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The origin of 
pan-fried, deep-fried 
and baked food

As the old Chinese saying goes, “Food 
is the most important thing for people”. 
Since ancient times, regions all over China 
have developed a plethora of unique 
cuisines, and even more cooking methods. 
When it comes to f lavour and fragrance, 
fr ied dishes are best, but in terms of 
uniqueness, baked dishes have special 
charms.

According to some scholars, the ancient 
archeological Zhoukoudian Peking Man 
Site already showed traces of using fire. 
However, the emergence of pan-frying, 
deep-frying and baking only arrived a 
long time later as they required cooking 
oil, pots, pans and other items. It is said 
that it wasn’t until the Bronze Age that 
the prerequisites for these cooking items 
gradually developed.

The growth of metal cookware
The Bronze Age lasted through the Xia, 
Shang and Zhou Dynasties. Although 
at f irst metal was mainly used to make 
ritual items and weapons, its use soon 

spread into daily life as well. In the Han 
Dynasty, as iron smelting technology 
progressed, iron utensils became popular 
with ordinary people, creating favourable 
conditions for pan-frying and deep-frying 
to become widespread. Early records of 
these two methods can be found in the 
famous Qimin Yaoshu (literally: essential 
techniques for the welfare of the people), 
written during the Northern and Southern 
Dynast ies, and covering agriculture, 
forestry, animal husbandry, brewing and 
cooking.

A fried food associated with a 
historic event
When discussing traditional fried food, 
many people think of Chinese Crullers. 
It is said that this dish originated in the 
Southern Song Dynasty. During this 
period one of the prime ministers, QIN 
Hui, framed the great general YUE 
Fei, leading to his execut ion by the 
emperor. People hated QIN Hui deeply. 
One pancake seller made dough sticks 
re sembl i ng  t he  t reacherous 
QIN Hui and his wife, and 
deep-fried them to vent his 
anger. Unexpectedly, the 
accidental dish attracted 
people’s attention, and 
over time spread all 
over China.

Baking a unique flavour
Baked dishes are mainly seen in Hakka 
cuisine, and can be divided into several 
categories. One of the more special ones 
is called “salt-baked”. This ingenious 
cooking method is said to have been 
invented by a salt merchant’s chef in 
Huizhou during the Qing Dynasty to 
preserve chicken meat. The idea gradually 
evolved, and new dishes were developed 
such as Salt-baked Quail Eggs.

Covering a pot with a lid and letting the 
steam cook the ingredients is also called 
baking, and Claypot Baked Rice is an 
example of this method. But baked rice 
originated much earlier than salt-baking. 
In Liji (the Book of Rites), one of the 
eight delicacies in the Zhou Dynasty was 
described as a meat gravy rice, similar in 
preparation to Claypot Baked Rice. Of 
course, the utensils and ingredients used 
for making baked rice seen in Guangdong 
today are quite different from those of the 
meat gravy rice in the Zhou Dynasty, but 
nevertheless, we can appreciate the long 
history of baking from historical literature.
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The development of 
pan-fried, deep-fried 
and baked food

In the early years following the founding 
of Hong Kong, many immigrants came 
to settle down in the city and brought 
with them food from their home towns. 
As time passed, some Hong Kongers went 
to Nanyang (the warm southern region of 
Asia) to work, and brought back interesting 
new cuisines from different areas.

Among these, Chiu Chow cuisine has won 
the hearts and palates of many local people. 
Pan-fried Oyster Pancakes is one Chiu 
Chow dish that Hong Kongers particularly 
love. Other Chinese who had ventured 
even further af ield brought back other 
dishes like Satay Skewers and delicious 
satay sauce which also became popular 
locally.

Heading from the streets into 
restaurants
In the beginning of the 50s, the government 
issued a number of licences to hawkers to 
sell cooked food from roadside stalls which 
soon became popular spots for people to 
have their meals. Dining at roadside stalls, 
however, was more than just a treat for 
the taste buds and an opportunity to meet 
friends, it also provided a live cooking show 
by the chefs! Customers could see the chefs 
concocting popular dishes like Claypot 
Rice right before their eyes – a sight that is 
very rare these days.

From the 70s and right through the 90s, 
many hawkers could still be found going 
about their business at roadside stalls. 
But today they are no longer common. 
Fortunately their dishes live on, however, 
and snacks such as Stuffed Three Treasures 

and Deep-fried Pig Intestines can still be 
ordered in eateries and restaurants. As for 
Deep-fried Chicken Thighs, they are now 
a fast-food dish.

Improving pan-fried, deep-fried 
and baked dishes
In order to move with the times and keep 
up with changing tastes, many of today’s 
eateries have added innovative new touches 
to traditional pan-fried, deep-fried and 
baked dishes, to give diners new culinary 
experiences. For example, new generation 
congee shops have come up with mini 
versions of Chinese Crullers, Ox Tongue 
Pastry and Savoury Pancakes, to satisfy 
their customers’ penchant for trying many 
different snacks at one go. Innovation is 
also evident in Claypot Rice offerings 
where pork neck and curry beef brisket are 
one of the many new options now available.

Even though there have been changes to 
pan-fried, deep-fried and baked dishes in 
terms of where they are sold, the way they 
are prepared and their appearance, they 
have remained as popular with locals as 
ever.
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Deep-fried Glutinous 
Rice Balls (Jin Dui)
An auspicious food for Chinese New Year

Deep-fried Glutinous Rice Balls – or Jin Dui – is a popular 
Chinese New Year snack in Hong Kong symbolising bountiful 
wealth. There is a red variation made with a flower-like shape 
on top which is called Pomegranate Flower Jin Dui because of 
its resemblance to a pomegranate. This variation symbolises 
bountiful blessings and many offspring. Pomegranate Flower 
Jin Dui is also considered an auspicious food for weddings and 
prayer rites. It is said that the snack originated from a favourite 
palace food of the Tang Dynasty called Lu Dui. The southward 
migration of people from the central plains allowed the dish 
to evolve into a deep-fried snack in Guangdong. Other than 
during the Chinese New Year, Jin Dui is also widely available 
nowadays in restaurants and congee shops in Hong Kong 
throughout the year.

While Jin Dui is especially popular in Guangdong, there are other 
similar snacks in various forms in other parts of China and in 
Taiwan. They are all made from glutinous rice flour with sesame 
seeds on top and then deep-fried. According to Mr LAU Chor 
Kwan, an instructor at the Chinese Culinary Institute, Jin Dui 
looks simple, but requires quite a bit of technique to prepare it well. 
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Recipe for Deep-fried Glutinous 
Rice Balls

(Photos 1-4) Cook the sugar in the 
water until it has completely dissolved. 
Set as ide to cool  before add ing 
glutinous rice flour, rice flour, baking 
sod a  a nd  ba k i ng  powder.  M i x 
thoroughly and knead the dough. 
Continue kneading until the surface is 
shiny and smooth before leaving aside 
for 2 hours.

(Photos 5-6) Divide the dough into 
several portions. Rub each portion 
into a long strip before cutting it into 
lumps of roughly 25g each.

(Photos 7-10)  Roll each dough lump 
into a ball before coating with sesame 
seeds.

(Photos 11-14) Heat the cooking oil 
in a wok to 115°C before switching 
off the fire. Put the dough balls into 
the wok. Switch on a small fire once 
the dough balls f loat to the surface 
of the oil. Let the temperature of the 
oil rise slowly and then maintain it at 
between 160-170°C. At the same time, 
continuously press the dough balls 
down into the boiling oil till they are 
deep-fried to a golden brown colour 
and have a crisp texture.

1

2

3

44
9
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Press down firmly when 
kneading the dough
Mr LAU stressed that it is necessary to 
add rice f lour and syrup in addition to 
glutinous rice f lour in order to produce 
Jin Dui that is both fragrant and crisp on 
the outside, and chewy on the inside. This 
is because these two extra ingredients 
reduce the softness of the glutinous rice 
flour to help it become crispy. To prevent 
the Jin Dui from collapsing, not much 
water is added to the dough. This makes 
it harder, hence there is a need to apply 
more force when kneading, until the 
surface of the dough is shiny and smooth. 
The kneaded dough also has to be left 
aside for a minimum of 2 hours to allow 
all the ingredients to permeate uniformly 
before rolling it into litt le balls and 
coating it with sesame seeds. The Jin Dui 
will then be plump and round. 

Tips and tricks

Q1
How to make the sesame seeds stick to 
the dough?

A1
First, wet both hands with water before 
rol l ing the dough lumps into l it t le 

balls, this increases the 
stickiness of the dough. 
Roll each ball in a pile 
of sesame seeds to coat 
it thoroughly.

Q2
Why is there a need to switch off the fire 
before placing the Jin Dui into the wok, 
and why the need to keep pressing the 
balls into the oil?

A2
Switching off the fire allows the dough 
balls to be cooked slowly and thoroughly 
without being burnt. Pressing them 
down continuously into the boiling oil 
ensures that they are heated uniformly, 
and hence expand even faster.

Ingredients (40 pieces)

600g … glutinous rice flour

75g … rice flour

260g … table sugar

5g … baking soda

8g … baking powder

410ml … water

225g … sesame seeds

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.
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Interesting 
local stories
of pan-fried, 
deep-fried and 
baked food

Fresh and piping hot
In the past, inferior ingredients or scraps 
from restaurant k itchens were used 
to produce authentic street food. The 
main draw of street food was that it was 
prepared in front of the customer so the 
food was fresh and piping hot. This was 
especially true for stalls peddling deep-
fried snacks. Usually, the ingredients 
were only placed into the wok after an 
order was made and this caused the 
surrounding air to become permeated 
with the tantalising fragrance of deep-
fried food. The stalls also provided sour 
plum sauce and mustard that the customer 
was free to add as desired. At times, the 
unique charms of eating out on the streets 
were more enjoyable than dining in a 
restaurant.

A stench from afar
While some deep-fried snacks are capable 
of drawing customers who are streets 
away, others create such a stench that 
customers are actually driven away. This 
singular honour belongs to Stinky Tofu, 
the most polar ising of al l deep-fr ied 

snacks. In the past, hawkers selling this 
snack would balance two wooden crates 
from both ends of a carrying pole. One 
of the crates contained the wok and tools 
to start a fire, while the other contained 
fermented Stinky Tofu. Once a suitable 
spot was found, the hawker would put 
down his stuff before heating up the wok 
and get ready to do business. Today, not 
only is the Stinky Tofu stall on a carrying 
pole no longer seen in Hong Kong, even 
eateries selling Stinky Tofu can hardly 
be found after numerous complaints were 
made regarding the stench they generate.

Beware of runaway hawkers
In the past, most street food stalls operated 
without a licence. But neither this fact, 
nor the general hygiene standards of the 
stalls bothered the public who were more 
concerned about the f lavour and price of 
the food. 
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Anecdotes 
about cooking 
pan-fried, 
deep-fried and 
baked food

When did pan-frying cooking 
techniques first appear?
“Pan-frying” means heating up the wok 
on a low heat, then adding the ingredients 
to cook slowly until the surface of the food 
is golden brown or caramelised. Some say 
it originated in the Northern Wei Dynasty.

What is “dry pan-frying”? Are there 
other pan-frying methods such as 
“wet pan-frying”?
Pan-frying is a cooking method which can 
be done in a few different ways, for example:

Dry pan-frying –
This means pan-frying the food, then 
adding seasoning and continuing to fry 
until dry.

Wet pan-frying –
This means adding seasoning sauce to the 
food after pan-frying and ensuring the 
sauce is evenly distributed.

Searing –
This is a kind of Cantonese style cooking, 
usually used for pan-frying fish. In searing, 
the two sides of the fish are pan-fried until 
golden brown, then seasoning sauce is 
added and the dish is covered with a lid to 
simmer further. Finally soy starch slurry is 
added to thicken the sauce.

Stuffed pan-frying –
This is when minced fish, shrimp or meat 
paste is stuffed into different kinds of food 
and pan-fried on a low heat until fully cooked. 
It is then simmered with soup or has soup 
poured directly onto the dish.

Why extra virgin olive oil is not 
suggested for deep-frying food?
Extra virgin olive oil has a low smoke 
poi nt  a nd  i t  may  re lea se  ha r m f u l 
substances when used in deep-frying. It is 
therefore only suitable for salad sauce or in 
low temperature cooking. For deep-fried 
dishes, an oil with a high smoke point such 
as regular olive oil is suggested.

Can deep-frying only be done 
with a high oil temperature? 
Can it be done with a low oil 
temperature?
Some ingredients or dishes have to be 
deep-fried using oil at a low temperature, 
or  t hey  may become cha r red .  For 
example, deep-fried diced garlic and deep-
fried egg floss can only be made with low 
oil temperatures of around 60 to 70°C.

Discarding the oil after deep-
frying seems to be a waste. Is it 
okay to keep the used oil for later 
use?
Reusing oil repeatedly is not recommended. 
Prolonged heating or reheating decomposes 
the triglycerides in the oil and releases 
more than 200 harmful substances, which 
can increase the risk of heart diseases and 
cancers.

Is the Chinese way of baking 
different from the western way 
which uses an oven?
The western way of baking is in an oven. 
Whereas the Chinese way is to wrap the 

Pan-frying, deep-frying and baking are 
the three most common ways of preparing 
local snacks. But what are the main 
characteristics and variations of these 
cooking methods? What should one pay 
attention to when applying them?

food and then bake it in salt or in clay. 
Examples of this are Hakka Salt-baked 
Chicken and Jiangsu Beggar’s Chicken.

Are there any specific criteria 
for choosing the ingredients for 
Claypot Rice?
Claypot Rice uses dif ferent k inds of 
meat ,  such as beef or ch icken, and 
goes with Chinese preserved sausage, 
black mushrooms or salted f ish. Ideally 
ingredients should be dry, as food which 
releases water during the cooking process, 
such as bean sprouts and radishes, may 
increase the moisture in the rice, and 
hence are not suitable for making the dish.

Claypot Rice is a kind of popular 
local food in Hong Kong and the 
Guangdong region. Are there 
similar dishes in other regions or 
countries?
There are similar dishes in other parts 
of China, such as Guilin Yangshuo in 
Guangxi and Shanghai, where people 
cook rice and other ingredients together 
in pots. However, they differ slightly in 
the ingredients and cooking methods. 
For example, Shanghainese Pot Rice 
is prepared by f irst stir-frying rice and 
different ingredients before putting them 
into a claypot to cook until the dish is tasty 
and fragrant. Other countries also have 
similar dishes. Japanese Kamameshi is 
made by cooking seasoned rice in a metal 
container, with toppings like chicken. 
Korean Bibimbap is rice made in a stone 
pot with vegetables, beef and eggs.
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