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INTRODUCTION

 

Chinese cuisine has a rich history dating back more than three millennia. Increasingly, those of us living outside of China are getting a clearer picture of the complexity that has developed over the duration. Thankfully, regional specialties, beyond your typical Cantonese, Sichuan, and Hunan dishes, are beginning to arrive on US shores, and a contemporary Chinese meal is no longer the egg foo yung of yesteryear. Still, one element of Chinese cookery that remains rare throughout the Western world is the most popular style of cuisine across China: street food! Every day, nearly one-fifth of humanity sustains itself on conveniently placed bites and cheap alfresco meals. In China, one’s home is often small, kitchens are cramped, and time is short. So, a walkable nosh on the way to the office, a quick, cheap lunch, or an evening spent hopping from snack stand to snack stand with friends is an everyday occurrence.

We have been traveling to China for the past twenty-two years. Essentially, we go to China to eat. From the summits of temple-dotted mountains and the banks of picturesque river valleys to the sidewalks of frenetic, crowded, honking mega-cities, the names of which you’ve likely never heard, we’ve never had to look very far to find our next indulgence. Where restaurants are exquisite, numerous, and undeniably welcoming to foreign friends, we have a special place in our hearts for street food. It’s relatively simple, filling, kind to the ol’ wallet, and perhaps most importantly, it satisfies our need to be impulsive. What’s he cooking? That looks incredible! Did you smell that? We’d like three, please. Since our objective has always been to eat well and we’ve been surrounded by the right stuff, it just makes sense to follow our five senses rather than a restaurant guide. We’re also avid cooks, so it helps that with street food, we can eat, watch, and chat with cooks on this block, then the next, then the next. Endless fun.

Over the years, we’ve noticed the street food scene in China slowly changing. Some larger city governments, concerned about sanitation and pollution, have forced vendors to head indoors, or in some unfortunate cases, have closed stalls and makeshift cooking operations altogether. Some cities have gone the more creative route of collecting street cooks into dedicated snack halls, and formalizing the affair as an evening entertainment option. In cities and towns where vendors are unmoved and still thriving, popular food streets have become bucket-list entries for social media-leaning traveling foodies, for better or worse, making the crowds and queues we must endure longer and longer. Though the placement and context of xiao chi, or “small eats,” may be shifting to accommodate a rapidly modernizing China, the cuisine itself is enjoying a renaissance.
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On a recent visit to Beijing, we had the opportunity to sit down and chat with notable filmmaker Chen Xiaoqing. A few years ago, he produced two seasons of a madly popular documentary series for China Central Television entitled The Tip of China’s Tongue, or known to the English-speaking world as A Bite of China. A natural storyteller, Chen gave us an elegant and succinct course in Chinese street food that was in step with what we’ve been able to witness firsthand, as well as hope for its future.


When I was young, I had no chance to study real street food. There was none. In the era of Communism, the streets were cleared, no restaurants, no shops, no stalls. It was years before I saw any snacks to buy. But, post-Mao, especially in the last thirty years, street food has become more and more popular [again]. It has become a very important part of our common lifestyle. In Beijing, recently, they have been closing down a lot of street stalls. They want cleaner streets and smoother traffic, so food, actually on the street, is fighting to survive. But, I believe it’s also forcing traditional street food preparation to become more refined. Interestingly, this cuisine also holds an archive of any time period. Records of diet, social status, and how people relate to one another can all be reflected in street food. More important than the snacks themselves are the consumers and how they evolve over time. China’s society is undergoing big changes. As the migration of people around the country picks up, so does diversity in cooking. From an evolutionary standpoint, the future of street food is very bright.



We wrote Chinese Street Food to celebrate a culinary culture that is quickly changing yet deeply rooted in tradition. We wanted to simultaneously preserve the feeling of a misty morning along a cobbled alleyway lined with billowing bamboo steamers, and shamelessly evangelize for a style of cooking that we feel should be better known. Our aim is to share a bit of culinary history as well as our personal relationship to the food, the vendors, the cooks, and to our fellow gastronomes. At times, we revel in the fantastical origin stories of superhero snacks, and at others, highlight the accessibility of timeless recipes that give a whole new meaning to Chinese takeout. The dishes throughout Chinese Street Food are simple, delicious, and far from top-of-mind when you consider the cuisine of the Middle Kingdom.
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CHAPTER 1: WHAT’S IN A NAME?

WE HAVE A WONDERFULLY ENTERTAINING Chinese buddy named Qu Feng. He is an archaeologist and our go-to guy for historical perspective on Chinese cuisine. Some years ago, we had a lengthy discussion about food nomenclature, and it all started with the ubiquitous, fluffy white bun called a mantou. Mantou, according to Qu Feng, was originally yemantou, or “head of the barbarian!” Sounds delicious, no?

The story goes that the famous general and statesman during the Three Kingdoms period, Zhuge Liang, was leading his troops away from battle with many prisoners of war. They came across a raging river that they found improbable to cross. The general came up with a gruesomely simple way to appease the river gods and calm the waters. “What if we decapitated our prisoners and tossed just the heads into the horrendous current,” pondered Zhuge Liang. “That’s sure to ease the angry flow.” Seems a weird gamble, right?

As legend has it, it worked. The only trouble was, eventually they reached a mad torrent with not a prisoner in sight. “Let’s fool the river gods by replacing the real heads with bread heads, filled with meat, like brains!” Again, it worked, and mantou were born! As the Chinese have a tendency toward linguistic gymnastics, filled buns were replaced by the term baozi (see page 49) and mantou morphed into simple steamed white bread.

At some point, after hundreds of years, a political correctness wave hit the Chinese language and the term “barbarian heads” was just too gross for the name of a scrumptious food. So, move a line here, change a tone there, tack on the strokes meaning “food” and they were left with something close to “beautiful heads to eat.” Still, one has to wonder about them leaving the word “head” in there …

So, we asked Qu Feng, of course. He simply shook his head and said, “Sometimes the individual parts of Chinese words, like in many other languages, lose their meaning. There’s an entire school of Chinese linguistics dedicated to figuring out why words change and why some remain the same. People just get used to it, say what feels right, and don’t mind so much.” In other words, sometimes a head is just a bread.

The Chinese have a knack for naming foods in two distinct ways: brutally descriptive or metaphorical. Whether the goal is to be ironic, clever, or funny, the memorable names of several street foods abound. Just as with many restaurant dishes, these names are good for a chuckle, and offer endless dinner table conversation. Ask us sometime about “Water-Boiled Fish,” or “Ants Climbing a Tree”! The former has very little to do with water, in fact it has the opposite effect on the palate, and the for the latter, not one ant was harmed.

Before we delve into more fun names and their recipes, we’d be remiss not to mention a physics professor named Anthony Zee from Howie’s alma mater, UC–Santa Barbara. He wrote a wonderful book titled Swallowing Clouds, in which he takes readers through Chinese food names, their history, and their cultural roots. By the way, “swallowing clouds” is English for wonton (more on that later)!
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Mantou

馒头

(Steamed “Barbarian Head” Buns)


If you’re in New York City on any given weekday morning, on any given street, someone is walking with bagel in hand. If you’re in Paris, it’s a baguette. In Beijing, you can bet it’s going to be mantou, that ubiquitous fluffy white bun and most simple of the street foods. Seldom eaten on its own, mantou is often enjoyed as a starchy staple in the company of warm soy milk, a steamy cup of green tea, or a hearty rice porridge (page 65). At times, particularly later in the morning to early afternoon, mantou meets the grill, is sliced open, and is filled with all kinds of goodies as in the Paocai Kaomantou (page 79). That’s one popular barbarian head!

One winter’s morning in Beijing, the winds out of the north were brutal, as we were venturing out to show a filmmaker friend of ours, Tim, a good time on the Great Wall. “It’s not cold enough, let’s go up a mountain!” Crazy. We were shooting a web series we produced for Asia Society called China in Plain English. Look it up. Anyway, before heading out, we decided to carbo-load and sat for a wonderful warming breakfast of Mantou, Egg-Drop Soup (page 278), Tofu “Brains” (page 29), and crispy, thick Fried Dough Sticks (page 67). We highly suggest it … and the Great Wall in winter. Brrr.



Total Time: 2 hours, 45 minutes | Serves: 4–6

3½ cups all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting

2 tsp rapid rise yeast

½ tsp salt

2 Tbsp granulated sugar

1 cup warm water, plus more for steaming

1 Tbsp vegetable oil

In a large mixing bowl or the bowl of stand mixer, whisk together flour, yeast, salt, and sugar. Using clean hands or the dough hook of the stand mixer, incorporate water and oil until a smooth dough forms.

Dust the countertop or work surface with additional flour and transfer the dough onto the flour. Dust the top of the dough, knead, and form the dough into a ball. Transfer the dough to a large, clean, lightly oiled bowl and cover with plastic wrap. Allow the dough to double in size, about one hour to 90 minutes.

Uncover the dough, dust the work surface with flour, transfer the dough atop the flour, and evenly hand-roll it into a 2-inch-thick log. Cut the dough into 2-inch pieces. Roll each dough piece into a ball. Prepare steamer baskets by lining them with cheesecloth or parchment paper. (We prefer to cut individual 3-inch x 3-inch squares of parchment paper for individual buns.) Place the dough balls atop the lining, about 2 inches apart. Cover the steamer basket(s) with their matching lid. Let the dough balls rest for 20 minutes.

Place a skillet or pot over medium heat, fill with 2 inches of water, and bring to a boil. Carefully place the steamer baskets atop the pot of boiling water, cover, and steam the buns for 12 minutes.

This dough and a similar process is used for a variety of recipes in this book, including Steamed Eggplant or Pork Buns on page 49 and Pan-Fried Buns on page 245.
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Jiandan Guokui

煎蛋锅盔

(Fried “Pan Helmet” Egg Sandwiches)


The history and naming of guokui can vary depending on who you ask. Every story involves some ancient Chinese military squadron, lack of armor and/or lack of cookware, stale pastry being used as the former, and shields being used as the latter. We thank our archaeologist friend Qu Feng for providing our favorite among them. In Han Dynasty China, as legend has it, guokui were fried so large, so hard, and so thick, that leftover specimens were often used to protect soldiers from falling arrows. Today, we wouldn’t recommend this type of protection. Modern guokui are delicate, comparatively diminutive, and dangerously delicious. Progress.

Though we’ve enjoyed guokui in dozens of forms from Beijing to Kunming, there’s one experience from last year that stands out as the guokui to put others to shame. While pedaling our Ofo bikes around the Muslim Quarter of Xi’an, tucked up in the northwest corner in the shadow of the city wall, we met a man who ruined other breakfast sandwiches forever. The kindly yet devious Mr. Guan took his seventeen years of guokui-making experience and changed the rules of breakfast, entirely. Imagine an impossibly crispy, thin, buttery bun, with a creamy, peppery, simple fried egg nestled within. No ham, no bacon, no avocado! Just egg. Stop imagining and cook.



Total Time: 1 hour, 15 minutes | Serves: 5–6

DOUGH:

3 cups all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting

½ tsp salt

1 cup hot water

1 tsp vegetable or canola oil, plus more for brushing

FILLING:

6 eggs

½ tsp salt

½ tsp ground black pepper

½ cup vegetable or canola oil for frying

Whisk together flour and salt in a large mixing bowl or the bowl of a stand mixer. Using clean hands in a mixing bowl or the dough hook in a stand mixer, slowly incorporate the water and 1 teaspoon of oil and knead until a single mass of dough forms.
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Dust the work surface with flour and transfer the dough on top. Knead and form the dough into a smooth ball. Transfer the dough to a lightly oiled, clean bowl, and cover with plastic wrap. Allow the dough to rest for 30 minutes.

Preheat the oven to 475°F. Brush a thin layer of oil across the work surface. Uncover the dough, transfer the dough atop the oil and evenly hand-roll it onto a 2-inch-thick log. Cut the dough into 2-inch pieces. Knead and roll each of the dough pieces into a ball. Hand-roll one ball into a 1-inch log. Using a rolling pin, roll the dough into a long oval, ¼-inch or thinner is best. Using a clean fingertip, dipped into oil, rub the surface of the dough, leaving the edges untouched.

Starting from one narrow end, roll it up as you would a poster. Stand the roll on its end and gently flatten and roll it into a 4- to 5-inch disc. If an outer edge sticks out, fold it under the bottom of the disc as you roll it. Set aside and continue to make discs with the remaining dough balls.

Add ½ cup of oil in a skillet over medium heat. When the oil begins to shimmer, place a few discs comfortably in the skillet, and work in batches. Fry the discs on one side for 2–3 minutes, or until the bottom is golden brown. Flip the discs over and continue cooking for 2 minutes. Remove the partially cooked discs from the skillet and place on a rack over one or more sheet pans. Finish browning the remaining dough discs.

Transfer the sheet pan(s) to the oven and bake the dough until the guokui are cooked through, about another 6–8 minutes. Remove the guokui from the oven and let them cool for 2 minutes. Fry each egg and sprinkle with salt and pepper. Cut open a guokui and fill it with one egg. Serve hot. Best breakfast sandwich ever.




Bangbang Ji / Guaiwei Ji

棒棒鸡 / 怪味鸡

(“Strange-Flavored” Chicken)


Sometimes food in China is named for what it looks like (see “Barbarian Heads,” page 11), sometimes for what the dude selling it looks like (see “Pole” Noodles, page 32), and sometimes it carries several fun names. In the case of “Strange-Flavored” Chicken, it’s obviously named for an eating experience that can’t be easily explained, but also for the sound made when a cooked chicken is being pounded with a big baton, busting the meat into serving portions. (Wow, that was a mouthful.) Bang! Bang! Where those days are largely gone and this delectable chicken dish has mostly gone to citywide, less noisy shops, the name still conjures up mouthwatering anticipation for anyone waiting in the inevitable line.

“Strange-flavored” bears some need for explanation, no? Traditionally, the five flavors in Chinese cookery are salty, sour, sweet, spicy, and bitter. When a dish comes along that embodies all five, it’s difficult to nail the overall sensation other than to call it guai, or “strange.” The first time we tried bang bang chicken was in Chengdu, capital of Sichuan Province, seventeen years back. Friends had already introduced us to Sichuan’s penchant for strong flavors. Thanks a ton, Dave Fan! But, one bite of this dish sent our tongues and minds reeling. It was as if our palates had suddenly graduated from Chengdu elementary school and gone straight to Sichuan University.



Total Time: 50 minutes | Serves: 6–8

¾ cup sesame paste or creamy peanut butter

1 cup soy sauce

⅓ cup Chinese black vinegar

⅓ cup toasted sesame oil

⅓ cup sugar

2 tsp Sichuan peppercorn, ground

6 chicken pieces, boneless, cooked, diced or shredded, or roasted chicken from Kaoji (Roasted Chicken) on page 191

⅓ cup red chile oil with sediment or Lajiao You (Chile Oil) on page 132

2 Tbsp white sesame seeds

In a mixing bowl, thoroughly whisk together sesame paste, soy sauce, vinegar, sesame oil, sugar, and peppercorns. Be sure that the sugar dissolves completely.

To serve the bang bang ji like they do on the streets of Chengdu, pour the sesame mixture into individual bowls, followed by some pieces of chicken and some lajiao, and finally sprinkle on some sesame seeds. Suggest that guests mix everything together before enjoying this rather piquant snack or appetizer.
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Zhajiang Mian

炸酱面

(“Deep-Fried Sauce” Noodles)


The name of this dish, zhajiang mian, causes us great distress. Who would want to eat noodles with a sauce that was deep-fried? Is it even possible to deep-fry a sauce? Even if it were physically plausible, would it be very appetizing after you somehow got a sauce out of scaldingly hot oil? “Deep-fried sauce” is just plain wrong and simply misleading. Perhaps it was used to elicit shock? It worked. The sauce is actually stir-fried and delicious. So, why not call it “Stir-Fried Sauce” or chaojiang? It’s curious and a little more than hilarious.

We’ve asked many an expert on food etymology this very set of questions. A while back in Beijing, we were fortunate enough to meet with Chen Xiaoqing, the Director of the award-winning documentary series called A Bite of China, which appeared on China Central Television. If you’re into food on film, watch this series. It will change the way you think about going out for Chinese. But, we digress. Mr. Chen brought us to a well-known Michelin-starred duck restaurant and ordered the chef’s take on traditional street foods.

We had the perfect opportunity to ask our deep-fried question when zhajiang noodles came to the table! Mr. Chen, when we inquired about the naming oddity, echoed what our archaeologist buddy Qu Feng always says about Chinese food etymology: “Most people don’t see individual characters anymore. They just know the dish name and forget that it sounds weird, and it does when you think about it too much.” We do think about things too much. This dish is divine.



Total Time: 1 hour | Serves: 6–8

SAUCE:

½ lb ground pork

½ teaspoon salt

½ tsp white pepper

1 inch ginger, peeled, minced

3 cloves garlic, minced

1 Tbsp vegetable or canola oil

4 Tbsp sweet bean sauce (tianmianjiang) or hoisin sauce

1 tsp Chinese black vinegar

2 Tbsp mushroom or other dark soy sauce

2 tsp cornstarch

1¼ cup chicken broth or broth from Jirou Tang (Chicken Soup) on page 189


NOODLES:

½ lb Chinese wheat noodles, spaghetti, or other long noodle

GARNISH:

2 cucumbers, shredded

5 red radishes, shredded

1 large carrot, shredded

6 oz edamame, blanched, shelled

4 scallions, thinly sliced

In a mixing bowl, thoroughly mix pork, salt, pepper, ginger, and garlic. Set aside and cook the noodles according to package directions. Drain and rinse the noodles and set aside.

Add oil to a skillet over medium heat. When the oil begins to shimmer, add the marinated pork mixture and sauté for 4–5 minutes, or until all of the meat is cooked through. Stir in sweet bean or hoisin, vinegar, and soy sauce, and continue to sauté for 3 minutes. In a small bowl, whisk together cornstarch and chicken broth or water. Stir this mixture into the skillet, bring to a boil, reduce the heat to low and simmer for 20 minutes.

Evenly distribute noodles into bowls. Then top with some sauce from the skillet, followed by the garnishes. Suggest that guests mix it all together before enjoying.




Huixiang Jiubing

茴香韭饼

(Fennel Frond “Garlic Chive” Pancakes)


As you can see by browsing through this book, there is a dizzying array of stuffed dough within the Chinese culinary pantheon. Some are rolled, some are coiled, some are beautifully pleated, and some are simply pinched. But, in the case of jiubing, the filling is just sandwiched between two thin pieces of dough before the whole package is fried. This is the simplest among the pancakes and the oldest format found across China.

When we first met jiubing, it was a late summer evening on a roadside somewhere in Shaanxi Province. We were on our way back to our hotel after a long day of temple spotting and of course, eating too much. Seeing the unmistakable pancake griddle at 100 yards, we were naturally drawn in to examine what was on offer. “What’s another meal?” we said to ourselves. In talking to the vendor, we learned that these gems are what he calls “garlic chive pancakes,” but only one of his fillings is garlic chives. We asked, “Are these all garlic chive pancakes?” “Of course,” he responded. “Even the ones with no garlic chives?” we follow on. “Yep.” So, we picked the one with fennel fronds, since it was pretty unique. When the order came up, he approached us and said, “Here’s your fennel frond garlic chive pancake with no garlic chives!” What’s in a name, indeed!



Total Time: 1 hour | Serves: 4–6

WRAPPERS:

3 cups all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting

½ tsp salt

1 cup hot water

1 tsp vegetable or canola oil

FILLING:

1 tsp vegetable or canola oil

2 cups fennel fronds, finely chopped

4 scallions, minced

½ tsp salt

¼ cup vegetable or canola oil for frying
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Whisk together flour and salt in a large mixing bowl or the bowl of a stand mixer. Using clean hands in a mixing bowl or the dough hook in a stand mixer, slowly incorporate the water and 1 teaspoon of oil and knead until a single mass of dough forms.

Dust the work surface with flour and transfer the dough on top. Knead and form the dough into a smooth ball. Transfer the dough to a lightly oiled, clean bowl, and cover with plastic wrap. Allow the dough to rest for 30 minutes.

Heat oil in a skillet over medium heat. When the oil begins to shimmer, add fennel fronds, scallions, and salt to the skillet. Sauté for 2 minutes, or until all of the contents are wilted. Remove from the heat, transfer the filling to a bowl and set aside. Wipe out the skillet.

Dust the work surface with flour. Uncover the dough, transfer the dough atop the oil and evenly hand-roll it onto a 1-inch-thick log. Cut the dough into 1-inch pieces. Roll the dough pieces into balls. Flatten each dough ball by hand, then use a rolling pin to create very thin 4-inch rounds.

Spread 2 tablespoons of filling onto the center of half of the dough rounds, leaving a ½-inch gap at the edges. Place the remaining half of dough rounds atop the halves with filling. Press to seal the edges of the filled dough.

Add 2 tablespoons of oil into a skillet (with a matching lid) and heat over medium. When the oil begins to shimmer, place a few filled dough discs into the skillet. Don’t crowd the pan. Work in batches if necessary. Fry for 2–3 minutes or until the bottoms are golden brown. Flip the pancakes, cover with a lid, and fry for another 2–3 minutes. Remove the pancake to a paper towel-lined plate and repeat for the remaining dough discs.

Serve hot as a quick snack.
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Huntun Tang

馄饨汤

(“Swallowing Clouds” Soup)


There are a number of ways that the Chinese refer to what we’ve come to know as the huntun, or “wonton,” which is close to the Cantonese pronunciation. Even though written Chinese is common between Mandarin and Cantonese speakers, in this case, they surprisingly use different characters for the same food. In Mandarin, huntun can mean “chaos,” and in Cantonese, wonton means “swallowing clouds,” which we find to be more fun. Where most of this book is based upon Mandarin names for street food, this is an exception that’s impossible to pass up.

You see, wonton is one of the most poetic names for a Chinese dish we’ve ever encountered, and as a bonus, it’s a double entendre! Cloud-like pillows of pasta, swallowing a tiny bit of ground meat filling? Or, is the diner swallowing these clouds as they enjoy a delicately delicious bowl? In reality, wontons in the US often are actually tangjiao, or dumplings in soup under a more recognizable name. They typically have meatball-volumed filling inside a thick skin. In China, huntun are a study in minimalism. Very thin pasta sheets, with a tiny bit of meat filling, such that when they are cooked, they float gently atop the clear soup, like, well, clouds. Swallow them.



Total Time: 45 minutes | Serves: 6–8

14–16 cups salted chicken stock or broth from Jirou Tang (Chicken Soup) on page 189

1 recipe Pork Filling from Zhurou Jiaozi (Steamed Pork Dumplings) on page 53

1 16-oz package wonton or gyoza skins, square preferred

1 gallon plus 1 cup water for boiling, plus more for sealing the dumplings

4 scallions, thinly sliced

Bring the broth to a boil over medium heat, then reduce the heat to low to maintain a simmer. In a large mixing bowl, thoroughly combine all of the Pork Filling ingredients.

In the middle of one wrapper, place 1 teaspoon of filling. With a wet finger, moisten the edges of the wrapper. Fold the wrapper in half into a triangle around the filling and seal by pinching the edges completely. Repeat with the remaining filling and wrappers.

Bring 1 gallon of water to a boil over high heat. Stir the pot to create a current such that as you drop the individual wontons into the water, they are not likely to stick together. When the water comes to a boil again, add 1 cup of cold water and continue to cook for an additional 7–8 minutes. Remove wontons from the water to a plate using a slotted spoon or sieve.

Evenly distribute cooked wontons to bowls, then add 1–2 cups of hot broth to each bowl. Top with scallions and serve hot.
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Niurou Guokui

牛肉锅盔

(Fried “Pan Helmet” Beef Pastries)


Over the last two millennia, buns in China have undergone invention, deconstruction, reconstruction, reinvention, and innovation. Pancakes with the fillings evenly embedded into the body of the dough, like a cyclone hit a farmers’ market next to a bakery, such as the Scallion Pancakes on page 272, Baked Sesame Buns on page 197, and guokui, or “Pan Helmets,” are among the most advanced examples of pastry the world has seen. Take that, cronut! We kid. Guokui are more of a technique than a recipe. The unique method of flattening, filling, rolling, and re-flattening into a spiral boggles the mind and pleases the palate. By the way, if you’ve missed our entertaining explanation of the “pan helmet” name, see the introduction for Jiandan Guokui on page 13.

Throughout this book, we frequently mention the city of Xi’an, as it is a food mecca and has been for us for two decades. You should really visit. Within the Muslim Quarter, there are a ton of guokui vendors. But one of our favorites is offered by the Wu family, who are fifty years deep (fried?). Their finesse and rolling expertise is second to none, but what makes them unique is a super thin, crackly outer shell, almost shatteringly crisp, followed by a tender, flaky chewy interior. Their biggest seller is a beef and scallion masterpiece that features the humble green onion with a mere hint of meat. We meet them in the middle with this recipe, and allow both to shine.



Total Time: 1 hour, 25 minutes | Serves: 6–8

DOUGH:

3 cups all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting

½ tsp salt

1 cup hot water

1 tsp vegetable or canola oil, plus more for brushing

½ cup vegetable or canola oil for frying

FILLING:

½ lb ground beef

1 tsp Lajiao You (Chile Oil), page 132

1 tsp soy sauce

1 clove garlic, minced

½ inch ginger, peeled, minced

2 scallions, thinly sliced

1 tsp ground cumin

1 tsp dried red chile flakes

½ tsp ground Sichuan peppercorn

½ tsp salt

1 tsp vegetable or canola oil

Whisk together flour and salt in a large mixing bowl or the bowl of stand mixer. Using clean hands in a mixing bowl or the dough hook in a stand mixer, slowly incorporate the water and 1 teaspoon of oil and knead until a single mass of dough forms.

Dust the work surface with flour and transfer the dough on top. Knead and form the dough into a smooth ball. Transfer the dough to a lightly oiled, clean bowl, and cover with plastic wrap. Allow the dough to rest for 30 minutes.

In a mixing bowl, thoroughly combine the filling ingredients. Preheat the oven to 475°F. Brush a thin layer of oil across the work surface. Uncover the dough, transfer the dough atop the oil and evenly hand-roll it onto a 2-inch-thick log. Cut the dough into 2-inch pieces. Knead and roll each of the dough pieces into a ball. Hand-roll one ball into a 1-inch log. Using a rolling pin, roll the dough into a long oval, ¼-inch or thinner is best.

Smear a thin layer of the filling, about 1–2 tablespoons, across the long center of the dough. Be sure that the filling does not reach the edges. Starting from one narrow end, roll it up as you would a poster. It’s okay to stretch the dough as you roll it to completely surround the filling. Stand the roll on its end and gently flatten and roll it into a 4- to 5-inch disc. If an outer edge sticks out, fold it under the bottom of the disc as you flatten it. If some of the filling pops through the disc as you roll it, dust the exposed filling with flour and continue. Set aside and continue to make discs with the remaining dough balls.

Add ½ cup of oil in a skillet over medium heat. When the oil begins to shimmer, place a few discs comfortably in the skillet, and work in batches. Fry the discs on one side for 2–3 minutes, or until the bottom is golden brown. Flip the discs over and continue cooking for 2 minutes. Remove the partially cooked discs from the skillet and place on a rack over a sheet pan or a few. Finish browning the remaining dough discs.

Transfer the sheet pan(s) to the oven and bake the dough until the guokui are cooked through, about another 6–8 minutes. Remove the guokui from the oven and serve hot.




Doufunao

豆腐脑

(Tofu “Brains”)


For the last 2000 years, give or take a few, freshly made tofu could be found across China. In days past, it was common to find walking douhua hawkers with a pole across their shoulders, a barrel of tofu hanging from one end and a bucket full of toppings dangling from the other, selling to hungry passersby. Some toppings favor the sweet: cinnamon, sugar syrup, aged soy sauce, and dried fruits, while others tend toward the savory and/or spicy: soy sauce, black vinegar, red chile oil, Sichuan peppercorn, and herbs. At times, crackers, fried beans, and/or nuts are added for texture.

Where Southerners are likely to simply refer to the snack as douhua, Northerners call it doufunao, or tofu “brains”! This rather descriptive name comes from the textural/visual likeness to brains after you break soft tofu up in a bowl along with colorful ingredients. Swerving away from the name, did we tell you that we’d always kept an eye out for the pole guy as long as we’ve been visiting China? This was our white whale. Last Summer in Chengdu, it finally happened! We enjoyed a quick chat with Mr. Ding, and of course, ate his tofu. “I’ll carry this pole as long people are buying my food,” he exclaimed! Enjoy Mr. Ding’s brains.



Total Time: 1 hour | Serves: 4–6

1 Tbsp vegetable or canola oil, plus more for frying

6 scallions, separated into white and green parts, thinly sliced

10 oz shiitake mushrooms, thinly sliced

5 oz Chinese dried black wood ear mushrooms, rehydrated, drained, thinly sliced

4 cups chicken broth, or broth from Jirou Tang (Chicken Soup) on page 189

¼ cup soy sauce

1 Tbsp Chinese black vinegar

12 wonton wrappers, ½-inch strips

2 lb fresh or silken tofu

Add 1 tablespoon of oil to a pot over medium-high heat. When the oil begins to shimmer, add the scallion whites and mushrooms. Sauté for 5–6 minutes or until the scallions are translucent and the mushrooms have begun to brown.



[image: ]

Add broth, soy sauce, and vinegar to the pot and bring it to a boil. Reduce the heat to low and maintain a simmer for 20 minutes while you fry the wonton strips.

In a separate pot over medium heat, add oil to a depth of 1 inch, and heat to 360°F.

Fry the wonton strips in batches until golden brown. Remove to a paper towel-lined plate.

Evenly hand-crumble tofu into 4–6 bowls. Ladle broth over the tofu, top with scallion greens and wonton strips, and serve hot. Optionally, you may also garnish it with Lajiao You (Chile Oil) on page 132.


Handy Trick: No thermometer? No problem! To test the readiness of the oil for frying, use a wooden chopstick. Dip the chopstick into the oil at an angle and touch the bottom of the pot. When the submerged part of the chopstick is surrounded completely by little bubbles, the oil is ready.



[image: ]




Dandan Mian

担担面

(Spicy Sesame “Pole” Noodles)


Just like Tofu “Brains” on page 29, vendors of dandan noodles walked the streets, notably in Sichuan Province, with a pole across their shoulders, barrels of noodles and sauce dangling from opposite ends. But this dish actually retained the name of the pole, the biandan. I guess we know who won that popularity contest. Noodles! Dandan noodles are a Sichuan classic, made up of all of the southwestern Chinese celebrities: chile oil, sesame, Sichuan peppercorns, and salty preserved mustard tubers. Some say that it carries the same appeal of “Strange-Flavored” Chicken (page 16) by hitting all of the notes: sour, salty, sweet, spicy, and bitter. But, we disagree.

Dandan noodles are exquisitely unique, if only for the textural adventure it presents. Slippery noodles, crunchy peanuts, crispy herbs, creamy cold sauce, chewy meat, and the prerequisite red chile oil burn! Going further, there’s a bit of a competition across Chengdu for who can fine tune dandan noodles while remaining traditional. We prefer the standard, but one thing that sets a noodle joint apart for us is the hospitality. In particular, the Hexin Mianzhuang (noodle house), in the Wenshufang neighborhood of Chengdu at 27 Silver Street, is simply the best, warmest, kindest that we’ve encountered.
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