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Chengdu / 

Has the 

authenticity of 

Sichuan food in 

the province’s 

capital of Chengdu 

been diminished in 

an effort to cater 

to tourist palates, 

or is enough being 

done to preserve 

the quality of one 

of China’s eight 

great cuisines?   

BY CRYSTAL WILDE
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glamorous young woman with 
dyed ombre hair, a calf-length 
tweed coat and velveteen slippers 
waits patiently for her takeaway. 
Around her is a scene of chaos: 

hastily parked luxury cars pen in the outdoor 
diners, comprising fashionistas with purposefully 
ripped jeans alongside red-faced men soaking up 
an otherwise liquid lunch. Chubby stray dogs 
circle for scraps as plates are scraped into one big 
tabletop slop bowl by a waiter with broken piano 
teeth. All are shrouded in a cloud of cigarette 
smoke – but it’s a small price to pay for a taste of 
authentic Sichuan cuisine. 

Huangcheng Old Beef is one of Chengdu’s most 
thriving “fl y restaurants”, so called because 
patrons buzz around the eatery, rather than sit 
down to enjoy a leisurely meal. Set up by the Zhang 
brothers in the 1960s, the restaurant draws a full 
cross-section of customers to its no-nonsense 
meals. Menus don’t exist here; you get what you’re 
given and you’d better like beef. Braised beef with 
daikon radish, kung pao beef and cold beef with 
chilli oil are a few of the regular off erings. All are 
served straight up with no fancy trimmings or 
gimmicks. Grandma would approve.

The Zhang brothers have changed little about 
their tried-and-tested formula in the ensuing 
decades, but the same cannot be said for 
Chengdu’s restaurants as a whole. Recent years 
have seen the arrival of panda-shaped dim sum 
and dry ice-spewing hotpots in the southwestern 
Chinese city, as well as the alteration of regional 
classics for the unrefi ned tourist palette, the 
delicate balance of fl avours loaded up with too 
much chilli and peppercorns in a bid to appease 
uninformed expectations around the cuisine’s 
essential characteristics. 

Concerns about Sichuan food losing its 
authenticity have been so loudly voiced that the 
Chinese government recently introduced a 
number of measures to ensure its preservation. In 
the same vein as Michelin stars, gold, silver and 

A

“Gold, silver and bronze pandas 
are now awarded to exceptional 

Sichuan restaurants”

bronze pandas – an animal synonymous with the 
province – are now awarded to exceptional 
Sichuan restaurants at home and abroad. Some 
longstanding food institutions have been 
nationalised, and guidelines have been set for the 
standardisation of recipes. 

“It wasn’t until recently that people started to 
standardise recipes,” Jordan Porter, the Canadian 
founder of Chengdu Food Tours, explains. “But 
most of this is done through the government from 
the top down – for example through the Sichuan 
Institute of Higher Cuisine. In some ways, there’s 
a role for that as it ensures the cuisine’s 
preservation, but it also denies the cluttered and 
creative atmosphere of the scene.”

Sichuan food, named by Chinese chefs as one of 
the country’s eight great cuisines, is typifi ed by 
bold and pungent fl avours stemming from the 
liberal use of garlic, chilli, Sichuan peppercorns, 
peanuts and fermented bean paste. It’s said to be 
China’s favourite takeout and the most commonly 
served cuisine across the country. But in a 
culinary history spanning thousands of years, 
Sichuan food as we know it only arrived in the 
last three centuries or so. So how do you choose 
what’s protected? And more pertinently, should 
any cuisine be encouraged to stand still? 

With its highly fertile soil and mild climate, the 
Sichuan basin is surrounded by farms, many of 
which host middle-class families for “pick your 
own” dinners on weekends. Areas of intensively 
terraced fi elds, known as the “land of a million 
steps”, and sophisticated irrigation systems 
provide an astounding diversity of crops. The 
markets here are a sensory overload, with fruit 
you can smell across the street and meat a little 
too fresh for the squeamish.   

The so-called mala (numb spicy) fl avour profi le 
Sichuan food is renowned for is the culmination 
of centuries of war and migration that bought new 
ingredients and cooking techniques to the 
province. Fermented bean paste, known locally as 
doubanjiang and often referred to as the “soul of 

 
 

 SEET

Aspire Feb 2018
029-036_Feature Chengdu.DL.PZ.MS.AK.indd   31 13/1/18   9:49 AM



32

Chengdu / 

Sichuan cuisine” is one of the region’s original umami 
ingredients. Another is the Sichuan peppercorn, which is 
in fact derived from a citrus plant and not a peppercorn at 
all. It’s a molecule called hydroxy-alpha-sanshool that 
creates the tingly, numbing feeling these unassuming seed 
husks create in the mouth. 

The eye-watering spice that Sichuan cuisine is now 
known for, however, is a relatively new addition. Chilli 
peppers were unearthed in Mexico when Christopher 
Columbus “discovered” America in 1492. They are thought 
to have travelled to southern China with Spanish or 
Portuguese traders, after which they were fi rst referenced 
in relation to Sichuan’s neighbour, Hunan province, in 
1684 – a whole 60 years before they reached Sichuan. So, 
it would seem that a world of relatively new infl uences is 
distilled to what we know as Sichuan cuisine today.

Some say evolution is unavoidable, but it’s easy to 
sympathise with the critics of the most modern 
manifestations. The tourist-centred shops in Kuanzhai 
Xiangzi – the so-called “Wide and Narrow Alleys” – are 
happily peddling cheapened or even totally invented 
versions of Sichuan food to visitors who know no better. 
This famed eating street in the city’s Qingyang District 
overfl ows with novelty dumplings, fl ower-shaped cotton 
candy and all else that’s likely to make it to social media 
before the mouth. 

Porter would never dream of taking his food tour 
customers here but argues that commercial streets like 
this have always existed in Chengdu.

“You don’t have to have a culture trapped in its past to 
ensure authenticity,” the 31-year-old, who speaks the local 
dialect almost fl uently, insists. “A modern manifestation is 
no less authentic than an old one, and one from 400 years 
ago may be no less contrived than it is now.”

In any case, there are still plenty of classic Sichuan 
dishes in Kuanzhai Xiangzi, such as sesame-laden dan dan 
noodles and sweet and sticky kung pao chicken. However, 
all are made to feed the masses, relying on store-bought 
chilli oil and bean paste, the chef’s personal versions of 
which are considered the cornerstone of local cooking. 

Tian Zong Long, who manages his family’s tiny but 
well-respected Chun Yang Guan (Pure Sunshine) 
Restaurant in the city’s Kuixinglou area, says quality 
ingredients are key to creating an authentic taste. 

“The big change in Sichuan food now is that ingredients 
are getting more expensive,” explains the sangfroid 
46-year-old, wiping his hands on his bright yellow apron. 
“People aren’t willing to pay more for a bowl of noodles so 
chefs are starting to cut corners. It’s harder to fi nd places 
doing it the old way. Soon no one will remember what real 
Sichuan food is like.”

Xiong Yen, owner of Ying Garden restaurant in 
Chengdu’s Taisheng District, agrees. “You can’t say all the 
food in the Wide and Narrow Alleys isn’t Sichuan, because 
some is, but if every restaurant uses MSG and sauces from 
the factories, the taste will all be the same.” 

Her words are testament to the age-old Sichuan saying 
bai cai, bai wei which means “100 dishes, 100 fl avours”, 

CLOCKWISE FROM 

ABOVE: A BUSTLING 

MARKET IN 

CHENGDU; MALA 

TOFU IS A 

TYPICALLY SICHUAN 

DISH; WOMEN IN 

TRADITIONAL GARB 

SELLING BEANCURD 

AND OTHER DISHES; 

STREET FOOD IS 

READILY AVAILABLE 

ALL DAY AND NIGHT 

IN CHENGDU

 
 

 SEET

Aspire Feb 2018
029-036_Feature Chengdu.DL.PZ.MS.AK.indd   32 13/1/18   9:49 AM



33

Chengdu / 

“You don’t have to have a culture trapped 
in its past to ensure authenticity”
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implying that each chef’s creation should and 
does taste a little diff erent.

Striking a monastic air with her shaved 
head and scarlet fl eece, 43-year-old Xiong 
takes me on a tour of her kitchen, where 
huge vats of doubanjiang sit quietly 
fermenting and freshly decapitated frogs lie 
on chopping boards.

Things are done the old way here in many 
regards, but Xiong and her sister – who quit 
their jobs and entered the restaurant 
business in their forties – have woven 
elements of diff erent cuisines into some of 
their dishes. Tea leaves are tossed into the 
wok with shrimps, Hangzhou-style, while 
Taiwan has infl uenced both the tangyuan 
sticky rice balls, and the pumpkin and 
osmanthus fl owers pudding.

“It’s still a Sichuan restaurant, but because 
we travel a lot we introduced some food from 
other regions,” Xiong explains. “People like 
that, and I don’t think it makes a diff erence if 
the food is good. We have never claimed to be 
a typical Sichuan restaurant.”

A few streets away, Beer Duck Restaurant, 
which has stuck to a purely Sichuan menu, is 
working hard to keep up with the rapid pace 
of change. Having started out more than 20 
years ago only serving its namesake dish, the 
no-frills kitchen now off ers a wide spectrum 
of Sichuan food, including pig’s foot soup, 
rabbit head and every imaginable animal 
part on skewers known as chuan. 

Zhou Lee, 36, who has only recently taken 
over the running of the restaurant from her 
in-laws, says she’s all too aware of her 
vulnerable place in the market. 

“Our customers are almost exclusively 
older local people. Young people and tourists 
have higher expectations for decoration and 
style,” Zhou says, motioning towards her 
cracked tiles and scorched tabletops. “But in 
these new places you’re just eating the 
decorations.”

The vision of a modern Chinese woman 
with her painted nails and sculpted 
eyebrows, Zhou holds her pouting, Hello 
Kitty-clad daughter while dishing out change 
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to the waitresses. Torn between tradition and 
experimentation, she knows she must evolve 
to survive.

“Restaurants have to off er so much more now, 
as customers expect to eat what they want, 
when they want. I’m open to trying new things, 
but I will always honour the recipes and 
techniques of the family and keep the spirit of 
this place alive.”

Jiu Che, a food writer who has been 
“professionally eating and drinking for 20 
years” in a bid to promote Sichuan food and 
culture, is a lot less worried.

“Sichuan food has changed a lot over recent 
years. Modern Sichuan food is a fusion of many 
diff erent strains thanks to migration which has 
changed the area’s culture, raw materials and 
therefore food,” Jiu says. “The changes seen in 
Sichuan cuisine are the same for Chinese food in 
general. I think these are good changes, as it 

means more people can discover and enjoy 
Sichuan food.”

But not all young people are seeking 
something new, it seems. The long line outside 
Grandma Yan’s hole-in-the-wall stall in near 
Wenshu Monastery is made up almost 
exclusively of millennial-types in Ugg boots and 
Adidas sneakers. The hungry hipsters are more 
than happy to wait for a taste of Grandma’s guo 
hei - unleavened bread stuff ed with stewed beef, 
pickled vegetables and zingy Sichuan seasoning. 
Those with the prize fi nally in hand grin into 
their smartphone cameras like they’ve won the 
golden ticket.

 “People want the old fl avour,” says 56-year-
old Yan, who’s only ever made the one dish. 
When asked how she’s remained popular 
throughout 20 years of change in the Chengdu 
food scene, she taps her proud chest with a 
well-fed fi nger. “You’ve got to do it from here.” 

GRANDMA YAN AND 

HER FAMED GUO 

HEI, UNLEAVENED 

BREAD STUFFED 

WITH BEEF, PICKLED 

VEGETABLES AND 

SICHUAN DRESSING

Hong Kong Airlines flies to 
Chengdu daily. For more 
information, visit 
hongkongairlines.com

3 MUST-TRY SICHUAN DISHES 

HOTPOT 

This quintessential Sichuan stew 
can seem a little daunting at first 

glance, but it’s pretty simple 
really. Choose your broth, meat 
and veggies and throw it all in 
together – and don’t forget the 

dipping sauce.

MAPO TOFU 

Apparently named after the wife of 
a Qing dynasty restaurateur who 
invented it, mapo tofu employs 

the same braising techniques used 
for meat. It comes in a spicy sauce 
with the all-important doubanjiang 

and Sichuan peppercorns.

TWICE-COOKED PORK  

This pork dish consists of 
simmered pork leg or belly that’s 

then stir-fried with vegetables 
and chilli. This dish often 

contains no Sichuan peppercorns 
so it’s a safe bet for those yet to 

acquire a taste for them.
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