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The chef gets all the glory, but it is the staff—the cooks, dishwashers, waiters, prep people, hosts, and managers—who give a restaurant its renown. To the fine staff who have given a slice of their lives to China Moon Cafe, my first thanks go to you.


I owe a particular debt to my lineage of sous-chefs. These are the senior cooks who do daily battle against the forces of restaurant mayhem—receiving produce, overseeing the kitchen staff, tasting their way through everything, and somehow doing it all with streaks of brilliance in spite of plumbing backups and people freak-outs—the untimely chaos that is the essence of restaurant life. Barbara Haimes, our opening sous-chef, set our standards and devised many of our favorite dishes. She trained me to run a restaurant, and a better teacher and friend could not be had. Rachel Gardner, Camille Convy, Mindy Schreil, André Fecteau, Katy Ross, Nance Tourigny, and Betsy Davidson have each followed in her path, enriching our cooking and my knowledge both. To these special cooks, my special thanks.


For me, writing a cookbook is a good deal easier than running a restaurant. However, I could not have done it these past three years without extraordinary help. Mindy Schreil, our finest sous-chef as well as my twin palate and right hand in teaching, tested the recipes through two pregnancies and gave birth without missing a beat. André Fecteau, our most gifted natural cook, took over when Mindy was too big to fit behind the stoves. Barbie Debarros, our effervescent floor manager, and Mr. Luong, our impeccable senior scrubber, kept the business going gracefully while their boss was going bonkers. Amy Ho, China Moon’s superlative pastry chef since Day One, committed to paper many of her recipes for desserts and doughs. Such is my delight in what Amy brings to China Moon Cafe and its cookbook that I can’t imagine either of them without her.


Writing a book can be a joy or a horror. Thanks to Workman Publishing, it was a joy. Suzanne Rafer, my editor, is the best. Every cookbook author should be so lucky. Lisa Hollander, the designer, and Lori Malkin, her assistant, made the book fun and beautiful. Andrea Glickson got it all off to a sweet, cool start, figuring out how to dish up ginger ice cream to a thousand starving booksellers at their annual convention. Peter Workman heads a wonderful family, and I’m lucky to be in the wings.


Life is hard when you’re a single parent and your child is a restaurant. Fortunately, I have great friends. If not for them, cheering loudly on the sidelines, I would have long ago fled the Moon and gone home to polish my toenails. Among the best friends one could have are Ellen Brown, Denise Fiedler, Rosemary Manell, Margaret Fox, Maggie Mah, Suzy Davidson, Barbara Kafka, Susan Herrmann Loomis, and Jan Weimer. Hooray for my buddies!


My last and sweetest thanks to Bart, my new husband. (I never had an old one; it just took many years to find him.) Life without your love would be like food without flavor. Je t’adore.
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First Thoughts
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This book is a private cooking school. Its curriculum is the world of traditional Chinese flavors combined with exclusively fresh ingredients, a corner of the good-cooking universe I call California-Chinese cuisine. This is a world where cans and bottles are banished in favor of fresh foods, and the tyranny of MSG and cornstarch holds no sway. It is the world of a traditional, albeit slightly eccentric Chinese home cook, who shops a daily market with intelligence and passion, and who would sooner use a fresh American ingredient than a canned one from China.


This book is also the culinary record of a small restaurant called China Moon Cafe, which I opened in 1986 in downtown San Francisco, in a 1930s art deco coffee shop. The setting was small and my goal was equally modest: I wanted to introduce fresh Chinese home-style cooking to a city that adored good food. My eyes on fire with missionary zeal, waving fresh water chestnuts in each fist, I found myself with a roaring restaurant beast and no cage in which to put it. China Moon consumed me, and somehow in the process, I became a professional chef.


What I am, at heart, however, is a cooking teacher. My subject is Chinese cooking, but my passions are the alchemy of food and flavor, and the way we nurture ourselves. The food I cook is colorful, light, and wildly flavorful, and while traditionally Chinese at the root, it is contemporary at the branches.


Here, then, are the recipes. Though China Moon in origin, they’ve all been tested in a home kitchen to ensure that they will work for a home cook. I’ve included every ingredient and every single worthwhile technique. You may need some gutsiness in the face of the seemingly exotic in addition to a good market to speed you on your way, but everything else is here—including the confidence of a teacher who says, “Just cook it. You’ll love it!”


Realty Check
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This is an odd moment in American history to be writing such a cookbook. The Fear of Food is upon us with a vengeance. If we’re not eating in order to lose weight, we’re eating in hopes of fending off fatal disease. Supermarket real estate is clogged with aisles of frozen dinners, and hardly anyone seems to have the time to cook, never mind to dine.


So along comes this cookbook with its multiple layers of details for making fine food from scratch. There’s nary a word about microwaves and hardly a mention of freezing. Calories and carbohydrates are mentioned only once (right here), whereas salt, sugar, oil, fish, poultry, or red meat are cited on nearly every page. As if this weren’t enough, I presume that there are people out there who are happy to forage at the market, and people in front of their stoves who have the energy to cook.


Am I crazy? I hope not!


This is the way I cook for myself, and this is the food I love. It speaks of a Chinese world that fed my soul and my body when I was first becoming a healthy grown-up. The Chinese diet insists that no food is fearful except if it isn’t fresh. No meal is to be feared as long as it is in balance. Deep-fried foods are healthy in partnership with steamed and poached foods. Beef is fine when joined with greater amounts of vegetables and rice. Soy sauce in combination with sugar and wine not only tastes good on the tongue, but contributes to bodily well-being when gracing a freshly steamed fish served with a mound of plain rice. The Chinese people are vastly healthy and wholly unneurotic about eating. I think it’s a lesson for our day.


I also write this book in the shadow of fast-food restaurants because I believe that cooking at home is vital. Sure, it takes time to cook, but it takes time to live! What other activity in the sphere of human pleasure makes our dwellings aromatic and brings friends and family to our table? If we value these aspects of our lives, then we cook. If we savor the food we prepare and the environment in which it is presented, then we dine.


My first book, The Modern Art of Chinese Cooking, was dedicated to real Chinese cooking, a realm apart from the glop and goo and cans and bottles of Chinese-American restaurant cooking. This book is dedicated to real eating. Not what happens in the sterility of a fast-food outlet, or what comes antiseptically out of a microwave to be eaten in front of the TV, but what occurs when you’ve fired your stove with effort, filled your home with the perfume of great ingredients, and enriched yourself with a meal that knits together the people you love.
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Our bulging pantry shelf replete with its house-infused oils, vinegars, and homemade spices is the centerpiece of the China Moon kitchen. Similarly, this chapter—and particularly the first dozen recipes—is the heart of the China Moon Cookbook.


Like painters with a finely honed palate of colors, we rely on these seasonings to give savor to our food. You can’t cook a spectacular dish without a terrific-tasting oil; neither can you make a dish sing without a lively, full-flavored spice! That’s the first message I teach to every cook in our kitchen. The levels of flavor we strive for begin with these pantry basics.


The good news is that it is both easy and quick to make a full array of China Moon seasonings in your own kitchen. A short day devoted to shopping and simple cooking will give you a proud shelf of home-toasted spices, freshly infused oils, and a jar boasting pickled ginger. That in turn will launch dozens of our recipes and months of great eating! Sure, you can buy a bottle of commercial chili oil, but why bother? It takes only minutes to make your own, and the flavor will knock you over. Why settle for what’s standard when you can make something truly great?





Roasted Szechwan Pepper-Salt


MAKES ½ CUP


What salt and pepper are to a Western cook, roasted Szechwan pepper-salt is to a Chinese cook. It is one of those cases where one and one equals far more than two, such is the flavor dimension achieved when salt and Szechwan peppercorns are roasted and ground together. A little bit goes a long way, and for that little bit, there is no substitute. For people watching salt, as well as for any would-be-better Chinese cook, a jar of roasted pepper-salt is a fabulous kitchen gift.


The only salt, in my opinion, that gives the requisite flavor is kosher salt. And the only brand, again in my opinion, that has the mild and clean flavor of “real” kosher salt is Diamond kosher salt. Table salt makes a hideous blend, even when you halve the amount. Sea salt is better, but the flavor balance is wrong.


The Szechwan peppercorns (see glossary) used here should be picked and picked through with care. Use the most fragrant ones you can find, and sift through to discard twigs and thorns.


Once made, Szechwan pepper-salt should be stored in an airtight container away from light and heat. If you are keeping it in a glass jar that was used for another purpose, pull away the original cardboard lid liner to remove any contaminants. As long as the mixture remains wonderfully fragrant, it is a worthy addition to most any dish.


¼ cup Szechwan peppercorns, any thorns or twigs removed


½ cup kosher salt


1. Combine the peppercorns and salt in a heavy skillet and toast over moderate heat, stirring, until the salt turns off-white, about 5 minutes. Adjust the heat so the peppercorns do not burn, but expect them to smoke.


2. Remove the hot mixture to a food processor and process for 1 full minute to obtain a fine powder. Alternatively, grind the mixture in a spice grinder. Sieve to remove the peppercorn husks. Store the mixture in a clean dry bottle, sealed airtight.


Menu Suggestions: Roasted Szechwan pepper-salt is an all-purpose seasoning salt. It is good for marinating meats and poultry, and it is a fabulous final seasoning for soups and salads. A bit tossed into just-made popcorn or sprinkled on a grilled burger is terrific.




WHAT TO MAKE FIRST?
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Before you turn another page, resolve to make these four items: Roasted Szechwan Pepper-Salt; China Moon Pickled Ginger; China Moon Hot Chili Oil or China Moon Chili-Orange Oil; and Five-Flavor Oil. All total, that will come to about $15 worth of ingredients and 2 to 3 hours of shopping and cooking.


These four items are the gateway to our recipes. As you work through the book and are inspired with confidence by the great food you are making, you can launch into all of the others. But these four are the basic must-do’s and must-have’s.


They are also my personal survival kit! A couple of years ago when I made plans over Valentine’s Day to vacation on a Hawaiian island in a cottage with a kitchen, I brought along little packages of the above plus a small bottle of mushroom soy sauce. With some dried pasta and locally available fish and veggies, I sustained my boyfriend and myself for a week of fabulous eating. The boyfriend married me a year later, surely a question of the right seasonings.







China Moon Ten-Spice


MAKES ¾ CUP


The classic Chinese seasoning known as five-spice powder is probably the stuff of antiquity. Blessed with the mystic cosmological designation of five—a scheme the Chinese used over and over in their culture to designate propitiously harmonious aspects of a complete whole—it is comprised of flavors that gather in a sultry union. Orange, cassia (cinnamon), anise, Szechwan peppercorn, and clove are the usual congregants in the mix, a mélange that was probably designed to preserve or mask as well as to flavor foods.


Unfortunately, there is little cosmic or culinary harmony to most commercial blends of five-spice. Cheaply and poorly made for the most part, they usually contribute little but a strident cinnamony taste.


Enter the do-it-yourself blend! Complex though it might seem if you have never before roasted and ground your own spices, it is actually very easy. In addition to perfuming your home evocatively for several hours, no more than 15 minutes of simple work will endow your cupboard with a novel, versatile spice.


So why ten-spice instead of five? I can’t say, except to suggest that the result is doubly good.


WHOLE SPICES:


2 tablespoons fennel seeds


10 star anise, broken into points


2 tablespoons Szechwan peppercorns


1 tablespoon coriander seeds


¾ teaspoon whole cloves


¾ teaspoon cumin seeds


1½ teaspoons black peppercorns


GROUND SPICES:


½ teaspoon ground cinnamon


¼ teaspoon ground ginger


½ teaspoon turmeric


1. Toast the whole spices together in a small dry skillet over low heat, stirring and adjusting the heat so that the spices toast without burning. Stir until the spices are fully fragrant and the fennel seeds and lighter-colored spices are lightly browned, about 5 minutes. Stir in the ground spices.


2. Using a spice grinder or a clean coffee grinder, grind the mixture finely. Store in a tightly covered jar.


Menu Suggestions: We use this seasoning in many of our marinades and sauces. It is equally useful, however, in mayonnaises, chopped meat mixtures, sautéed vegetables, and pastas.




WHY BOTHER MAKING IT WHEN YOU CAN BUY IT?
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The answer to this question is to have fun; to make something that tastes fabulous; and to save money in the process. How many things in life can make these three promises in combination?


Making your own hot chili oil is a great example. For about 20 years I have been trying commercially infused Chinese chili oils as each new brand has emerged, and most are junk—pressed from cheap oils with poor-grade aromatics while someone was sleeping on the job and not watching the oil thermometer. There is no range of flavor, just a sharp, cutting jab to the tastebuds and nothing to linger but the taste of burnt or rancid oil. You go to the store, you purchase the bottle, and that’s what you wind up with: a lot of oil, a lot of bucks, and no flavor except searing hot. This is a gyp, made all the worse if you’ve bought a fancy bottle at a fancy price.


Instead imagine this scenario: You jot down the brand names of the corn and sesame oils I give you along with the tips on the properly flavorful varieties of black beans and dried red chili flakes. You go to the market, have some fun scouting for the ingredients, then come home and get to play junior scientist with a deep-fry thermometer and a small potful of bubbling oil. Cool it, taste it, and there’s an explosion of flavor on your palate. All of this for a slim several dollars.


A similar tale could be devised for pickled ginger, which sits on most Chinese grocery shelves in a bath of red food dye and harshly acidic vinegar. Or for commercially blended five-spice powder with scents that only an exterminator could love. Or a mustard sauce that tastes like poison.


No, if you’re going to cook well, you need great blended ingredients, and these (at least in the Chinese realm) are most easily made at home. Out there in the market, you can buy something, but quality is rarely what’s for sale.







China Moon Curry Powder


MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP


Commercially made curry powder is like a cake mix—it might be an admirable product in a pinch, but it rarely affords a cook the opportunity to shade a recipe according to his or her tastes. When we couldn’t find a curry powder that suited our China Moon taste, we experimented and came up with our own. Fragrant and spicy, it blends well with the vegetable and fruit flavors in our curried dishes.


If you do not have a spice grinder, you can use a coffee grinder as long as you clean it well.


Store the curry powder, like any dry spice, in an airtight container away from light and heat. As long as it is fully fragrant, it is usable.


WHOLE SPICES:


2 tablespoons coriander seeds


1 tablespoon cardamom seeds


1 tablespoon cumin seeds


1 tablespoon yellow mustard seeds


2 teaspoons fenugreek seeds


1 teaspoon whole cloves


½ cinnamon stick (1½ inches long)


½ teaspoon black peppercorns


GROUND SPICES:


¾ teaspoon cayenne pepper


1 tablespoon ground ginger


2 tablespoons plus 1 teaspoon turmeric


1. Toast the whole spices together in a small dry skillet over low heat, stirring and adjusting the heat so that the spices toast without scorching. Stir until the spices are fully fragrant and the lighter-colored spices are lightly browned, 4 to 5 minutes. Stir in the ground spices.


2. Using a spice grinder or a clean coffee grinder, grind the mixture finely. Store in a tightly covered jar.




China Moon Pickled Ginger


SMALL BATCH MAKES ¾ CUP GINGER AND 2 CUPS JUICE; LARGE BATCH MAKES 1⅓ QUARTS GINGER AND 2½ QUARTS JUICE.


This is a terrific item to have on hand, both for the zippy slices of ginger and the sweet and tart juice. Even if you were never to cook a specifically Chinese dish, you would find the juice a great addition to salad dressings and the minced pickled ginger a novel refreshment in a meat patty. If you are a Chinese- or Asian-inclined cook, you will quickly find that you cannot do without this condiment.


Pickled ginger, like any pickled product, begins with impeccably fresh produce. Look for hands of ginger that have a thin skin stretched taut over the tuber, with no soft or moldy spots. If it is the season for young, fiberless ginger and you can find some in stellar shape—its translucent yellow-gold skin is as perishable as it is delicate and deteriorates rapidly—by all means use it. If not, the typical fibrous ginger is just fine as long as you slice it to paper thinness against the grain. A super-sharp thin-bladed chef’s knife or Chinese cleaver will help you on your way, as will the nifty plastic-housed Japanese mandoline called the Benriner.


For best flavor, let the pickled ginger sit for at least a day before using. It will keep for months in the refrigerator, although the juice is likely to become cloudy, which is not important to taste but is a slight aesthetic loss.


If you are making a large batch and have to divide it among several jars, be sure the ginger in each jar is covered with liquid.


SMALL BATCH:


½ pound peeled fresh ginger, sliced crosswise against the grain into paper-thin coins


1⅓ cups unseasoned Japanese rice vinegar


3 tablespoons cider vinegar


2 tablespoons distilled white vinegar


½ cup plus 1 tablespoon sugar


1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon kosher salt


LARGE BATCH:


3 pounds peeled fresh ginger, sliced crosswise against the grain into paper-thin coins


2 quarts unseasoned Japanese rice vinegar


1 cup cider vinegar


1 cup distilled white vinegar


3 cups sugar


½ cup kosher salt


1. Cover the ginger with boiling water. Let stand for 2 minutes, then drain in a colander. Put the ginger in a large, impeccably clean glass jar or plastic container.


2. Combine the remaining ingredients in a non-aluminum pot. Stir over moderate heat just until the sugar and salt dissolve. Pour over the ginger.


3. Let cool completely, then cover and refrigerate for at least 24 hours before using.


Menu Suggestions: Paper-thin slices of pickled ginger make a great addition to plates of grilled meat, fish, or poultry. Minced or julienned, they appear in many of our dishes and cold sauces. The juice is something we use in hot and cold sauces, springroll dips, and salad dressings.




PEELING GINGER
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I confess to never peeling ginger in the days before China Moon. In the privacy of my own home kitchen, I shook my fist at Chinese tradition (and at my Jewish forbears who washed even the bottom of their pots three times) and said, “Why bother?” It wasn’t dirty, the skin of properly rock-hard ginger is paper-thin and innocuous, and I hadn’t died yet from eating it. I was a rebel and proud of it.


Life at China Moon humbled me. My Chinese-Vietnamese prep staff was adamant that the ginger be peeled. Amy, our Chinese-American pastry chef, was horrified that we’d use “dirty ginger.” (She is my grandmother incarnate.) The sous-chef muttered in my ear that we could use the ginger peel for seasoning stock and the task of peeling it would keep the dishwashers busy. What was a girl to do, pitted against the force of tradition and the vision of unemployed dishwashers?


So we accumulate buckets of the stuff every day, and it goes to enhance the stock and keeps everyone happy. If peeling ginger thrills you, use it in this way. Or, make a ginger tea—cover the peel with boiling water, steep and strain the liquid, and add a drizzle of honey to taste.


In the comfort of my home, I still never peel ginger—except for ginger threads, when the look of a uniformly golden julienne is important. For this, I use a very sharp Chinese cleaver with a very thin blade. My dishwashers, on the other hand, pare the ginger with a vegetable peeler.


Choose your weapon and choose to peel or not to peel. When I am president, I’ll have a town meeting on the subject.







China Moon Hot Chili Oil


MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS


The day I made my own hot chili oil, I swear I grew a foot as a cook! Not at all difficult and eminently satisfying, I recommend this recipe to any aspiring cook. Like grinding and brewing your own coffee after a lackluster life of instant, the sheer flavor and freshness of this chili oil will knock your socks off.


As with everything we cook with chili at China Moon Cafe, our chili oil aims for flavor as well as heat. This is an oil with taste, not merely fire.


The oil is only as good as the sum of its parts. Use a good-quality corn or peanut oil, a rich-smelling Japanese sesame oil, and red chili flakes that are bitingly fragrant. Once made, store this kitchen treasure in an impeccably clean glass jar or plastic container and keep it in a cool (though not refrigerated) place.


⅔ cup shockingly pungent dried red chili flakes


⅓ cup Chinese fermented black beans (do not rinse them), coarsely chopped


4 large cloves garlic, lightly smashed and peeled


2 tablespoons minced fresh ginger


2½ cups corn or peanut oil


⅓ cup Japanese sesame oil


1. Combine all of the ingredients in a heavy, non-aluminum 2- to 2½-quart saucepan. Rest a deep-fry thermometer on the rim of the pot. Over moderately low heat, bring the mixture to a bubbly 225° to 250°F, stirring occasionally. Let simmer for 15 minutes, checking to ensure the temperature does not rise. Remove from the heat and let stand until cool or overnight.


2. Scrape the oil and solids into an impeccably clean glass or plastic container. Store at cool room temperature.


Menu Suggestions: Use the oil wherever you want to light a spark. The “goop” that settles to the bottom is a wonderful spicy addition to sauces, noodles, fillings, and marinades.




PICKY ABOUT SIZE
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Cooks new to our kitchen usually go berserk with the specificity with which we cut things. A dice isn’t just a dice; it’s a “neat, tiny dice.” A coin isn’t a coin; it’s a “scant ¼-inch coin” or a “1/16-inch coin.” Cooks in their first days at China Moon must feel like they’re in cutting kindergarten. There they are, armed with their sharp knives and the occasional diploma from a prestigious cooking school, and the short boss lady is eyeing the width and length of their julienne! “Does it really make such a difference?” they ask politely.


In classic Chinese cooking, it does. In the relatively high heat of stir-frying, for one, the difference between the harder carrot that is cut precisely 1/16 inch thin and the softer eggplant that is cut a scant ¼ inch thick means the two ingredients will cook to doneness at about the same time. Or, with a potent ingredient like fresh ginger, a thread-like julienne will steam through perfectly in the few minutes it takes to cook the fish beneath it, whereas a thick, irregular julienne would taste raw.


At least in part because of the requirements of these faster cooking methods, Chinese will judge a dish foremost on the finesse of the cutting. It is the very first thing marked by the traditional Chinese eye, way before the traditional tongue makes a comment on the flavor. Chinese writers on cooking will always note the color, size, and shape of a dish’s components, and dwell on them happily and long-windedly, in advance of any discussion of the taste.


I confess there might be an element of Virgo madness in the culture. Certainly, there is one in our kitchen! My only defense is one of my favorite quotes from the whole of Chinese history. It comes from a character in an official history of first-century China: “When my mother cuts the meat, the chunks are invariably in perfect squares, and when she chops the scallions, they are always in nuggets exactly 1 inch long.” What can I say? History centuries-old supports me in my obsessions!







Cayenne Pepper Oil


MAKES 3 CUPS


A whoppingly spicy-hot oil, this is the perfect seasoning to use when you are wanting 1,000-watt chili power with only a few drops of oil. It was suggested by a recipe in one of my all-time favorite cooking-as-culture books, Chinese Gastronomy by the erstwhile ladies Lin.


Be strict about observing the oil temperature, and do not add the cayenne if the oil is hotter than 250°F, or it will burn to a hideous mess.


Like any dry spice, the cayenne should smell “alive” if the results are to be good. The kind we buy from our spice merchant comes in three grades of ferocity. We buy the hottest. Why fool around?


3 cups corn or peanut oil


¾ cup cayenne pepper


1. Pour the oil into a heavy, non-aluminum 1½- to 2-quart saucepan. Bring to 225°F on a deep-fry thermometer over moderately low heat. Remove the pan from the heat, stir in the cayenne powder, and let cool to room temperature undisturbed, or overnight if you like.


2. Strain the oil slowly and patiently through one or more large paper coffee filters into an impeccably clean glass jar. Store at cool room temperature.




China Moon Chili-Lemon Oil


MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS


A lemon-zesty oil with many uses in basting or steaming fish and poultry as well as in cold dishes. Keep at cool room temperature in a clean jar.


1½ cups corn or peanut oil


2 tablespoons Japanese sesame oil


¼ cup shockingly pungent dried red chili flakes


1 tablespoon Szechwan brown peppercorns


1 large clove garlic, lightly smashed and peeled


2 tablespoons finely julienned fresh ginger


⅓ cup green and white scallion rings


2 plump stalks fresh lemongrass, pounded, then cut crosswise into finger lengths


Finely minced zest of 3 to 4 well-scrubbed lemons


1. Combine all the ingredients except for the lemon zest in a heavy, non-aluminum 1½-quart saucepan. Bring to 225°F on a deep-fry thermometer over moderately low heat and let bubble for 15 minutes.


2. Remove the pan from the heat and let stand for 5 minutes, then stir in the lemon zest and let stand overnight or until cool.


3. Remove and discard the lemongrass. Scrape the oil and seasonings into an impeccably clean container.




STORING PANTRY ITEMS


[image: image]


The ideal abode for any infused oil or vinegar or homemade spice mixture is in an impeccably clean glass container in a cool room-temperature environment.


If reusing mayonnaise or jelly jars, first pry loose and discard the cardboard liner from the lid to prevent the original aromas from permeating the bottle. Line the lids with plastic wrap for storing acidic ingredients that may react with the aluminum.


A cool, shaded shelf is a happy home for pantry items. However, if you live in a hot climate or your kitchen shelves are bathed by hot sunlight, by all means refrigerate your newly infused oils and vinegars; then let them come to room temperature before using.


Refrigerated or not, many infused oils and vinegars will grow cloudy. This has no effect on the taste. As always, trust your own good tongue and nose; if something looks or smells fishy, throw it out.


The above is also applicable to your home-toasted spice mixtures. In addition, don’t store them above the stove, where they will be bathed by heat and humidity; you will be condemning them to a dispirited, tasteless death.







Five-Flavor Oil


MAKES 1¾ CUPS


Perhaps the most versatile of our seasoned oils, this is a light infusion speaking equally of different flavors. The oil may cloud, but the flavor will not be impaired.


1⅓ cups corn or peanut oil


½ cup Japanese sesame oil


3 large scallions, cut into thick green and white rings


10 quarter-size thin coins fresh ginger, smashed


1½ teaspoons shockingly pungent dried red chili flakes


2 teaspoons Szechwan peppercorns


1. Combine all of the ingredients in a heavy, non-aluminum 1- to 1½-quart saucepan. Rest a deep-fry thermometer on the rim of the pot. Over moderately low heat, bring the mixture to a bubbly 225°F, stirring occasionally. Let simmer for 15 minutes, checking to ensure the temperature does not rise. Remove from the heat and let stand until cool or overnight.


2. Strain the oil without pressing the solids; then, discard the solids. Store the oil in an impeccably clean glass jar at cool room temperature.


Menu Suggestions: This is a wonderful oil for dressing noodles and salads. Its lemony tang makes it a great partner for fish.





INGREDIENTS FOR INFUSIONS
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My simple rule in making infused oils and vinegars is to begin with products that have great flavor and aroma. Oils are a bit of a separate question in that, flavor aside, they require additional considerations of heating quality and viscosity. Mazola corn oil is my first choice; Planter’s peanut oil is my second. Both these oils can be heated to a high temperature without burning and both have a light consistency and a neutral taste on the tongue. I avoid using cold-pressed oils for infusions; often they taste too strongly of corn or peanut.


For the accent oil, I choose Kadoya sesame oil. The toasting and pressing of this particular brand of sesame oil is done with such consistent care that I have never had a burnt-tasting or rancid bottle in all my years of cooking. If your market does not have Kadoya brand, taste the other candidates with a critical tongue and nose.


Marukan unseasoned rice vinegar (with the green label) and Heinz distilled white vinegar and Heinz apple cider vinegar are my vinegars of choice in making infusions. Mitsukan unseasoned rice vinegar is another good brand. These are not the least expensive, but in my experience they are the most tasty, with a broad range of flavor in addition to the acidic bite.


In the realm of dry and fresh aromatics used for infusing, you must also choose with care:


Dried red chili flakes should be red (indicating sweetness and fire), not brown or purple-black. They should be so pungent that you rear back when you smell them. The bag should contain no more than 25 percent seeds.


Szechwan peppercorns should smell profoundly good and herbal. The bag should contain few if any black seeds. Twigs and tiny leaves are part of the bundle, along with a good-size thorn every so often (that should be picked out).


Chinese fermented black beans should be moist and pliable to the touch. They should taste good, with a nice range of flavor in the aftertaste. My favorite brand is Pearl River Bridge, in a round yellow box. Don’t use beans that are hard and shriveled. Likewise, don’t wash them before use; you want the salt they carry as a contribution to the infusion.


Garlic, ginger, and lemongrass should be rock-hard fresh, with no hint of mold to the eye or the nose.


Scallions should be straight-standing and perky, ideally wearing their white beards as a sign of freshness. They should feel dry or pleasantly moist from the grocer’s water pistol, not slimy.


Orange and lemon zest should be washed well in warm water with an abrasive scrubber and then rinsed squeaky-clean, even if the fruit came from your backyard tree.


Last, but not least, Diamond kosher salt is the only kind I use unless a recipe specifies otherwise. It comes in a big red and gold box and is a feature of most good restaurant kitchens. No other brand, in my experience, is so consistently mild and clean-tasting. Buy a box from a neighborhood restaurant if you can’t convince your grocer to order it.


For ingredients not covered here specifically—also, in the happy instance that making our infusions starts you creating your own—trust your own good nose and tongue: If you don’t like the smell or the taste of something, then don’t use it.








China Moon Chili-Orange Oil


MAKES ABOUT 2½ CUPS


I adore citrus flavors and love the combination of chili and orange, so making this oil was inevitable. It is a fabulous ingredient and a mainstay of my kitchen cupboard.


Choose oranges with unblemished skins that have been kept as free as possible of waxes and dyes, then wash them carefully with a light liquid detergent, warm water, and an abrasive sponge. The effort may seem kooky, but it makes a difference. So too will a sharp vegetable peeler that will pare off the flavorful skin (zest) and not the bitter white pith.


3 large oranges with unblemished skins


½ cup shockingly pungent dried red chili flakes


3 tablespoons Chinese black beans (do not rinse them), coarsely chopped


1 to 2 large cloves garlic, lightly smashed and peeled


2 cups corn or peanut oil


¼ cup Japanese sesame oil


1. Wash the oranges as described above. Peel away the thin layer of orange zest (leaving behind the white pith) and finely mince it.


2. Combine the minced zest with all of the remaining ingredients in a heavy, non-aluminum 2- to 2½-quart saucepan. Bring to 225° to 250°F on a deep-fry thermometer over moderately low heat, stirring occasionally, and let bubble for 15 minutes. Remove from the heat and let stand until cool or overnight.


3. Scrape the oil and seasonings (we call these the “goop”) into a glass or plastic container, cover, and store at cool room temperature.


Menu Suggestions: Be creative with the “goop” made from the seasonings as well as the oil. A spoonful stirred into noodles or meat loaf is a tasty revelation.





TOOLS FOR INFUSING OILS AND VINEGARS
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The single most important tool for infusing oils successfully is a deep-fry thermometer. I use the kind with a friendly, round face about 2 inches wide that sits atop a long spoke outfitted with a kettle clamp. I never use the clamp; I simply rest the face on the rim of the pot and let the spoke dangle into the oil. Don’t think it’s a problem if the spoke touches the bottom of the pot; the temperature will still be true.


The great thing about this arrangement is you can read the oil temperature from across the room. Never one to do one thing while I could be doing two, I love the freedom to chop or read while the oil is coming to a bubble.


If you think you can do without a thermometer, you are taking a calculated risk. Even a 25-degree variance in the temperature of the oil will turn an infusion from wondrous to bitter. Figure it’s like being outside in hopes of a tan; the extra degrees take you quickly from seeming beauty to burnt.


Next and almost equal in importance to the deep-fry thermometer is a heavy pot of sufficient depth. The chosen pot must be two or three times the depth of the oil plus the aromatics you are going to infuse. For example, if you are setting about an infusion that involves 2 cups of oil and 1 cup of aromatics, you will need a pot that holds 6 cups or 1½ quarts at the minimum.


This space allows the oil to bubble up (literally) as it cooks, a fascinating eyeful if you have a big enough pot, but a dangerous experiment if you don’t. When in doubt, always choose a bigger pot. A heavy pot is mandated on account of its heating and holding qualities. It will heat slowly and steadily, just the kind of environment an infusion loves if it is to be full-flavored. It will also hold the heat even after the infusion has cooked, leaching an extra nuance of taste and perfume from the aromatics.


A non-aluminum pot is also essential for infusing vinegars, lest you wind up with an unforgettably metallic-tasting brew. It is not a problem if the pot is made with aluminum on the outside or has aluminum sandwiched in between the inner and outer surfaces, so long as the inside of the pot itself is not bare aluminum.


Likewise, non-aluminum tools are required. That Chinese mesh spoon that looks so lyric hanging on the wall and can accomplish so many wonders in Chinese cooking can undo your treasured efforts to make pickled ginger, for example, if it is made from uncoated aluminum. Such tools are rare, but it is best to play it safe: Stir your infusions with wooden chopsticks or wooden spoons, and use stainless steel sieves if needed. Likewise, chop ingredients only with a stainless steel knife or with one made from a nonreactive carbon alloy.








Ma-La Oil


MAKES ABOUT 2½ CUPS


Whereas many Chinese cooks will combine peanut and toasted sesame oils in a pan and then bring them to heat with a bit of ginger, chili, and Szechwan peppercorn before stir-frying a dish, I have long practiced the northern Chinese method of infusing oil with these flavors, and using it then as a seasoning as opposed to a cooking oil. In northern China with its colder climates, such oils are kept easily. In my Western kitchen, not only do they keep but they lend a dimension of flavor to a dish that otherwise cannot be had.


Ma-La, or “numbing and spicy,” is a classic central Chinese configuration of tastes that combines Szechwan peppercorns and chilis. This oil combines them both, as well as ginger, scallion, and toasted sesame.


Like all infused oils, this one should be stored in an impeccably clean glass jar or plastic container at cool room temperature. The oil may turn cloudy, but its flavor will not be affected. If mold develops from a contaminated utensil or it smells off owing to age or heat, toss it out and make a fresh batch.


1 cup corn or peanut oil


1 cup Japanese sesame oil


½ cup thinly sliced green and white scallion rings


15 quarter-size coins fresh ginger, smashed


2 tablespoons Szechwan peppercorns


2 tablespoons shockingly pungent dried red chili flakes


2 teaspoons kosher salt


1. Combine all of the ingredients in a heavy, non-aluminum 1½-quart saucepan. Rest a deep-fry thermometer on the rim of the pot. Over moderately low heat, bring the mixture to a bubbly 225°F, stirring occasionally. Let simmer for 15 minutes, checking to ensure the temperature does not rise. Remove from the heat and let stand until cool or overnight.


2. Strain the oil without pressing on the solids; then, discard the solids. Store the oil in an impeccably clean glass jar at cool room temperature.


Menu Suggestions: Because of the large proportion of sesame oil, this is a rich oil. A little bit goes a long way. A spoonful added to a salad dressing or brushed on the plate on which a fish will steam or on the skin of a just-smoked or roasted bird gives an inimitable touch of lushness. If you are a bread baker, brush a bit on your next loaf; if you are tossing pasta, drizzle a bit on the noodles just before serving.




Szechwan Peppercorn Oil


MAKES 2 CUPS


Redolent of the herbal qualities of Szechwan pepper, this is an intriguingly flavored spicy oil. The oil may cloud on account of the ginger, but that will not impair its taste.


6 tablespoons Szechwan peppercorns


2 cups corn or peanut oil


2 tablespoons shockingly pungent dried red chili flakes


2½ tablespoons finely minced fresh ginger


2 tablespoons thinly sliced green and white scallion rings


1. Heat a large heavy skillet over moderate heat until hot enough to evaporate a bead of water on contact. Add the Szechwan peppercorns and stir until toasted and fragrant, 2 to 3 minutes. Adjust the heat so the peppercorns brown without scorching.


2. Combine the peppercorns and all of the remaining ingredients in a heavy, non-aluminum 1- to 1½-quart saucepan. Heat over moderately low heat, stirring occasionally, until a deep-fry thermometer registers a bubbly 225°F. Let simmer for 15 minutes, then remove the pot from the heat. Let stand until cool or overnight.


3. Strain the oil through a fine-mesh sieve and discard the solids. Store the oil in an impeccably clean glass jar at cool room temperature.


Menu Suggestions: This oil is particularly good for salads. Its herbal quality also makes it a nice partner to poultry or beef dishes.




CHOOSING DRY SPICES
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It may seem a contradiction in terms to call a dry spice “fresh,” but there is a great difference between a dry spice that is dead on the tongue and one that is fresh and lively. It is most discernible in the bouquet. Dried red chili flakes, for example, should be so pungent that a good whiff makes you rear back and sneeze. Szechwan peppercorns should exude a strong, camphor-like perfume. Even the hard, more secretive black peppercorn, if it is lively in flavor, will send out a burst of fragrance once crushed. Much like wine, it is the quality and nuance of a spice’s fragrance—its “nose”—that holds the key to its flavor range.


I always prefer to buy spices in stores where I can sniff them, and in places where turnover is brisk and there is somebody feverishly devoted to the quality of the goods. Specialty spice emporiums that buy their spices at the source have knowledge to offer in addition to fine things to sell. Natural food stores where you can open the bin and sniff for yourself are another option. The nose knows all in choosing spices; if a spice smells moldy or musty or burnt, then don’t buy it.


If you are forced to buy spices in antiseptic tiny cans or sealed bottles from a supermarket shelf, check carefully among brands to gauge the best. A company that touts “Salt Free!” on its bottle of ground cinnamon is probably not to be trusted. Ditto for a company that puts chic packaging first.


Buy the best spices you can, even if they’re costly. Remember that the sum of the final mixture, if you’re making our ten-spice or curry powders, is only as great as the quality of its parts.







Serrano-Lemongrass Vinegar


MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS


A dressed-up rice vinegar lively with the tastes of serrano chili and lemongrass. Shop for Marukan rice vinegar with the green label (unseasoned), which is easily found, or the harder to find but equally good Mitsukan.


Those who avoid chili can simply omit it here.


3 cups unseasoned Japanese rice vinegar


½ cup quarter-size thin coins fresh ginger, smashed


1 fat or 2 thinner stalks fresh lemongrass, pounded, then cut crosswise into finger lengths


6 green and/or red serrano chilis, tipped and halved


1. Combine all of the ingredients in a non-aluminum pot, then bring to a simmer over moderate heat. Remove the pot from the heat and let stand until cool.


2. Store the mixture in an impeccably clean glass jar. If you wish, you may strain out the solids before storing, but do not press down on them while doing so. Another alternative is to leave only the chilis in the jar for color. The vinegar may cloud, but its flavor will not be affected.





MOONSPEAK
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Moonspeak is the zany combination of Chinese, Yiddish, English, and pidgin that permeates our kitchen communication. Some of it has to do with my own fascination with language and the love of a verbal tickle. But a lot of it is the necessary oral shorthand that guides any frantic business that relies on humans and their words. Here, then, is a guide to Moonspeak in semi-random order:


Moons: Wedges of things that have the shape of a half- or crescent moon. Applies to onions, leeks, water chestnuts, and whole pastry turnovers or cookies.


Coins: Rounds or oblong slices of otherwise round things. Applies to carrots, zucchini, Chinese eggplant, water chestnuts, and so on.


Rings: Highly specific to green and white scallion rings, used ubiquitously as an aromatic and as a garnish.


Diags: Highly specific to diagonally cut rings of scallions that are used frequently as a garnish.


Threads: Shared turf between scallions and ginger. Green and white scallion julienne (called “silk threads” in Chinese, hence the abbreviation) are used often as a garnish. Ginger threads are either strewn raw, typically on top of a fish to be steamed, or are deep-fried and used as a garnish or in salads.


Squares and Strips: Applies to vegetable cuts for stir-frying. To cut an onion into “squares,” you halve it through the root end, cut each half lengthwise into 2 or 3 wedges, then cut the wedges crosswise into rounded squares. To cut a bell pepper into squares, lop off the top and bottom, slit the pepper lengthwise, then open the pepper and remove the seeds and ribs. The denuded flesh can then be cut into neat squares approximately ¾ inch in size.


Butts: Highly specific, in our non-sexist kitchen, to the bottom ends of bell peppers. These are cut along their natural crevices into thirds or fourths, and used primarily in sandpots.


Batons: A thick julienne. Used in our kitchen to apply exclusively to carrots. Instituted as menu lingo by the owner (a failed junior high majorette), upon discovering that you could sell a lot more carrot sticks if you called them by their French name.


Bind: A verb. Refers to the last step in the stir-fry dance, whereby one adds a mixture of cornstarch and cold stock or water to the simmering sauce, binding it to the main ingredients.


Binder: The mixture that makes this happen. The wok cooks keep binder on the stovetop in plastic squeeze bottles (the kind that houses mustard and ketchup).


Squeeze Bottles: See binder above. These containers are also used by the cooks to hold and apply (or ziggle, see below) all of our vinaigrettes and cold sauces.


Schlep: Yiddish. Refers specifically to the steep staircase that separates our large downstairs prep kitchen from the tiny upstairs finishing kitchen, and the need to carry all the food upstairs twice daily. Schlep, in English, means “to haul, moaning and groaning, things that if otherwise trained would move on their own.”


Ziggle: As a noun, refers to a back and forth dashing (wiggle) of sauce on top of a dish. Can also be used as a verb, to ziggle, implying the act itself of ziggling.








China Moon House Mustard Sauce


MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP


An invariable disappointment to those who expect the standard Chinese restaurant mustard sauce—an acrid blend of dry mustard and water—this is a silky sauce lush with the flavors of dark sesame oil and Dijon mustard. It will keep forever in the refrigerator.


½ cup unflavored Dijon mustard


¼ cup Japanese sesame oil


3 tablespoons unseasoned Japanese rice vinegar


¼ teaspoon sugar


Pinch of fine sea salt


Whisk all of the ingredients together until well blended. Store, refrigerated, in an impeccably clean glass jar. If the sauce separates, simply whisk it to emulsify.


Menu Suggestions: We use this sauce with many of our cold beef, lamb, and chicken dishes. It is also very nice spread on a piece of steamed fish and goes wonderfully with foods that come straight off the grill. Ham-and-cheese-sandwich lovers would like it.




Sweet Mustard Sauce


MAKES ABOUT 1½ CUPS


A variation on a much-loved theme, this is a lighter, tart and sweet version of our house mustard sauce. Like the original, it keeps indefinitely refrigerated, needing nothing more than a brisk whisking if it separates.


¼ cup plus 2 teaspoons unflavored Dijon mustard


½ cup rice bran oil or corn or peanut oil


⅓ cup Five-Flavor Oil (page 13)


1 teaspoon fine sea salt


3 tablespoons sugar


½ cup juice from China Moon Pickled Ginger (page 8)


Whisk together all of the ingredients until well blended. Store, refrigerated, in an impeccably clean glass jar. Should the sauce separate, whisk to emulsify.


Menu Suggestions: I adore this sauce with our pork and lamb sausages (pages 323 and 282). It also has a great fan club among the won-ton and springroll dunkers in our kitchen. Our brined loins of pork (page 310 and page 313) and Wok-Seared Beef Tenderloin (page 253) would also partner it well, even if between two slices of rye.




Spicy Hoisin Sauce


MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS


The fruity taste of hoisin sauce and the sharp-earthy flavor of garlic wed perfectly in this sauce. It is rich and spicy, and a real kitchen favorite. Minus the garlic, the sauce can be refrigerated indefinitely. We always keep the garlic-less mixture on hand, then add the garlic only as needed.


12 large cloves garlic, peeled


1 teaspoon kosher salt


¼ cup “goop” from China Moon Hot Chili Oil (page 10)


2 tablespoons China Moon Hot Chili Oil


2 tablespoons Japanese sesame oil


¼ cup soy sauce


¼ cup plus 1 teaspoon unseasoned Japanese rice vinegar


½ cup hoisin sauce


½ teaspoon sugar


2 tablespoons warm water


In a mortar with a pestle, pound the garlic cloves with the salt to a fine paste. Combine with all of the remaining ingredients until well blended.


Menu Suggestions: We love this sauce as a dressing for boiled dumplings and won-tons. It is also delicious spooned on top of pork, lamb, or chicken. Our staff will eat it with most everything—raw vegetables, cold springrolls, on top of simple steamed rice—and so, I suspect, will you.




POUND AWAY
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Pounding garlic to a paste (as opposed to mincing it) gives it an inimitable mellowness. The salt speeds the process; it also adds flavor.







Minted Cucumber Sauce


MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS


Falling somewhere between a vinaigrette and a sauce, this is a mélange of cool, clean flavors in a light dressing that is particularly good with fish and cold vegetables. The cucumber you use must taste fresh and sweet. If you are forced to buy commercial cucumbers with their thick, waxy skin, peel and seed them before incorporating into the recipe.


1 large Japanese or English cucumber, seeded and cut into chunks


5 large fresh mint leaves


Zest of ½ scrubbed lemon, finely minced


1 small red Fresno or yellow wax chili, seeded and cut into chunks (optional)


Juice of ½ lemon


¼ teaspoon finely minced garlic


½ teaspoon finely minced fresh ginger


½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


½ teaspoon sugar


½ teaspoon fine sea salt


¼ cup unseasoned Japanese rice vinegar


2 tablespoons distilled white vinegar


1 cup rice bran, com, or peanut oil


Place the cucumber, mint, lemon zest, and chili (if you’d like a spicy vinaigrette) in a food processor and process until nearly smooth, pausing to scrape down the sides of the bowl with a rubber spatula. Add the rest of the ingredients except the oil and process briefly to combine. With the machine running, slowly drizzle in the oil and process until the vinaigrette is emulsified. The sauce may be refrigerated for several hours. Store in an impeccably clean bowl with a piece of plastic wrap pressed directly on the surface. Bring to room temperature and stir well before serving.


Menu Suggestions: We especially like this sauce with Gold Coin Salmon Cakes (page 188) and Wok-Seared Tuna (page 198). It would also be good with many of our steamed fish and chicken dishes.




SEA SALT
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It is in just this type of recipe, where the flavors are mild and there is a bit of lemon, that we tend to use sea salt instead of kosher salt. The more pronounced flavor of sea salt is good here, and it is a perfect mate to the lemon. If you have only kosher salt in your house, use twice as much to equal the sea salt’s degree of saltiness.







Fresh Ginger Vinaigrette


MAKES ABOUT ⅔ CUP


Zippy and light, this is a versatile vinaigrette, bright with the flavors of fresh ginger and duskily sweet with the taste of balsamic vinegar. It is the China Moon house vinaigrette.


If you are using sea salt, use only half as much. No good flavor will come from table salt, at least not to my tongue.


2 tablespoons ginger juice (squeezed from finely minced fresh ginger)


2 tablespoons plus 1 teaspoon balsamic vinegar


½ cup rice bran, corn, or peanut oil


1 teaspoon kosher salt


Whisk together all of the ingredients in a mixing bowl until emulsified. Store, refrigerated, in an impeccably clean glass jar. Bring to room temperature and shake well before using.




FRESH GINGER JUICE
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As a general rule, start out with 3 tablespoons of finely minced fresh ginger for every 1 tablespoon of juice you wish to extract. The yield will differ, depending upon the juiciness of the ginger and/or the fineness of the mince.


We mince our ginger in a food processor by the cupful to a near purée and then squeeze it by hand. The pulp simply gets thrown away.


One sexy girlfriend prefers to squeeze ginger through a nylon stocking. Interesting and maybe even a bit kinky!








Orange Vinaigrette


MAKES ¾ CUP


When we are putting a salad of baby greens alongside smoked poultry or brined pork, we will often use this orange-infused vinaigrette. The combination of mustard, orange zest, and balsamic vinegar is very appealing.


Vinaigrettes made with fruit zests and/or fruit juices are best made just before using so their flavors are lively and clear.


½ cup rice bran, corn, or peanut oil


¾ teaspoon Dijon mustard


¾ teaspoon finely grated zest from a well-scrubbed orange


1 tablespoon freshly squeezed orange juice


1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar


1 tablespoon sherry vinegar


½ teaspoon soy sauce


¼ teaspoon kosher salt


Pinch of Roasted Szechwan Pepper-Salt (page 5)


⅛ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


Shortly before using, whisk together all of the ingredients until emulsified. Leftovers can be refrigerated, but first strain out the zest, which can grow bitter. Bring to room temperature before using and shake well to recombine.




FAVORITE PHOTOS


[image: image]


Some of my favorite food photos are from the now out-of-print Time-Life Foods of the World series. It was a brave new world of ethnic cookery when they were published in the 1960s and 70s, and it is sad to see them gone.


I learned to cook out of the Chinese volume, an extraordinary combination of superlative photographs, lively prose, and tell-it-all traditional recipes. One photograph in particular stands out in my mind. It was of several women workers in a mung bean noodle “plant”—an outdoor scene of bamboo drying poles layered with silken noodles. Somehow, the half-seen faces of these peasant women shadowed by bamboo hats and flowered bandanas, and the wide swathe of drying noodles held me spellbound.


Another photo, from the Japanese book in the series, held me equally captive. It showed a persimmon tree in a snowfall, with an icy contrast of white snow, orange fruit, and black branch. These are food photos to remember: They taught me about ingredients, put them in a setting, and fueled an intrigue that will be, I suspect, lifelong.







A Quartet of Spingroll Dipping Sauces


This is a rousing foursome of dipping sauces most typically used with our springrolls, but in fact lavished by the staff upon most anything edible. Each sauce has its own character—the spicy green chili, the light and tart pickled ginger, the nutty peanut-lime, and the lushly sweet honey ten-spice—that makes it better or less suited to any particular springroll. For the most part, we mix and match and choose whichever sauce we’re inspired to make.


This is a delicious departure from the traditional. When I first started China Moon, I outfitted each table with cruets of soy, vinegar, and chili oil and waited for my Western patrons to combine them in a personalized puddle on their serving dish, as is the habit in China. No such thing happened. So while the cruets accumulated dust, we came up with the dipping sauces and spared our customers the work of blending their own. The result is absolutely untraditional and perfectly delicious.


Green Chili Dipping Sauce


MAKES ABOUT 1½ CUPS


5 Anaheim chilis, seeded and cut into ½-inch rounds


2 yellow wax chilis, tipped and cut into ½-inch rounds


2 large cloves garlic


¾ cup juice from China Moon Pickled Ginger (page 8)


2 tablespoons distilled white vinegar


2 tablespoons corn or peanut oil


1½ packed cups fresh coriander leaves and stems


Fine sea salt or kosher salt, if needed


Thinly sliced Fresno chili rings, for garnish


1. Process the chilis and garlic in a food processor until nearly smooth. With the machine running, add the ginger juice and vinegar, then add the oil in a thin stream and process until emulsified. If using the sauce at once, add the coriander and process until smooth. If working in advance, leave out the coriander; mince and add it just before serving. Taste and season with salt if needed.


2. When serving, garnish the sauce bowls with thin rings of fresh red chilis for color and heat.


3. Store, refrigerated, in a clean container. The sauce will lose its bright color, but will be tasty for 1 to 2 days.


Menu Suggestions: In addition to springrolls, these sauces have been hits as dips for fried won-ton, grilled and wok-seared fish and poultry, and our house-cured beef, lamb, and pork. For dieters faced with an eternity of cold poached chicken breast, a dip dish of one of these sauces is a lifesaver.




TOOLS FOR GRINDING YOUR OWN SPICES
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Once you are hooked on the idea of grinding your own spices, the obvious question of tools arises.


A mortar and pestle is one possibility. Lyric, aerobic, and inexpensive, it is the fountain pen of the kitchen, something that imbues a cook with a feeling of artistry. For grinding small amounts of tiny spices, like the Szechwan peppercorns in Roasted Szechwan Pepper-Salt, it is a good tool.


A spice grinder is more versatile, making up in speed and efficiency what it lacks in poetic appeal. It can easily handle the pods of star anise in China Moon Ten-Spice and will happily whirl to smithereens the stick cinnamon in China Moon Curry Powder. A spice grinder should be sturdy so don’t fall for a svelte model before asking a knowledgeable kitchenware salesperson if its muscle equals its chic. Remember, also, with a spice grinder, to fill it only half full; the spices need to whirl around freely to achieve an even grind. When cleaning, use only a faintly damp cloth, then follow with a very careful dry wipe. Store the grinder with its top off and exposed to the air, lest last week’s pepper-salt perfumes this month’s ten-spice.


A coffee grinder can be called into service as an occasional spice grinder. Wipe and air it as above before and after it has done its duty. Pay special attention to the initial cleaning on account of the coffee bean oils. If you are about to become a homemade spice maven, you will want a separate spice grinder, but for the let-me-try-it-and-see cook, this staves off an additional purchase.


Lastly, a food processor outfitted with a very sharp steel knife will work wonders with smaller spices like Szechwan peppercorns. I don’t like it for grinding bulkier spices (like star anise or cinnamon) because they can catch on the blade and lift it off the stem. However, if this is all you’ve got, you can first bash the larger spices with a mallet to make them behave better in the workbowl.


A blender is sometimes posed as an alternative spice grinder, but it has never worked well for me. I confess I have never lived with one and identify it mostly with the ghastly wheat germ milkshakes my mother would whip up to stony silence in her Adelle Davis years. Yet, if you love your blender, by all means try it for our recipes.





Ten-Spice Honey Dip


MAKES 1 CUP


Leftovers of this dip are great for basting meat, fish, or poultry.


½ cup honey


¼ cup plus 1 tablespoon soy sauce


¼ cup juice from China Moon Pickled Ginger (page 8)


¼ teaspoon China Moon Ten-Spice (page 6)


Combine all of the ingredients in a small non-aluminum saucepan. Heat, stirring, over low heat until the honey dissolves, 3 to 4 minutes. Store, refrigerated, in a clean container. Warm over low heat to a liquid consistency before using.



Peanut-Lime Dipping Sauce



MAKES 1¾ CUPS


½ cup unseasoned peanut butter, preferably homemade (page 32)


⅓ cup unsweetened coconut milk


1 teaspoon finely minced fresh ginger


3 tablespoons packed brown sugar


¼ cup soy sauce


½ teaspoon kosher salt


2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lime juice


2 tablespoons unseasoned Japanese rice vinegar


1½ tablespoons Ma-La Oil (page 17)


½ teaspoon Cayenne Pepper Oil (page 11)


1 tablespoon “goop” from China Moon Hot Chili Oil (page 10)


Blend together all of the ingredients until thoroughly emulsified and smooth, either in a food processor or by hand. Taste and adjust the seasoning if needed with an extra dash of soy sauce or sugar to obtain a full, rich, spicy flavor. Store, refrigerated, in an impeccably clean container. Bring to room temperature and shake well before using.


Pickled Ginger Dipping Sauce


MAKES 1½ CUPS


1 cup juice from China Moon Pickled Ginger (page 8)


¼ cup plus 2 tablespoons unseasoned Japanese rice vinegar


2 tablespoons sugar


1 tablespoon soy sauce


Thinly sliced green and white scallion rings, for garnish


Thinly sliced Fresno chili rings, for garnish


1. Heat the pickled ginger juice, rice vinegar, and sugar in a small non-aluminum saucepan over low heat, stirring, until the sugar dissolves. Add the soy sauce and let cool to room temperature.


2. When serving, garnish the sauce bowls with thin rings of scallions and fresh red chilis for color and heat.


3. Store, refrigerated, in a clean glass jar. Shake well before using.




GARNISHES


(an admittedly cranky admonition)
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I am a strong believer in the simple, edible garnish that has a close flavor kinship to the dish. In my world, dyed daikon flamingos, writhing carrot dragons, and blinking Christmas lights in the empty eye sockets of a stir-fried lobster—all garnishes of the Hong Kong sort—are out. So, too, are radish flowers, tomato rosettes, and vegetable pellets sculpted to look like suppositories. I find all of this loathsome.


In my own rather minimalist style, the fanciest I get is an occasional scallion brush. Otherwise, a leggy piece of coriander or a flourish of scallion rings are all that our already colorful dishes require. Or, if the dish is green, a confetti of finely diced red bell pepper will do the job.


The issue is a visible one, but it needs to make sense on your tongue. A garnish is primarily designed to tickle the eye, but it also should meld seamlessly with the other flavors on the plate or contrast with them in a meaningful way.


Garnishing the rims of plates—a current feature of trendy restaurants in the 90s—is something I find very peculiar. I spill and splatter my own food quite nicely, thank you, and don’t want the kitchen to do it for me.


Ditto the rage for a whole chive aloft each appetizer or a cage of spun sugar looming above a dessert. It is admittedly wonderful to give a little height to a dish: One can arrange cold shrimp, for example, in a lively tumble with just a touch or two. But the unrelated vertical garnish is often absurd, a bit of Dr. Seuss on the plate.


I sound cranky, and perhaps I am! Restaurant cooks frequently spend too much time decorating their food, and too little time paying attention to its taste. This, I think, is sad.







Fried Ginger Threads


MAKES 1 CUP


This is a startling ingredient—a hair-fine sliver of deep-fried fresh ginger that tingles the palate and gives zest to a dish. We use pinches of them to garnish most anything that needs a jolt of spice.


Your knife must be sharp and your julienne very fine or the ginger threads will look klutzy. The frying oil will taste terrifically of ginger. Keep it for dressing noodles and salads, basting fish and meats, sautéeing vegetables, and so on.


My friend Anne Rosenzweig, who runs Arcadia, the wonderful New York City restaurant, calls this “frizzled ginger.” It loses its frizzle if kept for more than several days, so fry only what you need.


2½ to 3 ounces fresh ginger in long rectangular pieces


2 to 4 cups corn or peanut oil for deep-frying


1. Peel the ginger and trim it into 1 or more easily managed rectangular blocks.


2. With a sharp knife, slice the ginger lengthwise into thin, nearly translucent slices. Stack or fan the slices, then cut them lengthwise into a fine julienne. You should have about ½ cup. (The julienne should fall from your fingers in separate threads; if it sticks and wads, you’ve cut it too fine or with too much pressure. If the edges are raggedy, your blade is dull.)


3. In a wok or deep, heavy skillet, add oil to a depth of 1½ inches, and balance a deep-fry thermometer on the rim of the pot. Heat the oil to 375°F; a thread of ginger will bubble on contact. Adjust the heat so the temperature doesn’t rise.


4. Fry the ginger in 2 batches until golden, about 10 seconds per batch. Scoop swiftly from the oil with a Chinese mesh spoon, then set aside on a paper towel-lined plate to drain and crisp. Don’t fry it too brown or it will taste bitter.


5. Use within a day or two. Store at room temperature in a paper towel-lined bowl sealed with plastic wrap.




Infused Glass Noodles


MAKES 1½ CUPS


This is a great addition to soups and saucy casseroles, where you want the slithery glass noodles to contribute taste as well as texture. Simmered in stock after softening in water, these glass noodles are a cut above the everyday.


You can simmer the noodles in whatever stock you like. If you have a fancy stock nested in the freezer and need to dress up a simple spinach stir-fry, now is the time to use it.


Infused glass noodles are perishable and should be refrigerated until you’re ready to use them. Use them within 2 to 3 days of simmering, or they may sour.


1 small package PRC glass noodles (1.75 to 2 ounces)


2 cups China Moon Infusion (page 72) or any tasty stock


1. Remove the noodles from the package, but don’t remove the strings binding the skein. These will hold the skein together and make cutting the noodles easier. Count the number of strings so you will know how many to cut off and won’t wind up eating them.


2. Put the noodles in a heatproof bowl. Cover with simmering water. Let stand until translucent, 5 to 10 minutes, then drain. Flush with cold water; drain again.


3. Cut the softened noodles into 2-inch lengths. Snip and discard the strings. If the noodles have a pronounced smell, flush them once again with cool water and drain.


4. In a small, heavy saucepan, bring the stock to a steaming near-simmer over moderate heat. Add the noodles, stir to combine, and bring the mixture to a weak simmer. Adjust the heat to maintain a weak simmer and cook the noodles, stirring occasionally, until the stock is mostly absorbed, about 10 minutes.


5. Transfer the noodles to a shallow dish. Use immediately or let cool, stirring occasionally to release the heat. Once cool, seal and refrigerate until ready to use.




A ROSE IS A ROSE
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“Glass noodles” is the fanciful English name for what in Chinese are called “starch threads.” Made from mung bean starch, these thin, dry noodles turn translucent and glassy once soaked.


Look for glass noodles (aka mung bean threads, cellophane noodles, Chinese vermicelli) in small cellophane bags. A superior variety is made in the PRC (People’s Republic of China) and bagged with a jaunty red or argyle ribbon. Avoid Taiwanese brands, which are not as silken and delicate as their communist cousins. Unless you run a restaurant, buy the diminutive 1.75- to 2-ounce packages. These are sold individually or in nifty webbed bags containing eight or so skeins.







JELLYFISH WOES
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The one sure thing about glass noodles is that you never know with a new brand whether they need to be soaked in hot tap water, barely simmered water, or dramatically boiling water. The only sure way is to make a test.


Begin with hot tap water and patiently work your way up through the other degrees of heat. A mere 5 minutes will give the results. If the noodles have turned silky and transparent, you’ve achieved what you’ve set out to do. If they remain wiry and opaque, try the next water temperature on the ascending scale.


Every once in a while, some jack-rabbit cook will cover an as yet untested brand with simmering or boiling water, and they’ll turn instantly into a weird, jellyfish-like mass. They are great objects of kitchen curiosity—the cooks, waiters, and janitors will take turns poking them as they lie ignominiously in the trash can. So unless you’re looking for a fun-house thrill for your kids, take the sure route and begin with the hot tap water test.







Crispy Rice Sticks


MAKES 1½ CUPS, ENOUGH TO DRESS 4 TO 6 SALADS OR STIR-FRIES


One of the great thrills of Chinese cooking is to toss a handful of dry rice noodles into hot oil and watch them puff up in a nest. It’s a swift bit of kitchen magic: The opaque, wire-like strands loop and bloom within seconds into a snowy tangle. One can get easily carried away, producing buckets of the stuff.


A small wad of noodles and a modest amount of oil will yield enough noodles to enliven a stir-fry or salad dramatically. Try it when your spirits are low and/or your lettuce leaves need a lift.


Rice sticks are best used within a day of frying, while they’re crisp and fresh. The frying oil is easily strained and recycled for another use.


Use only fresh, pristine oil for frying rice sticks. If the oil has been filtered from other frying, the sticks won’t fry properly and will be gray instead of snowy.


½ ounce dry rice sticks


2 to 4 cups corn or peanut oil, for deep-frying


1. Carefully pull apart the rice sticks so that you have a very thin web. If fried in too thick a layer, the outer sticks will puff while the inner ones stay wire-like.


2. In a wok or deep, heavy skillet, add oil to a depth of 2 inches. Balance a deep-fry thermometer on the rim of the pan. Bring the oil to 375°F, hot enough to puff a single rice stick on contact. Adjust the heat so the temperature doesn’t climb.


3. Toss half of the noodles into the oil. They should puff and turn snowy white on contact. Turn the nest over with chopsticks or tongs, wait a second or two for them to puff, then transfer them immediately to a paper towel-lined baking sheet. Repeat with the remaining rice sticks.


4. Just before using, gently press on the nest to break it into bits.




BUYING RICE STICKS
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The best rice sticks for frying are sold in rectangular cellophane packages about 7 inches long and 4 inches wide, 4 rectangular wads to a package. The sticks themselves are 1/16 inch thin, opaque, and slightly wavy. Look for rice sticks that are loosely packed and relatively straight; the denser, coiled wads are impossible to pull apart.


We use a PRC brand of rice sticks called Sailing Boat, bound in 1-pound packages with a lyric pink ribbon.







Homemade Peanut Butter


If you have a food processor, it’s a quick and easy step to producing your own peanut butter. One can buy delicious peanuts in a natural food store, and for a fraction of the cost make a product that doesn’t have any salt, sugar, or lesser quality oil. If the control issue doesn’t turn you on, the taste will.


Homemade peanut butter stores indefinitely in the refrigerator. We always keep it on hand—for marinades, sauces, cookies, and staff sandwiches.


For every 1 cup of peanut butter, you’ll need 2 cups of raw peanuts. They can be skinless or still wearing their jackets. We use skinless peanuts. However, the skins give a rich taste with a hint of a pleasantly bitter edge, which some people really like.


Two versions are given below. They’re equally tasty. The nuts can be ground hot or cold; it doesn’t matter. Do take care not to overcook the nuts. If they’re too dark, they can taste burnt. Go for golden, as opposed to brown.




PEANUTTIER BUTTER
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If you want your peanut butter to taste extra peanutty, here is the place to use cold-pressed peanut oil. I find this kind of oil too strong for general cooking (where I want the food to taste like itself, not peanuts), but in a peanut-centered preparation like this one, it’s perfect.





Roasted Peanut Butter
     

MAKES 1 CUP


2 cups raw peanuts


¼ cup peanut or corn oil


1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Move a rack to the middle position.


2. Spread the peanuts in a thin layer on a heavyweight jelly roll pan. Roast until golden, 20 to 25 minutes. Midway through roasting, shuffle the nuts and rotate the pan to ensure even coloring.


3. Combine the nuts and the oil in a food processor. Blend to the desired texture, either chunky or smooth.




PEANUT BUTTER BLUES
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Like many small restaurants, we depend on standard-issue food processors as regular kitchen workhorses. However, try and hit them with the task of repeatedly grinding big batches of peanut butter, and these otherwise trusty tools will shake, moan piteously, and expire in a plume of smoke.


After annihilating a couple of machines, I finally took to torturing my bookkeeper and the neighborhood health food store instead. I’d buy up a week’s supply of luscious, fancy peanuts at inflated prices, then plant myself in front of their peanut grinder, wrecking the ears of the check-out people and the hopes of any customers standing behind me.


The whole affair came to a happy halt when someone in the kitchen suggested we try out the meat grinder on peanuts. Voilà! It did the job perfectly! The brute is wonderfully designed to handle the task, and the chute is cleaned out by simply running a wad of plastic wrap in the wake of the last cup of peanuts. It’s a nifty solution for those makers of bulk quantities of peanut butter who, like me, have committed their unfair share of food processor murder.





Fried Peanut Butter


MAKES 1 CUP


2 cups raw peanuts


2 to 4 cups peanut or corn oil, for deep-frying


1. In a wok or deep, heavy skillet, add the oil to a depth of 1½ to 2 inches. Balance a deep-fry thermometer on the rim of the pan.


2. Bring the oil to 350°F. Adjust the heat so the temperature doesn’t rise.


3. Fry the peanuts in 2 or 3 batches, stirring until golden, 30 to 40 seconds. Remove the nuts to an unlined plate. (You want them oily to aid in the grinding.)


4. Combine the peanuts and 2 tablespoons of the frying oil in a food processor. Blend to a chunky or fine texture, as desired.





FRESH ROASTED AND FRIED NUTS
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ROASTED (OR TOASTED) NUTS: Like Chinese cooks everywhere, I love using freshly roasted nuts in stir-fries, salads, and springroll fillings. Aside from their own intrinsic good taste, they are a great texture foil to soft foods like chicken nuggets and glass noodles. They also dress up a dish wonderfully, as anyone who has ever gilded last night’s leftovers with a flourish of toasted pine nuts knows well. Here are the how-to’s of nut roasting:


• Buy raw, unseasoned nuts to begin with, ideally from bins in a natural food store where you can nibble on one to check the flavor. If nibbles are illegal, sniff the goods—rancid nuts smell soapy and unappealing. Don’t fall for the little cellophane packs of nuts sold in supermarkets. They’re almost always mediocre.


• Preheat the oven to 350°F and move a rack to the middle position. A preheated oven will cook more evenly, a special concern with oil-rich nuts that will turn golden in minutes. Roasting in the middle of the oven avoids the temperature extremes of the top and bottom thirds.


• Use a jelly-roll pan (a baking sheet with sides) and spread the nuts in a thin, even layer to within an inch of the edge. The sides of the pan generate excess heat, and nuts placed close to them will darken too quickly. Ideally, use a heavyweight pan that will hold the heat and distribute it evenly.


• When the nuts are just beginning to color, pull the pan from the oven and shuffle the nuts around before returning them to the oven. This ensures even cooking. Move quickly. Or close the oven door if you’re a slow shuffler.


• Finally, remove the nuts from the oven when they are a shade lighter than desired and let them cool on the pan. They will continue to darken a bit from their own internal heat as they cool.


• Small or sliced or slivered nuts—like pine nuts or slivered almonds—will turn golden in 5 to 10 minutes. Larger nuts like peanuts or cashews will take 20 to 25 minutes to turn gold. If you’re using nuts pulled straight from the refrigerator (the ideal place to store raw nuts), expect them to take 2 to 3 minutes longer.


• Watch roasting nuts like a hawk! It’s a sure thing that the minute you take to sprint to the john is the minute during which they’ll burn.


• Nuts are tastiest freshly roasted. Toast only as much as you need at any one time.


Fried Nuts: The Chinese tradition (from a country oil-rich but fuel-poor) is to fry nuts for cooking rather than roasting them. If you’re comfortable with deep-frying, raw nuts cooked in this manner have an inimitable texture and sheen. Here are the kitchen how-to’s of nut-frying:


• Use plump, raw, skinless nuts of the best quality. Not only do they taste best, they also color best in frying.


• Use fresh corn or peanut oil that has not been used before, as opposed to oil that has been filtered from other frying. Pristine oil will give the most even, attractive color, whereas the particles in recycled oil can too quickly turn the nuts brown.


• Fry only as many nuts as you need at one time. Fried nuts do not hold their crispness or flavor well. They get soggy and taste stale.


• Fill your frying vessel with oil to a depth of at least 1½ inches and give the nuts plenty of room to float. A round-bottomed wok, because of its shape, is most economical of all. If you’re frying more than a cup of nuts in a standard-size home wok or large skillet, fry in two or three batches for best results and maximum control.


• Preheat the oil to 350°F and adjust the heat so the temperature doesn’t rise. Balance a deep-fry thermometer on the side of the pan so you can check the temperature both before and during the frying.


• Stir the nuts gently while they fry to ensure even coloring. A Chinese mesh spoon or a pair of long wooden cooking chopsticks both do the job well.


• Expect the nuts to fry quickly, and watch them like a hawk! A single cup of room-temperature peanuts will fry to doneness in about 35 seconds. That’s fast!


• Remove the nuts promptly from the oil when they are a shade or two lighter than desired. They will continue to color from their own internal heat after draining. To remove the nuts, you can scoop them out in a single sweep with the aid of a heatproof strainer or a Chinese mesh spoon. Or you can set a heatproof strainer over a heatproof bowl and carefully pour the nuts and oil into the strainer.


• To cool, crisp, and drain properly, immediately spread the fried nuts in a single layer on a large platter or jelly roll pan lined with a triple thickness of paper towels.


• Recycle the nut-frying oil. It is perfect for everyday stir-frying, for deep-frying other foods, for making cold dishes, and making your own peanut butter (page 32). Let the oil cool, strain it through several layers of dry cheesecloth, then store it at cool room temperature or in the refrigerator.








Oven-Dried Plum Tomatoes


MAKES ABOUT 25 PIECES


Good cooks get ideas from other good cooks, and this recipe is no exception. I first had these plush-yet-intense tomatoes in a dish prepared by San Francisco chef Donna Nicoletti, and they have since become a China Moon staple. For giving color and a winning jolt of fresh tomato flavor to a stir-fry, I know of nothing better.


Shop for firm, red Roma tomatoes (also called Italian plum tomatoes) that have a good tomato smell. Count on about 4 hours to dry them to the correct consistency. Once “dried” (wrinkled a bit on the outside but bursting with concentrated juice within), they can be kept in the refrigerator for several days.


Don’t pass this recipe by if you’re not a fan of sun-dried tomatoes. This is a tomato of a wonderfully different sort!


¾ pound sweet-smelling, firm, medium to large Italian plum tomatoes


1. Preheat the oven to 250°F. Move a rack to the middle position.


2. Slice off the stem end of the tomatoes, discarding as little of the flesh as possible. Quarter each tomato lengthwise. Cut fat tomatoes into sixths. Put the tomatoes, cut side up and ½ inch apart, on 1 large or 2 small cooling racks. Put the rack(s) on a baking sheet to catch any drips.


3. Put the tomatoes in the oven for 2 hours. Turn the baking sheet front to back midway through the process to ensure even drying.


4. Turn off the heat and let the tomatoes dry in the oven until a bit wrinkled but still very pliable and moist, 1½ to 2 hours longer. If you have any doubt, take them out sooner rather than later. You want them to “pop” in your mouth with a moist tomato flavor.


5. If not using immediately, let cool to room temperature on the rack(s). The tomatoes can be refrigerated for 2 to 3 days, lined up in a single layer on a plate and sealed with plastic wrap. Let come to room temperature before using.




BAGUETTES
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We use dense and sweet (as opposed to sourdough) baguettes that are 2 feet long and leave them in an open bag at room temperature overnight to dry a bit before slicing; otherwise, the bread is too soft and fresh and sops up the oil.


Don’t buy a squishy supermarket bread for croutons, even if it calls itself a baguette. You’ll need a firm bread with body.







Garlic Croutons


MAKES ABOUT 90 CROUTONS


When I was a kid, a crouton was a little square of seasoned toast that my mother would buy in a bag and toss in salads when company came. As a grown-up, I discovered European-style croutons—thin slices of sturdy bread, brushed with a bit of oil and lightly toasted en route to becoming a landing pad for a smear or strip of something savory.


We use croutons of this second sort, sliced from thin baguettes, both with Strange-Flavor Eggplant (page 62) and as an extra-crunchy note in our House Salad (page 442). I also consume vast amounts of them as shovels for cold springroll filling—one of my favorite midday snacks.


A dense baguette coupled with a good oil makes for a great crouton. Croutons are most flavorful on the day they are toasted; after 2 or 3 days, they taste stale.


1 day-old baguette (about 2 feet long, weighing ½ pound)


Scant ¼ cup corn or peanut oil


1 large clove garlic, smashed


1. With a serrated knife, cut the baguette crosswise into ¼-inch-thick rounds. If you’re working a day in advance, leave them in a covered bowl at room temperature; in spite of the cover, they’ll firm up. Or, if you’re wanting to bake them in several hours, spread them on a rack to dry a little.


2. Combine the oil and garlic. Let stand 30 to 45 minutes to infuse the oil, then discard the garlic.


3. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Move a rack to the middle position.


4. Arrange the bread rounds side by side on a baking sheet. Brush the tops lightly with the infused oil. Bake until light gold, 8 to 10 minutes, turning the baking sheet midway for even coloring.


5. Let the croutons cool on the baking sheet. For best flavor, use shortly after toasting. Store leftovers in an airtight container at room temperature and use within 1 to 2 days.




THE SERRATED BREAD KNIFE
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A serrated bread knife is a must-have for crouton-lovers; don’t buy a wimpy one. What you want is a straight blade a full 8 to 10 inches long, with a handle you can wrap your mitt around.







Ginger-Lemon Iced Tea


MAKES 1 GALLON


It was a hellishly hot day in Los Angeles when I stopped into CITY restaurant to visit my friends who own it, the wonderful and eccentric chefs Mary Sue Milliken and Susan Feniger. Everything about them and their restaurant is unique and appealing, including the iced tea they served to revive me.


We recreated the recipe the next week at China Moon, and it’s a house favorite that has a steady, addicted following. It is spicy and herbal in the most compelling way, with a last-minute hit of sweetness that comes as a big surprise. Lots of verbiage for a glass of iced tea? Try it and see.


3 medium lemons


1 gallon cold water


4 ounces peeled fresh ginger, sliced paper thin


¾ cup honey


Mint sprigs, for garnish


1. Scrub the lemons thoroughly under warm running water with a light liquid soap and an abrasive scrubber until squeaky clean. Slice in half crosswise.


2. Add the water and ginger slices to a heavy non-aluminum pot. Holding each lemon half over the pot, extract as much juice and pulp as possible by vigorously twisting with a fork. Drop the pulped lemon halves into the pot. Bring to a boil over moderate heat, then immediately remove from the heat, cover, and let steep undisturbed for 30 minutes.


3. Strain the tea through a fine-mesh strainer, and while it is still hot, stir in the honey. Let cool to room temperature, then chill in the refrigerator.


4. Serve over ice and garnish with mint sprigs, or top with boiling water for a hot drink.




OTHER CHINESE-STYLE ICED TEAS
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On a daily basis at China Moon, we also offer jasmine iced tea and peach iced tea, the first being a green and the latter being a black tea blend. One of our waiters, Chinese-Vietnamese performance artist Paul Kwan, also makes a blend of baby chrysanthemums, lichee, black, and peach teas that is delicious hot as well as iced. On a traditional note, we’ll also make an iced tea with baby chrysanthemums, at least in partial homage to some of my favorite southern Chinese poets who cooled themselves off in centuries past with this brew.


All of our iced-tea making follows the same rules: Start with a stainless steel pot and highly fragrant (“fresh”) tea leaves, about ⅓ cup per gallon of cold water. Bring the cold water (ideally purified) to a rolling boil, then turn off the heat (moving the pot to a cold burner if your stove is electric), add the tea, and cover the pot. Let the mixture steep undisturbed for a full half hour. Strain through an impeccably clean sieve into an impeccably clean glass container.


The resulting tea will be strong and clear. Iced, it should be just right in strength. Stirring a bit of honey into the just-strained hot tea can be intriguing, especially if you experiment with herbal honeys such as lavender and thyme, but we generally prefer ours unsweetened for the sake of the tea flavor itself.
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NUTS, PICKLES AND NIBBLES
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Nuts and pickles are the cheerful accessories of the world of good eating, at least as defined by me! As a kid, I was enraptured by them: bowls of peanuts that staved off kiddie hungers at my grandparents, fat dill pickles that we fished out of the wooden deli barrel, the olives and celery stalks that came iced to the table at our local diner. More than any memories of main-course foods, I savor the remembrance of these preliminary nibbles.


I was thus happily programmed for the customs at Chinese tables when I encountered them in my 20s. A northern Chinese meal in a Peking mode (as translated to the Taipei tables where I had my culinary upbringing) meant a trio of tiny nibbles to begin—typically a plate of lightly oiled cold wheat noodles wearing a dash of minced scallion, a saucer of boiled peanuts splashed with a little soy, and a counterpoint dish of pickled Napa cabbage with a pleasant jolt of chili. These were the appetite-arousers, the nibbles that the French call “throat-ticklers” and the Chinese call “mouth-openers.”


What the Pekinese loved, the Hunanese elevated to an art form. Their meals would begin with no fewer than four to six of these so-called “little dishes.” James and Lucy Lo, who became adopted family and kitchen mentors when I returned to Princeton from Taiwan, weighted their refrigerator with these little gems. There were apricots stewed with purple basil, tiny cubes of tofu steeped in anise-flavored soy, silken cucumber slivers spotted with garlic, crispy nori dipped in sugar. It was a blissful playground for a beginning cook.


In the China Moon kitchen, these savory opening salvos are the happiest part of my work. I love making them almost as much as I love eating them! We usually have at least half a dozen pickled vegetables on any week’s menu. Not merely garnishes, they are integral parts of the sensory experience of a dish. A baked bun stuffed with chicken and oyster sauce, for example, would be too rich without a bit of spicy pickled cabbage to nibble alongside. Similarly, thin slivers of wok-seared beef require the complementary tastes and colors of pickled carrots and gingered red cabbage to show off their flavor. In the world of Chinese cooking, this is the necessary yin and yang—those counterpoints of taste, color, and texture that make a meal sing.




STAVING OFF HUNGERS
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Everyone remembers the agony of going to someone’s home—never mind, someone’s restaurant!—and waiting endlessly to be fed. The stomach gurgles and the eyes roll. One feels deprived of more than just food.


This chapter is filled with helpmates to get you through the opening crunch of early dinner guests or friends who arrive with starvation written on their faces! A little bowl of nuts or pickles already put out within reach are great appetite-appeasers. In the Chinese fashion, they are also appetite-arousers.


Beginning tastes at a Chinese meal always include salty, sweet, and piquant. These are flavors that enliven the tongue. Intriguing textures are also important. Hence, a spread of spicy eggplant on crispy, garlic-tinged croutons—our opening “hello” to our hungry dinner guests—while not authentically Chinese, is nonetheless in a very traditional mode. The flavors of chili and garlic tantalize the palate and pique the appetite for what lies ahead.







Spicy Orange Pecans


MAKES 2 CUPS


A variation on a Hunanese sweetmeat that was a favorite recipe in my first cookbook, this has become an equally popular predinner treat at China Moon. The combination of rich pecans, fresh orange zest, and sugar zapped with a bit of salt is wonderful.


Soaking and drying the nuts alters them intriguingly. The soaking purges the bitter oils and brings out a striking richness. The drying leaves the nuts chewy. This step may be done as much as a week ahead of time. You can also caramelize the nuts in advance, but I like to do it just as the guests arrive. The warm pecans mate perfectly with a glass of cool Champagne or white wine.


If you are not a fan of spicy foods but have made it this far into the introduction anyway, simply use corn or peanut oil in place of the seasoned chili oil. The pecans will be delicious!


2 cups plump, perfect pecan halves


1 orange


¾ teaspoon kosher salt


2 tablespoons plus ½ teaspoon sugar


Several twists freshly ground black or white pepper


2 teaspoons China Moon Chili-Orange Oil (page 15)


1. Place the nuts in a large bowl and cover with boiling water. Let stand 30 minutes, then drain. Flush with cold water, then drain again. To blot off excess moisture, roll the nuts in a colored kitchen towel or in a thick wad of paper towels. (The nuts will stain a white towel.)


2. Preheat the oven to 300°F. Move a rack to the middle position.


3. Spread the nuts on a baking sheet and dry in the oven for 30 minutes. Turn the tray and stir the nuts, moving the ones on the outside to the center. Return the nuts to the oven and reduce the temperature to 250°F. Check every 10 minutes and remove the nuts when they are 95 percent dry. Break one open; it should have a kernel of moistness at the core. If you are not proceeding immediately to caramelize them, let the nuts cool entirely, then seal airtight against moisture.


4. While the nuts dry, wash the orange in warm water with an abrasive scrubber and a dash of liquid soap. When squeaky clean, rinse thoroughly and wipe dry.


5. Combine the salt, sugar, and pepper in a small bowl. Using the small flat holes or small S-shaped figures on a grater, lightly grate the orange peel directly onto the sugar mixture. Do not grate any of the bitter white pith. Stir the mixture to incorporate the orange. If you are working in advance, seal the sugar airtight until you caramelize the pecans.


6. To finish the pecans, heat a wok or medium-size heavy skillet over high heat until a bead of water evaporates on contact. Add the oil, swirl to glaze the pan, then reduce the heat to moderate. Add the nuts and toss (or stir) to glaze. When the nuts are very hot to the touch, sprinkle them evenly with a teaspoon of the sugar mixture and toss to coat. Continue tossing until the sugar melts, then sprinkle on a second teaspoon of the sugar mixture and toss again. Adjust the heat so the sugar melts quickly without scorching. Continue in this fashion, sprinkling the sugar and tossing the nuts, until the sugar is used up and the nuts are wearing a clear shell of caramel. The whole process will take about 4 minutes.


7. Serve the nuts warm or at room temperature. Resist handling them hot from the pan because the sugar will burn your fingers.




FLIP TIP
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Flipping the nuts in the pan while caramelizing them is a trick I learned in the restaurant. It prevents the sugar mixture from caramelizing onto a spoon. If you are a new or hesitant flipper, practice with a damp sponge. It’s really very easy and lots of fun. Or, if flipping is beyond you, simply stir the nuts with wooden chopsticks. There’s less surface area for the sugar to adhere to on chopsticks than on a spoon.







Barton’s Peppered Pecans


MAKES 1 CUP


This is one of those nutty munchies, like nuts tossed with cayenne pepper, that keeps your tongue racing to eat more fired by the mistaken idea that it will cool it down! This recipe from Barton Levenson, one of the most unique cooks I know, is for pepper lovers only.


As in any pepper-centered dish, take heed to the peppercorns you choose. They come in different varieties and flavors, just like coffee. A mix of Malabar, Tellicherry, and Lampong black peppercorns is a China Moon house favorite.


¼ cup sugar


1 tablespoon kosher salt


2 tablespoons coarsely ground black pepper


1 cup pecans


1. Combine the sugar, salt, and pepper.


2. Heat a very heavy skillet, preferably cast iron, over high heat until hot enough to evaporate a bead of water on contact. Add the pecans and toss for 1 minute to bring the nut oil to the surface.


3. Sprinkle the nuts with half of the spice mixture and shake the pan vigorously until the sugar melts, about 1 minute. Add the remaining mixture and continue shaking the pan until the sugar melts again and coats the pecans.


4. Immediately turn the nuts out onto a baking sheet. When they are cool enough to handle, separate the nuts with your fingers. Let cool completely before storing in a tightly sealed, impeccably clean glass jar.


Menu Suggestions: Something lemony would follow well on the heels of these pecans, for example Stir-Fried Shrimp with Fennel and Noodles (page 214).




PLUMP PECANS


[image: image]


Pecans need to be plump to be tasty. They should also smell rich and good. A shriveled pecan or one that smells soapy is not worth using here. Shop for top-quality pecans in a natural foods store or specialty nut shop; supermarket pecans are rarely very good. Also shop for perfectly shaped nuts. The Chinese liken them to butterflies, which are a symbol of good fortune.







Chinese Crackerjacks


MAKES 2 CUPS


A great snack, this has everything but a prize. The textures are terrific, and the flavors are a tongue-provoking blend. The recipe comes from Barton Levenson, an unsung hero among Berkeley’s women chefs and a real Svengali of flavors.


A spice grinder is a must, unless you have a mortar and pestle and a lot of muscle. Or, you might use your coffee grinder, but only after cleaning it thoroughly.


½ cup sugar


1 tablespoon kosher salt


1 tablespoon freshly ground black pepper


¼ teaspoon freshly ground cinnamon


1½ whole star anise, broken into 12 points


6 whole cloves


2 teaspoons Szechwan peppercorns


1½ teaspoons whole Java peppercorns (optional)


2 cups mixed hazelnuts and peanuts, toasted and skinned


1. Blend the sugar, salt, ground pepper, and cinnamon in a small bowl.


2. Finely grind the anise, cloves, and the peppercorns in a spice grinder. Strain through a fine-mesh sieve to eliminate the husks, then combine with the sugar mixture.


3. Heat a large heavy skillet, preferably cast iron, or a wok over high heat until hot enough to evaporate a bead of water on contact. Add the nuts and toss until the nuts are hot to the touch and the nut oil has come to the surface, about 1 minute; reduce the heat if needed to prevent scorching.


4. Sprinkle the nuts with half the seasoning mixture, then shake the pan vigorously until the sugar melts and turns a dark caramelized brown, about 1 minute. Add the remaining seasoning mixture and continue shaking the pan until the sugar melts again and coats the nuts. (Do not use a spatula or spoon for this process because the sugar will caramelize onto it instead of the nuts.)


5. Immediately turn the nuts onto a foil-lined baking sheet. Use your fingers to separate the nuts when cool enough to handle, then let them cool completely. Store in a tightly sealed, impeccably clean glass jar.




Sweet and Tangy Red Onion Pickle


MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS


This recipe was inspired by Judy Rogers, now the chef at San Francisco’s Zuni Cafe. Spiced with Szechwan peppercorns, rice vinegar, and garlic (instead of the more Western pickling seasonings Judy uses), these crunchy and spicy pink onion rings are a visual knockout.


I look for onions that are smallish and very round, with a thin dry skin. These yield rings that slice cleanly and are pleasantly thick, but are still small and thin enough to be twisted into attractive piles. Onion pickle lasts for a week or more if kept in the refrigerator.


1 pound small or medium-size firm red onions, round or torpedo shape (not flat)


¾ cup plus 1 tablespoon unseasoned Japanese rice vinegar


6 to 7 tablespoons sugar


Scant ¼ teaspoon dried red chili flakes


¼ teaspoon Szechwan peppercorns


3 large cloves garlic, lightly smashed and peeled


1. Remove the ends of the onions, peel, then cut into even rings ⅜ inch thick. Carefully separate the outer rings, removing the white membrane if loose. Central clusters may be left intact for a nice mouthful.


2. Combine the remaining ingredients in a non-aluminum, heavy 2½- to 3-quart saucepan. Bring to a simmer over moderate heat, stirring to dissolve the sugar, then simmer 3 minutes to infuse. Taste and adjust with a dash more sugar or chili if desired.


3. Add the onions, reduce the heat to low, and toss with chopsticks or the handle ends of wooden spoons until the onions turn pink and soften and the liquid simmers, 3 to 4 minutes. Scrape the mixture into a shallow bowl. Refrigerate, uncovered, until cool, stirring occasionally. When cool, seal airtight. The onions will keep for 1 to 2 weeks if refrigerated.


4. Serve chilled or as a garnish, twisted into figure-eights. Remove the garlic and peppercorns and garnish with a bit of the juice.


Menu Suggestions: As part of a cold pickle plate, try teaming the onions with Barton’s Peppered Pecans (page 45) and Ma-La Cucumber Fans (below). On their own, they have a particular affinity with orange-zested dishes, such as Chili-Orange Cold Noodles (page 396).




COOK’S QUERY


[image: image]


Well-behaved red onions turn fabulously hot pink in the steaming pickling liquids, while not so well-behaved batches turn anemically white. If anyone can tell me how to know one from the other when buying them, I will reward them with a dinner at China Moon!







Ma-La Cucumber Fans


SERVES 6 TO 8 AS A NIBBLE


Ma means numbing, as in Szechwan peppercorns; “la” means spicy, as in hot peppers. The combination is a classic one in central Chinese cooking, where these crispy cucumber pickles claim their origin.


Slender, seedless Japanese cucumbers are ideal for their sweet taste and solid texture. Kirby pickling cucumbers or slender hydroponic or English cucumbers (scooped of their seeds if large) are good second choices.


1 pound firm Japanese or Kirby cucumbers


2 teaspoons kosher salt


AROMATICS:


1½ teaspoons finely julienned fresh ginger


1 tablespoon finely minced garlic


Scant ½ teaspoon dried red chili flakes


½ teaspoon Szechwan peppercorns


SAUCE:


1 teaspoon soy sauce


2 tablespoons unseasoned Japanese rice vinegar


3 tablespoons sugar


1 scant tablespoon corn or peanut oil


Several drops of Japanese sesame oil


1. Remove the ends from the cucumbers and cut into 2-inch lengths. Grasping a segment at a time, cut the cucumber crosswise at ⅛-inch intervals into a fan (see Vegetable Fans, following).


2. Toss the cucumber fans with the salt and set aside for 30 minutes. (They will soften and a pool of liquid will appear in the bottom of the bowl.) Drain, rinse with cool water, then squeeze the cukes gently to remove excess water.


3. Combine the aromatics in a small dish. Combine the sauce ingredients in a small bowl.


4. Heat a wok or medium-size heavy skillet over moderate heat until hot enough to slowly sizzle a bead of water. Add the corn and sesame oils, swirl to glaze the bottom, and reduce the heat to low. When the oil is hot enough to sizzle a bit of minced garlic, add the aromatics. Stir until fully fragrant, about 10 seconds, adjusting the heat so the mixture foams without browning. (Judge with your nose whether to add another pinch of chili; the smell should be zesty enough to make you rear back.)


5. Add the cucumbers, toss to combine, then add the sauce. Toss gently to blend and dissolve the sugar. Taste and adjust with more sugar if required to bring out the fullness of the chili. Stir until the liquid steams, then remove from the heat.


6. Layer the cucumbers, fan side down, in a shallow bowl, and scrape the liquids on top. For best flavor, let cool, then seal and refrigerate overnight. Serve slightly chilled.


Menu Suggestions: These fans are a pretty addition to most any cold plate featuring noodles or cured or smoked meats. They are also nice when fanned and mounded in a small bowl at the beginning of a meal.




VEGETABLE FANS
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One of the great tricks of a Chinese kitchen is to use simple wooden chopsticks to cut a vegetable into a fan shape. Simply set the chopsticks in a V-shape on a cutting board and pin the vegetable (cucumber segment, carrot, zucchini, etc.) inside the point of the V. With a thin-bladed paring knife or cleaver, cut the vegetable crosswise at close intervals. The chopsticks prevent the knife from cutting all the way through the vegetable, leaving the cook with a pretty fan.







Loni’s Cucumber Pickles with Chinese Black Beans


SERVES 8 TO 10


Loni Kuhn is one of the great people in San Francisco’s cooking world. Warm, generous, and a naturally fine cook, she has gifted me for years with jars of pickles and preserves. Last year’s Christmas bounty included the cousin to this crisp and zesty cucumber pickle accented with the dusky flavor of fermented black beans. Very easy to make and requiring no canning skills, it’s a short-cut pickle that has become a China Moon favorite.


Like most all of our pickles, this one is best made a day ahead of serving to give the flavors a chance to develop. Once made, it will hold well in the refrigerator for a week or so.


If you do not have access to fresh water chestnuts, jicama makes a good substitute. I never use canned water chestnuts, but if you are enamored of them, first slice, then blanch them in unsalted water for 10 to 15 seconds to rid them of any tinny taste.


The way to get the best flavor from Chinese dried black mushrooms is to soak them overnight in cool water. Warm to hot water may be used if you are pressed for time.


½ cup dried black Chinese mushrooms


1½ pounds English cucumbers, cut lengthwise in half, seeded, then cut crosswise into ½-inch moons


1 tablespoon kosher salt


AROMATICS:


1½ teaspoons finely minced garlic


1 tablespoon finely minced fresh ginger


¾ teaspoon dried red chili flakes


SAUCE:


2 tablespoons packed brown sugar


2½ tablespoons balsamic vinegar


1 tablespoon soy sauce


2 tablespoons corn or peanut oil


1 tablespoon Japanese sesame oil


1½ teaspoons Szechwan peppercorns


6 to 8 fresh water chestnuts, cut into thin half-moons


2 teaspoons Chinese black beans (do not rinse them)


1 small Fresno chili, cut into thin rings


1. Cover the mushrooms with cool water. Soak until supple, about 1 hour. Or, for best flavor, soak overnight. Drain, rinse with cool water to dislodge any grit, then squeeze gently to remove excess water. Snip off the stems and cut the caps into quarters or sixths.


2. While the mushrooms soak, toss the cucumbers with the salt. Let stand 1 hour, then drain. Rinse with cool water; drain again.


3. Combine the aromatics in a small dish.


4. Combine the sauce ingredients in a bowl, leaving the spoon in the bowl.


5. Heat a wok or large heavy skillet over moderate heat until a bead of water evaporates on contact. Add the corn oil and sesame oil, and swirl to glaze the pan. Add the Szechwan peppercorns and let infuse for 30 seconds, adjusting the heat so they bubble without blackening. Add the aromatics and stir gently until fully fragrant, about 20 seconds. Add the water chestnuts, mushrooms, black beans, and chili rings, and toss to combine. Add the cucumbers and toss until hot, about 30 seconds. Stir the sauce and add it to the pan. Raise the heat and bring the mixture to a simmer, stirring.
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