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FOREWORD


In my 50 years of writing and teaching Chinese cookery in books, in classes and on television, I have always valued its cooking techniques, the history of Chinese ingredients and showing my audience how they can duplicate what I have shared with them. My goal was that they would have a fundamental understanding and appreciation of one of the most ancient cuisines in the world.


Today in this book, Jeremy Pang has successfully distilled the essence of how to make delicious authentic Chinese dishes through simply explained clear techniques. No doubt, having an acclaimed cookery school has given him the experience of teaching novices how to cook. Every essential aspect is carefully explained with a sense of humour; Jeremy’s voice comes through clear and strong. Each recipe is written with simple instructions on how to prepare and cook each dish. Possible substitutions, or ‘swapsies’, are helpful as well and there are some great tips, as if Jeremy was right beside you. His notes infuse the entire book with personal experiences, observations and wit that make cooking fun. I also love how some of the recipes have been given new life with unusual ingredients, sauces and a very British touch. The magnificent instructional and mouth-watering photos bring each offering to life and are sure to make any reader run into the kitchen to try many of them.


This book is not only for aspiring chefs but also for anybody interested in cooking. I am certain you will find it as enlightening as I did and will agree that it belongs in any serious cook’s kitchen and their cookery library.


KEN HOM CBE


CHEF, BBC-TV PRESENTER & AUTHOR
BANGKOK, THAILAND
APRIL, 2025





INTRODUCTION


We Chinese have a knack of keeping our cooking a secret. It’s almost as if, when the Chinese first started migrating across the world, we held a cultural pact – a unanimous understanding that we should open Chinese restaurants, perhaps, but never give away any of the secrets of Chinese cooking. I suppose it makes sense. After all, we would only be giving our restaurants competition if we did so…


Almost ten years ago I wrote my first cookbook, Chinese Unchopped, but to be honest, at the time I had no idea I was able to write anything worthy of an audience and I was still working out the ins and outs of adult life. I was just turned 30, newly married and every penny I owned was invested into this crazy idea of mine to open an Asian cookery school in the heart of Central London. A decade later, I realize that the idea of School of Wok wasn’t crazy at all, and that there are hundreds of thousands of people out there who share the very same inquisitive passion for Chinese cuisine as I do. It’s down to your belief, and following that self-belief I’m here today rewriting the book that got us all so excited about Chinese food in the first place. For those of you who were lucky enough to get your hands on a copy of Chinese Unchopped before it went completely out of print, here’s a blast from the past but with plenty more recipes and ten more years of learning and added practical tips on how to get to grips with all the secrets of Chinese home cooking.


Although my dad was a brilliant cook and inspired my love for food, he flatly refused to teach me his ‘Chinese kitchen secrets’. Rather, he would insist we children sat and watched while he skipped across the kitchen and got to work. Twenty minutes later (and far too fast for us to work out what had happened), dinner would be on the table. After a few minutes of silent scoﬃng, he would make us guess exactly what he had put into each dish. Although we would be none the wiser as to how dinner was made, this daily palate training kept our taste buds constantly excited and has definitely led me to where I am today. Unlike my dad, though, I am here to tell you all my kitchen secrets.


Being British-born Chinese, I’ve been lucky enough to experience and enjoy the wonders of both cultures and, while my Chinese language skills are terrible to say the least, I am proud to say I’ve retained a crucial part of my Chinese cultural identity – a love of eating and cooking. Truth be told I was a little fearful that that my ambition would be frowned upon by almost all the Chinese restaurateurs in the country. A Chinese cookery school certainly wasn’t part of the unspoken arrangement our families and ancestors all seemed to have made! However, it’s now clear to me that the two aren’t mutually exclusive – there are times when you want to eat at home and others when you just don’t.


Chinese food really isn’t as daunting to cook as it may at first seem. Like any cuisine, when examined closely and from a basic level, the patterns and techniques it follows quickly become obvious. In the last 15 years – teaching in completely different environments and with all different types of hobs, heat, woks and knives – I have learned more about Chinese cookery than ever before, and it is through these experiences that I have come to understand its core cooking techniques. Some of these techniques may take a little patience and practice to get the hang of at first (but doesn’t anything worth learning?), but once mastered, they will give you the confidence to create an amazing repertoire of Chinese dishes in any home kitchen environment.


The aim of this refreshed version of Chinese Unchopped is to help further unravel the wonders of our once-guarded Chinese kitchen secrets and demystify the core techniques of Chinese cooking to get you cooking and eating perhaps the best Chinese food you have ever eaten at home. Whether you want a simple one-wok wonder with a bowl of rice on the side or are feeling brave enough to cook three or four dishes to create a feast to impress your friends and family, through my recipes, descriptions and instructions, I hope to be able to help you achieve a wonderful Chinese home-cooking experience.





[image: Jeremy Pang leans against a table with jars of spices and a chopping board with sliced and diced vegetables and smiles broadly for the camera.]





CHINESE KITCHEN ESSENTIALS


I often joke about turning up at university with a wok and a big bag of rice, but with these two Chinese kitchen essentials, you will never go hungry. The wok is a far more versatile kitchen tool than a toastie machine, and understanding how to use one automatically leads to a healthier lifestyle.


THE CLEAVER


What is the difference between a Chinese cleaver and a Chinese chopper? Are they the same thing? Are they just big Western butchers’ knives with Chinese writing on them? Do I really need one to cook Chinese food?


Well, none of these statements is necessarily correct. Much like Western and Japanese chefs’ knives, there are hundreds of different types of cleavers (a composite term) that have various uses within the Chinese cooking world. And while no, you don’t necessarily need one to make Chinese food, they are an interesting and efficient piece of equipment to have and enjoy should you decide to make the purchase. They come with their own history and their own specific technique, different from the Western knife, making them a unique and useful addition to your kitchen equipment.


Cleavers come in many different shapes, sizes, thicknesses and weights – from general slicers to duck slicers (a knife closer in size to a Japanese santoku, but again with less weight on top of the blade than the Japanese equivalents), and general choppers to kau kong (heavyweight choppers). There are even cleavers made specially to create perfectly round dim sum pastries. The difference between a cleaver and a chopper is the weight of the knife itself and the material it is designed to cut through.


For those looking to make their first cleaver purchase, I would recommend starting with a general slicer or what we call our ‘slice and dice cleaver’ at School of Wok. General slicers tend to have a nice thin blade, with a well-balanced weight and a good-sized handle that is comfortable to grip. These types of cleavers are designed for slicing and simple vegetable chopping, but not for chopping through bones. If you want to chop through bones, it’s best to leave that to a butcher, or invest in a chopper – a cleaver specifically made with enough weight and thickness on the top of the blade to withstand the extra force required to cut through tougher material without breaking the thin blade. Bone-in eating in Chinese cuisine is something that may take getting used to for some, but we are big believers in meat staying more succulent when left on the bone. The recipe for Yong Ping Yellow Chicken, for example, calls for chopped-up whole chicken legs complete with skin and bone to make the chicken more bite-sized while maintaining its succulence throughout the cooking process.


When it comes to using your cleaver, efficiency is key. Slicing is by far the most efficient way of prepping your food. A good slicer has an incredibly sharp, thin blade with only a slightly thicker top edge giving balance to the knife.


The instinct for anyone new to a cleaver is to pick it up and use a classic up-and-down chopping motion. Descriptions of techniques and names of dishes in Chinese cuisine are quite literal, and with cleavers it’s no different, so depending on whether you have chosen a general slicer, duck slicer or kau kong chopper, the chopper will chop, whereas the slicers will slice, with great precision as long as you practise your technique! (See here for slicing and dicing tips and tricks.)


THE WOK


Back in the old days, woks used to be made completely out of cast iron with a handle on either side of the wok bowl that would heat up just as much as the wok itself. Even the thinner versions would be extremely heavy to handle. These cast-iron woks are still available and feel wonderful to use, but I would never attempt to flick a cast-iron wok. Instead, I reserve them for slower-cooked braised dishes or deep-frying, as they retain their heat incredibly well.


The best modern-day stir-frying woks are made of thin carbon steel. They conduct heat incredibly well, but more importantly, due to the thin metal, they also lose heat very quickly, which suits stir-frying perfectly, as the quick change in the temperature of the pan allows you to control the level of heat, creating smoking-hot heat when needed, and also to circulate the heat around the wok, which in Cantonese we call having good wok hei, or ‘wok’s air’. This process of quick-searing or blistering the ingredients before pushing them to the side of the wok or manoeuvring them with a flick, toss or a quick stir retains the texture of the ingredients and also seals a unique smoky flavour into the food.


Mastering the art of wok hei is key to any stir-fry and is unique to wok cooking. If you were a fly on the wall at a traditional Chinese restaurant, it would be unusual not to hear a conversation between friends about whether the wok chef has good wok hei or not. One who has the natural ability to know when to circulate the right level of heat around the wok can impart the perfect amount of smoke to the ingredients while maintaining their natural sweetness, texture and aroma, before pouring the whole dish, sizzling hot, out of the wok ready to devour. In fact, wok hei is the main reason why Chinese food is never great when delivered and is always best eaten freshly cooked.


The starting point to perfecting your wok hei is picking the right wok; the larger the surface area of the wok, the more ingredients you can put in. Traditional woks are round-based, because the circular bowl assists the circulation of heat around the pan, which is essential for stir-frying or tossing ingredients and for wok hei. However, round-based woks are best used on a gas hob, so if you have an electric or induction hob, I would recommend opting for a flat-based wok instead. While there are plenty of flat-based woks on the market, my best tip is to look for one that has some good curvature and a smooth bowl shape even though it has a flat base, so that you can still achieve that all-important circular movement for good wok hei. (See for more details and advice on how to supercharge your stir-frying skills.)


Nonstick woks were invented for easy cleaning and have the benefit of simple maintenance. Although not as hard-wearing as traditional carbon-steel woks, newer models are increasingly resistant to damage from everyday use and utensils Personally, I still much prefer to use the traditional carbon-steel woks and cast-iron woks; they give off that extra smoky, caramelized stir-fry flavour when cooking. So, if you really want to get your stir-fries closer to those of your favourite Chinese restaurants and takeaways (if not better), then get yourself a carbon-steel wok and take the time when you first buy it to season it (see here). You can now also buy pre-seasoned carbon-steel woks. These are fully black and look like nonstick woks, but they are seasoned in the factory to save you having to season it at home. They are, however, still made of carbon steel, so it’s crucial not to skip the cleaning and drying process as explained on here, to maintain their condition and avoid any corrosion.


[image: Woks, wok ladles, bamboo steamer baskets, a bamboo mesh strainer, cooking chopsticks, wok spatulas and wok lids are on a surface.]




SEASONING & MAINTAINING YOUR WOK

Most carbon-steel woks will come with an anti-rust layer to prevent them from corroding when sitting on a shop shelf, but seasoning a carbon-steel wok, as mentioned next, is essential to creating a natural nonstick surface on the wok. If your wok later develops any spots of rust, repeat the seasoning steps next. Look after your wok, and it should last a lifetime!

CREATING A NATURAL NONSTICK LAYER

1

Give the wok a good scrub with a metal scourer.

[image: An illustration depicts a person giving the inner surface of a wok a rigorous scrub with a metal scourer.]

2

Heat the wok over a high gas flame until the inside is a dark grey/blue colour all the way around. Then remove it from the heat and let the wok cool down.

[image: An illustration depicts a wok held over a high gas flame so that the inside becomes dark grey or blue in colour.]

3

Dip a thick pad of kitchen towel in a little vegetable oil and use it to polish the inside of the wok by rubbing it all over the wok in a circular motion.

[image: An illustration depicts a person rubbing a thick pad of kitchen towel dipped in vegetable oil on the inside of a heated wok.]

4

Heat the wok over a high heat until it starts to smoke. Once all the smoke disappears and the wok is dark grey/black in colour it is ready to use.

[image: An illustration depicts a wok placed over high heat. The inside of the wok is dark blue. A thin steam rises from the surface.]

KEEPING YOUR WOK CLEAN & SEASONED

1

To clean the wok, half-fill it with hot water and place it over a high heat.

[image: An illustration depicts a wok placed over high heat. The inside of the wok is dirty and half-filled with hot water.]

2

Boil the water vigorously and de-glaze the wok.

[image: An illustration depicts a wok placed over high heat. The wok is half-filled with hot water. Steam rises from the water.]

3

Clean the wok thoroughly with hot water and a sponge or metal scourer, using a little detergent if necessary.

[image: An illustration depicts a person using a metal scourer to scrub the inside of a wok. The remnants on the inner surface disappear.]

4

Always dry the wok on the hob over a high heat until all the water has evaporated. Then allow it to cool before putting it away. You should not have to apply any oil to the wok to store it.

[image: An illustration depicts an empty wok placed over high heat. Concentric rings are formed on the wok’s surface. Steam rises from the inside of the wok.]




OTHER EQUIPMENT


The following equipment and accessories are also incredibly helpful when cooking Chinese food at home and are now easily accessible online. All these ultra-hard-working items of kit come in different shapes and sizes, depending on what suits your requirements best.


WOK LADLES


If you want to get serious with your wok cooking, certain accessories help. Wok ladles, much like Western ladles, are made to hold a certain amount of liquid in the bowl of the spoon. The end of the spoon, however, is positioned at a slightly more obtuse angle to allow for easy stirring and to maintain a good circular movement when it meets a wok full of ingredients.


WOK SPATULA/FISH SLICE


Full metal spatulas can also be found with a similar angle to the wok ladle. They are ideal for when you want to get completely underneath your ingredients without breaking them apart. Some people find spatulas or fish slices easier to use than ladles when folding through food, as they allow the ingredients to be more delicately handled and flicked around the wok.


BAMBOO MESH STRAINERS


What I like to call ‘bamboo spiders’, these are giant, flat sieves with a large, web-like metal mesh surface and long bamboo handle. Similar to a slotted spoon, these are used to fish out food from a wok or pan when deep-frying or blanching ingredients, but the metal mesh drains the oil or water much more efficiently than a slotted spoon.


COOKING CHOPSTICKS


Wooden cooking chopsticks are so useful and versatile when cooking Chinese food. They essentially act as wooden tongs, but can also be used to test the heat of cooking oil when deep-frying. Large wooden chopsticks are especially good for deep-frying, as the extra length keeps you further away from the hot oil in case of spitting. A word of caution: if you want to fish out ingredients from hot oil with cooking chopsticks, please be sure you are confident in using the chopsticks first!


STEAMERS


Steamers come in several different forms, from stainless-steel bases with glass or metal lids to the more traditional bamboo steamers. The other option for steaming, mainly used in the recipes in this book, is to use a large wok with a stainless-steel steamer stand (or shallow heatproof bowl) that fits inside, with a domed lid covering the wok (see next). (See here for more detailed advice on steaming.)


BAMBOO STEAMER BASKET With a bamboo steamer basket as compared to a stainless-steel steamer (see next), the bamboo lid of the steamer collects condensation between the layers of bamboo, acting as a sponge and preventing any water droplets forming on the inside of the lid and dripping back down onto the food.


STAINLESS - STEEL STEAMER This usually comes with a large saucepan at the bottom to hold large amounts of water and therefore it can steam food for longer periods of time, and has a glass or metal lid. If you have a stainless-steel steamer and are worried about condensation and dripping from the lid, the trick is to wrap the lid with a clean tea towel to absorb any excess moisture.


WOK LIDS


The biggest difference between wok cooking versus cooking with a standard frying pan is the increased surface area and volume of food that a wok can hold. The bowl of a wok creates a large surface area to spread food out vertically as well as horizontally and wok lids follow the same principle. The domed shape of a wok lid allows more space for steam to whirl around the wok when covering to steam food through quickly when stir-frying or if you are steaming large ingredients, such as a whole fish or whole chicken and you need that extra height.





PREPARATION TECHNIQUES


Chinese cooking terms are in general much less technical than those of classical Western cooking where, for example, julienne, brunoise and macedoine denote specific types of cuts, but the principles of slicing, dicing, cutting matchsticks and general preparation are just as important in this type of cuisine – if not more so.


Our terms of cooking are instead very literal. When we want something finely sliced, we say it’s finely sliced, cut into fine slices. When we need it in big chunks, we cut off a big chunk and check the shape and size with our peers. And when it comes to cooking processes, we call a stir-fry a stir-fry because stirring the food while it fries creates an effective circulation of heat (done in the right way, of course – see here for tips and techniques). Majoring on such a quick-cooking approach, Chinese cooking can as a rule of thumb be split into 90 per cent preparation, 10 per cent cooking. And with such an emphasis on preparation, it’s crucial to understand how to use your cleaver properly to slice, dice or chop in the most efficient way possible, as the success of your dish is reliant on this basic preparation of ingredients. We generally slice and dice a lot of our ingredients for two main reasons: in order to cook quickly and so that a little goes a long way and feeds more people, as Chinese food is made to be shared.


Preparation is the key to unlocking successful Chinese cooking. When I am at home cooking a meal for my friends and family, my first step is to prepare all the key ingredients for the meal and set up my Wok Clock, beginning with the basic ingredients – ginger, garlic and spring onions or onions. Once everything has been sliced and diced, I then organize myself and get ready to cook, starting with the slowest cooking techniques (roasting, braising and poaching), while leaving the quicker cooking methods (stir-frying, deep-frying and steaming) to the last 15–20 minutes before serving.


Additionally, when considering the different cuts, shapes or sizes, keep in mind that everything you prepare for one dish should be a similar size in order to cook quickly and maintain the texture of the ingredients. Here are some tips on how to improve your general cleaver skills and therefore become much quicker at cooking your home Chinese meals. In fact, if you master these preparation techniques with your cleaver, you will make leaps and bounds in cooking anything, no matter what the cuisine.





A CRASH COURSE IN CLEAVER SKILLS


THE ‘CRAB’


Gaining confidence in cleaver skills is down to practice. The non-dominant hand is a ‘five-legged crab’, with the three middle fingers as the front legs and the thumb and little finger as the back. The golden rule? Never allow the back legs to stray to the front!


[image: Jeremy rests the fingers of his non-dominant hand on the surface of a chopping board in a five-legged crab pose and holds a cleaver in his other hand.]


1


The hand is crab-like, as the fingers are always bent, never straight. This creates a stable guide for the dominant hand to start slicing.


[image: Jeremy tucks in his middle fingers such that the knuckles protrude slightly and places the side of the cleaver blade against the bent knuckles.]


2


Slightly tuck in the tips of the middle fingers so the top knuckles protrude slightly. Place the side of the cleaver blade against the bent knuckles to be guided by them accordingly.


[image: Jeremy lifts a cleaver such that the tip of the blade is on the surface and the handle is lifted. His other hand is behind the blade.]


3


Lift the wrist of your cleaver hand, with the tip of the blade on the surface or, if your ingredients are standing tall, lift the whole blade up to allow enough space for your cleaver blade to touch the top of the ingredients. Always keep the tip of the blade at least 1–2cm (½–¾ inch) ahead of what you are slicing.


[image: Jeremy holds a cleaver such that the entire length of the blade is on the chopping board. His other hand is behind the blade.]


4


Use long, stroking movements in a down and forwards motion, pushing the blade all the way down to the chopping board. Once the blade is completely flush with the surface of the board, push forwards and slice. Repeat the movement from step 3 and keep slicing in a slow but continuous motion.






SLICING & DICING


Whether slicing, cutting matchsticks or dicing, the closer you manage to hold your blade against the bent knuckles of the front legs (middle fingers) of your crab hand, the finer you will eventually be able to slice and dice your ingredients. If ingredients stick to the blade of your cleaver, push them away from the blade with one finger in a confident, swift motion, allowing them to slip off safely.


[image: Jeremy holds a carrot under his fingers on a chopping board and cuts it into thin slices with a cleaver.]


SLICES


Present the crab (your non-dominant hand) lightly on top of and in the middle of the ingredients you wish to cut. Push down and forwards with the cleaver to cut a straight edge out of whatever you are cutting. Then place the straight edge down flush with the chopping board and start to slice through the ingredients to the desired thickness, pushing down and forwards, then lifting your wrist and blade for a continuous movement.


[image: Jeremy holds a cucumber under his fingers on a chopping board and cuts it into thin sticks, like matchsticks, with a cleaver.]


MATCHSTICKS


Take your prepared slices and lay them flat on the chopping board, spread out in a uniform line rather than piled up. Using a down and forwards rocking motion, lift up your wrist while pulling back slightly and then push down and forwards and repeat to slice the ingredients into long matchsticks.


[image: Jeremy holds a tomato under his fingers on a chopping board and cuts it into small pieces with a cleaver.]


DICE


Take your prepared matchsticks and turn them 90 degrees. Using the same rocking motion, start by pushing down and forwards and then, pick up your wrist, repeat the motion and cut the sticks into dice.


[image: Jeremy scoops diced tomato from a chopping board onto the blade of a cleaver by pushing the tomato pieces with his hand onto the blade.]


THE SCOOP


The beauty of using a cleaver is its large surface area, perfect for picking up lots of ingredients once sliced or diced. To do this safely, take note of the thumb position on my cleaver hand, pushing down hard on top of the blade to ensure the actual blade is sitting flush with the board, and no gap between the board or blade that could allow accidents to happen. Keeping the blade tight to the board with this thumb, scoop the ingredients onto the blade with your crab hand.






MEAT-SLICING TECHNIQUES


[image: Jeremy holds a piece of meat under his fingers on a chopping board and cuts it into big square pieces with a cleaver.]


CHUNKS


Hold onto the piece of meat with the back legs (thumb and little finger) of your crab on the side of the meat and the front legs (middle fingers) of your crab in a straight line on top of the meat. Using long sawing motions with your cleaver hand, cut the meat into rough chunks.


[image: Jeremy holds a piece of meat under his fingers on a chopping board and cuts it into thin strips with a cleaver.]


STRIPS


Fine strips are the quickest and simplest way to cut into your meat for easy stir-fries. Hold onto the piece of meat with your crab hand as when cutting into chunks and slice into strips no more than 2–3mm (1/16–⅛ inch) thick.


[image: Jeremy holds a piece of meat flat under his fingers, angles his cleaver and cuts it into flattened slices with the edge of the cleaver.]


FLATTENED SLICES


After learning the safety of the crab technique, this way of slicing is perhaps a little counter-intuitive and a more advanced lesson in cleaver skills. Carefully lay your crab hand over the meat. Place the blade of your cleaver at a slight angle, roughly 3–4mm (about ⅛ inch) away from the edge of the meat, then slice through the meat on the diagonal in long, slicing and sawing motions. Once you have sliced all the pieces, flatten them with the side of the cleaver to tenderize the meat and create the perfect flattened slices (with a thin but large surface area) for a stir-fry.


[image: A piece of flattened meat is on a chopping board. Jeremy holds a cleaver by its handle and tip and rocks the cleaver up and down in a fast motion.]


HOW TO INFUSE FLAVOUR INTO MEATS


There are plenty of ways to infuse more flavour into meats. This method creates extra surface area across a piece of meat without the need for accessories, such as meat hammers.


1


Place the meat in the centre of your chopping board. Hold the tip of your cleaver with your crab hand.


2


Rock the cleaver up and down in a fast rocking motion and run the blade up and down the piece of meat lightly, taking care not to cut completely through it. This will make lots of little cuts across the meat, opening up the surface area to allow as much of the marinade to penetrate as possible.


3


Once you have made plenty of scores across the meat, slice into whatever shape you desire and then flatten with the side of the cleaver before marinating.


[image: Jeremy holds a piece of flattened meat by its edge and places the side of the cleaver on the meat. The edge of the blade is in contact with one end of the meat.]


BUTTERFLYING


The large surface area of a cleaver is easy to lay horizontally on top of a piece of meat and slice through to butterfly. This technique can also be applied to slicing and filleting fish smoothly.


1


Lay the side of the cleaver on the centre of your piece of meat, with the bottom of the blade in contact with the meat first. Push the thumb on your cleaver hand down firmly to create a slight groove. Now lightly lay your crab hand on top of the other side. In one slow, long, slicing movement, pulling the cleaver blade towards your torso, slice along the groove down towards you, keeping your cleaver in the horizontal position to cut into the meat while keeping it in one piece.


2


Once you have made the first slice, move your crab hand and pick up the top part of the meat that has just been sliced into. Place your cleaver back into the groove and repeat step 1, but this time pull the meat upwards with your crab hand while you are slicing into the groove. You will see the meat starting to unravel or ‘butterfly’. Continue to slice through the groove, pulling upwards, until you have reached the end of the meat, but don’t cut through it.


3


Turn your piece of meat over and repeat steps 1–2 on the other side of the meat to open it up fully and finish off the butterflying movement.





THE CHINESE PANTRY


Having a well-stocked pantry is paramount to learning about any new cuisine. Aside from all the wonderful implements and utensils, such as woks or cleavers, I’ve always thought that the modern Chinese pantry shows just how versatile our cuisine can be. With its use of fermented soybean-based sauces, flavoured oils and China’s long history of noodle making, rice agriculture and food preservation, there is a world of store-cupboard ingredients out there.


The problem with such a huge choice of ingredients is that it can become a little daunting. As I’m a big believer in starting small and building onwards and upwards, I would like to touch on just a few store-cupboard ingredients at a time, and by no means should all these pantry items be seen as a necessity to cook Chinese food at home. The basics will serve you just fine.


LEVEL 1 INGREDIENTS


These form the basic level of Chinese pantry that I believe is essential to our cuisine. Once you understand where these ingredients come from and the general principles of how they are used, you will notice that many recipes feature these same simple base ingredients but in differing quantities or they are added at different stages to create layers of flavour. These ingredients are now more often than not found in most Western supermarkets and convenience stores.


Suggested recipes for Level 1 ingredient use: Egg-fried Rice; Trout with Chilli Bean, Garlic & Ginger Oil; Barbecued Hoisin & Cola Ribs.


LEVEL 2 INGREDIENTS


These more obscure ingredients delve further into the realms of Chinese cooking and should start to give you more of an idea of unique Chinese flavours and textures. They may be easier to find in more specialist Asian supermarkets or convenience stores than in Western supermarkets.


Suggested recipes for Level 2 ingredient use: Flash-fried Cabbage with Dried Chillies & Sweetened Soy; Curried Squid; Pickled Lotus Root & Spinach.


‘SWAPSIES’


Throughout this book, there are suggested ‘swapsies’, or alternatives, for certain more unusual ingredients for those occasions or situations when they are not at hand or easily found. Although these ingredients will make your food taste closer to the authentic flavours of Chinese cuisine, the true essence of Chinese food is in understanding the core techniques, as set out in each chapter of the book. If you practise and master these techniques and have a stock of at least the basic level 1 Chinese sauces in your pantry (see here), you will always be able to cook delicious Chinese meals without having to rely on sourcing all the traditional ingredients. The point is not to be intimidated by unfamiliar ingredients or a lack of specific items for elements of a recipe. Moreover, feel free to try out the ‘swapsies’ in any case and see how close you can get to the essence of the original dish!
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