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Dedication

to my future cynical self,
“THINGS HAPPEN FOR A REASON”
is not the dumbest delusion to work with
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Introduction

One hazy Beijing afternoon, one no more particularly dreadful than
the others, I stood behind my closed kitchen window, stone cold, as
I dragged a serrated knife through the body of a sandwich. I felt the
unforgiving blade lacerate the wobbly stack of steaming pastrami
short ribs tucked under a runny egg fried in browned butter and
mustard seeds, watching its blood-like fluid weep into a layer of
charred and pickled shishito peppers on top of still-warm rye bread
anointed with mustard. I exhaled, tilting my head, as a cold rush of
solace eased through my veins. Through the window a neighboring
building disappeared, swallowed in the thickening soot outside. I
knew I was next.

Yet there was a sense of calm in watching the heap of meat
wiggle, an unstable formation of rendered fat and loosened muscle;
[ felt delight in the dark pink coloring of its flesh, a successful
result of its silent four-day immersion in a meticulously constructed
brine. My head lowered along with my breaths as I listened to the
soothing sound of my fingernails dragging across the crusty, goose-
bumped skin of my homemade rye bread. With its body laid open
and hollow, sacrificial, I counted the air bubbles in a cross section
freckled with caraway seeds, an act that tenderly overran my urge
to scream. For a second it felt strange, but nothing was out of the
ordinary: neither the constant current of my bubbling discontent
nor my surgical infatuation with a sandwich. It was just me making
lunch, with each and every component composed from scratch, on
a Tuesday.

This is not a moment of boasting.

Instead, this is the moment when I tell you that right then and
there—that second, as if I were waking up from a deep neurotic



trance—was when it hit me. Not how wonderfully the yolks
lubricated the spice-encrusted sticky meat, nor how the sandwich
sang in a savory, spicy, and smoky symphony. But how . . . sick
this thing had become. When and how had I gone from a
moderately motivated home cook who hovered in the aisles of
frozen pizzas and dumplings over the edge into an obsessive
kitchen extremist? When and how had I stopped making meals but,
instead, begun making fantasies? When and how did I no longer
cook, but escape? Why did I spend six years of my life buried in a
little corner that most people would call a kitchen, but that for me
was a sanctuary?

I stared impassively at the hellish cityscape of Beijing outside,
then down at the nirvanic pink meat sparkling with fat as the
mustard-stained yolk bled slowly onto my pristinely white kitchen
counter. . . .

I knew the exact answer to that.

But let’s make one thing clear. That’s not why you’ve picked
up this book, to talk about me, an angry food blogger. Well, at least
not entirely. The story of how cooking, my once harmless hobby,
mutated into a recreational addiction after I moved from New York
City to Beijing; how I crawled out of my expat limbo by splashing
my rage with pain-inflicting chile sauces and ducked my head into
a bucket of butter frosting to cope; or even how I became what I
call an escapist cook—that will all be clear by the end of the book.

But first things first—we’re here to cook. Not for necessity, not
as a chore or responsibility, not for convenience. This book is
written for those who share the same perverse tendency to engage
in cooking as a loner spends time with his Xbox or a teenager with
porn—ultimately as a delicious evasion of unpalatable realities.

Escapism cooking.

It’s not a passion; it’s a drug. I’m not selling you a lifestyle; I’'m
telling you how I evaded one. If you need to know how to cook a



chicken breast with one hand while you hold a baby in the other,
sorry, I’m not about solving your problems. But I can show you
how I cooked mine. This book is a memoir of recipes and stories
that I documented during a desperately unpleasant time of my life,
the delicious aftermath of how I cooked my way out of six
miserable years in Beijing, my lemons and lemonade.

If you’re still not sure that this book is right for you, then let me
say this. Escapism cooking is about neither simplicity nor
complication. I find equal rapture in nurturing a hunk of meat that
is four days in the making as in cooking “Shit I Eat When I’m by
Myself” in only minutes. When it comes to cooking, as far as I’'m
concerned, there’s no hard or easy, new or old, real or fake. There
is only good or bad. It’s about orchestrating an idea, mapping the
most sensible way to get there, chasing the high.

In fact, to me, cooking isn’t even about love. As much as I
would like to say that I cook to make other people happy, I don’t.
Truth is, I cook largely to make myself happy, as medication, as
therapy. I cooked in Beijing because it was the one positive thing I
could harvest from a place abundant with negativity. In life, I
guess, we’re all after some sort of abstraction of happiness.
Cooking, whether by choice or not, just turned out to be my
medium. If you ask me, the most important thing in learning how
to cook is not the techniques but how to harness curiosity and
fulfillment from the process, the puzzles and the answers, the
failures and the triumphs, the hunt. It’s a deeply personal, ever-
evolving, solitary sport.

The food that comes as a result—which I’m told has made a lot
of others happy, too—is the pleasant byproduct, the overspilled
muffin top. So, if you’re experiencing thoughts of suicide along
with the midnight urge to butcher a chicken, this book may be right
for you, my friends—those of you who find yourselves, likewise,
cooking for one reason and one reason only.



Happiness.



First, Pantry

Hey, look, we’re all scared of the unfamiliar. We all huddle inside
our comfort zones, passive, waiting for someone else to break the
mold first. In some aspects of life, this may even be considered
smart, safe, a vital animal instinct for survival. Nobody wants to be
that moron in the movie who goes, “There’s a curiously dark tunnel
behind this tombstone. Let’s check it out.” He dies.

But when it comes to unfamiliar ingredients in cooking, come
on, what have we got to lose?

One of the hardest things about writing recipes that use possibly
unfamiliar ingredients is convincing people that the future of their
happiness—or even the world’s—depends on their using them. Just
think what kind of a joyless world it would be if the Japanese
hadn’t convinced us to gnaw on raw fish? Or if the Koreans didn’t
make a good case for keeping a bag of stinking cabbage in our
fridge? Or what if a few hundred years ago, the good people in
what is now the Sichuan region of China hadn’t embraced the
chilies brought in by the Spanish conquistadors? Or if the Italians
hadn’t welcomed the tomatoes brought in by the Spanish
conquistadors? Or if the Europeans had shied away from chocolate
brought back . . . by the Spanish conquistadors. Okay, you get my
point. Spanish conquistadors were the founding fathers of many
things we eat today, and also, you need to try new things.

So here’s a list of ingredients that if you aren’t at least willing
to be friendly with by now, there’s no hope for the future. And you
should start apologizing to your children.



Chile Flakes

Not all chilies are created equal, and such truth passes down to
chile flakes as well. Generally speaking, look for the right balance
between two components: fragrance and heat level. Based on that
objective, my favorite chile is a common Sichuan variety called
haijiao. It has a medium heat level, is richly pigmented, and carries
an intensely peppery aroma. If you can’t find this specific type of
chile flake, I would substitute the Korean chile called gochugaru,
although it is much milder in heat level. It can easily be found
online.

Dried Shrimp



Dried shrimp are sun-dried, salted baby shrimp. There are only two
recipes in this book that call for them, but their application in Asian
cooking is far-reaching. Both recipes have something to do with a
Singaporean dish called laksa. If you’ve ever had the blessing of
tasting a proper bowl of laksa, you know you need to keep a large
bag of dried shrimp in your freezer. It’s crucial, inarguable. Don’t
even think about substituting fresh shrimp.

Fish Sauce
I almost always season with fish sauce instead of salt whenever it
makes sense. It is, simply put, just better tasting. If you smell the
bottle of sauce itself, a suspicious funk will alarm your nose, but
when added to food the sauce just melts into a deeply savory
saltiness booming with naturally occurring MSG.

However, it’s important to note that quality matters when it
comes to fish sauce (and everything else). My go-to brand is
Megachef from Thailand, and it’s available worldwide and online.

Flours



Besides wheat flours, there are a few other types of flour used in
this cookbook that may be confusing to some people.

First, potato starch, which is similar to cornstarch, but don’t
substitute it unless a recipe specifies that you can.

Then, rice flour and sticky rice flour, the difference being that
rice flour is made from Asian short-grain rice, whereas sticky rice
flour is made from sticky rice (sometimes called glutinous rice, but
fyi it’s gluten-free). They have entirely different applications and
characteristics and cannot, under any circumstances, be substituted
for each other.

Finally, tapioca flour (or, more accurately, tapioca starch). It’s
a crucial ingredient in many chewy elements in Asian foods, such
as the black pearls in boba tea. Again, it cannot be substituted by
any other type of starch.

All of these flours can be found easily online.

Lemongrass, Galangal, Makrut Lime Leaf



Galangal



Makrut Lime Leaves

I’m grouping these three ingredients into one lot because (a) I
consider them to be the holy trinity of Southeast Asian cooking and
(b) where you can find one, chances are you can find the other two.
Fresh produce can be harder to source online, so I suggest that
whenever you see these in your local Asian supermarket, just buy
them in bulk and keep them in the freezer. In fact, all three of the
photos above show ingredients taken straight from the freezer.

There’s really no substitute for galangal’s unique and incredible
floral quality, but if you must, you can use ginger in its place . . .
okay, that was a bit painful to say, so please try not to.

Shrimp Paste

There are many different types of shrimp pastes in Asia. Generally
speaking, Cantonese-style paste, called xigjiang, is typically used
for stir-fries and is loose in consistency, extremely pungent, and
funky in smell. Thai-style, called kapi, is used for making curry
paste and comes in a thick paste. It’s slightly milder and more
rounded in taste and smell. Malaysian-style, called belacan, is a
crucial ingredient for Southeast Asian curries and laksa. It’s solid



and brick-shaped and also milder and rounded in taste and smell.

I keep all three for different purposes, but that’s a big
commitment for people who aren’t yet familiar with shrimp paste.
So I’'m going to go out on a limb and say that for the recipes in this
book, you can substitute one with the other unless otherwise
specified (although adjustments may be needed due to differing salt
levels among them).

Sichuan Broad Bean Chile Paste (Doubanjiang)

Doubanjiang, Sichuan fermented broad bean chile paste, is the soul
of Sichuan cooking. It’s like tomatoes in Italy, corn in Mexico, or
gochujang in Korea. Irreplaceable. Undebatable. Necessary. It
provides an intensely aromatic chile flavor, a fermented savoriness,
and an intermediate heat level to iconic Sichuan dishes like mapo
tofu—and just about anything else. You can’t do without it.
Doubanjiang comes in pure paste form or in a paste with oil.
All the recipes in this book call for pure paste form. Depending on
which brand you buy (my standard brand is Juan Cheng Pixian
Douban, which is available online), doubanjiang can be very
chunky at times. I like to use an immersion blender to process it to



a smooth consistency, then I store it in an airtight glass jar (it will
stain plastic).

Sichuan Peppercorns

Mala is a notorious characteristic of Sichuan dishes that translates
to “numbing and spicy.” The numbing comes first, for a reason.
Many misunderstand Sichuan cuisine as heat-centric, but more
accurately, it’s that tingling, the numbing, and the addictive
fragrance, more floral than peppery, that separate the heat of
Sichuan cuisine from all other burns. It comes from the Sichuan
peppercorn, which is in fact not a peppercorn at all but the husks
and seeds of a few types of shrubs commonly referred to as prickly
ash. The red variety is more common, and more pronounced in its
floral quality than numbing. The green variety can be harder to
source in North America (but can be found online) and is known
for its hyper-numbing boost in specific dishes. All the recipes in
this book use the red variety, which can be found easily in Asian
grocery stores and online.

Powders



I’'m a bit obsessed with powderizing everything. From a flavor
point of view, it allows more surface area from which the flavors
can release, and from an economic point of view, I get to use less
product for greater effect. I highly recommend a spice grinder with
a large removable bowl for easy and thorough cleaning.

GROUND SPICES

On any given day you’ll find twenty to thirty different spices in my
pantry. Whenever possible, I buy them whole and grind them
myself, including black and white peppers. But if you ask me for a
list of must-haves, I would say cumin, coriander, star anise,
cinnamon, allspice, cloves, paprika, and nutmeg.

KOMBU AND BONITO POWDERS

Kombu Powder



Bonito Powder

Kombu is Japanese dried kelp. It is one of the ingredients out there
with a very high concentration of natural MSG. Bonito is a type of
fish that is often dried, then shaved thinly and used as a seasoning
in Japanese cooking. Together, they make up a unique flavor
profile that is the essence of an overwhelming majority of Japanese
dishes. Like, I’m talking about 70 percent of all Japanese cooking.
Kombu and bonito can sometimes be relatively expensive, so I
grind them finely to maximize their flavors. Their sole use in this
book is to make the ramen seasoning that is part of all the ramen
recipes—and that’s reason enough to buy them. They’re widely
available online.

MUSHROOM POWDER



Mushroom Powder

This is basically ground dried shiitake mushrooms, another
ingredient with a high concentration of natural MSG. It’s
everywhere in any Chinatown or Asian grocery store, whether
Chinese, Korean, or Japanese. After you buy dried shiitake
mushrooms, keep them frozen in an unzipped bag, which will make
them extra dry and brittle, resulting in a much finer grind.

ROASTED BARLEY TEA POWDER

Roasted barley is either a stand-alone or an added ingredient in tea
beverages in Japan and Korea. It has a dark, almost coffee-like
aroma. I like to grind it and add it to bread doughs to give them a
boost of subtle malty and wheaty flavor. Find it online.



Tools

In my experience, what often determines whether you walk away
from a recipe basking in glory and high self-esteem or collapsing in
defeat and thumb-sucking hopelessness is simply if you used the
right tool. 1 can’t stress this enough; I learned it the hard way. As
far as I’'m concerned, proper kitchen tools are not for convenience;
they’re for sanity.

In addition to what I consider the usual requirements, such as a
blender and a food processor, here’s a list of mostly inexpensive
items that will save not just your dinner but your mental health for
the next ten cooking years to come.
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Food Processor

Stand Mixer or Handheld Mixer

If you can’t afford a stand mixer, then at the very least get a
handheld mixer that has a dough hook attachment. The level of
gluten formation in a lot of doughs out there (such as the layered
paratha) is simply too difficult to be achieved by the bare hands of



mortals (unless you practice using kneading pain as a sexual
stimulant). Consider yourself notified.

r

Dough Hook

Immersion Blender

Standard blenders are great for blending a large quantity of
ingredients that have a sufficient amount of liquid in them. But
when it comes to recipes in small quantities or ones that are
relatively dry in nature, standard blenders fail miserably. This is



when an immersion blender comes in handy. Immersion blenders
usually include a narrow, deep plastic cup, and together they can
make a beautiful puree of tough aromatics such as lemongrass,
ginger, shallots, garlic, and more without added liquid. They can
make a smooth batch of aioli, mayonnaise, or vinaigrette, no matter
how little the amount. And last but not least, an immersion blender
can be inserted directly into a pot to create beautiful emulsions
(such as a ramen broth). I probably use my immersion blender
more often than my standard blender or food processor. Once
you’re properly acquainted with it, you’ll wonder how you ever
survived without it.

Spice Grinder

This is another tool I can’t live without. As mentioned earlier, I like
to powderize stuff. Like, a lot. I almost always buy peppercorns
and other spices whole and grind them myself. It ensures the purity
as well as the freshness of my spices. But more important, I like to
powderize things such as kombu (Japanese kelp) and bonito flakes
to extract the maximum flavor for recipes such as my Ramen
Seasoning. Powderizing ingredients also allows you to add the



flavors and essences of dried mushrooms, teas, and more into
dishes with the least physical trace of the item.

Spice grinders are generally affordable. Sometimes blenders
will come with a spice grinder attachment, which kills two birds
with one stone. But if you’re buying a stand-alone spice grinder,
make sure that you choose one with a removable bowl that can be
thoroughly washed, so that the flavors from one grind don’t
contaminate the next.

Blowtorch

A blowtorch isn’t just for creme briilée. It adds blisters and char
marks to whatever foods we like and mimics the burned aroma that
we associate with food that’s been grilled over high heat without
our having to actually fire up a grill, all without cooking the
interiors. It also finishes off areas of imperfection that may result
from our inadequate home ovens and stoves. An undercharred
surface on a pizza, a blond patch on a roast chicken, a missed
corner on a burger patty—whatever the flaw, a blowtorch can
provide a second-chance touch-up. Consider it a food airbrush. Buy
one that can be attached to a butane canister.



Truffle Shaver

Any ingredient in this book that is “thinly shaved” is meant to be
cut with a truffle shaver. In fact, I’ve never used a truffle shaver to
shave actual truffles. I use it to create paper-thin slices of garlic and
shallots and sometimes even potatoes. I prefer it to a mandoline
because it’s smaller, cheaper, more portable, and creates thinner
slices than most mandolines.



Condiments, Sauces, and Pastes

On average I keep ten to twelve bottles and jars of homemade
condiments and sauces in my fridge at all times. If a condiment
appears in more than a couple of recipes in this book, you’ll find it
in this section. And please don’t let the number of times it is used
in recipes determine how important it is that you have it in your
life. T would gladly add any or a combination of these magical
things to everything I cook, but it would look suspiciously
repetitive from a creative standpoint. So consider them suggested,
sometimes literally at the end of some recipes. And feel free to take
them beyond the boundaries of this book.



Ramen Seasoning

This seasoning is a must if you’re in the business of making good
Japanese ramen at home. Don’t believe me? Try seasoning the
broth with just salt and be so disappointed in yourself that even
your mother can’t make you feel good. The only thing slightly fussy
about this recipe is sourcing the ingredients, and that can be solved
with a couple of clicks online. So don’t go to LazyTown. Just make
it, and go explore the ramen recipes.

MAKES 2% CUPS, ENOUGH FOR ABOUT 24 BOWLS OF RAMEN

2 cups (480 mL) water

4 or 5 scallions, roughly sliced

6 tablespoons (18 g) mushroom powder

15 cup (126 g) fine sea salt (best measured by weight, not volume)
% cup (120 mL) fish sauce

Y4 cup (60 mL) mirin (sweet Japanese rice wine)

4 tablespoons (40g) kombu powder

4 tablespoons (40 g) bonito powder



1. In a medium saucepan over medium heat, bring the water, scallions, and
mushroom powder to a simmer and cook for 15 minutes, until the scallions
are very soft, stirring occasionally. Add the sea salt, fish sauce, and mirin and
simmer until the salt has completely dissolved, about 2 minutes. Stir in the
kombu and bonito powders. When the mixture comes back to a simmer,
immediately turn off the heat.

2. Let sit at room temperature for 30 minutes, then strain through a fine
cheesecloth. Store the liquid in an airtight bottle in the fridge for up to 2
months.

VARIATION

VEGAN RAMEN SEASONING: Omit the fish sauce and bonito powder and add 1
more tablespoon of mushroom powder and 3 more tablespoons of kombu
powder. At the end, add 2 tablespoons of soy sauce.



Makrut Lime Leaf Oil

The intense citrusy fragrance of makrut lime leaves is one of my
favorite elements to play with. Blending the leaves into oil
maximizes the flavor of every single leaf and makes it possible to
infuse it into dishes that aren’t a stew or soup, such as salad
dressings and guacamole, and drizzle it for extra oomph on
finished dishes.

I strongly recommend using an immersion blender for this
recipe because of its small quantity. One ounce of makrut lime
leaves is about two large handfuls, and the yield of the recipe is
based on the amount that an immersion blender can effectively
process. If you use a standard blender, you may have to double the
recipe for it to blend properly, and that’s a lot of lime leaves.

MAKES % CUP

1 ounce (30 g) fresh or frozen makrut lime leaves
15 cup (120 mL) canola oil, plus more if needed



1. Remove the central tough stems of the leaves and place the tender leafy
parts in the tall cup that comes with the immersion blender. Add the oil and
blend for 2 minutes, scraping the sides of the cup a couple of times, until the
mixture is as finely pureed as possible. If you need to add a bit more oil in
order for the mixture to blend smoothly, do that.

2. Keep in an airtight container inside the fridge for up to 1 month. If you’re
worried you won’t use it in time, freeze some and thaw before using.



Garlic Confit Sauce

There are many garlic confit recipes out there, many of which I do
not understand. First of all, who needs to eat an entire clove of
squishy, oil-soaked garlic? It requires so much unnecessary oil, not
to mention time, for something that is only halfway there. Here’s
how I forge a batch of intense garlic confit in sauce form, ready to
wear.

MAKES 1 CUP

2% heads of garlic (about 35 cloves)
3 fresh bay leaves

1 cup (120 mL) canola oil

1 tablespoon fish sauce

14 teaspoon ground white pepper

1. Gently smash the garlic cloves so they are cracked but not completely
broken. Peel off the skins.



2. In a small saucepan, combine the garlic cloves, bay leaves, and oil.
Simmer over low heat, stirring occasionally, until the garlic is evenly golden
brown on all sides, about 12 minutes. Remove the bay leaves and transfer the
rest of the mixture to a blender (or use an immersion blender). Add the fish
sauce and pepper. Blend until the mixture is smooth.

3. Keep in an airtight jar in the fridge for up to 2 weeks, or 2 months in the
freezer. Thaw and/or stir before use.



Fried Chile Verde Sauce

This is probably my favorite homemade chile sauce. Any chile
sauce maker who knows their stuff would tell you that the point of
their craft is not to burn a layer of skin off of your face and later
your rear end. It is to summon and compress the sharp,
mouthwateringly peppery flavors and deliver them in a condensed
and powerful punch. This sauce does exactly that. Each time I
make it I struggle to not devour it by the spoonful. I could add it to
80 percent of the recipes in this book but that would be weird. So



consider it implied, and know that—whether smeared between
layers of a sandwich, rubbed on top of a grilled steak or roasted
chicken, or tossed with a green salad—it will make everything taste
better.

MAKES 2 CUPS

18 ounces (about 500 g) green cayenne peppers, green goat horn chiles,
Basque fryers, or green jalapefio peppers, or a combination (see Note),
stemmed and cut into small dice

4 garlic cloves, 2 smashed and 2 peeled

% cup plus 2 tablespoons (190 mL) canola oil

2 teaspoons whole Sichuan peppercorns

3 tablespoons fish sauce, plus more as desired

1 small handful cilantro leaves (see Note)

1% tablespoons tightly packed minced peeled ginger

1 teaspoon fresh green Sichuan peppercorns (or if unavailable, 1 tablespoon
pickled green peppercorns)

2 teaspoons rice vinegar or white wine vinegar

14 teaspoon ground white pepper

1. In a medium saucepan over medium-high heat, combine the peppers,
smashed garlic, oil, and whole Sichuan peppercorns. Cook until the peppers
are very soft and have lost half of their volume, 10 to 13 minutes, stirring
occasionally. It’s important to substantially reduce the moisture inside the
peppers in order to get a concentrated flavor. Add the fish sauce and cook
until the liquid has completely evaporated, about 1 minute.

2. Transfer the mixture to a blender and add the cilantro leaves, ginger,
peeled garlic, green Sichuan peppercorns, vinegar, and white pepper. Blend
for 1 to 2 minutes, until the mixture is super smooth and creamy. Adjust with
more fish sauce if needed (this is a chile sauce and thus should be robustly
seasoned).

3. Store in an airtight jar in the fridge for up to 3 weeks.



NOTE ON CHILIES: Do not use green bell peppers, poblano
peppers, or any large, sweet-tasting varieties because their flavors
are on the mild side. In Asia, I typically use green cayenne peppers
or green goat horn chilies, but you can use Anaheim, French
Basque fryers, green jalapefio peppers, or a combination of your
choice to reach your preferred spiciness. Green peppers are
younger than red and usually have thinner skins, resulting in a
much creamier, less gritty texture.

NOTE ON CILANTRO: If you don’t like cilantro, don’t worry; you
won’t really be able to taste it aside from a nice herby note in the
background.



Fried Shallots, Dry or in Blended Fat

Fried shallots, or crack as I sometimes call them, are the key
component in so many Asian recipes for their intense and
irreplaceable aroma that makes so many Indian, Taiwanese, and
Southeast Asian dishes pop. Whether dry or stored in fat, they can
sometimes be found in Asian grocery stores. But I think the
homemade version is often superior in quality and fragrance. And
once you’re over the illogical fear of making something unfamiliar,
you’ll find that this is exponentially easier than baking a cake.

For maximum flavor, use real lard or schmaltz (chicken fat) to
fry the shallots. But you can (and I often do) use a combination of
either one plus canola oil, depending on what is on hand. I would
recommend using at least 50 percent lard or schmaltz that you
render from solid pork or chicken fat (don’t worry; it’s so easy),
especially if you’re making the wet version, in which the crispy bits
from the fat add a lot of flavor to the blended oil. But if you really
don’t want to go to the trouble of rendering your own lard or
schmaltz, you can go with store-bought.



In the recipe below, you start with a base of dry fried shallots,
and you have the option of turning some or all of them into wet
fried shallots. I would recommend making a full batch of either dry
or wet fried shallots, because the final quantity isn’t a whole lot.

MAKES 2 LOOSE CUPS DRY FRIED SHALLOTS OR 2% CUPS WET
FRIED SHALLOTS

SPECIAL EQUIPMENT: truffle shaver, mandoline, or food processor with a thin
shaver blade attachment; immersion blender (preferred, for the wet version

only)

1 pound (450 g) or at least ¥2 pound (225 g) solid pork fat or chicken fat/skin,
plus canola oil as needed
1 pound (450 g; about 25 to 30 small) shallots

1. To render lard or schmaltz, flash-freeze the pork fat or chicken fat/skin for
30 minutes to 1 hour until hardened, then cut into very small dice, no larger
than % inch (0.5 cm). Transfer to a nonstick saucepan 7 to 8 inches (18 to 20
cm) wide and 4 inches (10 cm) deep and set it over medium-low heat. Cook,
stirring occasionally, until all the liquid lard or schmaltz has been extracted
and the fat dice have become tiny, dry, crispy bits. One way to tell it’s ready
is when the sizzling subsides, signaling that all the moisture has evaporated.
Turn off the heat. Remove the crispy bits by scooping them off the surface
with a sieve and reserve them for Wet Fried Shallots.

2. Now check the lard or schmaltz level in the pan. It should be 2 inches (5
cm) deep. If you used less than 1 pound (450 g) of solid fat, you will need to
add canola oil until the level reaches 2 inches (5 cm). Set the pan aside.

DRY FRIED SHALLOTS

1. Peel the shallots using a truffle shaver, mandoline, or food processor with a
thin shave blade attachment. You want them in very thin slices, about s inch
(0.2 cm). It’s important that they are all equally thick so that they cook
evenly.



2. Line a large baking sheet with paper towels and set aside.

3. Add one-third to one-half of the shallots to the lard or schmaltz; they must
be fully submerged. Set the pan over medium-low heat and cook, stirring
frequently and separating any shallots that are in clumps. Nothing too
dramatic will happen in the first 10 minutes as the shallots slowly soften and
lose their moisture. But after 10 minutes they will start to take on a little bit
of color, and 12 to 13 minutes in, the shallots should have turned light brown.
They might still feel soft at this point, and you may have doubts about the
timing, but this light brown color means it’s time to remove the shallots.
They will become golden brown as they dry; any darker and they will be
bitter.

4. With a webbed or spider strainer, scoop out the fried shallots and drain
them over the frying oil, pressing on them with a spoon to let any excess oil
drip back into the pot, then transfer them onto the paper towel-lined baking
sheet. If they appear to have reclumped, fluff them up with two chopsticks or
forks. Set them aside to dry and crisp. Repeat this process with the remaining
shallots.

5. When the shallots are completely cooled and crisp, store them in zip-top
bags in the freezer. They should be good for at least 6 months.

WET FRIED SHALLOTS

1. Place the reserved pork fat or chicken cracklings inside the tall cup that
comes with your immersion blender. Add the amount of dry fried shallots
that you want to turn into the wet version, along with enough frying oil to just
barely cover them. Blend with the immersion blender until finely pureed.

2. Store in airtight jars in the fridge for up to 1 month (because the shallots
are sort of “sealed” inside fat, they don’t necessarily have to be put in the
freezer). Freeze for longer storage.



Mala Paste

If you have actually had a proper Sichuan mala hot pot in Sichuan
instead of only watching it used by Anthony Bourdain as a
torturing device to toy with Eric Ripert on TV, you will understand
its indisputable allure. It is as close as a food can come to being
narcotic, highly addictive, stupor-inducing, and mind-warping, all
through perpetual tidal waves of pain and pleasure. Every Sichuan
mala (ma means “numbing” and la means “spicy”) hot pot
restaurant creates its signature flavor profile by making a paste, a
mala hot pot base. And that’s where the inspiration for this recipe
comes from.

Having said that, you can’t use this paste as a hot pot base
because, despite its seemingly long ingredient list, this recipe is
still simplified compared to the real deal, which always includes
more than a dozen different spices. But it will provide sufficient
glory to the dishes and applications in this book.

MAKES 2 CUPS



NOTE: This paste includes a lot of ingredients but it’s totally worth
it. That said, you can make some exchanges, such as using 2
tablespoons of dark miso paste instead of 1 tablespoon of Chinese
fermented black beans, or skipping either the mushroom powder or
kombu powder (but not both), which are there for a boost of
umami. The spices are absolutely necessary.

3% ounces (100 g) pork back fat, diced into small cubes
3% ounces (100 g) guanciale or pancetta, diced into small cubes
3 tablespoons Sichuan broad bean chile paste (doubanjiang)
1 tablespoon dark miso paste

1 tablespoon Chinese fermented black beans

3 scallions, cut into 1-inch (3-cm) segments

6 garlic cloves, chopped

1 teaspoon minced ginger

4 to 6 Pickled Chilies or pickled jalapefios, finely chopped
2 tablespoons Chinese rice wine

2 tablespoons Sichuan or Korean chile flakes

1 tablespoon mushroom powder

2% teaspoons ground coriander

2 teaspoons ground cumin

1 teaspoon ground fennel

V4 teaspoon ground cinnamon

2 star anise pods

1 black cardamom pod or 2 green cardamom pods

2 fresh bay leaves

3 tablespoons ground Sichuan peppercorns

2 tablespoons toasted sesame oil

2 tablespoons soy sauce

2 tablespoons strawberry jam

1 tablespoon fish sauce

1 tablespoon kombu powder

1. Place the pork fat and guanciale in a medium nonstick saucepan and set it
over medium-high heat. Cook, stirring occasionally, until all the fat has been



rendered and the small dice becomes golden-brown crispy bits. Remove the
crispy pork bits with a slotted spoon and reserve them. Add the Sichuan
broad bean chile paste, miso paste, fermented black beans, scallions, garlic,
ginger, pickled chilies, rice wine, chile flakes, mushroom powder, coriander,
cumin, fennel, cinnamon, star anise, cardamom, and bay leaves to the fat in
the pan. Lower the heat to medium-low and cook for 10 minutes, stirring
constantly, until the mixture has darkened slightly in color. Add the ground
Sichuan peppercorns and cook for 30 seconds, then turn off the heat.

2. Return the crispy pork bits to the pan and add the sesame oil, soy sauce,
strawberry jam, fish sauce, and kombu powder. With an immersion blender
(here it produces a smoother texture than a regular blender), blend the whole
thing until extremely smooth. Transfer to an airtight container and keep
refrigerated for up to 1 month until needed.



Caramelized Onion Powder Paste

This serves as a cop-out version of fried shallots. As you can see,
it’s wet instead of dry, and onion instead of shallot, but it works as
an acceptable substitute, sometimes. In fact, it even works better in
some dishes, such as Cajun Chopped Liver Dirty Mazemen.

MAKES ¥ CUP

15 cup (60 g) very finely ground onion powder
Y4 cup plus 3 tablespoons (90 mL) canola oil

2 teaspoons fish sauce

V4 teaspoon ground white pepper

1. In a small saucepan, whisk the onion powder, oil, fish sauce, and pepper
into a thick paste, then set it over medium heat. Cook, whisking constantly
throughout the entire cooking process. When the mixture starts to simmer,
turn the heat to low and cook until the paste just starts to turn darker in color
(this will happen quite quickly). When it does, immediately take the pan off
the heat and continue whisking until the paste turns the same shade of brown



as caramel sauce. When in doubt, shoot for a lighter shade, because it will go
from aromatic to burned from one shade to the next.

2. Transfer the paste to a cool airtight jar to prevent further cooking. Keep in
the fridge for up to 1 month.



Orange Chile Sambal
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This recipe was born out of my nitpicking on sriracha. Don’t get
me wrong; I love sriracha just like any other reasonable earthling
for its creamy and intense pepperiness, garlicky and mildly sweet
heat level, and let’s not forget that ingenious design of the squeeze
bottle. But I wanted something more acidic and fruity that would
add more zing and pop to dishes. So, out came the orange chile
sambal.

MAKES 1 CUP

14 ounces (400 g) red cayenne peppers, goat horn chilies, or red jalapefio
peppers, stemmed

1% ounces (40 g) Thai hot chilies, stemmed

1 small navel orange

10 garlic cloves, peeled

2Y5 tablespoons fish sauce

2 tablespoons distilled white vinegar

2 teaspoons light brown sugar



1. If you like a super-smooth consistency, I suggest charring the peppers over
an open flame, letting them cool, and removing the charred skins. But if you
don’t mind a grittier chile sauce, you can skip this step.

2. Zest the orange and place the zest in the cup of an immers