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This book is dedicated to every Chinese family who struggled, strived, and kicked ass here in America.









A NOTE ON LANGUAGE


For those who see different English spellings of many Chinese words within this book and wonder why, the reason is complicated: Chinese is written in characters and does not follow the Western alphabet, therefore many words were translated loosely, especially by Chinese restaurateurs in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century as they named their new dishes to serve America their first tastes of Chinese food.


Since Chinese has different dialects, many words have been spelled in different ways to reflect those dialects.


Separately, multiple systems were created to teach and translate Chinese characters into the English alphabet, therefore many words are spelled differently depending on the system.


Most of the words and translations, to the best of my knowledge, are of Cantonese origin, and are how I grew up spelling and speaking them.







A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


Whether you are an experienced cook or chef, or know nothing about cooking or Chinese food, if you are planning to make these dishes, plan on making each several times. Get to know the dish, the ingredients, and the techniques. Make mistakes, and then correct them. Don’t worry about exact measurements and precise cuts; use that time to enjoy the process of melding flavors and creating texture. Get used to the way your cleaver feels, taste the soy sauce, taste the marinades, taste everything as you go.


Even the most seasoned chefs refine their dishes, and we do it by repetition and trial and error. That is where you will learn great cooking. Many of the ingredients in this book may be new to you, but embrace them and learn their value to this cuisine, and soon you will begin to understand how remarkable and revered the Chinese culinary world truly is. I started learning how to cook by simply figuring out how to get a fish out of a steamer without spilling any sauce.


Fall in love making these dishes; fall in love eating them. The order is up to you.




FOREWORD


There are few people who leave a lasting impression on you—not only by the way they cook and their dedication to their craft, but also how proudly and passionately they represent their heritage. Chef Chris Cheung is one such person. His passion, his humility, his skill, and his knowledge are all apparent in his various endeavors.


With a love for Chinese ingredients, techniques, and flavors, Chris has rapidly established himself as one of the leading authorities on Chinese cuisine in the United States. Because of his in-depth knowledge of Chinese food and culture, he has been invited frequently to speak and to appear on popular television shows, such as Anthony Bourdain’s No Reservations and as a judge on Food Network’s Chopped.


Over the course of his career, Chris has opened some of the most exciting concept restaurants with deliciously addictive foods, one of which happens to be an amazing Nashville-based concept called Tánsuŏ, which we partnered together in opening. I was fortunate to have first met him a few years back when we were doing a media campaign together. I remember being so impressed with the flavors that he created. We had an instant connection and quickly formed mutual respect for one another.


One of my fondest memories of Chris is cooking with him. I can close my eyes and see him making his iconic scallion pancakes with such intensity and care, or creasing those perfect folds on his divine dry-aged beef dumplings. That, to me, spoke volumes of Chris as a chef—the respect he showed the ingredients, the care and love he gave the technique, the thoughtfulness that he showed the dish. That’s what makes him such a respected chef.


Chris grew up in Chinatown surrounded by its amazing history, sounds, and tastes, in a culture created by immigrants who came to the US to make a better life for themselves and their future generations. What they brought along with them were beautiful stories and flavors from the land they left behind.


Often have I wandered the streets, fascinated with what stories these walls and streets would tell—of people and food, of heritage and progress, of evolution and roots, of laughter and, at times, tears. Through his food, Chris pulls back the curtains for us and provides a generous glimpse of those wonderfully rich stories.


With this book, you will feel like you are walking these streets with him, or even sitting at his childhood dining room table when his mom walks in with the white cake box filled with treasures like roast pork buns, shumai dumplings, and sesame balls with red bean. He brings us back to the forgotten and long-gone teashops and restaurants that served his favorite snacks by recreating them in this book.


In addition to these recipes, Chris touches on important time-honored techniques like dumpling folding and the love of preserved foods, which have been an integral part of Chinese cooking for centuries.


The recipes and techniques in this book are undoubtedly authentic, but also approachable and delicious. These dishes will excite you and quickly become family favorites. I am ready to dive into these mouthwatering recipes and look forward to cooking up a delicious, Chris-inspired storm in my own kitchen!


—Maneet Chauhan, judge on Chopped,
 winner of Tournament of Champions II,
 and author of Chaat
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INTRODUCTION


STORIES OF CHINATOWN SNACKS


Mott Street, New York City, in the late 1970s—disco, gangsters, Cadillacs, and damn good Chinese food.


Like most chefs, my inspiration comes from remembering the joys of eating great things as a kid. Of course, those memories are always associated with something: whether it’s your grandmother or just a memory of a summer gone by. Mine is the neighborhood I grew up in: Chinatown.


Back in the day, teahouses were on every street—little shops with round stools and Formica counters, like a Chinese-style Chock Full o’ Nuts. Under the crackling fluorescent lights were tables and booths all set with a sugar pourer and metal cans filled with spoons, forks, and chopsticks. An old man in a gray waiter’s jacket with a cigarette hanging from his mouth stood behind the counter taking orders.


The stuff behind that counter was magic. He was the keeper of that stuff. He would take these little snacks and place them in a cake box (you know, with the big flaps that never behave once you open them). He would then tie the box with a red-and-white string that came from some contraption (that somehow also helped tie the boxes), effortlessly twirling the slack over each side into a neat bow. He could simultaneously answer the old black rotary phone and point randomly at the first customer waiting to catch his eye and fill both orders in seconds while also checking his OTB ticket. You would point to the sesame balls, rice rolls, egg tarts, and he would toss them into wax paper bags and into the box they would go.


It was this great food that fueled Chinatown. We were all poor—some of the first of us that made it here survived famine in China and lived through the Great Depression in America. That’s pretty much my grandparents’ story. They worked hard, over twelve hours a day—my grandmother at the sweatshop, sewing shirts for a penny a button; my grandfather as a restaurant worker. When you live like that, you live for your family. When you work like that, you want to eat well. Chinatown was lucky to have great food as one of its true treasures.


I’ll always remember when my mom would come home on a Sunday afternoon with that box tied together with the red-and-white string. She would place it on the kitchen table, cut the string, and the box would collapse ever so slightly as the steam released all the aromas into the room and into our noses. Everyone had a favorite. Mine were the roast pork buns, the sesame balls filled with red bean, and—of course—the dumplings.


The Magic of Har Gow


My love of dumplings started as soon as I could eat them. I was eight years old, and there was a little hole-in-the-wall restaurant downstairs from my grandmother’s apartment. Sometimes, when I was hungry and well-behaved she would give me a buck to go down and get an order of har gow (shrimp dumplings).


When I think about those days, I can still taste those dumplings. I’m sure part of it was the reward factor, but mostly it was because they were among the best I’ve ever had. Even though I was more famished than well-behaved, I usually found a way to get my hands on those freshly steamed, silky-skinned shrimp that melted in your mouth. They served them in a paper boat and I just ate them up—one, two, three, four, always wishing I had more.


Later on, as a teenager, I would have to pass through Chinatown street gangs just to enjoy my favorite snacks. You realize how much you love this food when you risk street fighting with gangsters to get those dumplings.


I didn’t know it at the time, but these would be memories I would hold on to throughout my cooking career. The magic of these dumplings would inspire me as a chef and influence how I cooked. I try to connect with those I’m cooking for, and bring them back to their own fond memories as a kid eating something that they will never forget and always cherish.


Preservation


There was nothing better as a kid growing up in Chinatown than going to the movies. There were three theaters: Music Palace, Sun Sing, and Pagoda. They showed all those Hong Kong films like The Shao Lin Temple, The 5 Deadly Venoms, and all the first-run kung fu flicks.


The appeal to us, as kids, was that the theaters were haunted. They even took out the seats in the first row, leaving the empty frames for the ghosts to “sit” and watch the movies with the rest of us, so naturally that was where we used to hang out.


The snacks still stand out in my mind. Yes, there was popcorn, but this was old-school Chinatown! Our favorite munchies at the movies were preserved, salted cuttlefish and Malaysian beef jerky. You would buy them right at the snack counter, one bag of each and a soda. No Buncha Crunch or Sour Patch Kids here!


Many of you, I know, are saying: “Really? Who eats dried beef and seafood at the movies?” You have to understand the obsession Chinese people have for packaged preserved food. There are entire sections at the Chinese supermarket devoted to these snacks. Family members will bring back a dedicated suitcase of the stuff from their hometowns in China. (TSA officers know better than most people how much we love our snacks.)


Chinese people take great pride in their preserved food, as they have been practicing preserving techniques for thousands of years. Let’s put it this way: in China—way, way back in the day—if you weren’t preserving food, when winter came, you died of starvation.


Now, centuries later, we have a taste for these foods that’s in our blood. There is an invisible river of salt and sugar running through the bodies of all Chinese people. It’s not necessarily about survival anymore. The craving for seafood, meats, eggs, vegetables—and pretty much anything that can be preserved—is ingrained in our DNA.


In China today, on the rooftops and in the courtyards, people still just randomly hang fish to dry in the sun. A stroll around any Chinese market will display thousand-year eggs, dried mushrooms of all kinds, sea cucumbers, and even three-foot preserved squids!


There is not a more important type of food in Chinese culture than what we can preserve. Whether it’s eating dried cuttlefish at the movies or smuggling suitcases of it out of China, there’s no denying that this is a serious part of our diet and livelihood.


Chinatown Forever


Chinatown tends to change slowly, but it is changing. Today, most of those teahouses have closed, along with the theaters. Now there are bubble tea shops, karaoke bars, huge markets, and food courts.


I have seen our community grow, and experienced the pains and joys of the Chinese American journey. It’s a place where we all came together to survive, to succeed, and to make our contribution to American culture.


The one constant is Chinese people love their food. We love cooking and we love eating. I want to share with you the connections this cuisine has to Chinese culture and people in America.
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CHAPTER 1


THE MARKET


The market is the most important place in Chinatown. All great things come from there and everyone—I mean, everyone—goes there. New York City’s Chinatown is actually just one big market from Mulberry Street to East Broadway. The streets are filled with small little stalls and stores each with their own specialty.


Explore and find the best vendors selling fruit at the base of the Manhattan Bridge. Judge for yourself if that store on Mott Street has the tastiest tofu. Find the fresh rice noodles in Chatham Square, and search for the best Chinese sausages on Hester Street.


Make a point to find places you love, and remember them forever. Then head out to Brooklyn and check out what they got, or take a trip to Flushing, Queens. You will find it’s a different world out there and well worth the trip.


If you aren’t in New York City, visit a Chinatown nearest to you and spend the day wandering around. Find every place you can that has high-quality products.


The Chinese Supermarket


In every Chinatown, you’ll typically find a big Chinese supermarket. They are massive stores with thousands of things to buy and eat. They have a culture all their own and can be almost overwhelming. But embrace this place, because all the cooking begins here. The international section at Key Foods just ain’t gonna cut it. To know the Chinese market is to know Chinese food.


At the market you will find the most important group of people in Chinatown: little old Chinese ladies. True Chinese food was derived through peasant food, and was cloned when it was introduced to America by these ladies. They come at you—short, cute, and feisty.


A little old Chinese lady once smacked me in the back of my head for moving her shopping cart. I must have gotten in her way in a narrow supermarket aisle, and she wasn’t going to let me slip by without expressing her disapproval. They can be truly gangsta at times!


All shopping cart turf wars aside, I love these ladies. My grandmother was one. My mother, who is now a grandmother, is one. These ladies make the dumplings at my restaurant, East Wind Snack Shop. You see them on the subway all toting their little red plastic bags, always filled with goodies they bought at the Chinatown markets as they make their way home to cook for all of us. You want to know what traditional and authentic Chinese food is? If a little old Chinese lady likes it, it’s authentic.


They are old-school. All they eat and cook is Chinese food. They are the true carriers of the torch in Chinese cooking. They don’t get Michelin stars. They don’t aspire to be Food Network celebrities. They just know how to cook, and have fed all of Chinatown for the past hundred years. Having your grandmother cook you the food she ate as a little kid in China becomes part of you, just as it is a part of her and all of the family. It’s the true spirit of the cuisine.


So, when you see these ladies in the market, listen as they judge the produce. Look at the sauces they are buying. Admire how they command the butcher to cut their order to their specifications. And try not to get in their way.




TIPS FOR NAVIGATING THE CHINESE SUPERMARKET


• Choose your market wisely. Notice how the purveyors take care of and display the vegetables. They’d better be well-trimmed, all brightly colored and robust, and stacked up high and neat.


• Yes, the crabs are alive in that barrel, as are the lobsters in the tanks. So are the frogs and turtles. If they aren’t alive, don’t buy them. It’s not a dead pet sale. The crabs and lobsters go home with you alive, but the frogs and turtles can be given to the fishmonger to be butchered and cleaned properly for you.


• Enjoy all the different dialects and languages that aren’t English. Cantonese used to be the common language, but now it’s mostly Mandarin, especially in Queens, and maybe some Fujianese. There can be lots of yelling, but just embrace it. These are the natural sounds of being in the Chinese market.


• In the Chinese supermarket, the aisles are narrow, and no one really rushes to move aside with their carts. They will eventually, but it’s like driving behind an Uber—you know he ain’t pulling over, he is just going to stop right in the middle of the road to unload his passengers while you wait.


• There is no line or take-a-number at the butcher (or any of the sections) except at the register when you pay. You just have to catch their eye. If you are not assertive, a little old Chinese lady will cut you, and having shown weakness, three more people will attempt to steal your turn. You could be there forever.


• In New York, it’s fun to shop at the Chinese markets as a special trip, but if you find yourself frequenting the markets, parking will inevitably become a factor. Luckily, most of the big markets will have a parking lot. It’s very convenient to park and load all your groceries into the car at one time.


• In many cities, there isn’t any Chinatown, but where there is an Asian community, there will be an Asian market for your shopping needs. At the very least there are online sources for many essential products that you may not find at your local grocery store. Worst case, you can always check on Amazon.








AMAZING INGREDIENTS YOU CAN BUY AT THE CHINESE SUPERMARKET


Fresh Produce


This is a big section. There are varieties of fruits and vegetables here you won’t find anywhere else. Like I said in the market tips section, pay attention to how they treat and display their greens. Vegetables in the market are sold at high volumes and that means they are always fresh. Price is dictated by the volume, so they are also cheap. Outside of New York City, there are many farms that exist just to supply Chinatown. The produce is local, but it is not the focus like it is at farmer’s markets. It’s more about providing delicious, affordable food for your family.


I find more inspiration here to cook than any trip to the Greenmarkets. Don’t get me wrong, I love the Greenmarket, but I once spent twenty bucks on two daikon radishes and two heads of garlic. Do you know how many bags of delicious greens you can get for twenty bucks at the Chinese market?
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You also have to get up early to get the good stuff at the Greenmarkets. I’m a chef who works past midnight, so waltzing into the Chinese market at noon and still having choice picks works well for me.


Of course, you will find onions, scallions, ginger, carrots, garlic, and all the essential vegetables and aromatics for Chinese cooking. You can pick oranges, apples, and grapes, depending on the season. Bok choy, Chinese celery, bitter melon, lotus root, Chinese broccoli, choy sum, yu choy, fuzzy melon, winter melon, water spinach, snow pea shoots, and long beans will all be available to you. You will also find dragon fruit, lychees, longans, mangosteens, and if you are lucky (or unlucky, depending on your taste), durian. If you don’t know what durian is, then that is yet another reason to check out the Chinese market.


One of my favorite vegetables to cook is bok choy. There are so many varieties, ranging from baby shoots to big heads of the stuff. They can be mostly white with a touch of green, or vice versa. The baby shoots you can just clean and cook as they are. The larger heads you have to cut down, cut off the heart, wash, and then cook. There is a butter-like essence that comes out when you stir-fry them. With oil, garlic, ginger, Shaoxing (Also known as “Shao Hsing”) wine, soy sauce, and a little sauté skill, you have your first Chinese vegetable dish!
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The Fishmonger


Live fish and seafood are the benchmarks of Chinese cuisine. It’s a characteristic of both home and restaurant cooking, which means that it’s a way of life, not just a culinary nugget that many would stick their chest out just to show off. Whether it’s at home or at a restaurant, we always demand the freshest fish and seafood possible. Every dish is judged in this regard first, before flavor, creativity, or authenticity.


You will never see a better collection of live seafood than in the Chinese supermarket. It is an aquarium for the hungry. In the tanks, you will see swimming striped bass, black bass, and snapper in season, as well as snakefish and eel. Check out the next tank showcasing lobster, Dungeness crabs, and sweet shrimp.


I always feel sorry for the frogs and turtles. They are alive, but always seem to sit in the tank, water only halfway up their green little bodies, motionless as if they are hypnotized, waiting to be soup.


In half-cut barrels right in front you can pick blue crabs. Please note: They can get feisty. The fishmongers sell them without rubber bands on the claws, so occasionally one will try to escape.


These crabs always amazed me as a kid, seeing hundreds of them just snapping and crawling. The fishmonger would use these long tongs to snatch ’em up and put them in a paper bag for us to bring home and enjoy.


They looked even better as they were being readied to cook. My grandmother would empty them into the sink to wash, and then would remove the top shell before chopping them all in half to reveal the eggs and guts—you know, all the good stuff.


Then she’d heat up the wok. After shaking those crabs in egg, scallion, and ginger with a touch of ground pork, she’d finish it off with some soy sauce and fermented black beans and slide it all off into a big bowl. All you would hear for the next half hour would be the crunching of crab shells.
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The Butcher


Remember my previous market tip and get to the counter, as close to the butcher as possible. Expect someone to try to order before you do. Don’t be shy. Tell the butcher what you want. Be careful, though: It can be like Black Friday at the mall—you could get trampled for three-dollar-a-pound pork belly!


The meat of choice in Chinese cuisine is pork. It is the king of meats. Everything revolves around it.


We use almost every part of the pig when we cook. The nose, the hocks, and pretty much everything in between. You can even get a base stock through simmering the bones and cooking fat from the lard.


The most popular cuts are the belly and the butt. Some cuts are undeniably best for Chinese barbecue; others show off their greatness through slow-cooking and stews.


If you are going to make dumplings without hand-chopping the meat, you will need ground pork from the Chinese market. Leaner cuts like pork chops and tenderloin are available for all of your cooking needs.


If beef is what you want to cook, try the short rib or even oxtail. In the poultry section, you can find many varieties of birds sitting side by side: wild duck, black chicken, partridge, and quail. These are the types of ingredients that will bring out the inner chef in all of us.


You may want to look around the butcher’s case a bit to figure out what you want. Yes, there are chicken breasts and flank steak, but try the tripe, the duck’s tongue, or even the chicken feet. Any part of the pig or cow you can think of, the Chinese supermarket will have it and the butcher will cut it to order.


Just accept this fact going into it: There isn’t heritage duroc pork. No small farm grass-fed beef. Nothing is organic. It’s meat for the working class. Many Chinese dishes use cuts of meats that are slow-cooked, which tend to be less expensive but are just as tasty because they draw their flavor from the intensity of cooking.


For the lower-quality cuts that require quick cooking, there are techniques like marinating and velveting that can elevate the meats in many dishes. These methods are explained on pages 70–71 and are used throughout the book.
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