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For Pei Wen, Maria, and Justin
‘Wei, lei sic joh fan mei ah?’
‘喂, 你食咗 饭未呀?’
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Hi there. We’re Amy and Julie. We’re sisters, keen home cooks and (95 per cent of the time) best friends. We grew up in beautiful New Zealand and that is where our food story begins.

At the very centre of that story is family. For over two decades of dewy Sunday mornings, our family has been piling into Dad’s temperamental old van. It’s usually five slightly groggy people in the front and a serious game of Tetris in the back: big white buckets of fresh ingredients, jumbo dried noodle nests and plenty of soy sauce – all neatly and securely stacked to ensure that the short journey to the market doesn’t end in a premature stir-fry. Towing behind the van is our rickety food cart, which has become much more than a space for selling. It’s a stage for Mum and Dad to showcase their amazing cooking skills, an adored fixture at the Riccarton Rotary Sunday Market in Christchurch, and an honorary member of our family. The cart at stall number ‘A25’ represents the centre of a much larger family, too, for it is where our customers have seen us and our little brother Justin grow into adults.

It was the combination of setting up shop at the market and being immersed in a home where food meant family that taught us how to cook and eat. It’s no wonder that our fondest childhood memories are inextricably connected with food: from nightly dinners at a table lovingly adorned with colourful sharing dishes, to road trips with delicious soy chicken packed in the chilly bin.

Although we were oceans away from China, Mum and Dad’s creativity in the kitchen gave us a taste of their childhoods. And what a fabulous team they are: Dad is the deep-frying and marinating expert, while Mum’s (all five feet of her) ability to toss an Everest of noodles in a wok never ceases to amaze. They made eager students (and taste testers) of us and we absorbed every lesson.

In recent years, the same hunger for learning brought us to the other side of the world, to study subjects far removed from food: Amy for a chemistry PhD at Cambridge and Julie a criminology Masters at Oxford. We finished our degrees at around the same time, and from the closing of one chapter sprung a mutual urge to go back to our food roots – and so The Dumpling Sisters was born.

We knew that for a lot of people, making Chinese food at home, especially dumplings, might seem daunting or mysterious. So we set up a blog and made YouTube videos dedicated to sharing what we know and love about Chinese food. Although it was terrifying and awkward to see ourselves on film at the beginning, we had a hunch that our encouraging video tutorials could help home cooks feel more confident about cooking our recipes. Above all, the videos are an invitation to cook along with us in our kitchen: anytime, anywhere.

In the first few months family and friends were our loyal (and only!) followers so when we received the first photos of our food recreated in home kitchens all over the world it was truly heart-warming. Fast-forward to today and we are still sharing our favourite recipes online; recipes that are drawn from the unwritten Cantonese cookbook that was so central to our upbringing.

Our recipes have always been the heartland of what we do, so when the idea of writing a cookbook was floated we could hardly wait to jump right in. This cookbook is dedicated to every long-time fan of Chinese food, and the newly curious.

We would love for these pages to become dog-eared and splattered with all manner of sauces and seasonings as you cook your way through the chapters that represent different ways to enjoy Chinese food. We have got pretty dim sum, fuss-free meals, traditional family-style eating, a major noodle-fest, dishes fit for a proper feast, and moreish baked goods, too. And like all good things this one ends with dessert, namely a selection of terrific Chinese desserts – something that we hope will convince you that the Chinese can do great sweet things too.

At its very heart, The Dumpling Sisters Cookbook is an invitation to cook alongside us so you too can learn by doing, just as we did at Mum and Dad’s side.

With that, we wish you happy cooking – and even happier eating.

A&J x
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KNOW YOUR ‘MOUTHFEELS’

The Chinese revere textures and sensations in the mouth just as much as they do flavour. This is not highbrow stuff; it is simply a part of the eating experience. By extension, hau gum (literally, ‘mouthfeel’) is a part of our everyday language, peppering our dinner conversations with appreciative murmurs of how satisfyingly faa, lum and so on certain dishes are. Because there isn’t always an equivalent English term for the various categories of mouthfeel, we have tried our best to describe our favourite textures and sensations below. Our list is not exhaustive, but these mouthfeels are among the most common. Draw from them the next time you eat something with a particularly enjoyable or surprising texture and soon you too will be dropping the terms during meals with friends and family.
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FAA

Faa foods are usually rich and ‘melt in the mouth’. They are sometimes even delicate enough to collapse at the slightest touch of your tongue. Think chocolate mousse, fluffy, buttery mash and crumbly shortbread. Try the potatoes in our Potato and Chicken Curry (here) and the pastry in our Pineapple Tarts (here) for some serious faa action.

(BOK BOK) CHEOW

The onomatopoeic name of this one gives it away: cheow is anything with great crunch, and adding the prefix bok bok means that something is super-cheow. For example, roast pork crackling and filo pastry are at their finest when they are cheow. The same goes for Crispy Noodle Nests (here), Golden Spring Rolls (here) and Peanut and Sesame Brittle (here).

SONG

Food is song when it has a refreshingly crisp bite, like coming across a piece of cucumber in a leafy salad. Other song foods include tender calamari, the flesh of lychees and fresh watermelon. Some of our favourite song recipes include our Stir-fried Cucumber (here), Spicy Squid Stir-fry (here) and Prawn Claw Dumplings (here).

SOUNG

These foods readily crumble or flake when you bite into them because they have a loose and airy structure. Puff pastry and deep-fried prawn crackers are delicious examples, as are Sweet and Salty Walnut Cookies (here), Custard Egg Tarts (here) and Flaky Red Bean Pastries (here).

WAAT

As one of the most sought-after mouthfeels in Chinese cooking, waat foods are silky, slippery and smooth. They also tend to be moist; think fruit jelly, mangoes and perfectly ripe avocados. In Cantonese cooking, marinating meat with bicarbonate of soda and cornflour helps to make it more waat. Achieving the waat texture makes or breaks dishes like Whole Steamed Fish (here), Silky Steamed Eggs (here) and Ginger Milk Pudding (here).

DAAN NGAA

This means ‘springy teeth’, so foods with this quality bounce against your bite as you sink your teeth into them. Turkish delight does the trick, as do the Aromatic Steamed Beef Meatballs (here) and springy fish balls in Hokkien Noodles (here).

YEE UN

These foods are satisfyingly chewy. It takes a bit more work to eat them, but this doesn’t mean that yee un foods are unpleasant or tough. For example, al dente pasta and chewy buttermilk crumpets are immensely satisfying to chomp through, as are the Spring Onion Pancakes (here), Sweet Sticky-filled Pancakes (here) and kansui (alkaline water) wonton noodles in Fried Sauce Noodles (here).

MEEN

In Cantonese, meen means pillowy and soft. For example, meen toi is a duvet inner and meen fa tong are fluffy marshmallows. The cloud-like bun wrapper of Steamed Pork Buns (here) and the fine spongy crumb of Mum and Dad’s Vibrant Pandan Cake (here) demonstrate the meen mouthfeel.

LUM

Lum means soft and velvety, like what you would expect from a brilliant bread and butter pudding or an ultra-moist self-saucing chocolate cake. It also describes meat that ‘falls off the bone’, such as slow-cooked pulled pork and lamb shanks. The carrot logs in Watercress Soup (here) become incredibly lum after many hours in the pot, as does the meat in Chicken and Parsnip Soup (here).

MAA LAAT

Although this one is not usually associated with Cantonese cooking, it is one of our favourites and also one of the most interesting sensations to experience for the first time. Maa laat means ‘numbing spiciness’. It is achieved through the use of Sichuan peppercorns, making this mouthfeel one of the hallmarks of Sichuanese cooking. Mapo Tofu (here) is the most popular maa laat dish worldwide, while lesser-known dishes like Spicy Blistered Beans (here) and ‘Fish Fragrant’ Aubergine (here) also deliver a uniquely maa laat punch.
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10 TIPS & TRICKS

While there’s no magic dust needed to cook delicious Chinese food, there are some tips and tricks you can use to make the result seem magical. Here are our top ten picks: think of them as rules of thumb that a little Chinese granny would pass down to you, as Mum and Dad did to us.
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1 THE MAGIC OF BICARBONATE OF SODA

The secret to creating the melt-in-your-mouth texture of meats in Chinese food is bicarbonate of soda. We almost always include a few pinches in our marinades because it relaxes the tightly wound ropes of protein in tough muscle meat that give your jaw a workout. It transforms even the toughest of meats, which means you can use cheaper cuts.

2 SLICING MEAT ‘AGAINST THE GRAIN’

Slicing meat (especially beef) ‘against the grain’ is a neat trick for tenderising meats even further. Simply have a good look at the meat and figure out what direction the fibres are running in (this is the ‘grain’), and then slice at right angles to, or ‘against’, this grain. You can think of the fibres as a thick bundle of elastic cords – the shorter the cords are, the less work your jaw has to do.

3 VELVETY CORNFLOUR

Coating meats in cornflour before cooking locks in the juices and creates a wonderfully waat (silky, velvety) mouthfeel. We add a teaspoon or two to our marinades. Cornflour is also behind those thick, glossy sauces in Chinese food (it’s not oil!). Toward the end of cooking, mix in a slurry of cornflour and water and watch as a lush, glistening and translucent sauce clings to every ingredient as the cornflour cooks through.

4 SOY SAUCE: LIGHT VS DARK

Light soy sauce packs a saltier punch than its darker sibling so we use it primarily for flavouring and seasoning. The intense liquorice hue of dark soy sauce, on the other hand, is ideal for adding colour to dishes such as fried rice and noodles. Its syrupy, almost caramel-like quality in both consistency and taste is also great for adding richness and body to braises. Check out the glossary of ingredients on here for how to pick the best dark soy, for they vary greatly in quality.

5 LINGERING SESAME

We can never resist the seductive nutty aroma of toasted sesame oil. To allow its qualities to shine through, we avoid using it as a cooking oil as its delicate fragrance is destroyed by intense heat. Instead, we suggest using it sparingly as a flavour enhancer at the end of cooking.

6 HOT WATER DUMPLING DOUGH

To create the most pliable, robust and easy to handle dumpling dough, we make ours using hot water rather than cold. This partially cooks the flour and creates resilient dough that can be shaped, rolled out thinly, and manipulated to create beautiful pleats.

7 GARLIC + PORK

The Chinese are well known for adoring pork but sometimes it has an uninviting smell (called boar taint) when cooked, especially when steamed. Our antidote is simple: add garlic – with a slightly heavier hand than usual – and cook like normal.

8 GINGER + FISH

The awakening zing of ginger does a fabulous job of cutting through fishiness and we use it with even the freshest of fish to enhance its natural sweetness. Consider cutting the ginger into long, thin tendrils that imitate swaying swathes of seagrass.

9 STEAMING

Steam has a wonderful ability to coax flavours out of the simplest of ingredients. Mum never used a fancy bamboo steamer when we were growing up, and you don’t need to either. Simply choose a steaming dish that fits inside a lidded saucepan or wok, raise the dish above the base of the pan (a steaming rack, or an upright bowl will do), and fill your pan with boiling water to a level just below where the base of the dish will be. It is best to use a steam-proof dish such as enamel, Pyrex or everyday china. When steaming meat, we use about 50 per cent more cornflour (to mop up the juices that are released during steaming) and omit the bicarbonate of soda (as it will froth up).

10 LOVE YOUR WOK

Let’s start with the cooking vessel. A carbon steel wok is best for home stir-frying, but you can make do with a large frying pan with high sides – just choose something that will give the ingredients plenty of room to move around in as you stir and fry. The beauty of a carbon steel wok (very cheap at Chinese supermarkets) is that its thin walls transfer heat quickly, which is crucial for creating the characteristic heat-kissed smokiness of stir-fried food. For a no-fuss cooking experience, go for a wok with a long wooden handle (rather than two ear-shaped handles at opposite sides) and a flat (as opposed to curved) base that will sit unsupported on home hobs.

Getting the wok ready. New carbon steel woks need to be prepared or ‘seasoned’ for cooking. Begin by scrubbing the wok well with hot soapy water to remove the anti-rust oil coating, then give it a quick wipe. Dry thoroughly over a low heat and then replace the protective coating by smearing the inside surface with a thin film of cooking oil (kitchen paper is handy here).

When you are ready to cook. Have all the ingredients prepped, including the cornflour slurry if using (see above). If you are using a wok, it should be extremely hot before you add the oil, which is immediately followed by your first ingredient (often aromatics like garlic and ginger). When stir-frying, we use a range of motions: stir, turn, flip, toss (!) – using two spatulas if it helps. In restaurants, the food is usually in constant motion because you don’t want it to catch over the intense heat. At home, you will find that you will need to leave the ingredients alone for a while to give them a chance to cook through, or for meats to develop a caramel crust. To ensure thorough cooking, sprinkle in some water and cover with a lid – this will create steam that helps to deliver heat to the core of the ingredients. Alternatively, blanch your vegetables beforehand.

Cleaning? There’s an art to that too. A steel wok loves a bit of TLC so when it’s done its duty, scrub well in hot water, but don’t be tempted to use detergent as this will strip away the protective oil coating. Then dry as above (wipe, then heat), before using kitchen paper to reapply a thin film of oil. Over multiple uses, a well-seasoned wok essentially acts as a non-stick surface so it’s worth doing these extra steps. Think of it as buffing a vintage car or a pair of designer patent heels – it will be a joy to own and use for many years.


ADD AN EXOTIC

We may have let out a delighted squeal or two when we spotted canned water chestnuts in the international aisle of our local supermarket. It was something of a light bulb moment for us: people are enthusiastic about experimenting with new ingredients.

To do our bit for the evolving global palate, we have included a nifty feature called ‘add an exotic’ [image: img]. These optional extras appear in some recipes and are Chinese ingredients that probably feel unfamiliar at the moment. But whether an ‘exotic’ adds an interesting mouthfeel or greater depth of flavour, it can take a Chinese dish from pretty darn good to downright sublime. Our hope is that eventually these ingredients will no longer seem ‘exotic’ as they become a natural part of your cooking repertoire, utilised with the same level of comfort and frequency as pak choi or soy sauce. We are looking forward to the day when fermented beancurd pops up in local supermarkets, but in the meantime all of these ingredients are readily available at good Chinese supermarkets.
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GUM CHOI (GOLDEN NEEDLE VEGETABLE) 金针菜

These spindly golden yellow needles are not vegetables at all, but the edible flower petals of the daylily plant. Purchase them in dried form, then simply steep the needles in warm water before cooking so they become plump and juicy. The best way to seal in the delicately fragrant flavour of gum choi is by steaming them alongside ingredients that will happily take on the subtle perfume of the needles, such as chicken thighs.  1

MOOK YEE (WOOD EAR MUSHROOMS) 木耳

What starts out as featherlight dried petals rapidly blossoms into lush and juicy blooms after rehydration in water. Mook yee is usually added to dishes to take advantage of its song (refreshingly crisp) mouthfeel (here). It is also a wonderful vehicle for flavour because sauces and seasonings get caught within its cloud-like pleats. Another common variety, wun yee (cloud ear) is similarly song and pleated.  2

HARM YU (SALTED PRESERVED FISH) 咸鱼

Just a few precious nuggets of this powerhouse ingredient will send you straight to the seaside. Keep an eye out for the muoi houng variety if you can – this means that the fish has a faa (melt-in-the-mouth) mouthfeel (here). The other variety, sut yook harm yu literally translates as ‘hard-fleshed salted fish’.  3

JI JOOK (DRIED BEAN CURD) 支竹

Dried bean curd, also known as ‘tofu skin’, is a by-product of soy milk production: as the milk boils, a robust skin forms on the surface, which is later skimmed off in sheets, dried out, and rehydrated for cooking. Though by itself ji jook lacks a distinctive flavour, its brilliantly wrinkly surface is perfect for mopping up flavoursome sauces. When cooked slowly, as in stews, ji jook becomes very tender to the bite.  4

KONG YU CHU (DRIED SCALLOPS) 江瑶柱

These dark caramel-coloured nuggets are seriously pungent and rich in umami flavour, making them prized in Chinese cooking. Rehydrate them in water before using them sparingly – it only takes a little for the distinctive flavour to shine through.  5

LARP CHEONG (CHINESE SAUSAGE) 腊肠

This is a dried pork sausage with sweet undertones and a waxy texture (‘larp’ refers to the waxiness). Sliced or diced larp cheong is brilliant either steamed or stir-fried to render out the moreish flavour from the fatty bit.  6

JA CHOI (PRESERVED MUSTARD STEM) 榨菜

The funny knobbly appearance of whole ja choi belies a fantastic little ingredient that is perfectly salty, sour and spicy all at once. Ja choi has a song (refreshingly crisp) mouthfeel, and if you love pickled dill, you will be an instant fan of preserved mustard stem too. Chop it up and use it as a condiment for Silken Congee (here), or as a flavoursome addition to soups and sauces, or serve as an accompaniment for steamed meat dishes. You can purchase ja choi in several different forms, but our favourite varieties are sold as foil-wrapped sachets for convenient single servings or whole bulbs in cans. If you are using whole ja choi, rinse the stems before chopping them to remove any grittiness.  7

HARM SHURN CHOI (PICKLED MUSTARD GREENS) 酸菜

Pungent, sharp, and addictively sour, harm shurn choi (literally, salty sour vegetable) are handy to keep in the cupboard for adding the zing factor to soups and stir-fries. They are available in clear plastic packets at Chinese supermarkets, but if you have access to fresh mustard greens you can pickle them yourself, too. Simply pop the greens into a clean and sterilised jar together with some vinegar, salt and sugar, then cover and refrigerate for at least three days before serving.  8

HAR MEY (DRIED SHRIMP) 虾米

Widely used for its ability to impart a unique umami aroma to a variety of dishes, har mey are often rehydrated in water before cooking. We also like to fry them into crispy savoury morsels for sprinkling on top of salads.  9

FOUR YU/NARM YU (WHITE/RED FERMENTED BEANCURD) 腐乳/南乳

Four yu (white fermented beancurd) and narm yu (red fermented beancurd) are dainty beancurd bricks with a texture that is similar to creamy blue cheese. The flavour comes from the liquid in which the tofu is brined, resulting in a salty, slightly tangy and sometimes spicy profile. Narm yu is distinctively different to four yu due to the addition of red yeast rice. Simply mash up the beancurd before adding it to stir-fries and sauces. For the ultimate pared-down supper, sprinkle granulated sugar on top of a single brick then use the tip of your chopsticks to gradually nip away at it as you wolf down a bowl of rice.  10
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