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How Much Do
You Know About

Chinese Cuisine?
R E 4R T ZnZ=S 07

Snap Shot

hina’s enormous northern half, comprised of grasslands,
Cmountains and deserts, is harsh, cold, and dry in winter

and hot and dusty in summer. Mostly hardy crops are grown and
eaten — corn, sorghum, wheat, cabbages, and root vegetables.
The bottom half, basically the provinces surrounding and south of
the Yangtze River, is green and lush, with rivers, lakes, and a
higher rainfall. Abundant produce, seafood, and meats are at local

people’s disposal.
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Cultural Panorama
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A Typical Meal. Fan and Cai

Anyone who has eaten Chinese food knows that steamed
plain rice always accompanies the meal. The Mandarin word fan
means both “rice” and “food”. In China, a good deal of casual
talk centers around the expression “ni chi fan le ma?”, literally
meaning “have you eaten rice (food) yet?” Regardless of region, a
typical Chinese meal consists of a grain base — fan, such as rice,
noodles, or buns, and meat and vegetable dishes, referred to as
cai, adding flavor and variety to, but not overriding the integrity
of fan.

The possibilities for cai are enormous. China’s abundant
variety of meats and vegetables are stir-fried, stewed, steamed,
baked, roasted, oil and water-blanched, and deep-fried. Every
kind of cooking method is well represented. Seasonings in Chinese
cooking are too numerous to count. A few commonly used
seasonings are soy sauce, fermented bean paste, black rice
vinegar, huang jiu, sesame oil, chili oil, ginger, red chili pastes,

and garlic.
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Regional Varieties of Chinese Cuisine

Divisions between Chinese culinary regions have blurred
somewhat in modern times, given trading and migration between
regions over the years. But each cuisine still boasts of famous
dishes as well as lesser-known specialties of the city, town and
countryside. The amazing number of available foodstuff and a
variety of preparations provide travelers in China with a happy
problem: One hardly knows what to try next.

The food of China’s west combines a cornucopia of eastern
spices with an abundance of local ingredients. This is a
sophisticated and highly spiced cuisine, often extremely spicy hot.
Red chili appears in many dishes, often to extremes rivaling that
of Mexican or Thai preparations.

Southern Chinese cuisine centers on Guangdong Province
and its capital, Guangzhou. This subtropical region is rich in
resources. Guangdong cuisine incorporates ingredients from all
over China and is known for its use of exotic animals. As a
culinary proverb about Guangdong cuisine states, “anything that
walks, swims, crawls, or flies is edible.”

If you ask which region of China has the plainest food, “the
north” is always the answer, accompanied by a rueful smile.
General opinion deems northern Chinese cook the least tasty of the
Chinese food, which is attributed to the lack of variety in
ingredients and preparation. But delicacies are still available in the
north. The flour-based foods there are famous. Travelers in north
China will become familiar with jiaozi, with its delicious fillings of
meat or vegetables and dipped in a black vinegar sauce when eaten.

Like the north cuisine, eastern cooks favor oily dishes,
although more subtle than those in the north. The lakes and river
tributaries provide abundant fish and shellfish to this region. Soups

and soupy dishes are very popular.
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Modern Link
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n China, mealtime drinks range from delicate teas to
Iblinding liquors. As with tea, alcoholic drinks have a
longstanding tradition in China. Generally Chinese women do not
drink, leaving the country’s alcohol consumption to the men. In
China, jiu is made from fermented rice and other grains, with
varying degrees of alcoholic strength. Extremely popular (especially
in the north) is a strong-smelling sorghum liquor called baijiu. Many
Chinese men drink baijiu in copious quantities. Grape wine is not
common, although today there are vineyards in China producing
western style Cabernet Sauvignons, Merlots, and the like.

Huangjiu such as that from Shaoxing in southeastern China, has a

nutty, sherry-like flavor. Traditionally, Chinese people are not
very much fond of western-style desserts. However, some Chinese
versions of western desserts, such as cookies, cakes, and ice

cream tend to be less sugary, and are very popular.
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How Chinese Dishes
are Named

Snap Shot

hen ordinary dishes are givenv.beautiful names, they will
Wimprove the attractiveness (;f the dishes and make
diners happy. For example, a dish of chicken and soft-shelled
turtle is called “Farewell My Concubine”. Behind the names of
Chinese dishes, there are many stories and allusions, which add

to the mystique of the Chinese dietetic culture.

—IE AN EIRBY R T NZEIN 27, AAHEES .-

AN G RIS S, AR BELS g & A KRG 5 Zlan, ..
A
R fE AR A TR ERlET . hlERNA TSR ¥

ERZMEMNE S, X LRI T b EIX & ST LR s Ak

=1 M08




aIn)jny JWIN0L) — aInyny) asauiyy) Jo sbuipesy Ajleq

(o]

| treacherous:
| adj # %1,

LACE SN

| FiEH, K

# i

Cultural Panorama
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Carrier of Feelings

The dish “The Dragon and Phoenix Mixture” tells a story from
the period of the Three Kingdoms. General Zhao Yun escorted Liu
Bei, who was newly-married to Sun Shangxiang, a sister of Sun
Quan, Duke of Wu, to Jingzhou. They were greeted by Zhuge
Liang and his civilian and military officials. A grand banquet was
held outside the southern gate of Jingzhou City, and the first
course served was “The Dragon and Phoenix Mixture”. The chef
used eel for the golden dragon and chicken for the colorful phoenix
to form a flying dragon and dancing phoenix on the plate. It
implied good luck and beauty. Now the sweet and sour dish is a
delicacy in the Hubei cuisine, often served at wedding dinners.

Hangzhou was the capital city of the Southern Song Dynasty.
It is also the burial place ofi famous general Yue Fei who led the
army to resist the invading troops of the Jin Dynasty. To express
their hatred for the treacherous court official Qin Hui, people in
Hangzhou called a deep-fried twisted dough stick which is a
breakfast delicacy, “Deep-Fried Hui”.
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Delicacy Inventors

Some dishes are named to honor their inventors. The “Duke
of Pei’s Dog Meat”, a popular dish in northern Jiangsu Province,
is said to have been invented by Liu Bang, the founding emperor
of the Han Dynasty. He had been awarded the title “Duke in Pei”.
“Dongpo Pork” is said to have been invented by Su Dongpo, a
famous man of letters in the Song Dynasty, when he was an
official in Hangzhou. He once mobilized the local people to
dredge the West Lake, and rewarded them with stewed pork in
Shaoxing huangjiu with special flavor. The pork dish was praised
as number one of Dongpo’s dishes.

“Thong Eel” tells a story happening in the 8th year of the
reign of Emperor Daoguang of the Qing Dynasty. Zhu Fangzhe, a
person born in Jianli County, Hubei Province, was appointed
magistrate of Yilan County in Taiwan. Shortly after taking office,
he had to decide a case concerning eels destroying the boundaries
between paddy fields. The local people did not eat eels, so such
cases were extremely common. After investigating the cause of the
boundary dispute, he ordered his family chef to cook an eel dish.
He then asked both the plaintiffs and the defendants to taste it,
and they all thought it delicious. From then on, the people in the

mobilize ;

v. 3R

magistrate ;
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XBRE R

plaintiff :
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county began to catch eels for food thus ending such suits. It is
said that the dish was invented by a cook named Gou’er (the
Chinese word for dog), which in local dialect was “thong”, hence

the name “Thong Eel”.
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Ré:3 Often, dishes are named for natural phenomena and

e things that exist in nature: the four seasons, wind,

BE £F flowers, snow, plants, gold, jade, gems, animals, and the moon
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have all been used in naming dishes to add beauty and appeal, to




