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The Chinese are united by an interest in and conumitment to good cooking and
goad food. People discuss food for hours, and almost evervone from the richest to
the poorest, from scholar to laborer, from northerner to southemer, 1s concerned
with the best and can tell the obsenver how to tind it

The basis of the diet is boiled gramn, which usually provides most of the calories. A
few of the poor v marginal or soil-poor arcas subsist on root crops and the like, bur
people in such situatons regard themsches as exceprional and unfortunate and es-
cape as fast as they can. Baked grain products such as bread are minor or absent ex-
cepr in some western montane areas. Whole grain, boiled soft and dry (as rice usually
is) or made into thick porridge, is the usual fare, but botled lour products—soup
and noodles, for instance —are also often important. In the north, stcamed flour
products {man-tou, like loaves of bread, and various smaller dumplings) are
LNpOtant.

The basic diet inctudes several grains and tubers. There is rarely the utter depen-
dence on rice found in Southeast Asia. Rice, wheat, millet, and other grains all
coocaur—ar least two in cach region. The rest of the dict consists primarily of soy-
bean products and vegetables, especially those of the mustard and cabbage fanuly
{Brassicaceac). Even cooking ol is derived primarily from these plants, or it was be-
fore the peanut entered from South America in late Ming times. Meat is rare (except
among the rich) and caten only in small quantities. Fish (locally) and eggs provide
some animal prorein, but the great pmtcin sources everywhere are gra.in and
sovbeans,

Many of the beans and vegetables—and even micats and fish—are pickled or fer-
miented, and these products are recognizably ditferent from their many imitations
and felfows in the rest of the world. Greens, for instance, are often half-dried betore
pickling; the product is less crisp but more fresh-tasting, than most pickled greens
{¢.g., sauerkraut, kimchi), because bacteria can waork less on the sun-cured product.
The connoisseur of pickles can casily distinguish Chinese from others.

Foods are usually boiled, steamed, or stir-fried. Boiling 1s most Important, not
only because it is the usual method of preparing grain, but also because soup (from
thin clear soup to thin stew) is universal, a key part of virtually everv meal and even -
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ot snacks. Soup noodles are the most popular snack throughout China, but bv no
means the only soupy snack—even sweets are often soupy. Cooking in covered
slatted stecamers over a water-filled vessel is perhaps the next most common method.
The most famous Chinese method, however, is dap (stir-frving). Ingredients are
made or cut small and thin and stirred rapidly in very hot oil, searing them quickly.
Often the ingredients are briefly blanched first. Sometimes they are stir-fried first,
then water is added to the pan and the cooking is finished by boiling,

Chinese cooking strategies differ from others in interesting ways. Chinese fried
rice, for instance, is boiled, cooled, then stir-fried. Pilat' (and its many descendants,
such as Mexican sopa seca) is made the other way round; the rice is first stir-fried, then
boiled. Boiled rice is a staple; fried-then-botled rice is a haxury or special commodity.
Monsoon Asia boils its nice; in the Near East and Mediterranean rice is usually fried
tirst—a more special, elaborate way of cooking. Stir-frying demands care and good
oil (not always cheap), thus tends to be the method used for fancier food. At a typi-
cal Chinese meal, the simplest and most basic items will be boiled, the next simplest
stecamed, and the richest, most special items more often stir-fried. Other processes—
deep-fat frying and sautéing, eating foods raw, and stewing in thick gravy—are all
quite rare.

Seasoning is light but almost always present and emphatic. It is usually a matter of
a few strong flavors, among which the most universal are fermented soy products,
ginger, and garlic and onions. There is little of the subte compounding of many
spice flavors that characterizes South and Southeast Asian food, but Chinese foods
are more spiced than are foods farther north in Japan or farther west in Central Asia
(Rozin 1973).

These points serve to identify Chinese food, but they are not those a Chinese
would list. Interviewees—mostly Hong Kong Chinese and thus not a representative
sample, but probably not atypical—usually started by saying with pardonable pride
that Chinese food was better than anyone ¢lse’s. Asked to be spedific, they would al-
most invanably begin by saying that the food was fresher (“you Westerners cat only
canned or frozen food”). They would also say that Indian food was too spicy, while
other cuisines were not spicy enough: “Our food has more taste to it— Western and
Japanese foods are tasteless.” A concept of balance runs through these comments;
Chinese food is said to steer the middle course between the tood to the south,
“where flavors are drowned in spice,” and the overly bland food of the west and
north, where flavors are cooked out of the food. This emphasis on balance at the cen-
ter is typical of China, the “Middie Country.”

‘The comments on freshness and on nataral food flavors are the keys to the most
central ideas about food in Chinese sodiety, those that unite food, health, and ethics.
The underlying principle is that clarity and purity should be evident in all things—
men and women should be honorable and wrustworthy, food should be pure and
fresh. The former is necessary for a healthy and harmonious socicty, the latter for in-
dividual health. But food is not singled out; the same set of ideals governs many



o Chsese Foodstufs Today 114

other aspects of relationship with both human beings and the narural world. Food is
part of a system of beliet in which quality, freshness, purity, and high standards are
matters of necessity, if one is to remain in any way truly human.

Plant Foods

The tood most associated in evervone’s mind with China is, ot course, rice. In
South China as in much of East Asia, the phrase e fan (to eat rice) also means sim-
plv “to cat,” and the word fan (cooked rice, cooked grain) also means simply “tood.”
A southerner who has not caten rice all day will deny having caten at all, although he
or she may have consumed a large quantity of snacks. A meal withour rice just sn’t a
meal. “Even a dever wite can’t cook without rice,” claims a common proverb, and al-
though the people who guote it are quite aware that many people in the world do
cook without rice, they tind this fact quite mrelevant to their own state of saosfaction
and their own definition of food. An ordinary meal is made up of cooked rice and
sy (fi), a Cantonese word that may best be translated as “topping for rice” or
“dishes to put on the rice.” Sung includes evervthing else, all combined into dishes
that are, indeed, put on the rice (and in a poor-to-ordinary home are little more than
flavorings tor it). When the sung is broken down mto its component dishes, they are
referred to separately as %7 (greens), even though they sometimes include meat. In
part this is a matter of modesty —the host calls the dish plain vegetables just as he de-
scribes his house as 4 humble cotrage. But greens are indeed the standard sung. In
Mandarin, there is no equivalent word for sung: a meal is based on the comple-
mentarity of grain and tsai. Local ideology actually overstates the importance of rice;
even in the far south, much of the diet consists of wheat products, maize, or root
Cl‘()pS.

Rice is the most usetul plant known to the human race. Staple food of almost halt
the world’s people, it is also a source of todder tor ammals and of a straw that is supe-
rior for thatch, sandal making, tuel, and other industrial uses. (In some areas difterent
varieties of rice are grown partly because of the different qualides of their straws. ) As
a tood, it is nomually caten boiled—despite the mvth, propagated by many a menu
in Chinese restaurants, that it is steamied. The standard way to cook rice is simply to
boil it in about twice its weight in water (depending on the dryness and variety of
the rice) undl the water is absorbed and the rice is fhutty. This produces the usual
substrate for other toods throughout monsoon Asia. By cooking the rice fonger in
somewhat more water, “soft rice” or, more graphically, “spoiled rice” (lan fan) 1
produced; this is “spotled™ as adult food by being too soft, but it 1s the standard baby
tood of China’s rice-cating arcas. Still more water and often stll longer cooking pro-
duces the porridge (1) known in English by a South Indian name, congece (kanjt).
Most dilute of all is the water drained oft boiled rice. Since normally the water is all
absorbed by the rice, spedial provision must be made to use excess water and drain it
off. 1t is used as a cooling drink, both tor thirst quenching and in folk medicine. Rice
flour is used in noodles, cakes, and confections, as well as tor makeup, paper sizing
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and the like, but it 1s not a signiticant end product of rice milling; almost all rice is left
whole grain.

The rice kernel has a center of almost pure starch and several seed coats, the inner
ones white, the outer ones brownish; all these thin coats are between the true bran
and the inner kernel. Milling takes off the coats. Traditional milling removed only
the outermost, brownest, and loosest, without too much damage to the nutrient
value of the grain. In the nineteenth century, machinery was developed to mill oft
the mner coats as well; thus was bomn the infamous polished rice. Some of the pro-
tein and vitamins in rice, and about half the thiamine (vitamin Bi), are i the seed
coats: unenriched polished rice thus lacks much natural nutrient value. Its rise led 1o
an enormous increase in the incidence of beribent (thiamine deficiency). Beriberi has
been perhaps less of a problem in China than in arcas farther south, but it has still
been a terrible curse, recognized and described in the Han Dyvnasty. The probiem is
that Chinese (like most peoples) prefer their rce very starchy and very highly milled.

Rice comes in several varicties, loosely classed into indica, japonica, and glutinous
rices. (Crop scientists are not very happy with this ad hoc dlassification. ) Indica rices
are the familiar long-grain rices and their relatives. Japonica rices have short, round-
ish grains, more protein, and usually refatively less starch, and they cook to a more
sticky and chewy preparaton because of the chemistry of the starch. Much of the car-
bohvdrate in glutinous rices 1s in the form of amylose; these rices cook to a sacky,
sweet, pasty consistency. Intermiediates berween indica and japonica rices have long
been dominant in Tarwan. When the Japanese occupied Taiwan, they bred these al-
ready excellent strains (nutritious, fairly pest resistant, and high vielding) into higher-
vielding, tougher ones, and the International Rice Rescarch Institute in the Philip-
pines founded upon them its series of “miracle rices,” developed by crossing the
Tatwanese intermediates out to various indicas and japonicas. Chinese usually prefer
indicas to japonicas. Glutinous rice is used for confections and special festive dump-
lings but is a staple in China only among the Tai people of south Yinnan and nearby
arcas; they, and their southern cousins in Laos and northeast Thailand, are the only
people in the world who use glutinous rice as their staple. Worldwide, indicas are
preferred except in Japan and areas near it, where the shorter growing scason of the
japonicas has made them the only practicable rices and thus those to which evervone
has become accustomed.

Starchy, overmilled grains are preferred because when one cats rice three timies a
day, every day, and gets most of one’s calorics from it, one wants it to have as litde
flavor and texture as possible. Variety in the dict is provided by the sung, The
muarked flavors of, say, Indian basmazi rice or the unirrigated and protein-rich hill
rices (grown in mountains where monsoon rainfall is adequate for watering) are not
poputlar in most arcas that depend wholly on rice. There are a few “fragrant™ rices in
China, however (Lou 1983), and Hong Kong grew an exceflent tvpe of flavortul rice
within my memory.

Milling costs money, so white rice is more expensive than brown, or it was in car-
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lier days. Being dearer, it became prestigious. A more practical consideration is that
polished rice 1s so unnutritious that even insects, except for a few weevils, cannot
thrive in it; thus it stores better than brown. Today, since storage has become more
expensive than milling, it is often cheaper than brown.

In China untl recently, the ordinary rice ration— the extremely cheap rice made
avatlable 1n the rice-cating arcas—was lighdy milled, of pale gravish-tan color and
pronounced grain tlavor-—almost a brown rice. It was more nutritious than white
rice and to the Western taste very good indeed, but its consumers regarded it with
sadness and anger. Ourside China and in Taiwan, Chinese ceverywhere eat polished
rice almost exclusively. Parboiling of the raw grain before milling—an old practice in
south India—has never caught on in China because it gives the rice a pronounced
tlavor as well as a brownish color; vet it saves much of the rice’s nutritional value.
Parboiling is widely recommended, but nutritionally it scems similar to undermilled
rice, and it costs more—why not simply advocate using China’s ration-grade rice?

It is not true that people’s tastes in rice are so conscervative and irrational that they
are bevond the realm of serious discourse. Polished rice was accepted immediately
everywhere; so much for conservatism. Westerners will recognize a parallel with the
evolution of bread, except that Chinese have yet to retumn to preferring the under-
milled product when the starch staple has so little value that one eats it for taste, as a
treat, rather than for “daily bread.”

The importance of rice in the thinking and social life of South China is well
known. It is usually the most highly regarded grain, often believed to be a perfect
tood or even the only important food (other foods being only to flavor it). Thus I
was told by a Western-style but very Chinese doctor in Hong Kong: “Chinese ba-
bics don’t need vitamins! They cat rice.” (His small patient was eating rice and very
lirdle else and quickly died of matnumrition; the doctor’s comment was an answer to
my diffident suggestion that vitamins might be useful.) Varieties of rice are assigned
ditterent social roles; indica is the staple, while glutinous rice is used only for confec-
tions but is obligatory for certain ceremonics.

Yetonly in a few very fertile alluvial plains of southeast China is rice the only sta-
ple, and only in the alluvial vallevs of south and central China is it a staple at all. Most
of China’s people live here, but much of the land is too high, rough, cold, and/or drv
to grow nce. Millions of Chinese in olden days never tasted it. It provides only 40
pereent of Chiuna’s starch staple food today (Wen and Pimentel 1986a), the effect of a
recent shift toward wheat, potatoes, and maize. But even now rice is the primary
grain tor half to two-thirds of China’s population.

In addinon o its use as whole grain, rice is made into tlour, noodles, cakes, and
many ferments. Most vinegar has a rice base, though any grain will do. (Chinese vin-
egars range from ted to yellow to white to black, strong to nuld. The famous  «
Chinchiang vinegar resembles Italian babamico.) Rice is also used for sweets, cosmet-
ics, absorbent powder, and so on. Boiled rce is left to ferment into t4en dhin nang
{(sweet ferment), a shghtly alcobolic tood. Lees from brewing rice ale are used to fla-
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vor food. In Fukien, rice is inoculated with fungus that develops a brifliant wine-red
color and a slight sweetly pungent tlavor. It is a distinctive marker of Fukicnese cui-
sine. (For a discussion of rice, sce Bray 1986.)

Wheat is grown primarily in north, central, and west China. Very lietle has been
written on wheat varieties in China, and we are at a loss to chronicle the distribution
of hard red, soft white, and other wheats. Durum is not often grown and the more
primitive wheats (spelt, Polish wheat, and so on) are virtually absent except in Cen-
tral Asian Sinkiang, but a highly complex, little understood pattem of varietics and
forms occurs in China. The obvious fact that spring wheat is grown in the north and
winter wheat in the south (as everywhere else in the world) tells us litdle abour food
value, though the spring wheats tend to be hard red wheats, which are more nutri-
tious than the soft white ones. Nutritonal analvses of variedes of Chinese wheat
trom all parts of the country should be undertaken before the old peasant varieties
are completely replaced by modern high-vield hybrids.

Technologies for using wheat as a whole or cracked grain (e.g., bulgur) have never
spread, in the ten or twelve thousand years that wheat has been cultivated, much be-
yond the home of wild wheat in the Near East. In most of the world, wheat is used
as flour. In China, only the Iranian and Turkic peoples of Sinkiang use wheat pri-
marily in the form of bread. These groups, the Uighur and their neighbors, are part
of the Persian food world. They make true bread, sticking the dough i large tolded
sheets to the inside walls of a sunken oven. (The bread is usually leavened by local
yeast or sourdough starter in neighboring parts of Afghanistan and probably in
Sinkiang as well.) This process produces huge sheets—up to two feet square and an
inch thick—of beautifully flutty bread, known almost everywhere by the Persian
word nan. Loaves are sometimes scattered with sesamie seeds. The word nan has
been borrowed, via Turkic pan, as a Chinese word, plan, for a tlat cake (Buell 1987).

The Chinese adopted this practice, but they or their Central Asian teachers
miniaturized it; the small, thin roll is called shao-ping (roast cake). It is about six
inches square, putted up in the center but with very thin walls, and almost always
scattered with sesame. This is a purely ancillary foodstutt, often used to hold meat,
which s fitted into the hollow center; the whole is caten like the pocket breads (c.g..
pra) of the Near East, to which shao-ping is related. Some other baked breadsruffs
occur in China, but they are even less significant. Wheat flour is more commonly
made into steamed dumplings or noodles.

Steamed wheat flour dumplings are the standard food of much of North China
and abound almost everywhere else in the country. At their simplest they are much
like bread loaves, but soft and white, since they are sccamed rather than baked. The
marn-tou of North China vary in size from a bun to a full loaf. A vast number of
filled or unfilled pao-tzi are bun size or smaller. These, if filled, have a soft flutty skin
about one-fourth to one-half inch thick around a filling that may be meat, a sweet, or
virtually anything else. Best known in South China are di’a shao pao, the Cantonese
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dra s paay, (fork-roasted-pork dumplings), which include chopped-up bits of
pork, roasted hanging from a fork in a special oven, in a sweetish spicy sauce. Wheat
Hour is also the commonest our (rice is second) used for making the much thinner
skins of smaller dumplings such as chuo-tzu1, of a type found all over Central Asia
that more recentdy spread west; the asbak of Atghanistan, sw-mo of Tibet, pelmeni of
Russta, Jewish kieplacks, samisa of Arabia and South Asia, and Italian ravoli are all
versions. They are a West Asian invention. (Legend has it that Marco Polo intro-
duced them trom China to Italy where they became ravioli; this is absurd.)

The other great use of wheat tlour in China is in noodles, mien. Noodles are usu-
ally hand-cu, but often they are made by forcing a flat sheet of dough through the
holes i a colander-like device into boiling water (Franck 1925; Hommel 1937; Hosic
1910, 1922}). Special noodles are made by holding the dough in both hands and
swinging it around so thar 1t stretches in the air. Another common noodle tvpe, fon-
w1ty s made by similar “colander” methods from com, buckwhear, and bean or pea
tlours. As with ravioli, noodles are usually said to be of Chinese origin, carried back
to the Western world by Marco Polo. This is not true (see Root 1971:78), though the
Chinese may have invented ¢gg noodles.

Wheat gluten has long been separated from the starch and made into imitation
meats for vegetarian cookery (Buddhist-inspired). Some of the imitations are close to
the onginal; others strerch one’s imagination. New uses of wheart flour have entered
China in the last century. As in Japan, though not as extensively, oven-baked bread
and similar goods have been increasing rapidly in consumption, especially in Hong
Kong and other relatively highly Westernized Chinese communities. In Hong Kong
bread was the tirst Western food to be widely aceepted and has proved the most
popular item of Westemn diet. Then came an ever-increasing range of baked goods,
borrowed from British, Portuguese (via Macau), Russian (via the White Russian ref-
ugees from the USSR), and other European sources. These have been integrated
into Cantonese life and cooking,

* Wheat in old China was usually milled to a white flour, but before the advent of
European bleaching, stecl rollers, and refated machinery (developed in the Westemn
world in the nineteenth century), the flours could not have been the low-extraction,
highly refined, numnonally poor lours we know today. (Extraction refers to the
percentage of the wheat berry used. Stoneground wholemeal uses almost oo per-
cent; modern white lour around 7o percent.) Whole wheat tlour was also fairly
common. By the fime highly refined tlours became signiticant in Chinese diet, many
were coming trom Australia and North America already cnriched. Even so, modemn
food technology has not been good for the dict of those Chinese who must stll de-
pend mosdy on starch.

“The third maost important grain in China is now maize, but untl recentdy it was
sorghum. Usually the sorghum in question was kaoliang, The word is Chinese for
“tall millet”™ (kao liaryyy and has been borrowed into English. This sorghum grows to
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ten feet or more and 1s valuable for its stalks, sources of sugar, firewood, and even
building materials, as well as for its grain. Sorghum can vary from a few inches to
twelve feet in height; since the statks are minimally usetul in the United States, ex-
wemely short-stalked varieties are grown, so that little tertiizer or water s “wasted”
in growing stalk. The Chinese, on the other hand, want a great deal of stalk, espe-
cally in the trecless plains and locess hills of northwest China, where nothing clse can
supply fuel and wartlelike construction matertals.

Contrary to some claims, sorghum is not a native of China or of Asta. It was do-
mesticated 1 Africa and spread from there (probably via south Arabia) to India by
1500 B.C. and to China before (perhaps long betore) 1000 A.p. Resistant to drought
and hear but able to tolerate a very short growing scason (some varieties), sorghum
is grown in primarily the driest agricubrural areas of China and in those with the
shortest sumnmer. In these it is often the staple food, but always a poverty tood, dis-
liked and it possible avoided. In wheat and mixed-grain areas—most of its range—
it 1s used primarily in pormdge. Many, however, peart it and cook it like rice, which is
said to be a tastier way of using; it, though more difficult to make and less nutritious.
{As with other grains, the pearled-oft outer coat has a disproportionate share of the
nutritional value.) This process is found primarily in Manchuna (Hosie 1910), where
scttlers came from the central China coast and Shantung,. Kaohang is also a major
source of distlled hquor.

Sorghum is rapidly being replaced in much of China by maize. This replacement
has long been developing in warmer, wetter arcas—matze needs sumimer rain—and
new, hybrid maizes have recently been spreading rapidly to drier areas with shorter
growing scasons. Maize was introduced to China by the Portuguese via Macau and
other poines of contact in the carly 1500s. It has continued to spread, espeaally since
the unification and liberagon of China in 1949 allowed rapid dissemination of hybrid
strains and development of necessary agricultural improvements. Comn is used pri-
marily in corn meal cakes, large and thick, steamed or baked; it is also used in com
meal mush. Ears of sweet com or immature flour com are commonly steamied, even

in arcas where comn is not used for anvthing clse, such as the fce-growing southeast.
Like sorghum, it also has a role 1n the production of alcohol.

Com is used tor noodles, although com flour does not stick together well because
of its low gluten content. It is also sometimes cracked and mixed with rice. Com is
the staple food of many of the warmer mountainous arcas of China, such as the
lower mountains ot the west and south, and 1s becoming something close to a staple
i much of the central north. The Chinese have not, however, adopted the diverse
com technology of the New World, including lime treatments and othier devices thar
make the cormn more nutritious. The lime combines with phytic acid that would oth-
erwise combine yith calcium and other mincrals to make them less available (Katz,
Hediger, and Vallerov r974). In China the phytc aad and other problems associated
with com remain, and the con products tend to be heavy, stodgy, and inferior to
Amenican Indian com products in both nutriional and gustatory quality. The nfe-
rior nutritional value of China’s com products poses serious danger.
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In arcas to cold tor any other crops, barley and buckwheat are the staples; they
are frequendy grown in rotation, barley as a winter or spring crop, buckwheat in
sununer. Barlev, a Near Eastern crop, entered China in the early Neolithic and has
been important in the crop roster since the dawn of Chinese agriculture. Various
barleys of the class known as “Himalayan” or “six-rowed” were developed in Tibet
or near it (perhaps in North India or Central Asia) and are mmportant in many high
mountain arcas. Buckwheat seems to be a Central Asian native crop developed trom
a weed i bardey or a plant growing near it and used as a second staple. The species
Fagopviram esculention was tirst domesticated, then F. tataricum tor the higher alt-
tudes in the mountains of Tibet and nearby areas; it may have been a weed in fields
of gsculertum, later made into a crop to extend the cultivated area (Harlan 1975), al-
though it is possible that both were domesticated together.

Buckwheat is now a staple (but not the only staple) in all the cold and/or moun-
tainous parts of China. It is most important to non-Chinese peoples, although the
Chinese do not neglect it, caten as coarse cakes, thicker than American buckwheat
pancakes. Buckwheat noodles are locally common, although less important than in
Korea and Japan. Barley is more versatile, Roasted and ground to tlour, it makes the
famous tsamba that is the staple food of most of Tibet, mived with tea and vak butter
nto a paste. Pearled barley is apparently of recent introduction; in South China it is
called by a name formerly used for Job's tears (v 1) and has replaced that grain as a
medicinal broth. It is not used for any other purposc—nor are Job’s tears now eaten
at all, except occasionally by those knowledgeable in medicine.

Millet is a catchall term for any small-seeded grain, often even including sorghum.
In the literature on China, the word miller without qualification most often means
Seteruar talica, toxtall millet, an excellent grain widespread in the north and occasional
elsewhere. It is usually eaten as a delicious nutlike porridge, enjoyed as a snack even
where millet is a rare food (¢.g., n Tarwan, where mainlanders from the north are cs-
pecially good customers of millet-congee stands). Panic millet (Panicum miliaceum,
some recognize other Pandcum spp.), possibly also native to China, has both grain
and glutinous varietics, important sources of alcoholic drinks. Brewing is the main
reason for maintaining the otherwise lowly panic millets.

The alcoholic drinks of China, di, are usually lumped under the term rice wine,
but they are neither wine (i.e., undistilled, fermented fruit drinks) nor always made
from rice. Grape wine is made in China in very small quantitics, and recently some of
fair quality has been exported. But true Chinese alcoholic drinks are made from
grain, The undisalled drinks (i.c., ales or beers) are strong and not carbonated or
hop-flavored; thev taste something like sherry. The distilled liquors are technically
vodkas, that is, liquors distilled from fermented starch. (Many in the Western world
belicve that vodka is made from potatoes, but in fact it is usually made from grain
and is nothing more nor less than unaged whiskey.) The Chinese make chiu, distilled
and undistilled, from a great many things, including sweet potatoes, rice, and so on.
Occasionally they make fruit brandies. But the standard sources of chiu are kaoliang,
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glutinous millets, and more recently com. They are malted and then made into
mash, which can be distilled to yield a product identical to the white lighming of Ap-
palachian bootleggers, often strong enough to sterilize surgical instruments (Crook
and Crook 1966). Sometimes it is distilled cight to twelve times to achieve this po-
tency. The most tavored kind is known as Maotai, after the city by that name in
Kweichow in the mountainous south. Made from sorghum and wheat, it is cight
times fermented and seven times distilled (Zheng 1987) and over 100 proot.

Many things are steeped in chiu, occasionally just to flavor the liquor (sometimes
it is made with phums or other common fruits) but usually tor medicinal reasons.
Anything of medicinal value is apt to be used in this tincture-making; snake chiu,
ginseng chiu, murton chiu, and thousands of herbal preparations are common. Tine-
tures are held to have different values trom water infusions. The techinology of chiu
making spread trom China to neighboring arcas; Korean mitler vodkas and the
sweet-potato vodka (@wamoert) of Okinawa and other arcas sometimes outdo Chi-
nese products in potency, and Japanese sake (usually a rice ale) has becomie a gour-
met drink of great variety and subtlety.

In spite of all this chiu, the Chinese have perhaps the lowest alcoholism rate of any
alcohol-using culture. Drinking is done with meals, and slowly; young persons must
be very moderate; drunkenness at any age means loss of face. The dassic poets loved
to speak of themiselves as 571, translated as “drunk,” but the word usually means, at
most, rather apsy (T. C. Lai, pers. comm.). However, many poets did have real
drinking problems, and they are sometimes invoked today as sad examples to the
voung, China’s tolerant culture, allowing much but counseling balance, is important
in maintaining these attitudes (Maghbouleh 1979). As the old social nules break
down in America, Chinese Americans drink more. Most Chinese, and most other
East Asians and Native Americans, have an isozyme of alcohol dehvdrogenase that
makes them react swongly to alcohol; among other things, they Hlush bright red, so
that a common idiom for “tipsy” is “red-faced” (National Institute on Alcohol Abuse
and Alcoholism 1978). But this enzymie has nothing to do with low alcoholism rates;
several other cultural groups with the same enzyme have exceedingly high rates.

A few other millets and minor grains are grown in China. Millets of the genera
Ednnodiloa, Digitaria, and so on, important in various ncarby arcas, are apparently
locally found but insignificant as human food.

The Chinese today class white and sweet potatoes as grains for statistical purposcs.
{They are counted not by full weight, but by weight divided by four, called grain
equivalent, because grains have about four times as many calories per pound as sweet
potatoes and five times as many as white.) Potatoes are nowhere the sole staple in
China, but they are important locally. White potatoes— Ao Lan sing or bsiao shu
{(Dutch tuber or little tuber) or ma ling shu (horse hoof tuber)—were introduced
primarily by French Catholic missionaries i the cighteenth and nincteenth centuries
and are important in arcas where the missionaries were most active and where the cli-
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mate is best tor white potatoes—spedifically in the China—"Tibet borderland and
other moderate to hagh devations of Szechuan and neighboring provinees. They are
grown almost everywhere clse as well and are increasing in importance, but they are
not much more than one among many vegetables except in west China. They are
caten boiled, ofeen widh the skins, or strred into mixed dishes. Sweet potatoces are
known as kan shis (sweet tuber), chin sine (golden tuber); white ones are pai shu
(white ruber) or fin shu (barbarian tuber). The sweet potato proved a tremendous
boon to southern and castern Ching’s sandy coastlands, sinee it can grow in very ster-
e, poor-quality, sandy sotl. Sweet potato stems and leaves are good pig feed and can
even be caren by humans as a tamine tood. The sweet potato provides vitamin A,
rare in many Chinese diets, and mayv have saved many million pairs of eves in the
tour hundred or so vears since its introduction. Unfortunately, Chinese prefer whiter
varieties with lirtle of the vitamin. Sweet potatoes have never become popular in
China; they are regarded as the worst of all foods almost evervwhere they grow.
They are caten only i desperation; prosperous familics feed their sweet potatocs o
pigs. Thus a family’s incomie in sweet-potato areas could be judged by the percentage
of sweet potatoes in the diet. In spite of this, the sweer potato has been spreading
and mereasing, recently wwvading inland arcas where it never grew a generaton ago.
It 15 usuadly caren plan, boled or steamed, or sliced and dried; the dried shices are
steamed and mixed with grain if possible. A conscious effort to improve this dudl re-
gime was made in one commune atter the peasants made it clear to their canteen that
one of the major practical applications of Marxism-Leninism-Maoism was thar the
tood should be good, not wretched (Crook and Crook 1966). This very Chinese att-
tude produced immediate results.

Other root crops have been displaced by these New World inroductions, and o a
much lesser extent in the extreme south (especially Hainan Island) by manioc (Mani-
hot s, sall insignificant in the Chinese diet. The natdve root crops of China
were vans (Dioscorer spp.), called shie vii or shan vii. Beet-red ones exist as well as
white. A number of species oceur, used both for their starchy roots and their medic-
nal vadue, bue they have declined in importance to virtual insigniticance. They are still
common in South China’s warmer arcas as minor vegetable crops. Taro (Colosasia
muziquoron; vit), a massh plant of the tropics and submopics, has probably never
been more than one among the many vegetable crops of Ching, as it 1s today in all
warm, wet areas. South of Ching, vams and taro (with its relatives) are sall sraple
crops of many areas, but they may never have been staples in China. Minor roots in-
clude Chinese arrowroot (Sagittaria sagitfolia; fity and “Chinese artichokes™ (Stadlns
steboldr, the raber of a mint). Sago (palm pith) is used as a starch i the south. s
name there, as in English, is borrowed from the Malay sygu. In Chunese it 1s bt hu
(Cantonese sa koi).

China’s tamous pulse crop is the sovbean (Ghane may). The sovbean is protected
from pests by a number of chemicals that range from unpleasant to fairly poisonous
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and s thus more or fess inedible raw. Nor is it good food if roasted or otherwise
cooked m high, dry heat, for the proteins and other compounds bind into indigest-
ible complexes. The Chinese process the sceds in many ways. The simplest and least
often used is simply to boil the sceds a very long time undl sott or reduced to por-
ridge. The nexe simplest is to grind the dry bean with water in a small mill with a
center-hole feed; the resulting shurry of water and bean flour is boiled. This develops
a skin, as when milk is boiled. The soybean skin is removed and dried; it is casy to
store, high in protein, and used in vegetarian dishes and snacks. The remaining mix
is usually coagulated with gypsum or similar chemicals so that the protein (with
some starch and a lot of water) separates as a soft, solid curd—the famous bean
curd, tou fir (Shurdett and Aovagi 1983). The bean curd is drained or pressed ina
wood frame between cheesecloth (or similar) sheets. The unpressed fresh curd is
custardlike and often eaten sweetened. It can be further pressed and dried or even
heat-dried to produce various harder, drer products, generally known as kan tou fis
(dry bean curd). Bean curd is sliced, chunked, or crumbled and cooked with other
toods m soup or stir-fried and used over fce; it is rarcly caten any other way, al-
though kan tou is shiced and caten with a sauce as a snack. Bean curd is preserved by
frying and drying (even freeze-drving). Cuabes of tresh or dried bean curd are scutted,
often with minced fish paste. When sovbeans are spoken of in contrast to other
beans, the general term is usually a o (large bean). However, ;i'r;mgc of varictal
names, the best known based on color, are often used in this contrast. The com-
monest color for soybeans in China is probably yellow, thus they are sometimes
called buang tou (vellow bean), but black, white, and other colors also occur. (How-
ever, “green beans” and “red beans” are of other species.)

The sovbean’s chief use is in termented products. Supreme is soy sauee (for chimyg
or tou yit), made by fermenting a mixture of boied sovbeans, wheat our, salt brine
and a complex moculun involving Aspergills, Rhizopus, and other fungi. Local sov
sauces are distinctive, using their own strains of fungi. Soy sauce varies from & very
thin, highly salty form through rich medium grades to a solid black paste with less
water and salt. Lower-sodium soy sauces are now being made tor those who sutfer
trom high blood pressure when they cat too much salt-— a genetic misfortune very
common n East Asia. In tradigonal Chinese cooking, free salt was almost never
used; saltiness came from the soy sauce and other termented produces. A number of
other ferments are thick pastes that usually go under the name ror disang (thus the
more hquid soy sauce is normally referred to as 2om yu, bean oil). Many are highly
spiced.

One odd soybean irem 1s made even odder by its Chinese name; sha dv'a dviang,
licerafly “sand tea sauce.” The name is more comprehensible i we read sha da in
Hokkien Chinese: sa fe. It s, in fact, the sazé sauce of Indonesia and Malaysia, bor-
rowed by the Hokkien, who have been trading and exchanging recipes in those
lands for over a thousand years. It has been thoroughly Sinicized, however. In
Indonesia it is a mix ot peanut butter, chile, shrimp paste, and spices (including lesser
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gaangal). In China, it is usually a flour—soybean paste with chile, Chinese spices,
and fermenteed rice. The original fermented bean product was foi s, boiled soy-
beans salted and termiented to a black color with Rirzapus and other fungi. This
preparaton, made into pastes and sauces, abounds in the Cantonese food region,
giving a distinctive Havor to that cuisine. Sovbean curd is also fermented; the white
or vellow squares are packed in brine tor sale. They constitute a Chinese equivalent
of cheese and are apt to be overpowering, reminiscent of strong German hand
cheuse. They are graphically known as dron tou fis (stinking bean curd). Only the
very stoutest of heart cat them, and then only in small quantitics. Soybean prod-
ucts, wheat gluten, and scaweed and other fower plants are basic to the vegetarian
Buddhist temples. They supply critical protein, vitamin Bz (found in fermenting
veasts), and mace clements.

The sovbean is the primary bean of China and often counted as one of the Five
Staples of classical terminology, but its importance is often overrated at the expense
of the broad bean (Vicia faba), called dran tou (silkworm bean) because of the bean’s
vague resemblance to a sitkworm. It was introduced to China from the Near East (as
an old name, Jue tor or “Iranian bean,” indicates) relatively recently, perhaps under
the Mongols it not lacer (Lauter 1919). In subsequent years it has taken precedence
over the sovbean i many mountainous, remote, or rainy parts of China; the soy-
beasy prefers wann plains with rich soil. The broad bean is commonest in the west,
near its home, and thus is lietde known or quite unknown to most Chinese in the
arcas best known to the outside world. Accounts indicate that it is caten green as well
as boiled as a drv bean and made into bean curd; it is commonly available in dry-
toods shops, but litde used. The form usuially seen is the classic broad or fava bean;
the smaller horse bean also occurs, In Szechuan it is made into fermented paste, of-
ten with chile peppers (& tor diiamg, hot bean paste). Sometimes it is roasted as a
snack.

Other common legumes came from the Near East, achieved wide importance,
and were once known as b ton, peas, or wan tou. They are the tield pea (Poum
arvensis) and the common pea (P, sativim). These arc also plants of the interior,
more rarely seen in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the urbanized regions of China than
the broad bean (ler alone the sovbean), vet perhaps commoner than the broad bean.
These are botled, made nto pea curd, and evidently made into noodles as well.

‘The mung bean is apparently of Indian or Southeast Asian origin. Usually a
golden-green in color, it is known as lu o (green bean) in Chinese (Vigna mungo
var. radiata). When Linnacus named these closely related beans, he applied the In-
dian vernacular name, mang or mungo, 1 the wrong bean— the black gram. But the
o are now considered one specics, so his mistake is corrected. The mung bean is
boiled and made into curd; its starch is important in making the thin transparent
noodles known as beanstarch or peastarch noodles (fern-sw), but its great fame is in
the form of sprouts, tor which it is the bean of choice. The soybean is the other bean
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normally sprouted, its sprouts being considered coarser. The two are sometimes
rather misleadingly distinguished in English as “pea sprouts” and “bean sprouts.”
Mung beans are grown everywhere in China except in cold or very dry arcas.

The peanut (Araalis Inpogaea) is correctly regarded as a bean rather than a nut by
many Chinese. It is called fo bua shenyg, which means “dropping tlower gives birth,”
referring o the fact that the flower produces a pod that plants itsclf by growing into
the soil. ‘The phrase is contusingly shortened to bua sheng in ordinary speech. Pea-
nuts, native to South America, were introduced by the Portuguese and other carly
European visitors in the sixteenth century. In China they provided a new and superb
source of protein and oil that grew best i sandy, warm regions on lands previously
almost worthless but made valuable by the peanut and other New World crops
(such as the sweet potato). Peanut oil is now more important than any other vegeta-
ble oil in these parts of China, especially the central and south coasts (rapesced ol re-
mams China’s most important oil, but is primarily restricted now to the north and
mterior). The peanut is caten  every possible way-—the plain nut is boiled, roasted,
or (rarely) eaten raw; peanut presscakes are usually an animal teed but caten by hu-
mans in hungry times. Ground or broken peanuts abound in pastrics, candy, and
sweets, and when a new swect is borrowed from the West, a large dose of peanurs is
often a step in making the borrowing into a rue Chinese product. A mixture of
ground peanuts and sugar is commonly used as a filling for sweets and may be made
into sweet soup {as are mung and many other beans).

The red bean (tou) is usually the adzuki (Vigna angsdarss), but a small red kidney
bean (a variety of the New World species Phaseolous rlgaris) goes by the same name,
as do red forms of the south’s rice bean (Vigna calearata). Red beans, like mung
beans, are used for sweetened bean porridge or Pang s (sugar water), the
commonest dessert or sweet in many Chinese houscholds and a standard sweet snack
tor children at street stalls. It is an important regulator of bodily humors in the tradi-
tional medical systemy; red bean sweet soup is heating. Mung bean is cooling, and
mung bean sweet soup is one of the commonest mcthods of restoring equilibrum in
people who feel they are overheated.

Several species of beans are grown primarily or entirely for use as fresh “green”
beans. Best known and most widespread of these is the vard-long bean (V. sguicu-
lata var. sinensts). Round and thin, it resembles string beans except in its striking
length; it 1s rarely a yard long, but I measured one at 39 inches and another at 37V4.
It is normally cur in secrions and sdr-fiicd with other vegerables in mixed dishes.
Other green beans, much less frequently used, include the sword bean (Canavalia
enstformis; taw tou), and the dolichos bean (Dolichos lablab; pien ton or “sided bean,”
because the pod is tlat, not cylindrical). The dolichos bean is often mentioned in an-
dent Chinese literature but is now a minor tood, green or dried.

The yam bean (Padrvvizus erosus; sha ko) is grown for its root rather than for its
sceds or pods. This 1s the jicama of Mexico, probably a New World inwoduction of
Spanish vintage. The root resembles a large, flattened tumips it has a very slight,
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rather sweetish flavor and is quite cnsp. Shices are caten raw as snacks, otten with
pungent chuli sauce as i Mexico, all over Southeast Asia and South China; they are
appreaated for their refreshing crispness.

The Chinese have no word or category corresponding; to vegetable. (Of course,
vegetable really means simply “plant.” English has never had a word specifically for
edible vegetables. Perhaps no language does; after all, the boundary between the cdi-
ble and the nedible i a very vague one.) The closest word is i, which means
“greens” (1.e., featzand-stem vegetables) but is generalized ro include any dish. A
wide range of other categorics refer to edible, sott parts of plants. I have already men-
tioned words for toot crops and beans. There are also words for fraits used as vegeta-
bles (the Chinese have the same problems as English-speakers in thinking of squash
and romatocs as fruies). K includes all the fruits of the tamily Cucurbitaceae—
squashes, melons (sweet and nonsweet), and cucumbers as well as the superficially
squashlike eggplant. But eggplants are sometumes included in the category obich,
fruits of the Soknaceae family (tomatocs, cggplants, and relagves). The latter cassiti-
cation has more raditional as well as botanical sanction, but ai kua (“dwart gourd,”
because the bush s small) has displaced it in the marketplace in refernng to egg-
plants. There are no tenms between the level of kingdom and that of genus—no
famulics or matueal orders of edible things. Such simplicity is tvpical of tolk classifica-
GO SYSECS.

‘The category 1y takes a certain precedence because it incudes the vegetables that
make up the bulk of the Chinese diet apart rom starch staples. At the top of the list
stand cabbages, which, with grains and sovbeans, are the most characteristic Chinese
toods and the most wversally and abundandy used. Rich in vitamins, nunerals, and
fiber, low in calories, they make an enormous nutritional contribution for very litde
oxtra energy intake (their producton of calories per acre, however, is quite highy.
They are considerably more nutritious than Western cabbages, comparable to broc-
colt. The man forms are Brassica pekinensis (primarily grown in the north) and B.
dunensis (southy, both called po 1577 (which also refers to another southen winger
crop) and disanguished where found by local namies. Both mav be forms of Brassiea
rapa. In Hong Kong, danensis is the paak dv'o proper (and is thus the cabbage
known to Westenmers as bok choy), while pebmensis 1s qualificd by adjectives. West-
emers call chem Peking: cabbage and Chinese cabbage, as the scientitic names umply;
Peking is also called celery cabbage, Michihli cabbage (one vanetv), and, contusingly,
Chinese cabbage. In appearance and qualitics they are quite different. Their taste is
mulder than that of Western cabbages; Peking has almost no taste at all, but a pleas-
antly crisp rexture. (Its crisp, fibrous leaves are responsible for the quite descriptive
name “eelery cabbage.”) The ruling vegetable of old North Ching, it is now losing its
dominance as other produce becomes available. The third of the three grear &5 is
mwstard greens (Biassicn pavachinensis), ts'ai hsin or “greens heart,” because the heart
of the plant—-the stem, buds, and young leaves—is caten. The mustard greens of
the American South are a difterent specics.
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Other Brassicas are eaten in China, espeaially the many varieties of B. juncea (dnel
tvai) and B. alboglabra (cneb lan t5'ar). Chieh means mustard. Lan means orchid, re-
ferring somewhat hyperbolically to the rather pretty white flowers of albgglalna.
These are Chinese counterparts of kale and collards; albyglabra in particular i very
simifar to collards in taste and cooking qualitics, though it 15 tenderer and pleasanter.
Both are used primanly in soup. They are quite important especially in the hot sca-
son when litte else grows in the south (again similar to collards). Western cabbagg,
B. dlevacea, 1s well known and becoming increasingly popular as high-vielding strains
become available, bur it 1s not liked as well as the native cabbages. Cabbages are fa-
vored for pickling; the product is usually enisper than sauerkraut but not so crisp as
kimchi. Every major region has its distinctive pickles, usually including gardic, chiles,
and ginger.

Spinach (Sprnacia olevacea), inroduced about 700 A.b. from the Middie East, is
popular in China. Western-style spinach with blunt-ended leaves 1s less popular than
the Chinese variety, whose sharper-tipped leaves fan out hike arrowhead barbs; it is
more delicate, less ibrous, more lavorful, and picks up less sand. Spinach is pri-
marily used in clear soups with strips of micat, bean curd, or other protein sources.
Morce popular than spinach in the warm parts of China s the amaranth or red spin-
ach (Amaranthns gamgeticns, also known as A. manggestans or A. tricolor), which has
a reddish color and a more succulent taste and texeure. It 1s known as bsien a1,
Purslane (Portsdaca olevacea) 1s very different from amaranth. It 1s known as mma daly
Inien (15'ar) or pa st bsien a1 (horsetooth bsien or Persian bsien-—though pa I mav
not really mean Persian in this case). It 1s a common garden vegetable, often grown
primarily tor its supposed medicinal value rather than for food. A native South
Chinese relative of sweet potato, Ipomoca agquatica, 1s grown for its leaves and stems
(it has no tubers) where water is too deep tor nice but 1o shaflow for lotus or in anv
odd wet comier where water is hard to control. It is known as £ung-hsin ts'ai (empty-
hearted greens) trom its hollow stem, or as wesig siai. 1t is rather tasteless, but its
crisp texture makes it the favortte vegerable of many Tawanese. Like many aquatic
plants of South China, it frequently carries water-bome intestinal parasites, including,
schistosomiasis (Herklots 1972:148), but stir-frving is hot enough o kill the tlukes. In
general, Chinese cooking calls for brict but intense heat, which kills ordinary para-
sites; soups are simmered, bur tor a longer time, producing the same result. Expert-
cenee has taught an accommeodagon between the needs to save fuel and lavor and the
need to avoid waterbome pathogens.

Lettuce (Lactuca sativa) 1s known as sheng ts'ad (raw vegetable) because it can be
caten raw. Leaty varieties similar to the Oak Leaf lettuce of the West are those usu-
ally scen; head letrucee is unpopular because of its wateriness and bitrer taste, though
a recently mtroduced Western pattern is to use it as gamnish. Lettuee is usually caren
in soup—— green salads are unknown in wadinonal China and generally unsate in the
Onent. Lettuee’s book name is wo chu, but this name really applics only to the bizarre
celruce or asparagus lettuce, the native Chinese thick-stemmed lettuce. Its stalk, sliced
and str-tried or cooked m soup, s excellent.
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Other originally Western vegerables grown and used in China are parsley (cdim
vaz) and eelery (Ost drin or “westem parsley,” since it is a very recent introduction).
This can be contusing, since o7 originally referred to a native Chinese herb
Ocranthe stolonifera, and bst dr'in meant parsley. Neither is used much in Chinese
cooking, though m American Chinese {and many other) restaurants celery’s cheap-
ness means it s often used to strerch more expensive ingredienes in mixed dishes.
Tradimonal Chinese gowrmets do not like the result.

Watereress (Romppa nasturtinm-agquaticurn) may also be an introduction from the
West, judging by is Chinese name, /7 gy 158 (western ocean vegetable). It is
used very commonly in soup but is not caten raw. It is a great tonic, believed to be
one of the best remedics for overheating (in terms of humoral medicine). The soups
are often combined with such strength-producing items as certain fish and intemal
organs like duck gizzards. Liking shallow water, watercress competes directly with
rice i many areas but s a higher-priced crop.

Other common soup vegetables indude the matrimony vine or Chinese wolfthomn
Wyvensin dhmensts; kou ot ') and the garland chrysanthemum (Chrsanthesnim
cormuarin; g bao 19, n Japancese shungikig). Mallow (Malvd Spp-; ket t5ai) was
once the most important Chinese vegetable but fell from grace and has almost ceased
to be used. Malabar nightshade or spinach (Basella alba, o Fued or “falling mallow”)
has recently entered from South Asia. Dried buds of daylily (Hemervsallis spp.—
many cultivars are complex hybrids), with their superb, distinetive, musky flavor, are
known as dim chen 'z (golden needle vegetable); they spread from the Chinese
vegetable garden to the Ocaidental lower garden duce to the efforts of plant hunters
w the nineteenth cenoury. Lotus leaves are used to wrap tood, and occasionally caten
with it, under the name of Jo i (lotus greens). A vast range of minor green vegeta-
bics cxsts as well, and any mip through a large market will i up several more.

One leat crop, alfalfa, is normally called not a4, but mu Asii (not the same word
as in “mu hsti pork™). This Iranian-derived name has spread to dover. King (1011)
noted that clover was sold as tood in Shanghai and was a common food in parts of
North China; render young growing tps and the young sprouts of alfalfa and clover
are used, as i American health-food dicts.

"The commonest and most important nonleat vegetables are the root crops. Of the
nonstarchy ones, by tar the most important is the white radish (Raphans sativus; o
po), which comes in a range of Chinese varietics. The Oriental white radishes range
from large (6—8 inches long and 23 inches thick) to very large (2—3 feetlong), are
watery and arisp, and are mumiplike in taste and quality, though without the cabbage
undertone. (Thus they are often translated “tumip.” Most mentions of amips in
Westem literature on China actually refer to white radishes.) White radishes are
sliced or diced and pickled as cabbages are, usually dried first; often garlic and some-
times tenmented sovbean products or chili pepper powder are added. The Koreans
pertected this spiced pickling. Green radishes are called d7img o po. (If they must be
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distinguished from the white ones, the whites are called po Lo po, but normally luo po
by itself is understood to mean the white ones.) The green are not thought as tasty as
the white varieties and are rarcly used except as medicime—they cool down the ‘
body—and occasionally in soup. Western radishes—the small red ones— have been
introduced into Westernized parts of China, where they are known by such neo-
nyms as /io po tzu (little radishes). Some black-skinned radishes exist in China and are
naturally enough known as bei 10 po (black radishes). Other colors oceur here and
there, with predictably descriptive names.

The carrot is called hng luo po (red radish). It was inroduced to China via Cen-
tral Asia at around the time of the Yiian Dynasty (Lauter 1919); first it was calked
fnt lno po (Iranian radish). Carrots, far more than green radishes, are used to cool the
body, to improve the eyes (this virtue of the carror was evidently determined in
China long before carotene was known to science), to help the throat, and for other
medicinal purposes. Carrots can be stored o provide a source of carotenc even in
winter, a vitamin-poor scason in North China and often in the south as well. Carrots
are normally used in soup, but they have been steadily increasing in str-fried dishes,
and they are commonly cut into omamental gamishes.

A number of other roots are caten occasionally, as well as mabers, bulbs, cormes,
and so on. Best known of such minor “root” crops is the corm ot a bulrush, the
water chestwt (Eleocharis dudcis or Scirpus truberesss), ma £ (horse hoot) in colloquial
speech, more classically pr o, This must be carctully distinguished from the water
calerop (Trapa bicornis; ling dhiieh or “water-caltrop homns™), actually a fruit. The lat-
ter is frequendy called “water chesmut” in English and is indeed dosely related to
European water chesmuts (T nazans). The “horse-hoot™ water chestut is related o
the bulrushes, sedges, and tules, whose corms have often supplicd toods in other
lands— they were used, for example, by the Indians of California, It is this kind that
is 5o common in foods, with a delicate, sweetish taste and marvelously crisp texture.
The water caltrop, a rather tasteless fruit, is roasted or boiled as a snack. It otten har-
bors the snails that carry schistosomies and if undercooked can transmit these para-

sites to humans.

"The shoots of many plants are caten; seedlings with small leaves are called va;
leatless thick shoots such as bamboo shoots are s, Commionest among, the vat are
bean sprouts; among the sin bamboo shoots. Bamboo shoots come from s;i‘ci‘:s of
Phyllostachys (smaller) and Sinocalamus (farger). Other bamboos are locally pressed
into service. The general term is chu s, ce meaning, bamboo. Bamboo shoots are
traditionally best in winter and considered a great delicacy. Asparagus, a very recent
ntroduction to China, is known as i sun (rush shoots) or driao sun. This name once
applied to wild rice (Zizania aquatica), raised in China not for its seeds (constdered a
lowly famine tood) but for its shoots. These are allowed to become infected with a
Gibberella fungus that makes the stem grow thick, soft, and asparagus-like, and caten
as a dehicacy.

Consideration of roots and shoots naturally keads to Alfium, the onion genus,
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whose bulbs and leaves are important everywhere, but nowhere more important
than in China. In North China especially, enormous quantitics of them are eaten,
and they are a vital resouree; onions and gardic sometimies provide almost the only
source of vitamins in winter. The dominant allium in China is not garlic, however,
bat 55wy (Allian fistidasin, the Welsh or bunching onion. It has nothing to do
with \N’.ﬂcs; “Welsh” is from the German welsch or “foreign,” applied after it was in-
moduced from the Orient). This is the “scallion” of Chinese cookbooks. (Scallion ac-
rually means any voung onion.) Very mild in flavor and bite, it is used widcl‘\.' asa
garnish or minor ingredient, but often——especially in the north—it is the main veg-
crable of a vegetable—meat dish, especially with mutton or an organ meat. Dump-
lings filled with a mixture of sy and chopped meat abound in \r'a.rio.usA forms i].nd
are among the best and most widely loved of Chinese snacks; again, this is especially
true in the north, where alliums are successful and other vegetables (except the
Peking cabbage) rare. Western onions (4. cepa) are evidently a recent addition, sim-‘c
their name is vasg 507 (foreign onions). They are used dry, cut up and stir-fried in
mixed dishes, and have become ever more popular.

Garlic (A. sarirum) is also an introduction, but of much longer standing—
probably several millennia. It has been part of Chinese culture throughout historic
time and has its own name, suan (2 head of garlic is called suan £on). I is used most
commonly in stir-fiied dishes and dumpling fillings. Elephant garlic, actually a vari-
ety of leck, is grown occasionally under the name ta suan (big garlic). Shallots (4.
fc;'m var, agreaattn—not A. ascalonicin as in older lirerarure) oceur fairly com-
monly in parts of South China but are little integrated into Chinese cooking and
seem to be grown primartly for Westerners, in interesting contrast to the extreme
importance of these bawang scrad (red onions) n Malaysia. In China thcrcA SCCMms to
bx no Jgrcuh)n name for them. Lecks (A, ampeloprasum = A. porrus; i 5Sung)
are rare. Much more common are the native Chinese chives (not the Western chive,
bur A. risherosin), tlar-leaved and garlic-flavored, henee called “garlic chives™ in the
West. Regarded as more or less a leaty form of leek, they are called dha 25’1 anﬁ.l are
very widely used, chopped up and used like 2z when a more delicate tlavor 1s
wanted. Last and perhaps most interesang, is the ohine (A. doinense; dnao tou). Ex-
tremely popular primarily as a pickle similar to pickled onions, this plant is so oruly
Chincse that it has no Western name. It is often known in the West by its Japanesc
name, rakkvo (kv is the Japanese pronunciaton of dnas) or as “Chinese leek.” It s al-
most always caten as a pickled snack, but occasionally the pickled bulbs are used in
couking, especially in strong-tlavored dishes such as sweer-and-sour pork. Usually
it is caten by children and pregnant women (Chinese tradidon, like Westem, attri-
butes tondness tor pickles to pregnant womien). The grearest Cantonese artist, Su
Jen-Shan (mineteenth century), was also famous tor his addiction to the pickled
bulbs.

Solanaceous fruits are in part a natural group in Chinese. Bggplant (Solanum
melomarna) has the most respectable ;mtiquity, introduced from India at some ob-
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scure time in the past. Its firsr Chinese name was drich, an unanalyzable old name. It
is lietle used. Tomatoes (Lycopersicon escrdention) were introduced from the West in
the 15008 and promptly named fian dhieh (barbarian cggplant), their similarity to cgg-
plants noted from the start. At first tomatocs were grown only for Westemers near
the coastal enclaves where they stayed, but its taste and case of growth achieved pop-
ularity for the tomato eventually, and it continues to spread and become more
widely accepted in cooking. At present, however, it is still primarily a part of urban-
ized Cantonese cuisine—the arca that has been longest and most intimately in con-
ract with foreigners. K zsap means “tomato sauce”™ in Cantonese; this is sometimes
thought to be the ongin of the English word ketebnp or catsup, but such is not the
case. “Catsup” is cognate with French escawdie and Spanish escabeche, meaning food
in sauce, and was used long before the Cantonese had tomato sauce (David 1986).
(The Indonesian word ketjap or “sov sauce” is equally unlikely as a source of the
English term.)
Among the Solanaceac is the New World’s aift to mankind, the chili pepper (Cap-
sicurn fiutescens and C. anmem). Brought to the Orient by the Portuguese in the
15008, these plants did not remiain a minor and local part of the diet, as did tomatoes
and cggplants, but swept through the Far East with epochal effect. Perhaps no culi-
nary advance since the invention of distilling has had more cffect than the propaga-
tion of chili peppers in the Old World. The main one ts C. ansm. Not only did it
mcalculably benetit the cuisine of all those peoples civilized enough to aceept it it
also is high in vitamins A and C, iron, caldum, and other minerals; is eminently stor-
able and usable in pickles; can be grown anywhere under any conditions as long as
the growing season is long and warm; and thus is now the world’s most ubiquitous
high-vitamin supplement to grains and other staples, providing what they lack in
both taste and nutritional qualitics. In China, the existence of the Chinese cabbages
(nutritionally equivalent) and the concurrent spread of the sweet potato (high in vi-
tanun A) made the chili less dramatically important than it is elsewhere, but it caught
on fast, especially in remote and mountainous regions where other high-vitamin
toods could not grow well. Thus its center of abundance today is in the warmer
mountain regions of China—the southwestern part of the country— where among
both Chinese and minority groups it is vital to life. It appears to have spread from
Macau, and perhaps other Portuguese touchpoints, through the mountains of the
south, untl it tound a true home in Hunan and probably Kweichow. From here it
spread rapidly to Szechuan and thence to Yinnan. The near depopulation of
Szechuan in the wars at the fall of Ming led to an inflow of Hunanese nugrants, who
brought their cutsine with them, and a similar flow later went from Szechuan to
Yiinnan, especially after the great Muslim rebellion that decimated the main cities in
that province. Travelers in Yinnan afterward note thar the cooks were almost all
Szechuanese. Only in these western provinees did chilis achieve the importance they
have enjoyed in Korea, Southeast Asia, and India. The chilis used are mosty of the
hot annual varictes. ‘The very hot perennial chulis (C. flrdescens, the bird or tabasco
chilis) are grown rarely. Sweet peppers—recent varietics of annual chilis, bred for
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mildness and size——are very rare exeept in the immediate environs of Hong Kong

and other highly Westernized places. Nowhere have they penctrated into ordinary

cuisine. Chulis are called fa dlriao (hot pepper)—they are classified with the peppers,
as in English, not with their true refanves, tomatoes and eggplants. Probably this is
due to scraight transtagon from Western fanguages.

The largest class of fruits used as vegetables, including many caten purely as
sweets, is that of kua (cucurbits or pepos). These are large fruits with a rind sur-
rounding a ceneral cavity full of that seeds attached by pith—melons, squash, pump-
kin, cucumbers, and so on. Planes with such fruits comprise the tamily Cucurbita-
ceac. The Chinese have many and love them deeply. They also include as kua a few
plants with simifar fruits that are not of the familv Cucurbitaceac.

The most widely grown s a native Chinese species, Benwcasa bispida, the wax or
harr gourd. It is caten in two very ditterent torms, derived from ditferent varieries of
the plant: the rog kia (winter melon) and the mae kua (hair gourd) or ot kua
{jonted gourd). The former is grown to ripeness, at which tme it superticially re-
sembles a large watermielon, except tor the waxy coating that covers and whitens it.
Its watery, slightly spicy tlesh is used in soup; often it is stcamed in a metal pot with
the soup nside the melon, which is often carved. This is the famous tung kua dming
(winter miclon pond). The hair gourd is caten when small and unripe, similar to a
pale, rather fuzzy zucchini squash. The differences correspond closely to those be-
rween pumpkin and summer squash (vaneties of Cuaurbita pepo)— particularly when
one remiembers that in South America the pumpkin is chiefly used as a partially edi-
ble stewpot very much like a tung kua chung,

In addiion to the hair gourd there 1s a vast range of minor gourds. Important are
the bitter melon (Mosordica charantia), fi kua or “bitter gourd”™; cucambger (Cuicit-
nais sativss), by kua or “yellow gourd” (many Chinese varieties are vellow or
browmsh and are considered more Chinese than the green ones); and watenmelon,
fast keaser or “western gourd™ (it spread trom Afvica via Central Asia), some varieties of
which are grown only for their large sceds, which almost completely replace the
meat. Mclon seeds are a grear Chinese delicacy, the commonest snack. True melons
of many varicties are known mostly by namie of origin; notable is the famous (C.
meloy Ha-mi kua or “Hami melon” from Hamu in Sinkiang, It is often said to be the
best melon in the world (it is certainly the best [ have caten). The New World cucur-
bits have taken some hold n China but are not well hked. Chavote (Sechirem edide),
in spite of its Chinese name, fo shou ks (Buddha’s hand melon—its shape is remi-
niscent of Buddha's Hand atron), is considered uninteresting. Winter squash (Cw-
cuvbiva spp.—usually C. maeschata in the markets) is considered coarse and plebian, a
poverty tood. Its Western origin and carly introduction are betraved by its name, fin
ke, “barbarian gourd.” (This name applics most usually to meschata. C. Maxima is
sometimes called nan kua, “southem gourd”). Unfortunately, the Chinese have not
assimulated good ways of cooking these fruits.

Kua also includes the quinee (Cydonia oblonga and Chaenoneles spp.). The papava
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(Carica papaya; mu kua or “tree melons™) was originally termed fim mi kua (barbar-
ian tree mielon) when first inroduced from the Americas. At present there is no way
of telling which fruit is referred to, except by context. Lovality of origin is hefptul,
since the papaya only grows in more or less tropical arcas too warm for the quiice.
(Chaenomneles quinees are native to China; Cydonia is rare but of long establishiment
there.) There is a vast confusion in Chinese on this distinction.

Last come the lower plants. Many scaweeds are caten, among them tz s
(purple vegetable), a tlat scawceed used in soup; fir 9% (hair vegetable), a hairdike
black alga from Mongolian desert springs, used especially in Buddhist vegetarian
cooking; yany tsiai (ocean vegetable), the agar-agar scaweed; and others. Mush-
rooms are collectively known as kx; the common one seen is Lentinns eddodes, called
tungy ku (winter mushroom)—the shiitake of Japan. Increasingly common is the
padi-straw mushroom, Vavarella volyacen, called 150 bu (grass mushroom). The
fung by is usually used dried, the padi-straw fresh. The Western mushroom has be-
come a common cash crop in Taiwan, wherc it is canned and exported; it s known
as # k. Many other mushrooms are caten, among them one known as hisiang ku
(tragrant mushroom). Bracket fungi of trees are given the generic term erd (cars) and
are used dried; they are popular and common in mixed dishes, where they bring out
flavors subtly without adding much of their own, like oruffles. Like mushﬁxnns, they
are too expensive for any but festal fare, in which they are almost obligatory. The -
common ones are w4 erh (wood cars; Auricularin spp.) and viin erhr (cloud ears; Tre-
#ella spp.). Various species of both exist. Hvieh erb (snow ears) are common in me-
dicinal brews because of their alleged soothing and harmonizing characteristics as
well as their nutritional value, but they are not used as tood. Several other pes oc-
cur. One bracket fungus not called an ear is Ganoderma lucidum, the ling chil (“mag-
ical power fungus™ or, more loosely, “fungus of immortaliy™). Traditionally the
tood of Immortals and a divine plane giving longevity and wisdom, this plant 1s now
used widely in Chinese medicine. It has many alleged values as a tonic, which have
not been fully explored.

"The Chinese call all fruits kno, including those that are valued only for their kemels
(i.c., nuts). The term kuo covers both the fruit as a whole and the flcshv part of it.
Seeds are zu, particulardy if small; s also means “son,” but the extension to “seed”
must have been very early— perhaps it always meant both. The kemel of the seed or
nut is the jen, which also means “honesty”; here the extension may be that truth is
the “kemel” of a person’s words or intent. )

Since some fruits are valued for flesh and kernel both, it is best to discuss this class
in correct Chinese style, as one. In general, the Chinese like fruit but car rather lictle,
Fruit is preferred sour, thus usually caten green or salted and pickled, unless it is nat-
urally a very sour fruit. The habit of cating green fruit—noted with (usually unpleas-
ant) surprise by a great many travelers in China—no doubt arose from the need o
harvest the tiuit before birds, rats, or thieves did. “Never adjust your hat in a peach
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orchard, or your shoes in a melon field” is an old Chinese proverb counseling the
hearer to do nothing that might arouse suspicion. Fruit’s low nutrient value and vul-
nerability to thett has kept it a very minor part of the Chinese scene. Fruit culture is
expanding now, very rapidly in Hong Kong and Taiwan, where money 1s available
for such well-liked lusuries, but fruit is still a minor eem of the dict.

Most widely distributed of all Chinese fruits is probably the med (Prumus mume,
Japanese wme or sausie). Usually translated “pluny” in books about China, it is not a
plum; the plum (Pranus salicina) is called I and is less widely caten and much less
widely panted and written about. The mei is actually closer to the apricot (P
armcnuiea, bsing); indeed, 1t s a sort of Chinese counterpart thereot and is otten
called “Onental tlowering apricot.” The fruit resembiles a smail sour apricot and is
usually caten pickled as a snack. The tlowers, which bloom in January or February,
are spectacalarly beautiful, and their anarchistic tendency to glory in even the worst
weather has made them a symbol of Taoism and of the independent recluse as well
as making the mree raditional in gardens. The mei has an honored place in Chinese
consciousness. There is an endre genre of mel paintings, literally millions of poems
about mei trees n flower, reams of descriptions and atlusions to the met. It is a sym-
bol of the Chinese world from its most exalted to its very lowest, from philosophic
Taoism to venercal disease. (Mei trees omamented entertainers’ quarters and thus
came to refer 1o the diseases one brings back theretrom. Or—-another theory—the
lestons look like met lowers. Met trees and flowers, like peaches, were probably a
symbol of sex and sexual potency in ancient times.) Usually caten salted and otten
dried, the met s also madc into a sauce. A number of terms cover the various salted
torms, which may be flavored with licorice or other things.

The peach (Pruns persica, fav) originated in China. The overgrazed, deforested
hills of North China are often covered with wild peach scrub; the wee appears to
thrive on the conditions of crosion and misuse that make other tree growth impossi-
ble there. Peaches are caten commonly (rather green) in northern and mountainous
western lowland China, but in the south, where thev do not grow {except tlowering
varieties and a few scarrered fruiting trees), they are usually scen only as rare snacks in
dried or pickled form. Even this minor use is a great increase over the recent past,
when peach fruir was known primarily through pictures. ‘The flowering varierics,
however, are grown everywhere in China, especially for New Year decoration. In
Hong Kong a vast lowenng peach industry has grown up to supply this market,
and forrunes mm on the weather two or three weeks betore New Year. Chinese
New Year, varying from January to late February, can come so early that the flowers
are found only in the warmest areas (and can all be destroyed by a late freeze) or so
fate that the trees have already flowered out in warmer parts of the colony. At least
this problem is somewhar self-adjusting in that the warm areas are well off in the cold
vears, the cold arcas in the warm vears. The prudent orchardier trics to plant his or-
chard on aslope, so that some trees are in warm pockets and some in cold. The value
of the peach i China is more symbolic than nugitonal. An andient symbot of fertil-
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ity, perhaps because of its resemblance to the external female genitalia (not exactly
striking; perhaps the pink color of lowers and tiuit was more important), the peach
took on magical attributes. (On met and peach in symbol, sce Sowerby 1940.) The
peach brings luck, abundance, and protection. Peach wood is made into amulets to
drive off demons; a good display of peach flowers at New Year gives good fortune
through the year; the Spirit of the Locality or Earth God carrics—or has boys
around him who carry—the Peaches of Immortality, which make the cater an Iny-
mortal. The most famous use of peaches n hterature is, of course, in Tha0 Yuan-
ming's many-lavered and complex essay, “The Peach-Flower Stream.” One layer of
Tao’s symbolism 1s sexual, and the sexual symbolism of the peach s still important in
China (Groot 1892-1910; Schafer 1963).

A subtropical trit shaped like a long, thin peach and bearing a single seed is
known as “fairy peach” or “heavenlv peach.” The flesh is vellow-orange and tastes
vaguely like a not-too-fresh sweet potato, and despite the hyperbolic name the fruit is
not well regarded. It is clearly not related to the peach; it appears to be an American
introducton of the genus Pouteria.

Other rosaccous truits include Asian narives and many Chinese equivalentes of
more widely known fruts. The tue apricot (Prmnus armeniaca) is known as s,
the apple (Pyrus malus) is ping kuo, both are introductions from West or Ceneral
Asta. Many nagve crab apples are grown for fruit, and some for their feaves, which
make an excellent tea; the best known is P, baccara, the “tea crab.” The cherry apple
(. spectabalis or P. prunsfolia), hai tang, is also common, especially candied, and tooks
and tastes like a sweet crab apple. The Chinese pears are also independent of Western
pears; they are of several species (Pyrus sinensis, P. kawakamii, and so on). Those with
silica granules in the flesh are sha /i (sand pears); casp, white-tleshed ones arce Asieh I
{snow pears). All are crisp and round, like apples, rather than soft and pear-shaped
like the Westermn world’s P. comsnuns. The Chinese cherry is also a diferent specics
from the Western (Prisus pseudocerasis as opposed to P, aviwm = P. cerasus). Some
ot the many species of flowering cherries also produce edible fruit. There are also
the native hawthorns (Crataggus spp.), grown tor candied fruit; the fruit is also gath-
ered wild. Last and most distinctive of Chinese rosaccous fruits is the loquat,
Erobotrya japenica, known by a strange name that may be a loanword from some
other language—pi pla. The lure is also called p¥ pla, from its shape, resembling
loquat leaves. The loquar’s fiuit is orange, superbly tlavortul, sweet vet sharp; good
varienies are among the finest of all fruit and deserve to be better known and more
widely grown (they are easy to grow in warm or subtropical climates). Their nearest
European equivalent is the medlar, Mespdus germanica, which must be caten rotten
and s said o be at best an acquired taste (and at worst reminiscent of raw scwage).
The loquat is known in French and some other European languages as the Japancse
medlar.

Along with the rosaceous fruits, the main fruit of China’s “core” arca is the jujube
or Chinese date (Zizyphus jujuba and Z. sinensss). A thomy bush or small tree of the
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dry parts of North China, this buckthom takes over railroad embankments, city
vards, factory dumps, locss citt breaks—anvwhere too poor and dry for anything
clse 1o grow. A tavonte vard tree, it bears fruits that look and taste so much like dates
thar the Western term “Chinese date” is matched by the Chinese term “foreign ju-
jube” tor the true date (Phoenic daanlifra), known in China as an import since the
carly Middle Ages. Jujubes are brown or black. Believed to be powerfully strength-
cuing and health-giving, (they bear large amounts of vitamin C and iron), these
fruies are fed o intants and used as nutritional aids. Red ones are believed particularly
good tor the blood (because of their color), black ones for the body in general. A de-
lighttul paste of walnues and jujubes is often caten for health——the brain-shaped wal-
nut kernels serengghen the brain, (This claim is deleted trom packages for sale in the
Unires States, due to muth-in-advertising laws.)

An odd “trat” known sinee ancient davs is Hovenia didess, the raisintree. What 1s
caten is not the small fruit, but the stalk that holds the fruit duster; swollen and
sweet, 1t tastes hke a partculardy tine raisin.

A great range of minor truts fills out the list. Several of these are, or once were, ex-
one, From Ching’s central and southern mountains come plants such as the “shecp
peach” (ang tao, the kewi trait Adidinia sinensis) and the “torcign tlowering apricor”
Qv anet), a term used for both strawberries (Fragaria spp.) and ericaceous fruits
from the waxmyrde (Myrry and arbutus. Strawberries are more often called o
st (herb mety. Other berries are rare in China. Further south, in the tropics, the
Chinese encountered the coconut, litchis, longans, and bananas. There was also the
Canrinin album tree with its olivelike fruit (called Chinese olives when salt-
preserved) and superb, amondlike seed kemel. Southeast Asian or tropical Chinese
fruits like the startruit or carambola (Aweridoa carambola) and the sour, poor-quality
fruies of Dracontomelon sinensis were considered less attractive.

Far more important were the ctrus fruits. The sweet orange (Citrus sinensts), man-
darin orange and tangerine (C. retiadata), pomelo (C. grandis), wampee (Clausena
wanipi}, and kamquat (Fortunella spp.) are the major natives; lemon and lime were
introduced carly from the West, the lemon becoming well known under the loan
name Jzyg e (from Persian bann, directly or via Arabic or some other language).
Hybnds of rangerine and orange were known and loved carly and given the name of
“sweeties” (kan—the character combines the graph “tree” and the word for
“sweet”). The hybrid of pomelo and orange, however, did not occur; only in the
cighteenth-cennury West Indies did these finally mix, producing the grapefruit. Of all
the citrus, the most culturally important was the mandarin orange (the term gener-
ally covers both the tangerine species and the tang-or hybrids).

The atrus fruits retained a magical and religious aura, probably attached to them
by non-Chinese peoples in what is now South China. Pomeloes, oranges, and man-
darins continue to be the commonest fruits ar sacrifices. The bizarre “Buddha’s
hand™ (a contorted form of the ciron C. medicn, borrowing from the Westem
world) 18 often seen in remples. Water in which pomelo skins or leaves have been
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suaked is commonly used to drive away ghosts and evil spinits. Small mandarin-
orange trees are found in houses at Chinese New Year. The popular name of C.
reticulata— properdy chii—is dneh, “lucky one.”

The European grape (Vitis vingfera) was introduced to China by Chang Chicen, an
envoy sent by the Han emperor Wu Ti to the Western world in the second cenrury
B.C. Grape wine followed eventually, introduced via the Turkic-speaking peoples of
Sinliang. Popular in the Tang Dynasty, it lost out again later to Chinese grain .
Pomegranates (Punica granatum; shiby lin) came soon after, and cventually all die
West and South Asian common fruits became known in China. Watermelons came
from Africa and became as popular for their seed kemels as for their truit; they are
the favorite fruit of most of North China. Last of all, the New World fruits have be-
come enormously popular in port cities, especially the opical ones such as papava
and lemon guava (Psidium gujava, called fan shi lin or “foreign pomegranate,” and
sometimes nicknamed “women’s dog meat”™ because women eat it to get warm in
winter, as men eat dog meat, which is otten disliked by women). The avocado has
recently appeared and is called “butter fruit.” Cherimoyas and soursops, pincapples
and sapotes now appear on fruit stalls and in southern orchards.

Nuts play a minor part in Chinese food. In addition to walnuts (the best are Der-
stan, Juglans regia, known since the Middle Ages in Chifia), chesmuts (the native
Castanea mollisima), hazelnurs (C Joryvius), acoms, and so on, fruit kemels are widely
used. Most important are the kemcls of apricots (Prunus armeniaca). Special varieties
with uninteresting fruit are grown solcly for their large, sweet, nonroxic seeds, which
arc used as almonds are used in the West. A mixaure of apricot-kernel powder and
congec or milk is used to relieve the distress of colds and sore throats (I can testfy to
its eftectiveness). True almonds are barely known and not normally used. The afore-
mentoned kemels of the Canarium tree are popular in South Chinese cooking. Pine
nuts—usually the seeds of Pinus koraiensis, but other pines will do—are very popu-
lar and believed to convey long life, espevially if they are one’s staple tood. (Pines live,
evergreen, for centurics.) Other evergreens supply more exotic nuts: ginkgo nuts
(Ginkgo biloba, usually called “white nuts™ but sometimes “silver nuts,” of which the
word ginkgo is a Japanese-English corruption) and nutmeg-yew kemels (Torreva

grandss). Both of these are roasted. They are bitter and astringent and thus often
caten to relieve swollen and sore membranes in the throat.

Chinese tood uses less herbal and spice tlavoring than do the cuisines of most of
Asia, but the spice list is not small. Most of the classic herbs and spices of the Near
East and India have reached China: basil, fenugreek, and so on. They need ne special
mention here. China’s native spices deserve a few words. Perhaps the most character-
istic, the most familiar from many dishes, is star anise (Iicim spp.) Its large star-
shaped fruits have a powertul anise or licorice flavor, though it is not related to cither
of those two plants. Several specics of brown pepper (Zanthaovium) are used in dif-
terent parts of China, especially in the west and southwest. Once again, the plant
bears no resemblance to its English-language namesake. It is, in fact, a torm of
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prickly-ash or tagara, growing on a small thomy bush or sprawling vinelike little tree.
The tlavor of the small brown fruits is intense and distinetive, with vague citrus ech-
ocs. In large quantities, the fruits can produce a numbing eftect on the mouth and
tongue, apparenty harmiless.

China is also the nagve home of cassia (Cirmanomum cassia, Mandann kuer). Both
the bark of voung twigs and the dried tlowers are used, but the former is the usual
spive. Usually krsed is translated “cinnamon,” but cinnamon is a different though
dosely related product (C. zeWlanicn, from South Asia). The two tend to be used
interchangeably in modem Chinese cooking,

Clove, numieg, and other Southcast Asian spices lave long been used. Various
herbs— smartweed, eresses, mints, and the peppery water-lily Brasenia spp., for
example~-are wsed locally and rather sparingly. Few have any wide usage, and none
competes with soybean ferments and garlic in importance as flavoring,

Cottee, chocolate, and opium reached China, of course. Cofiee is dna fei, from
Cantonese fafer, which— like alimost all other words in the world tor the berry of
Cyffia spp.- ~is derived from the old Ethiopian word immortalized in Kahve (or
Kaftey Provinee, southem Ethiopia, whence €. arabica comes. Opium cane carly
but was not much used unl the British aggressively merchandised it in the nine-
teenth century. The other indulgent of worldwide name, cola (from West Africa’s
Cola nitida and C. acuniinat), has now reached China too. Much carlier was berel:
the quid of Piper betle Jeat caten with fime and the nut of the areca palm (Areca cate-
chuy. This “berel” nut, whose stmulant alkaotds are released by the lime and the
chemicals in the betel leaf, was already known as a southern product in the carly
tourth century A.D. Then as now, it was called by its Malay name, pinang (binlang in
modern Mandarin, bu presumably borrowed via one of the south-coast Chinese
languages; it is sall pimang in some dialects of Southern Min).

It is probably significant that the most widespread words in the \\r'()rld‘—-—bor‘
rowed into virmually every language——are the names of the four great caften plants:
cotlee, cacao, « )l;l,.dlld tL‘a. (Cacao’s drug is really theobromine, and tea has theo-
phyviline as well as catfeine, but these atkaloids all form one gkxsgly rclfxtcd chcmicul‘
group, the methvixanthines.) Tea is the great Chinese contribution. l*mm Mandarnn
dha comes the PersiayIranian chai, borrowed direetly into Mongol, Russian, and
Fast European languages, as well as Japanese ocha and many other vanants. 'Fl"()l“
southern Min (Hokkien) e come all the West Buropean words. Tea was originally
pronounced closer to the Min form; “tay” gave way to “tee” in the cighteenth cen-
v, exeept in conservative dialects like those of Ireland. -

Tea however, was not known to ancient China, 'The word then meant any nfu-
sion of leaves. (The cvolution of the word in English has been the exact reverse
—trom a term for a speitic plant to a carchall.y Some other sources of carly Chinese
brews are remembered in our words “tea rose™ and “tea crab apple”; chrvsanthemum

flowers and herbal medicines are commonly used in China as tea stock, and anything
cooling (from cold sweet bean porridge to beer) is called “cooling wa” (llang cha) o
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this day. It was not until the T’ang Dynasty that the name came to refer preemi-
nenty to the intusion of Camellia sinensts. This bush—an exquisitely beautiful one,
similar to other white-flowered camellias—comes from the China— India—Bunma
border country; no one is exactly sure where, since unequivocally wild tea has never
been found. In this area the hill people chew pickled tea leaves (a sort of tea sauer-
kraut), called miang in Burmese and thought to be a very ancient preparation. Tea
may have been established as an aboriginal brew in what is now South China. The
dlassic story of its introduction to Chinese civilization is that the monk Bodhid-
harma, who introduced Zen to China, meditated before a wall and fell asleep; in fury
he cur ofthis eyelids, which fell to the ground and grew into tea bushes. Shom of the
humorous fiction, this story tells us that tea came from India in about the fifth cen-
tury A.D., accompanying Buddhists, who used it to keep awake during meditation; if
this is not the whole story, it is at least believable. But tea’s real popularity is duc to a
single book, The Classic of Tea by Lu Yii (1974). This work of the late T ang (cighth
century) launched the hyperaesthetic and rinualized devotion of tea thar Lasts to this
day in Fast Asia, climaxing in the Japanese tea cerem ny, so well (and tronically) de-
scribed in Yasunari Kawabata's novel, Thousand Cranes. La Ya was a purist, deserib-
ing such things as spiced tea as no more than “the swill of gureers and ditches.” (1
wonder what he would have said of flavored teas and cotees.) Others were Aready
drinking tea with flowers as well as spices; jasmine eea is the most popular dnnk in
North China today. (The truc jasmine, a Near Eastern or Indian plant, had been re-
corded as an exotic from the south by Chi Han in the fourth century.) Unlike the vast
majority of T ang exotics, tea survived the fall of T?ang and the more nativistc pert-
ods thar followed, no doubt because it had both stimwlant value and fine taste.

Teais currendy prepared in three ways: green, lightly fermented (oolong and the
like), and black. Green tea is dried by a rather complex process, withour fermenta-
ton. Black tea is fermented for a considerable time under controlled conditions. The
Chinese call it “red wa” (g dr'a), attending to the reddish color of the brew racher
than the blackish color of the dry leaves. Green tea is green in all languages; the Chi-
nesc 1s dring dra.

The primary tea-raising arcas of china arc in and around Fujian Provinee (where
the Min languages are spoken, hence the widespread borrowing of the word #e), in-
cluding the island of Taiwan, which is off Fujian and primarily Min-speaking, The
finest teas are generally considered to be the Lung Chling teas of Fujian and the oo-
longs of northerm Taiwan, bur there are multtudes of local patriots who swear by
their home brews. Black tea is not liked or much used in China, and though excellent
black teas do come tfrom Yunnan and clsewhere, the best are sall those of India, such
as Danjecling. (Yinnan also grows cotfee, less distinguished than its tea.) In Tibet
and neighboring areas, tea is drunk with mitk or butter mixed in. The Tibetan na-
tional tood is buttered tea mixed with tsamba (parched barley). In the T ang Dv-
nasty, Clunese drank tea with milk and bureer, too.

Opium and tobacco are smokes, not toods, but the Chinese idiom is “to cat
smoke,” so they deserve a mention here. Opium came trom the Near East at an carly
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date but was not popular or widely used until the British forced it on China in the
1800s; tobacco is a New World crop, introduced in the 15008 and spreading since.
Opium addiction is virtually extinet on the mainland and rare in Taiwan, but it still
flourishes in Hong Kong, where the stronger opium derivatives—morphine, co-
deme, heroin, and so on-—have mostly replaced the raw drug. The resinous flavor of
opium smoke was until recently a commeon scent in certain parts of Hong Kong but
now 1s rather rare. Tobacco is now overwhelmingly the drug of choice among Chi-
nese. Almost all men and a large percentage of women are smokers; cigarettes are
virtually the onlv form of tobacco used, though one occasionally still sees pipes, in-
cluding beautifud old water pipes made from large joints of bamboo. China has made
some attempts to combat smoking, but Hong Kong and Taiwan do little, and
smoking is rampant among overseas Chinese as well. Lung cancer has predictably
become a major cause of death and continues to increase, while other health conse-
quences of smoking (from coughs to heart disease) also grow more common.

The Chinese have always been given to depressant drugs rather than to halluci-
nogens. Alcohol, tobacco, and opium dominate. Even the stimulant tea is dnnk
weak in most areas. In spite of widespread and ancient knowledge of a whole host
of hallucinogenic plants—marfjuana, aconite, henbane, various mushrooms in-
cluding the fly agaric (at least in the northeast), and many more—the Chinesc have
never used these to any extent. The Taoist alchemnists and immortality seekers of the
medieval period swallowed quantities of these drugs, as of almost everything else
imaginable, bur they were a small and usually elite group. The folk counterpart was
selb-nduced hypnotic rance. T and other anthropologists have wimessed many such
trances, considered spirit possessions; drugs are unused or very sparingly used (peo-
ple may smoke, drnk, or even take a bit of opium at such events). In general,
throughout East Asia from China south, avoidance of hallucinogens and reliance on
sclf-induced trance is prevalent. Expense and the possibility of physical damage are
probably at the root of this; the Taoist alchemy simply could not trickle down the
class hicrarchy, or survive the dithicult days of the late medieval period, because it was
su expensive in both financial and human terms. Confucian morality opposed it for
these reasons, but ultimately it fell because it led to quick death rather than to longer
lite; and with its rejection went any tendencies toward violent drug-induced stim-
ulation i Chinese culture. Chinese communities todav reject marijuana and the
like with horror, viewing them as both alien and dangerous. (This is rather ironic
given the universal acceptance of tobacco.)

Animal Foods

Throughour the world, more kinds of water animals are eaten than land animals.
The Chinese avoid very few animals, and it follows that essentally anything aquatc
is fair game. Jellvish, sca cucumbers, sea slugs, impets, barmacles, sca snakes, gulls,
and every other marine and freshwater being big enough to gather is caren some-
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where. Avoidances exist, but are local. Fishermen I knew in Hong Kong, believed
petty creatures like barnacles were too small to bother with (except in famine) and
avoided sawtish, snurgeons, whales and porpoises because these were “divine fish,”
tabooed by the gods. But elsewhere in China all of these have been used.

The wraditional Chinese favorites among aquatic foods make an odd group, in-
cluding sea cucumber, shark fins, shrimp, crab, carp, groupers (rockfish), pomfiet,
oysters, and some other bivatves. The Chinese were originally an inland, riverine
people whase main fish resources were bream and carp. Several spedies of the latter
were domesticated early, caught and pond-reared in the Chou Dynasty and bred se-
lectively in captivity well before its end. In addition to the common carp (Cyprinus
aarpio), domesticated in China but spread worldwide in the Middle Aggs, there are
the crucian carp (Carassins aurntus—goldtish are selectively bred omamental torms
of this species), the grass carp or ide (Ctenopharyngodon idclius), the black, bighcad,
or noble carp (Aristidnins nobilis), and the silver carp (Hypopbalmichtins molinrix)
{Ling 1977). The first two of these are the most truly domesticated; many ancient cul-
tivated forms exist. Mullet (Mugdl cophalus), eels (Anguilla spp-), and sometimes
other fish are caught as wild fingerlings or fry and raised to maturity inn ponds. These
freshwater fish, with their firm, white flesh and delicate taste, set the standards of fish
quality. They are not muddly-flavored when raised properly; the muddy flavor we
associate with carp is caused by dirty feeding and by the ingestion of geosmin, pro-
duced by certain algae in stagnant water. Chinese ponds are kept fresh; feeding and
fertilizing is done carefully; ponds are drained for harvest and dried off, Well-raised
tish thus pick up litde off-flavor. »

Marnne fish with simular qualities-—white, delicate-flavored flesh that is firm but
not chewy—are naturally preferred. Softer-fleshed marine fish are acceptable, espe-
cially for fish balls and other lowly uses, but the fish favored in Japan and most of the
West—strong, rank, tough, oily fish like mackerel, salmon, tuna, and swordfish
—are despised in China. I heard a tuna-canning plant described as a good way to rip
oft the Western world by selling trash fish that would otherwise be fertilizer. My ex-
planation that Westerners liked tuna was met with incredulity.

Shrimp and crab are preferred to lobster (Chinese lobsters are of the “spiny” vari-
ety, Le., various species of Panulirus), but all crustaceans are well regarded, cven the
lowly mantis shrimp, which can be quite good when boiled, and the mud-lobster.
Among mollusks, bivalves rank higher than snails, the oyster and pen-shell consid-
ered very choice. Small clams (including scallops) and snails are not tor gourmets,
with the noted exception of the large whelks, which are delicious, and the abalone
(Hatiotis spp.). These huge snails are chunked and cooked in many ways and are
among the most highly regarded of foods. China’s native abs are now depleted; they
have been imported from Calitomia and Baja California sinee carly in this century.
Whelk and abalone are chewy and strong-flavored; 1 suppose the taste for them was
borrowed trom some nameless, long-lost coast-dwelling people. Sca cucumbers
—technicallv Holothuria of many genera——are sold dried; stewed, they become ge-
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latinous, chewy, and faindy fish-flavored. Their principal virtue is one common n
Chinese cuisine and deeply loved: they absorb and heighten the ﬂa\'()Fs ot- other
foods cooked with them and provide a chewy, soft, high-protein, casily digested
morsel as a vehicle for these flavors. Shark fins are liked tor the same reason (as are
manv of the mushrooms and lichens, edible birds’ nests, beet sinews, and several
other veny high-priced items of cuisine that non—()hincsc. fmq bizarre). They have a
more pronounced taste, clearly yeminiscent of good marine fish, and ;}rc also sold
dried tor Jong boiling; a dish of shark fins is somewhere berween a thick soup @d a
thin stew and is tradiional—virmally obligatory among the atfluent—at wedding
teasts and other major lite events. -
Fish swim-bladders (fish maws) are somewhat behind these bur also.popular. bi-
nally, perhaps the best among tish products are dried rocs, sometimes lightly salted;
they are at least as good as caviar, though dry and chewy rather than wet. They are
dliced and friced or steamed. Some of the best come from the sea perch (Laes). Mag—‘
ical beliets attach to certain fish products; the swim-bladder and some ofhc’r parts of
the glant grouper are supposed to give the cater some of this mammoth fish s power,
while parasites from its gills arc even more cftective. Indccq, a C(‘nnplcx n?cdncal lore
spins around scatoods; some crabs are cooling, others heating, bomcshnmpb af\d
other shellfish exacerbate venereal discase, leading to much low wit if a man refuses
them at an al-male gathering, ‘
Fresh seatood should be fiesh. Fish is rarely caten raw as in Japan, partly bccgusc of
awareness of parasites; in T ang China and more recently i the south: raw fish was
popular. Bur fish is not overcooked, nor is it t()lcratu‘fi wh‘cn lf)ng out of watq: Inthe
old days, and often today, restaurants would keep fish alive in tanks. Shore inns
\\‘()uld' have wcll-snmcks; old boats with the bottoms replaced by wire mesh, n
which tish and shellfish were kept in their native clement. Many fishermen tumed to
running live-fish operatons. Living on a houseboat sunptmdcd by well-smacks,
these people lived by buving live ish from boats and selling them to gourmets, who
would run (not walk) with them to the nearest restaurant. Water Pollunon in the
more afftuent cities has ended this practice, to the cternal sorrow of g()u‘rmcts'? for the
ditference berween a fish kept thus and a tank fish—let ’.1101‘10 a d‘Lin' h'sh—. is really
quite pronounced. (1 spent some of the happicst months of my life living in ;1 small
houscboat on Castle Peak Bay, Hong Kong, ted to the well-smack fleet of Kwok
Wai-tak and his tanuly, some of the finest people I have ever known. 1 would buy
seafood and run with it to the excellent restaurant of ex-fisherman Tam Muk Ql]()l. I
ate the best T ever have or ever will. The bay’s waters are too dirty now, and fish are
kept 1 tanks; i€s not the same.) A . A
Good seatood cooking is kept simple. Fish is typically stcmT\cd \kflth Eljlc classic
“fish avors™—otl, garlic and/or green onions, and ginger, often with wirnc, soy
sauce, dried tangenne pccl, ree fungus, or a corander leat or two added somewhere
in the process. (“Eggplant with fish flavors™ on a menu means not mrx cggplaqt that
tastes like a tish but eggplant thavored with these things.) In Hong Kong, shlmlps
are best liked when simply boiled; they are often caten with a soy sauce and chile
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pepper dip. Crabs are cooked as simply as possible and dipped in red vinegar. Of
course fish cookery can be very complex, but such methods tend to be reserved for
inferior fish.

In old China, lack of refrigeration and hot, humid climate guaranteed that fish
salung would be important. Lightly salted fish spoils fairly casily, making it at best no
treat and at worst downright dangerous. Not only food poisoning but cancer from
nirosamines created by bacterial breakdown of flesh are risks. Well-saleed fish, how-
ever, can be a orue gourmet delight. Fish with thin bodics and firm flesh are best; the
salt penetrates them thoroughly and doesn’t reduce them to mush. Pomfret and
white croaker are typical species used. They are often “salt-hidden”— buried in salt
tor a thorough job, rather than mercly being rubbed with salt. They are then some-
times chunked and packed in vegetable oil. Smaller fish arc simply dried, as are small
shrimp. The latter, known as “shrimp seeds™ or “shrimp children,” are a common fla-
voring; they are, for istance, often stir-fried with cabbage. Small shrimp are also
made into shrimp paste. Packed alive in barrels with enough salt to climinate micro-
bial action, the shrimp digest themselves, producing a fine, purple, highly nutritious,
predigested food product of rather srong but interesting flavor. Essennially the same
thing is known as belachan in the Malay world. Similar products made from fish in-
stead of shrimp are typical of cooking throughout Southeast Asia: bagung and patis
in the Philippines, nuoc mam (fish water) in Vietnam, and so on. Patis and nzsoc wam
are iquids drained off from the autolytic brew: bagung, belachan and Chinese shrimp
paste are solids. The Chinese evidently learned this art from Southeast Asian peoples
and have not really taken to shrimp paste; it is made fairly widely in the deep south
but not much used except by Chinese with some Southeast Asian experience. West-
emers who are repelled by it should remember that anchovy paste (a descendant of
Roman garum) is the same sort of thing and tastes a lot stronger. Such products are
not rotten or fermented (contrary to frequent mistaken claims in the popular litera-
ture), simply predigested.

Near water, most animal protein came trom that source, and the choicest foods of
all East Asia are aquatic. The greatest potential for increasing world food producaon
lies in farming the sea; only the Chinese and Japancse have seriously developed its
potential. Their tastes condition their development strategy and guide it in much
more pronising ways than orthodox Western agriculture holds. Aquatic farming is
naturally coupled with wet-rice agriculture. Here, even more than elsewhere in Chi-
nese tood ccology, we see the mutual feedback and murually beneficial relationship
between faste and ccology. “The Chinese tondness for aquatic foods can be traced
right back to the carliest licerary documents, and even to the carliest art, since the de-
signs painted on Pan-p'o pottery emphasize fish and the bones in the site confirm
that river fish were a major food.

By 5006 B.c., the Neolithic villagers” main meat antmals were pigs and chickens, as
they are in China today. The villagers also grew and ate sheep and dogs, as do the
Chinese now. It was not long betore the cow, water butfalo, and duck were added
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and the Chinese meat roster was essentially complete. The pig, sheep, and water buf-
falo were apparentdy independently domesticated in China at about the same time
that they were domesticated in the Near East, or, in the water buffalo’s case, India.
The duck (mallard, Asnas plaryrinnchos) was probably domesticated in China and
spread to the West, like the carp. The Chinese goose is a different species from the
tame goose of Europe (Anser cygnoides vs. Anser anser), so there is no question of
anvthing but independent domestication here; the water butfalo too was originally a
ditferent form from that tamed 0 India. For the dog, cow, and goat—the last ap-
pearing by abour 3000 8.C.-—China drew on the Near East. With the exception of a
few very minor areatures (rabbit, pigeon, guinea fowl, and a few newcomers like the
American turkey and muscovy duck), these constitute China’s domesticated animals.
Horses are known and widely used but not much eaten, due simply to lack of avail-
abiliry; they were a delicacy in ancient China, though the liver was avoided because it
was thought to be poisonous. (The carly texts speak of this so matter-of-factly that [
suspect the horses really were concentrating toxins from some food in their livers.)
Cars, rats, mice, and other oddments have been eaten in China, but only rarely, con-
trary to certain stereotypes current in the West. Every wild animal that can be found
has been eaten somewhere by someone, and carly Chinese lived on game to a great
extent; as civilization advanced, game grew rarer, but it remains very popular today.
Snakes, trogs (called “paddy chickens” when used as food), grasshoppers, and other
small game are as popular as big game, often for reasons rooted in folk medicine.

I begin with “the gentleman that pays the rent”: the Chinese might well borrow
this Irish name for swine. The pig is overwhelmingly the chief meat source in China,
outranking all other land animals combined. Daily mear for the rich, testival fare for
the poor, source of oil and industrial products, and a constant tearure of the scene, it
is s0 comimon that the vast majority of the world’s pigs arc on Chinese farms. The
raditional porker is lean, rather slow-growing, but exceedingly fertile, tough, resis-
tant to disease, and of excellent quality as a meat and lard animal. Modern out-
crossing has produced a faster-growing but otherwise inferior animal, and Chinese
pork has deteriorated depressingly; some attemipt to correct the situation is now
underway. Traditionally, pigs did not get fat enough to be a major source of cooking
oll, but in a few areas—especially Fukicn and Yunnan provinces and some montane
parts ot the central south — they filled dhis role. As for cooking the pig, suftice it to
say that another book as long as this one would be needed to provide even an intro-
ducrion, and that every part of the pig s used {even the bristles, for toothpicks, skew-
crs, and food-cleaning brushes) in every conecivable way. Its blood is coagulated and
fried, espedally in Fukien. Superb sausages and hams are made; the hams from
Yunnan Platcau are among the finest in the world. Sausages are often fermented
with Lactebacills, like safami, and high-proot’ spirits are often part of the
presenvative.

Among mammal meats, mutton probably ranks a very long second. It is indiffer-
ently rom sheep and young goats and is caten primarily in the west, espedially
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among Muslims and minority peoples. Beef s rarely caten, avoided by traditional
Chinese because of an Indian-derived respect for the cow that entered with Bud-
dhism. It tends now to take the form that the cow is too usetul to be treated with
such disrespect. Perhaps more cogent is the fact thar Chinese beef—which madition-
ally comes from animals that die after long carcers of pulling the plow—is no deli-
cacy. Indeed, by comparison, shoe leather is definitely appealing. But the spinal cord
is good when sliced and stir-fried with vegetables.

As is well known, East Asian peoples make little use of dairy products. Milk is
considered food for babies that comes from human females. The Chinese and most
minorities in China avoid all dairy foods. The grear exception is the band of nomadic
or nomad-influenced peoples occupying China’s west. Not only the Mongols, no-
madic Turkic groups (not so much the settled ones), and Tibetans, but also the west-
em Chinese cat yogurt, cheese, kumys (which tastes like spiked thin buttermilk), and
other fermented products.

Most Asian peoples (and the majority of the world’s peoples) cease to produce the
enzyme lactase at the age of six or a bit older. Thus they cannot digest lactose, and
large amounts of fresh milk give them bad indigestion. But Lactobacillus spp. break
down lactose, producing lactic acid, which helps to preserve the resulting vogure.
The yeasts that create kumys also break down lactose, but they work only on mare’s
milk; other milks have too little sugar and phosphorus to feed them. Rudimentary
cheese-making occurs among nomadic groups. Butter is the principal cooking oil
among these peoples, as well as the universal unguent; fermented to allow storage—
and thus tasting slightly cheeselike—it is the favored food of Tibetan nomads. (With
good care in their cool climate it does not spoil but ripens; why Westerners who eat
cheese refer to this butter as rancid is unclear.)

Much effort has gone into explaining the East Asian abstinence from dairy prod-
ucts. The failure of Central Asian influence to spread dairy foods in China, even
though Chinese in Yunnan and the Central Asian borders (many probably sinicized
Mongols and Tibetans by ancestry) have taken to yogurt, is as strange as the failure
of Indian influence in Southeast Asia. The conversion of that region to Hinduism
and Buddhism in the Middle Ages went with an increase in the use of milk products,
as did the nse in Indian influence in China in the T ang Dynasty. But the use of milk
products waned, and not wholly due to the decline of Indian religions, since Burma
and Thailand are still thoroughly Buddhist and resist dairy products almost totally.
Yogurt maintains an amazing, precarious foothold in Sumatra, among the Batak and
Minangkabau peoples, isolated until fairly recently. There it is a rare delicacy—1I be-
lieve one of many vestiges of the great period of Indianization in 6001200 A.D.

Recently, the lack of lactase in adult East Asians has been adduced to explain this
avoidance, but it does not stop the Indians and Central Asians trom depending on
dairy toods for most of their animal protein. The dassic Chinese explanation is surely
in part correct: prejudice against Central Asians and desire to avoid cconomic depen-
dence on them. Since China is not good pastureland, the Chinese would have had to
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mport most of therr dairny foods. They tradionally imported horses and thus were
perpetually dependent on Centrat Asia for ammal power. Doubtless another depen-
dence would have been too costly and too humiliaong. Yert this does not explain the
equally pronounced rejection of dairy foods n Southeast Asia. One can only propose
that given the environment, which is not only bad for raising cartie but also tor keep-
mg milk even when preserved as yogurt or cheese, milk processing was oo difticult,
expensive, and dangerous. Cattle and buffaloes are kept in great quannties but are
used as work animals, able to feed onlv their own offspring. Around the world, hot,
hunud arcas are poor for traditional strains of catde, although in India strains and
techniques were developed due to religion and in the teeth of opposition trom the
cnvironment. Chinese and Southeast Asians more sensibly nvested in beans and fish
for their protein. (Sovbeans now provide equivalents to all dairy products, including
voguit and cheese.) The rise i popularity today of canned mitk and other milk prod-
ucts shows that the avoidance is due nather to intrnsic dislike nor to any deep-
scated opposition or taboo. Indeed, some South Chinese dishes now incorporate
evaporated milk in a “cream sauce” derived trom European influence; it has been
thoroughly Snicized. Cheese, however, s usually too much for Chinese to swal-
low-—T have heard 1t desaribed, to ranslate roughly, as “the mucous discharge of
some old cow’s guts, allowed to putrefy.” Even Chinese who have learned to cat this
product usually confine their attenoions to the mildest of *Amencan cheese™tvpe
products.

Among minor arumals, the dog may be preenunent. A delicacy throughour China
n ancient days, this so-called “fragrant meat” is now caten only in the south; Istamic
and perhaps Buddhist influence ended its popularity in the north, m spite of its hugh
status in classical texts such as Mencins and the Li Chn. In the south it is caten primar-
iy tor winter warmth, for it is fatry. Tender young puppies can be good, but dog
mcat 15 generally tough and rank, no delicacy by anvone’s standards. Cats are very
rarely caten, but a dish called “dragon, tiger, and phoenix” 1s made from snake, cat,
and chucken. I suppose it is one of the most hyperbolicallv named dishes in the
world. " It, roo, 1s caten more for medicinal than tor gustatory reasons.

Poultry are tesnval fare, raditional for all special occasions from sacrifices to the
gods to visits by relanves, but not much caten otherwise; they were expensive unal
recenty. Much care is devoted to rasing and teeding them properdy. The best are
thosc raised in the backyard of 2 home run by a good cook. Eating the table scraps of
the world's finest cuisine all their lives, they become unbelievably good, especially the
pigeons (Columnba lina, a borrowing from the Middle East, perhaps in medieval
times), which are equalled only by chickens ted exclusivelv on scsame seeds. Such
chickens, killed at a tender age, are the proper raw material tor the Hainan Island na-
aonal dish of chicken rice. The chikens are boiled, the rice is botled in the stock,
some more of the stock becomes a soup, and the three-course meal is served with
various sauces and garmishes. A good meal of chicken rice is better than any fare |
have had in fancy Chinese restaurants; but the chickens must be fed right. Peking
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duck, too, 15 s0 dependent tor quality on its feeding that the FCCIPC given in one au-
thoritative cookbook in China begins with the duck egg and tells the prospective
cook how 1o incubate, hatch, and raise the bird, so that not one sccond of its lite is
left to chance. The duck doesn't get to the kitchen tor several dozen pages.

Poultry ts almost as versatile as pork, though no one has yet figured out how to
cat the feathers, and no one makes sausages or preserved micat out of chicken (ifs too
valuable tresh). Duck is preserved, however, especially in the flattened and dried la
ya. Blood, tongues, and brains are choice. “Beggars” chicken™ is a specialey of Shang-
hat. Chickens are stuffed and enclosed in a thick ball of mud, which is put in the fire
(or oven) and baked. This dish originated among beggars who were reduced by des-
peration to “borrowing™ a chicken or two; the mud ball supposcdly served as cam-
outlage. (*Clucken? What chicken? You're free to look all you want.” Likewise, the
“bandit’s lamb” of Mediterranean countries is wrapped and buried in the ashes.) The
mud ball also seals in the flavors so that the cooked meat is melungly delicate. Leaves
such as lotus, with their own good flavor to add, enfold the chicken before the mud
is put over all.

Snake mear, believed to be tonic and heating, is caten primarilv as a medicine. The
more poisonous the snake, the higher the medicinal value. Snake meat as nomudly
cooked is virtually indisdnguishable from the white mear of chicken. Like dogs,
stiakes are now avoided in the north, but, again, this is a recent and foreign idea.
Snake is expensive and caten primarily in winter. Frogs are popular; as in France, it is
the legs that are refished, because they have the big picces of meat. Grasshoppers, cat-
erpillars, and other insects have been famine food for thousands of vears, and fried
grasshoppers are relished as a rustic snack in some arcas (they are not very good but
no worse than most American cockeail snacks). Any and all wild animals are caten, at
least during tamines, but the only ones worthy of note are those with traditional
medical values ascribed to them. Animals that are very tenacious of lite, or very
unusual-looking and -acung, are regarded as having speaial power; they are pr (sup-
plementing). Notabie pu foods are pangolins, raccoon dogs, soft-shelled turtles, tor-
toises, snakehead fish (some sav), birds of prey, wild ducks, and similar wildtowt,
and several larger game animals. (Tortoises, because of their phallic-looking heads,
are of obscene significance in folklore. They are believed to mare with snakes, so a
“tortotse egg” i1 a miscegenated bastard, and one of the worst insults in Chinese. )
Some of these animals stand on their own merits—the soft-shelled tartde is superb
when cooked right. On the other hand, the only recipe [ can find for a pangolin-—a
scaly creature that lives on ants and termites—calls for long stewing with just about
cvery strong-flavored icem in the Chinese culinary arsenal. Tt seems suspiciously close
to the classic occidental recipe for cooking a coot: “Put the coot in water with a
brick. Boil till brick is tender. Throw the coot away and eat the brick.” Only a seep
away 1s real magical practice and folk medicine. Owl soup tor headache, “white
crane” (egret) stew for longevity, dricd sca horses, boiled mghgars tor loss of some of
one’s soul, and other minor folk nostums are found in the villages, and some have
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entered the classical Chinese herbal tradition. Their contmibution to the Chinese diet
15, however, insignificant.

Cahvin Schwabe, in his book Unsmentionable Cuisine (1979), comments at length
on the Chinese ability to make almost anything taste good and to use almost all ani-
mals as food. It certainly makes more sense to eat pests, or at least feed them to the
pigs and chickens, than it docs to dump poison on them and everything clse. It is
also eminendy sensible to make full use of the earth’s resources by drawing on all
possible ceological svstems. Relatively tree from taboos and avoidances, the Chinese
have achieved a unique balance with their world, a unique success at supporting
maximum populations over maximum tme. As Schwabe points out, a world com-
mitted not only to using only a few animals but teaturing one of the most inefficient
and wasteful of them (the cow) is not destined to endure.




