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Introduction

China’s cookbook of landscapes is written in rivers and ridgelines, in loess and red
clay, in fishing grounds and mountain forests. Culinary Provinces: Food Histories
Across China invites readers to taste that geography through time. Each chapter pairs
recipes with social history to trace how a place’s climate, crops, and communities
shape the table. From imperial capitals to upland villages, we follow the daily
negotiations of cooks and eaters as they adapt to seasons, markets, and the
movement of people and ideas.

This is a book about routes as much as roots. Trade caravans, canal barges, fishing
junks, and ocean steamers carried spices, grains, techniques, and appetites across
vast distances. Migrations—whether of merchants, laborers, students, or
refugees—replanted tastes in new soils. The result is not a fixed canon but an ever-
evolving commons: noodles that remember the steppe, broths salted by monsoon
winds, pickles perfumed by tea roads, and pastries layered with port-city
cosmopolitanism.

Crop histories provide the scaffolding for these stories. Wheat, millet, rice, barley,
buckwheat, and corn each map onto terrains and technologies—terraced paddies and
canal-fed deltas, dryland fields and high plateaus. Fermentation and preservation—soy
sauce, vinegars, cured meats, pickled greens, and red yeast wines—extend seasons
and concentrate flavor. Within that matrix, cooks balance texture and temperature,
aroma and color, knife work and heat control to express a province’s particular
grammar of taste.

Because foodways are lived, not only archived, each chapter blends historical context
with practical kitchen notes. You will find technique primers, market substitutions for

the contemporary pantry, and concise recipes that foreground regional logics—why a

soup is clarified or clouded, how a braise builds savor from aromatics, when smoke or
pickle is deployed to answer humidity or cold. These are not museum pieces; they are
working patterns that invite adaptation while honoring place.

Readers come to this subject with different aims. Food scholars will find timelines,
cross-references, and crop-focused lenses that connect dinner to demography and
infrastructure. Chefs will encounter frameworks for seasoning, texture, and
sequencing that travel well across menus. Cultural tourists will gain field guides to
local breakfasts, market stalls, and festival tables—practical companions for
wandering with curiosity and respect.

A note on scale and naming: provinces are administrative conveniences for a mosaic
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that is finer-grained. Within any boundary, rivers divide kitchens, dialects tune palates,
and minority communities, temple guilds, and migrant neighborhoods add their own
measures. We use the province as an organizing stage while paying attention to the
districts, towns, and households that animate it. When a dish crosses a border, we
follow it and ask what changed—and why.

There are many paths through this book. You might read coastal chapters together to
follow the rise of seafood markets and fermentation, or trace inland routes to watch
noodles and breads evolve alongside caravan commerce. However you proceed, the
aim is the same: to understand how local tastes, trade routes, and foodways meet in
the everyday creativity of cooks. May the histories deepen your appreciation, and the
recipes carry their stories into your kitchen.
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CHAPTER ONE: Beijing - Imperial Kitchens and Street
Snacks on the Steppe Frontier

Beijing sits at the crossroads of northern steppes and southern plains, a capital built
on layers of history where emperors dined on jade-perfumed dishes while commoners
stirred bubbling pots of millet porridge in courtyard alleys. Its culinary identity is a
mirror of China’s political and cultural shifts, reflecting the tastes of Mongol
conquerors, Ming refinement, and Qing extravagance. Here, the imperial kitchen’s
precision met the improvisational flair of street vendors, creating a table where soy-
glazed pork could sit beside lamb kebabs and steamed buns. This is a city that eats
like it rules, with dishes as stratified as its social tiers.

The city’s geography—hemmed by mountains to the west and the Bohai Bay to the
east—shaped its food culture by forcing reliance on stored grains and preserved
meats. Winters were long, winters harsh, and the land unforgiving enough that even
the most diligent cooks turned to curing, smoking, and pickling to stave off famine.
Rice, though a southern staple, became common in Beijing thanks to the Grand
Canal’s grain barges, tying the capital to the Yangtze Delta’s paddies. Yet wheat
remained king in the form of steaming baskets of mantou (steamed buns) and flaky,
pan-fried shaobing (flatbreads) that still crowd morning markets.

Beijing’s imperial cuisine was a theater of power, where chefs wielded cleavers like
scepters and every dish told a story of hierarchy. The Ming court imported chili
peppers from the Americas, while Qing kitchens embraced dairy from Mongol herders,
shaping a hybrid palate that prized both numbing heat and creamy richness. Dishes
like hong shao rou (red-braised pork) emerged from this fusion, slow-cooked in soy
and sugar until meat surrendered to sweetness. These weren’t mere meals; they were
edible declarations of cultural synthesis, crafted to impress foreign envoys and native
elites alike.

Street food, meanwhile, thrived in the shadows of palace walls. Vendors hawked
doujiang (fermented soy milk), its pungent aroma a daily wake-up call for workers, and
jilanbing, crispy crepes folded around egg and scallions. These snacks were born of
necessity—quick, portable, and thrifty—but evolved into an art form. In the maze of
hutongs, cooks perfected the alchemy of turning scraps into sustenance, their woks
blackened with decades of lard. A bowl of zhajiangmian (noodles with fried bean
sauce) from a backstreet stall could rival any court banquet in its own way, if not in
silverware.

The steppe’s influence seeped into Beijing’s kitchens through nomadic incursions and
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diplomatic exchanges. Lamb, previously a rarity in Han cooking, found its way into
stews and kebabs, often paired with wild foraged herbs that nodded to the grasslands
beyond the Great Wall. Mongol-inspired shuan yang rou (lamb skewers) became a
winter staple, their smoky scent drifting through the city’s gates. This was food that
remembered its roots—each bite a reminder that the capital’s bounty was never
entirely its own.

Fermentation was Beijing’s answer to long winters and short growing seasons. Soy
sauce, aged for months in earthen crocks, darkened with time into a syrup that clung
to meats and dumplings. Vinegar, brewed in courtyard breweries, turned vegetables
into sharp, crunchy accompaniments to greasy pork. But the most peculiar of these
preserved treasures was douzhi, the fermented mung bean drink that divided the city
into partisans and detractors. Its scent, likened to a stable in July, was matched only
by its reputed ability to shock the system into vitality—a breakfast choice as divisive
as politics.

The Grand Canal, snaking 1,100 miles from Hangzhou to Beijing, was the culinary
lifeline that shaped the city’s palate. Rice barges from the south unloaded golden
grains to feed the imperial court and laborers, while northern wheat followed the
reverse route to sustain the canal workers. This exchange created a hybrid cuisine
where southern stir-fries shared space with northern dumplings, and the very act of
eating became a metaphor for the empire’s reach. A bowl of rice in Beijing was a
testament to hydraulic engineering and the will to move mountains of food.

Migrants flooded Beijing year-round, bringing their own tastes like luggage. Hui
merchants from the west introduced cumin and sesame, which took root in dishes like
Hui-style lamb burgers. Later, Shandong chefs adapted their seafood techniques to the
city’s inland markets, perfecting the art of braised fish heads until they gleamed with
soy and star anise. The capital’s kitchens were laboratories, absorbing and
transforming regional quirks into something unmistakably Beijing—an urban
cacophony of flavors that somehow made sense.

Cooking techniques in Beijing favored precision and patience. Chefs roasted ducks
until their skins blistered and crackled, then sliced them razor-thin to showcase fat
marbling. Broths were simmered for hours, their surfaces skimmed to clarify, while
pickled vegetables were left to sour in clay pots until they acquired a vinegar bite that
could make a grown man weep. These methods weren’t just about taste; they were
acts of preservation, turning perishable abundance into shelf-stable magic.

The city’s markets buzzed with seasonal rhythms. Autumn brought bundles of wild
chrysanthemum greens and baskets of persimmons, while winter relied on stored
radishes and preserved mustard greens. Vendors haggled over prices with the fervor
of stock traders, their stalls a mosaic of textures and colors. A chef’s skill lay in
balancing these seasonal gifts, coaxing the last flavor from a wilted leaf or a dried-up
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piece of meat. Waste was a sin, and ingenuity was the highest virtue.

Street snacks, however, thrived on spontaneity. Cooks tossed noodles with whatever
oils or scraps they had on hand, creating dishes that defied categorization. A bowl| of
dalangfen (big bowl noodles) might contain scraps of pork, a dash of vinegar, and a
handful of scallions, all folded together in a broth so salty it could revive the dead.
These were the foods of the people—cheap enough for daily indulgence and flavorful
enough to make monks renounce celibacy.

Beijing’s breakfast culture was a spectacle of contradictions. Imperial envomers once
nibbled on delicate pastries filled with lotus seeds, while working-class families
devoured steaming mantou dipped in douzhi, the tang of fermentation cutting through
the starch. Morning markets were battlegrounds of aromas, where the scent of frying
doughnuts vied with the acrid tang of vinegar. Here, food was fuel, ritual, and rebellion
all at once.

The legacy of Beijing’s culinary past is etched into its present. Modern restaurants still
serve dishes that trace back centuries, their menus inked with characters that haven’t
changed since the Ming era. Yet the city’s hustle remains its defining trait—vendors
racing to sell their last lamb skewers, grandmothers folding dumplings in courtyard
kitchens while grandkids fiddle with smartphones. The past isn’t preserved behind
glass; it’s stir-fried daily in iron woks across the city.

Beijing’s cuisine thrives on this tension between tradition and upheaval. A dish like
Peking Duck, with its lacquered skin and history as a imperial gift, now finds itself in
fast-food chains and food stalls, its prestige diluted but its essence intact. This is a city
that adapts without losing its bite, where every bite carries the weight of history and
the kick of a chili pepper.
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