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Standard level spoon measurements are used in all recipes.

1 tablespoon = one 15 ml spoon

1 teaspoon = one 5 ml spoon

Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperature – if using a fan-assisted oven, follow the manufacturer’s instructions for adjusting the time and the temperature.

Fresh herbs should be used unless otherwise stated. Medium eggs should be used unless otherwise stated.

The Department of Health advises that eggs should not be consumed raw. This book contains some dishes made with raw or lightly cooked eggs. It is prudent for vulnerable people such as pregnant and nursing mothers, invalids, the elderly, babies and young children to avoid uncooked or lightly cooked dishes made with eggs. Once prepared, these dishes should be kept refrigerated and used promptly.

This book includes dishes made with nuts and nut derivatives. It is advisable for those with known allergic reactions to nuts and nut derivatives and those who may be potentially vulnerable to these allergies to avoid dishes made with nuts and nut oils. It is also prudent to check the labels of pre-prepared ingredients for the possible inclusion of nut derivatives.
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introduction

In China, food and its preparation have been developed so highly that it has reached the status of an art form. Both rich and poor, Chinese people consider that delicious and nutritious food is a basic necessity of life.

The great ancient Chinese philosopher Confucius emphasized the artistic and social aspects of cooking and eating, and in China it is considered poor etiquette to invite friends to your home without providing something appropriate to eat. In fact, Chinese people simply don’t gather together without there being food involved. The ancient Chinese philosophy of Taoism, on the other hand, encouraged research into the nourishment provided by food and cooking. Rather than concentrating on taste and appearance, Taoists were more interested in the health-giving and life-enhancing properties of food. Centuries on, the Chinese have discovered the health-promoting properties of all sorts of ingredients. They have taught the world that the nutritional value of vegetables is destroyed by overcooking (particularly boiling), and have discovered and demonstrated that ingredients with a great flavour also have medicinal value.

Home-cooked Chinese food is extremely healthy, due to the use of very small quantities of polyunsaturated oils and the exclusion of dairy products. Although many Chinese restaurants in the West prepare their menu using highly saturated fats, authentic Chinese food is arguably the healthiest on the planet. All the recipes in this book involve a minimal amount of oil, and most use low-calorie cooking spray.
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The Chinese approach to cooking is one of the greatest there has ever been, and many factors have influenced its development from ancient times to the present day. Confucius once said, ‘Eating is the utmost important thing in life’, and Chinese cuisine is considered a highly sophisticated art, requiring much time and consideration.
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A meal in Chinese culture is typically seen as consisting of two basic components: a main food, which is a source of carbohydrate or starch, typically rice (predominant in southern parts of China) or noodles (predominant in northern parts of China); and accompanying dishes of vegetables, seafood, fish, meat and poultry.

Chinese regional cooking styles

As China is a huge country geographically, it is diverse in climate, ethnicity and subcultures. Not surprisingly, therefore, there are many distinctive styles of cuisine. Historically there were eight great culinary traditions (Anhui, Guandong, Fujian, Hunan, Jiangsu, Shandong, Szechuan and Zhejian). Today there are four main regional cooking styles in China: Beijing, Szechuan, Hunan and Cantonese, though still many provincial variations and ethnic minority specialities.

Beijing

Beijing cuisine is also known as Mandarin cuisine. Many of the foods in this region are wheat-based (as opposed to rice-based), so Beijing cuisine consists of a variety of dumplings, baked and steamed breads and various types of noodle. Mandarin-style meals usually include vegetable dishes, soups, tofu (soya bean curd) and fish. The food is mild in taste, and vinegar and garlic are common ingredients. Dishes are frequently stewed or braised, while dumplings are filled with a meat or vegetable mixture and steamed.

[image: image]

Szechuan

Food from the Szechuan (or ‘Four Rivers’) basin is characteristic of the south-western region of China. Featuring a liberal use of garlic, ginger, spring onion and chilli, Szechuan food is distinguished by its hot, peppery flavours. It is the spiciest style of Chinese cooking and certainly very tasty.

Hunan

The traditional cuisine of Hunan Province is richer than that of Szechuan and may be either spicy or sweet and sour. Chicken, pork, fish and shellfish are all popular ingredients cooked in this manner.

Cantonese

From Canton or Guangdong Province in the south-eastern region of China (which includes Hong Kong), Cantonese cuisine is the mildest and most widely consumed type of Chinese food in the world. Cantonese food tends to be more colourful and less spicy than the other regional styles of cooking and is usually stir-fried, which preserves both the texture and flavour of ingredients. Dim sum or ‘tea lunch’, usually consisting of tasty little dumplings and pastries stuffed with meats and vegetables, is served at many Cantonese restaurants during the lunch hour. Freshness is supreme to the Cantonese, and sauces are kept mild and subtle so as not to overpower the fresh taste of the ingredients.
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Healthy principles

The Chinese way of looking at health lies in one of the fundamental principles of its traditional philosophy, that food and medicine share the same roots. The firm belief that food has healing powers and therapeutic effects has led to the cultivation of many different edible plants and herbs in China, and as the benefits of disease prevention and health preservation that they offer have been recognized, so they have become standard ingredients in Chinese home-cooked dishes. At the same time, there has been a pursuit of refinement in Chinese cooking. The quantities of different ingredients and their combination are essential considerations. Whether making main dishes or soups, foods are combined according to their relative nutritional content to achieve the goal of an overall balance in nutritional intake. And it is recommended to eat only until the stomach is about 70–80% full, a practice that has been passed down through the generations as a secret to long life.
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Equipment

The beauty of cooking Chinese food in your home is that you don’t need much specialist equipment at all. The two main pieces of equipment are the wok and the bamboo steamer.

Wok

Key to Chinese cooking, the wok is the heart of the Chinese kitchen. There is almost no limit to the number of delicious dishes that can come out of this unassuming piece of equipment on the hob. It is one of the most useful and versatile pans available, as it can be used for stir-frying, blanching and steaming foods as well as deep-frying. Its shape, with deep sides and a rounded bottom, allows for fuel-efficient, quick and even heating and cooking. This quick-cooking method also preserves the vitamins in the vegetables. Traditional-style woks need to be seasoned and tempered before using, but the recipes in this book feature a good-quality nonstick wok that doesn’t need to be prepared before use and also requires the barest minimum of oil for cooking, thus making your dishes even healthier. You can use a large, deep nonstick frying pan in place of a wok if you need to.
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Steamer

Steaming is essential to much of Chinese cooking. The best option is to buy one or more inexpensive bamboo steamers, which come in a wide range of sizes, the 25 cm (10 inch) size being the most practical for the home cook. The food is placed in the steamer and that in turn is placed above boiling water in a wok or large saucepan. A tight-fitting bamboo lid prevents the steam from escaping.

To make the best use of your bamboo steamer, follow these simple instructions:

1 Fill the wok or pan roughly one-third with water. It is very important that you use the right amount of water – too little and the water can boil off and scald the wok; too much and it will boil up on to the food.

2 Bring the water to the boil over a medium heat – wait until you see a rolling boil.

3 Carefully arrange your food inside the bamboo steamer – you can stack several bamboo steamer baskets on top of one another to cook different foods at the same time. Place food that cooks quickly in the top basket and food that takes a little longer in the bottom basket. Place the lid on the top basket.

4 Carefully place the steamer in your wok or pan. Allow the water to boil rapidly and circulate inside the steamer, evenly cooking the food. Cooking times will vary depending on the food you are cooking.

5 Clean your bamboo steamers by washing them by hand with gentle washing-up liquid and water. Don’t soak them in the sink or put them in the dishwasher, as this can ruin the bamboo. Allow the steamers to air-dry completely before putting them away.


STEAMING TIPS

* Place a layer of cabbage or lettuce underneath the food in the steamer to prevent the food from sticking to the steamer, or line it with nonstick baking paper. This is very helpful when steaming sticky foods like dumplings or wontons.

* To avoid steam burns, always lift the lid of the steamer away from your body. Wrist burns can occur if steam or hot water are expelled as you lift the lid, so use caution. Use pot-holders to set up and remove steamers.



[image: image]

Ingredients

All the various Chinese ingredients you need are widely available these days in most supermarkets and grocery stores. However, some specialized foods and ingredients may only be found in Chinese and Asian supermarkets or from online suppliers.

Bamboo shoots

Fresh bamboo shoots have a distinctive taste, but are quite difficult to obtain. Canned sliced bamboo shoots are widely available and have a sweet flavour and crunchy texture.

Bitter melon

This unusual-looking vegetable has a bumpy green skin and a slightly bitter taste, and is valued for its medicinal qualities.

Fermented black beans

Also known as salted beans or preserved beans, these small black soya beans have a distinctive salty taste and rich aroma, and are used as a seasoning, usually with ginger, garlic and chilli. You can buy them in jars or cans.

Chilli bean paste

This is made from a mixture of ground chillies, salt, garlic and oil that has been fermented to form a rich paste, and is used as a seasoning in Chinese dishes.

Chilli sauce

Made from chillies, vinegar, sugar and salt, this bright red sauce is sometimes used in Chinese cooking but mainly as a dipping sauce or to add heat to any dish.

Chinese sausage (lap chong)

These thin sausages about 15 cm (6 inches) in length are made from cured duck liver, pork liver or pork. They are used to season rice and poultry dishes, and must be cooked before being eaten.
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Cinnamon

In Chinese cooking, the cinnamon bark’s aromatic flavour is widely used in braised dishes and is one of the ingredients in Chinese five-spice powder.

Dried Chinese mushrooms

Dried Chinese mushrooms need to be rehydrated in hot water before using. They have an intense meaty flavour and the soaking liquid is often used in place of stock in a sauce. The flesh is usually finely chopped and sautéed in Chinese vegetable dishes.

Hoisin sauce

Part of the bean sauce family, this rich, thick and dark sauce is made from soya bean paste, garlic, vinegar, sugar and spices.

Noodles

Egg noodles are made from wheat flour and eggs, and are available fresh and dried. They come in different thicknesses and are usually yellowish in colour. They are used in stir-fries as well as soups.

Rice noodles are made from rice flour, wheat starch and water, and are available fresh and dried.

Bean thread noodles (also known as transparent or cellophane noodles) are made from ground mung beans. They are available dried and are very fine and white in colour. Once soaked, they become soft and translucent.

Oyster sauce

This popular southern Chinese sauce is thick and brown with a rich taste. Made from oysters, soy sauce and spices, it is highly versatile and adds a boost of flavour to many dishes.

Preserved cabbage

Cabbage leaves are pickled in a mixture of salt, vinegar and sugar, and used as a seasoning. Preserved cabbage is available in cans and should always be rinsed before using.

Rice

Long-grain rice is the most popular type of rice in Chinese cooking and there are many different varieties.

Rice vinegar

Used widely in Chinese cooking and made from rice and grains, rice vinegar has a sweet, tart and slightly pungent flavour. Black rice vinegar is dark in colour and is used in braised dishes and sauces.

Sesame oil

A highly aromatic oil made from sesame seeds, this is used as a flavouring in very small quantities in many Chinese dishes.

Shaoxing rice wine

This amber-coloured Chinese matured rice wine is widely used in Chinese cooking. A dry pale sherry can be substituted for it in any of the recipes.
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Soy sauce

Used in China more than 3,000 years ago, this sauce is made from fermented soya beans, flour and water and is then distilled. There are two main types of soy sauce: dark and light. Light soy is light in colour, full of flavour and widely used in Chinese cooking. It is slightly saltier than dark soy sauce. Dark soy sauce is aged for longer than the light variety and is therefore thicker and darker.

Spring roll wrappers

These paper-thin pastry skins made from flour and water are used for making spring rolls and are about 15 cm (6 inches) square. They can be bought ready-made frozen in packets and need to be thawed before using.
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Szechuan or Sichuan peppercorns

These are dried berries from a shrub, and have a sharp, slightly numbing effect on the tongue with a clean lemony spiciness. They are one of the components of Chinese five-spice powder.

Star anise

This star-shaped, aromatic liquorice-flavoured seedpod is widely used in braising, imparting a rich fragrance. It is also an ingredient in Chinese five-spice powder.

Tofu

Also known as doufu or soya bean curd, tofu plays an important part in Chinese cooking. It is highly nutritious, rich in protein and very low in saturated fats. It is easy to digest, inexpensive and very versatile. Made from yellow soya beans, tofu is usually sold in two main forms, firm and silken.

Water chestnuts

Fresh water chestnuts add crunch and texture to many Chinese dishes, but are difficult to obtain. Canned water chestnuts, however, are widely available.

Wonton wrappers

Made from egg and flour, these wrappers are used for dim sum, wontons and dumplings, and are available fresh or frozen. They are sold in packets and are about 7 cm (3 inches) square. If frozen, defrost before using.

Yellow bean sauce

Also known as bean sauce, this thick, spicy fermented sauce is made from yellow beans, flour and salt. It adds spicy–aromatic flavour to dishes and is available in jars in Chinese supermarkets.
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Getting started

Don’t be hampered by the misconception that Chinese food is difficult to prepare at home. It really doesn’t demand any more skill, effort or time than any other type of cooking. As long as you have a few key storecupboard ingredients and a large wok or nonstick frying pan you can cook most dishes in this book. Many of the recipes in this book take less than 20 minutes to cook, and a big plus point is that you can do a lot of the preparation ahead of time, such as chopping the vegetables, which makes it so much quicker and easier when it comes to cooking the dish.

By buying this book, you have decided to take the plunge and start cooking healthy Chinese food. Congratulations! All the recipes in this book have been specially selected as being low in fat. Prepared properly, Chinese food can be beneficial to your whole well-being, as well as being full of flavour.
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soups & starters

   





soy tofu salad with coriander


Serves 4


Preparation time 10 minutes, plus standing









500 g (1 lb) firm tofu, drained


6 spring onions, finely shredded


10 tablespoons roughly chopped coriander leaves


1	large mild red chilli, deseeded and finely sliced


4 tablespoons light soy sauce


2 teaspoons sesame oil







Cut the tofu into bite-sized cubes and carefully arrange on a serving plate in a single layer. Sprinkle over the spring onions, coriander and chilli.


Drizzle over the soy sauce and oil, then leave to stand at room temperature for 10 minutes before serving.


For steamed chilli-soy tofu, drain 500 g (1 lb) firm tofu, cut it into cubes and place it on a heatproof plate that will fit inside a bamboo steamer. Cover and steam over a wok or large saucepan of boiling water (see Steamer) for 20 minutes, then drain off the excess water and carefully transfer to a serving plate. Heat 4 tablespoons light soy sauce, 1 tablespoon each sesame oil and groundnut oil and 2 teaspoons oyster sauce in a small saucepan until hot. Pour over the tofu, scatter with 4 thinly sliced spring onions, 1 finely chopped red chilli and a small handful of finely chopped coriander leaves and serve.
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winter cabbage & ginger soup


Serves 4


Preparation time 10 minutes


Cooking time 15 minutes









1.2 litres (2 pints) boiling hot chicken or vegetable stock


400 g (13 oz) Chinese cabbage, roughly chopped


2 tablespoons peeled and finely chopped fresh root ginger


2 star anise


2 tablespoons light soy sauce


½ teaspoon sesame oil


white pepper







Place the stock in a large saucepan and bring to the boil.


Add the cabbage, ginger and star anise to the stock, return to the boil and cook for 10–12 minutes.


Remove from the heat and stir in the soy sauce and oil, season with white pepper and ladle into warmed bowls to serve.


For stir-fried Chinese cabbage with ginger & garlic, remove and discard the outer leaves from ½ Chinese cabbage and cut into large pieces. Pound 3 garlic cloves with a large pinch of salt in a mortar with a pestle until coarsely ground. Heat a wok or large nonstick frying pan over a high heat, add 2 tablespoons groundnut oil and heat until almost smoking. Add the garlic and 1 tablespoon peeled and grated fresh root ginger, then immediately add the cabbage and stir-fry, moving the pan contents constantly to prevent the garlic from burning. Cook until the cabbage is heated through but still crunchy. Transfer to a warmed serving plate and season with white pepper before serving.
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salmon & spinach dim sum


Makes 28


Preparation time 30 minutes, plus cooling


Cooking time 20 minutes









low-calorie cooking spray


1 carrot, finely diced


1 tablespoon peeled and finely chopped fresh root ginger


1 garlic clove, crushed


4 spring onions, finely chopped


½ teaspoon sesame oil


100 g (3½ oz) baby spinach leaves, finely shredded


250 g (8 oz) piece of skinless salmon fillet


1 egg white


2 tablespoons cornflour


28 fresh wonton wrappers


4 tablespoons Shaoxing rice wine


4 tablespoons light soy sauce salt







Spray a nonstick frying pan with cooking spray and heat over a medium heat. Add the carrot, ginger, garlic and spring onions and cook, stirring, for 5 minutes. Stir in the sesame oil and spinach and cook for a few seconds until the spinach has wilted. Increase the heat and cook for 1 minute until any liquid has evaporated. Leave to cool.


Purée the salmon in a food processor. Whisk the egg white with the cornflour in a large bowl, then add the salmon, the vegetable mixture and salt to taste and mix thoroughly.


Spoon 1 teaspoon of the fish mixture in the centre of a wonton wrapper. Dampen the wrapper edges with water and bring up the sides around the filling. Pinch the the top to seal. Repeat with the remaining wrappers and fish mixture. (You can refrigerate, covered with clingfilm, for up to 12 hours before cooking.)


Place without touching in a stacking bamboo steamer lined with nonstick baking paper, cover and steam (see Steamer) for 8–10 minutes until cooked through. If you don’t have stacking baskets, steam in 2 batches and keep the cooked batch hot over a saucepan of simmering water while cooking the second batch.


Meanwhile, mix the rice wine and soy sauce together in a small bowl and serve with the dim sum.


For sweet chilli dipping sauce, place 1 deseeded and chopped red pepper, 2 halved red chillies, 100 g (3½ oz) caster sugar and 100 ml (3½ fl oz) each of rice vinegar and cold water in a saucepan. Bring to the boil, then simmer for 30 minutes until it turns pinkish. Cool, then process in a blender until smooth. Return to the pan and simmer for 20 minutes until slightly sticky. Cool and serve.
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mushroom & ginger wontons


Serves 4


Preparation time 30 minutes, plus cooling


Cooking time 10–12 minutes









2 tablespoons vegetable oil


1 garlic clove, crushed


1 teaspoon peeled and grated fresh root ginger


250 g (8 oz) mixed mushrooms, trimmed and finely chopped


1 tablespoon dark soy sauce


1 tablespoon chopped coriander


16 fresh wonton wrappers


salt and pepper














Dressing


1 teaspoon dried chilli flakes


150 ml (¼ pint) vegetable stock


1 tablespoon rice vinegar


1 tablespoon light soy sauce


2 teaspoons caster sugar


¼ teaspoon freshly ground Szechuan pepper
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