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Introduction
China’s home kitchens contain multitudes. From Sichuan’s electrifying mala to the
pristine steam of Cantonese dim sum and the comforting pull of northern wheat
doughs, each province cooks with its own logic, pantry, and rhythms. Regional Chinese
Home Cooking: From Sichuan Heat to Cantonese Dim Sum is a practical roadmap for
bringing those distinctions to life at home. This book is nonfiction by intent and design:
it aims to document real techniques, ingredient pathways, and repeatable methods
that lead to authentic textures and flavors—not just restaurant approximations.

The chapters are organized by province (and key culinary municipalities), so you can
cook your way across geography. Every chapter opens with a flavor profile—salty,
sweet, sour, bitter, umami, heat, and numbing—followed by the fats used, staple
starches, and the “aromatic trinity” most common to the region. You’ll learn why
Pixian doubanjiang drives Sichuan depth, how aged Shanxi vinegar shapes noodle
dishes, what distinguishes Huaiyang knife work in Jiangsu, and how the clean lines of
Guangdong steaming preserve delicacy. Within each region you’ll find a small set of
master methods and a pantry map, so you can reproduce results consistently.

Technique is the engine of authenticity, and this book teaches it step by step. You’ll
calibrate burners for wok cooking, manage oil temperatures for velveting, and
understand when to chase wok hei versus when clarity is the goal. We break down dry-
wok (gan bian) for concentrated flavor, red-cooking for glossy tenderness, quick-fry
(bao) for snap, and gentle braises for translucence and sheen. Steamers, clay pots,
carbon-steel woks, and everyday skillets are all put to work, with adjustments for
modern home ranges.

Ingredients are demystified with practical sourcing guidance. You’ll build a regional
pantry: light and dark soy sauces, Chinkiang and Shanxi vinegars, Shaoxing wine,
various chili pastes and oils, Sichuan peppercorns, dried seafood and mushrooms,
fermented vegetables, rice noodle shapes, and wheat flours suited to dumplings, buns,
and hand-pulled noodles. Each chapter lists essential items, smart substitutions, and
storage notes, so you can shop confidently—whether at a neighborhood Asian market
or online—and cook seasonally when possible.

Because real home cooking adapts to constraints, you’ll also find troubleshooting and
scaling advice woven into the methods. Learn to balance a sauce by ratio rather than
guesswork, salvage a broken stir-fry, achieve tenderness without overthickening, and
translate restaurant quantities to weeknight portions. Menus suggest how to pair
dishes within a region—broths with dry-fry, rich roasts with crisp vegetables—so meals
feel coherent rather than crowded.
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Above all, this book invites practice. Start by seasoning your wok, organizing a core
pantry, and mastering three foundational techniques. Then choose a province, cook a
handful of dishes repeatedly, and let your senses guide you: the aroma of ginger
exploding in hot oil, the sheen of a sauce just tightened, the gentle bounce of a
properly steamed dumpling. With clear techniques, grounded ingredient knowledge,
and a regional lens, authentic results stop being elusive and become a delicious,
dependable part of your home kitchen.
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CHAPTER ONE: Sichuan: From Ma to
La—Doubanjiang, Chili Oils, and Dry-Wok Mastery
Sichuan’s cuisine is not a simple scream of heat; it’s a layered conversation between
tingling numbness and lucid, building spice. The region’s home kitchens shape flavor
through balance, coaxing complexity from chili beans, fermented vegetables, and the
electric citrus of Sichuan peppercorns. In this chapter, you’ll learn how to stock a
Sichuan pantry, season a wok for dry-frying, and build sauces that cling without
smothering. We will move from the foundational pastes to the oils that carry them,
then into the heat and technique that turn humble ingredients into vivid, weeknight
dishes.

The core of Sichuan flavor is often described as mala, a compound of ma (numbing)
and la (spicy). It is a sensory experience that starts as a buzz on the lips and spreads
into a warm, lingering heat. But mala is not the whole story. Sichuan home cooks prize
yuxiang, a sweet-sour-salty blend heavy on garlic and ginger; xiao xin la jiao, the fresh
green chili brightness; and suan la, the snap of pickled chilies. Fermentation supplies
depth through doubanjiang, ya cai, and suan cai, while sugar and soy sauce round
edges without turning dishes sweet.

Sichuan peppercorns are indispensable. For authentic mala, you need hua jiao, the
reddish husks that produce a citrusy tingle, rather than the green ma jiao, which is
milder. Freshness matters: buy small batches, store airtight in the freezer, and toast
lightly before grinding to wake the oils. Don’t scorch them; a warm, floral aroma is the
goal, not a smoky bite. For chili heat, look for er jing tiao peppers—moderately hot,
aromatic—and blend flakes for texture or infuse oils for fragrance.

Pixian doubanjiang, the fermented broad bean and chili paste from Pixian County, is
Sichuan’s engine oil. Aged versions develop a deep, brick-red sheen and a savory
complexity that lifts stir-fries and braises. When shopping, look for thick, oily pastes
with visible chili flecks; runny, watery products will thin your sauces and mute flavors.
Store it in the refrigerator after opening and wipe your utensil clean to avoid spoilage.
If you can only find generic chili bean paste, bolster it with fermented black beans for
depth and extra oil to mimic the gloss of true Pixian.

Chili oils and crisp chilies are the team’s specialty. Sichuan kitchens keep at least two:
a bright, fresh oil infused with whole chilies for fragrance, and a jar of crisp, fried chili
flakes (la jiao mian) that add texture and lingering heat. You can buy them, but
making your own is simple and allows control over bitterness and aroma. The classic
method toasts whole dried chilies until fragrant, fries them briefly in oil with ginger
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and garlic to season, then drains and grinds. Hot oil poured over the flakes creates
that signature rust-colored gloss.

For oil infusion, neutral oils like rapeseed or peanut work best. Heat the oil to about
350°F (175°C), drop in ginger slices, scallion whites, star anise, and a handful of dried
chilies. Fry gently until the chilies darken slightly and the kitchen smells nutty rather
than acrid. Strain into a bowl containing ground chili flakes and a pinch of salt. Let it
cool; the flavors marry over time. A splash of soy sauce or a bit of sugar added post-
infusion can round the edges. Label your jars—home cooks often build slight
variations, and memory fails mid-stir-fry.

Fresh aromatics in Sichuan are generous: ginger, garlic, and scallions form the base,
while celery, lotus root, and winter bamboo add crunch. Pickled vegetables—erbaicai,
suan cai, and ya cai—supply acidity and a salty backbone. Fermented black beans
(douchi) provide intense umami; rinse them lightly if they are very salty, then mash or
chop them into sauces. Sichuan yacai, the preserved mustard green, brings a funky,
vegetal depth; it’s excellent in sauces with pork or tofu. These ingredients are pantry
workhorses that also appear in Chongqing and Hunan, though in slightly different
balances.

Sichuan cooking favors strong-flavored proteins: pork belly, spareribs, chicken with
bone, duck, and freshwater fish. Beef shows up in hotpot and dry-fried dishes. Tofu,
both firm and silken, is a blank canvas for chilies and bean paste. Offal like tripe and
kidney works well in fast, high-heat preparations because it benefits from aggressive
seasoning. Dried shrimp or cuttlefish sometimes sneak into sauces for extra depth. For
home cooking, bone-in pieces retain moisture and add richness to sauces, while bite-
size cuts ensure quick seasoning and even cooking.

Dry-wok, or gan bian, is a defining Sichuan technique. It starts by frying ingredients in
a small amount of oil over high heat to concentrate flavor and drive off moisture, then
adding aromatics, chilies, and pastes to build the sauce. The key is patience and heat:
you let the wok surface do the work. Unlike a saucy stir-fry, you coax the ingredients
to brown slightly, then introduce liquids sparingly to deglaze and tighten. The final
dish should be glossy, not soupy, with distinct textures and a powerful perfume.

Seasoning a carbon-steel wok for gan bian is straightforward but crucial. Remove
factory coatings by heating the wok until it smokes, then scour with a stiff brush and
hot water. Dry thoroughly. Add a thin film of oil and heat until shimmering; wipe out
with paper towels. Repeat two or three times. The goal is a smooth, nonstick patina.
For home stoves, you may never achieve restaurant blackening, but you will reduce
sticking and rust. Always preheat the wok before adding oil; the “hot wok, cold oil”
adage prevents sticking.

Velveting, a technique from eastern China, is less common in Sichuan home kitchens,
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but cornstarch still plays a role. A small amount, often mixed with soy sauce and
Shaoxing wine, lightly coats pork or chicken to protect it during fast cooking. Too
much starch dulls the clarity of flavors and clogs the wok. In gan bian, you usually skip
velveting because you want crisp-edged meat. Instead, marinate briefly with soy
sauce, Shaoxing wine, and a pinch of sugar, then fry hard until the edges caramelize
before adding aromatics.

Starch choices in Sichuan are flexible. Rice is common at the table, but sweet potato
starch is prized for its clean, bouncy texture when fried or used in sauces. Potato
starch can substitute for coating and thickening, though it tends to be glossier and
softer. Wheat noodles appear in dishes like dan dan mian, but they are not the central
starch for every meal. At home, cook starches separately and sauce the main dish;
this keeps textures intact and allows you to control how much sauce each bite
absorbs.

Sichuan salt logic is nuanced because many ingredients are already salty.
Doubanjiang, soy sauce, and fermented beans do heavy lifting, so you season lightly
at the end. A pinch of sugar is not for sweetness but to round the edges and amplify
chili fragrance. A splash of Chinkiang vinegar brightens a heavy sauce. MSG is
common in home kitchens, and a small amount can be used to lift vegetable dishes; if
you choose not to use it, adjust with a bit more soy sauce or a splash of stock. Taste
and adjust after the sauce tightens.

A typical Sichuan home menu balances wet and dry. Pair a dry-fried dish, like dry-fried
green beans, with a bowl of plain rice and a mild soup or quick cucumber salad. Rich
dishes like mapo tofu feel lighter when balanced by crisp, vinegary pickles. If you cook
a heavy hotpot, serve it with tofu, greens, and a simple stir-fried vegetable to cut the
richness. The goal is contrast: something numbing, something fresh, something saucy,
something crisp. This keeps the palate awake and prevents the meal from tasting
monochrome.

Common pitfalls include over-thickening sauces, scorching chilies, and crowding the
wok. If the sauce is gloppy, you’ve likely used too much starch or oil; thin with a splash
of water and boil vigorously to reduce viscosity. Bitter chilies come from frying them
too long or at too high a heat; add them later or soak briefly in warm water before
frying. Crowding steams ingredients rather than searing them; cook in small batches
and recombine at the end with a quick toss in sauce. And remember: Mala is a gradual
build, so don’t drown a dish in chili oil at the start.

Classic Sichuan dishes home cooks master early include mapo tofu, yuxiang qiezi (fish-
fragrant eggplant), dry-fried green beans, kung pao chicken, and dan dan mian. Each
teaches a specific technique: mapo builds a emulsified sauce with doubanjiang and
starch; yuxiang balances sweet, sour, salty, and spicy without dairy; dry-fried green
beans demonstrates gan bian; kung pao teaches the timing of fried chilies and
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peanuts; dan dan mian reveals how to make a flavored oil and combine it with
noodles. Mastering these five equips you to improvise with other vegetables and
proteins.

Sourcing Sichuan ingredients has become easier. Well-stocked Asian grocers carry
Pixian doubanjiang, Sichuan peppercorns, and ya cai; online retailers offer fresh,
sealed products. Read labels for regional origin and ingredient lists; avoid pastes with
unnecessary thickeners. Buy small amounts of peppercorns and keep them cold. For
chili oil, reputable brands like Lao Gan Ma are convenient, but making your own offers
control over aromatics and bitterness. If your local market lacks fresh Asian greens,
standard green beans, broccoli stems, and celery will stand in for bamboo shoots and
lotus root.

The kitchen setup for Sichuan cooking is simple but decisive. A 14-inch carbon-steel
wok suits most home burners; if your flame is weak, a smaller wok concentrates heat
better. Long-handled metal spatulas let you scoop and toss without burning your
hands. Have a heavy cutting board for chopping through bones and a fine mesh
strainer for washing rice. Keep a timer within reach; high-heat cooking demands
precision, and it’s easy to scorch aromatics. A scale helps when you’re learning ratios
for sauces and marinades, but you can graduate to volume measures after building
intuition.

For a midweek Sichuan dinner, plan a quick dry-fried dish, a simple stir-fry with fresh
chilies, and a quick pickle. Start by heating your wok while you prep garlic and ginger.
Fry your main ingredient in a small amount of oil until browned; remove it briefly if the
pan gets crowded. Add aromatics, then a spoon of doubanjiang, then the chilies.
Deglaze with a splash of water or stock, return the ingredient, and tighten the sauce.
Finish with a drizzle of chili oil and chopped scallion. While the dish rests, toss sliced
cucumbers with vinegar and salt. Serve with hot rice.

Here are two foundational recipes to anchor your Sichuan repertoire: Dry-Fried Green
Beans (Gan Bian Si Ji Dou) and Kung Pao Chicken (Gong Bao Ji Ding). Both rely on
aroma-first cooking, controlled heat, and judicious use of chili oil and peppercorns.
They are flexible: swap the beans for asparagus or broccoli stems, or trade chicken for
tofu in the second. The methods remain the same, and they demonstrate how a few
pantry staples can produce distinct textures and layered flavor at home.

DRY-FRIED GREEN BEANS (GAN BIAN SI JI DOU) Ingredients:

1 lb (450g) green beans, trimmed and dried
2–3 tbsp neutral oil
2 tbsp small diced pork (optional)
1 tbsp Pixian doubanjiang
1 tsp fermented black beans, rinsed and lightly mashed
2–3 garlic cloves, minced
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1 tsp minced ginger
1 tbsp crisp chili flakes (la jiao mian)
1 tsp soy sauce
Pinch of sugar
2 scallions, cut into 1-inch lengths

Method:

1. Heat a dry wok over high heat until lightly smoking. Add 1 tbsp oil and swirl.
2. Add green beans and fry, tossing occasionally, until skins wrinkle and some

blisters form, 4–6 minutes. Remove to a plate.
3. Add remaining oil. Fry the pork (if using) briefly, then add doubanjiang and

black beans. Stir until the oil turns red and fragrant.
4. Add garlic and ginger; fry 20–30 seconds until aromatic but not browned.
5. Return beans to the wok. Toss vigorously, then add soy sauce and sugar to

taste.
6. Add crisp chili flakes and scallions; toss until the sauce clings and the scallions

are bright.
7. Serve immediately with rice.

KUNG PAO CHICKEN (GONG BAO JI DING) Ingredients:

1 lb (450g) chicken thigh, cut into ¾-inch cubes
1 tsp soy sauce
1 tsp Shaoxing wine
1 tsp cornstarch
3 tbsp neutral oil
10–12 dried red chilies, halved and shaken free of seeds
1 tsp Sichuan peppercorns, lightly toasted and ground
2 garlic cloves, sliced
1-inch piece ginger, sliced
1 tbsp crisp chili flakes (optional)
2 tbsp roasted peanuts
1 tbsp soy sauce
1 tsp Chinkiang vinegar
1 tsp sugar
2 scallions, cut into ½-inch pieces

Method:

1. Marinate chicken with soy sauce, Shaoxing wine, and cornstarch for 10
minutes.

2. Heat wok until smoking. Add oil and swirl.
3. Fry chicken in a single layer until lightly browned and nearly cooked through;

remove to plate.
4. Add a touch more oil if needed, then dried chilies and Sichuan peppercorns.

Fry briefly until the chilies darken slightly and the oil is fragrant.
5. Add garlic, ginger, and crisp chili flakes; stir 10 seconds.
6. Return chicken. Add soy sauce, vinegar, and sugar; toss rapidly until sauce

tightens and coats the chicken.
7. Stir in peanuts and scallions; toss to combine and serve.
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Sichuan home cooking rewards repetition and small adjustments. If the dish is too
salty, add a teaspoon of sugar and a splash of water; if it lacks punch, increase crisp
chili flakes and a pinch of ground peppercorn at the end. For vegetarians, swap
chicken for firm tofu or rehydrated shiitake; fry the tofu until the skin tightens before
building the sauce. Keep notes on heat levels: the same chili brands vary by batch,
and your wok’s seasoning will change over time. With a steady pantry and a few
practiced techniques, mala and la become reliable tools, not mysteries.
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This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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