this book. My agent, Chelsey Fox of Fox & Howard, went on the warpath to find this book its best possible home. My father, Michael Clements, answered my questions about the Garden of China, which was a fading memory for both of us. Andrew Deacon accompanied me in a vegetarian feast at the Famen Temple, and numerous other dishes around Xi’an and Beijing, including that time when we ordered tripe, but didn’t find out what it was until we got home and looked it up.

Feng Yangxi talked me through the peculiarities of the Chinese tea ceremony at her mother’s tea shop. Gao Xisheng showed me around the Luoyang Museum. Miss Haifang took me through the Pagoda Brand wine factory. Ho Shulong pointed out the herbs in the Baisha garden established by his father, Ho Shixiu. Li Gung took me mushroom hunting in Lijiang. Louisa Lim answered my questions about the average customer journey at a branch of the Tasty Congee & Noodle Wantun Shop in Hong Kong (a story since redacted from this book). Liu Tianjie at the Gulong Soy Sauce Factory in Xiamen not only showed me around, but sent me away with a crate of condiments.

Julie Makinen was my companion on a hot date to Beijing’s Museum of Tap Water, which is a lot more interesting than it sounds. Alicia Noel took me out for vegetarian food at Tianchu Maoxiang. Wang Ju took me down into the granary pits of Huiluo. Yan Weixing put me to work chopping garlic in his Jinan restaurant while he sliced up a Sweet and Sour Carp. Zhang Xi let me hover in her Cambridge kitchen while she cooked a Teochew meal.

Stefan R. Landsberger’s collection of Chinese propaganda pictures, now hosted at the International Institute of Social History in Amsterdam, is a treasure trove of images of Communist China, and I much appreciate the IISH’s service archiving and offering high-resolution scans of propaganda images – you can spend many happy hours there at chineseposters.net.
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