How to match China's own drinks
18 Oct 2010 by Cher Lim
When it comes to pairing beverages with Chinese food, it is best to obey the centuries-old rule: 'When in Rome, do as the
Romans do'. So, let's just look at the two most common beverages in China - tea and Chinese wine.
There is a Chinese saying that before a man locks his front door for the day, he must be sure of having seven essential
items in the house: wood, rice, oil, salt, sauce, vinegar and tea ('???????????????????'). There's no doubt that tea has a
special place in every Chinese family.
Tea appreciation began at least 7,000 years ago, popularised during the Tang Dynasty (??) and flourished in the Song
Dynasty (??). Chinese tea culture combines the various schools of teachings such as Confucianism, Buddhism and
Taoism into the art of tea appreciation, making it into an everyday beverage regardless of time and occasion.
Tea production in China demonstrates the same principle as western wine production, where terroir plays an important
role in its flavours and tastes. To maximise the appreciation of tea, it is always matched with the appropriate style of food.
For example, in Jiang Su and Zhe Jiang provinces (on the east coast of China), green tea that has less tannin is a
preferred match with the delicate desserts in this region. In Guang Dong province (on the southern coast of China), black
tea with higher tannin is a common beverage to accompany the sweet and salty preserved foods served along with the
main dishes. The main dishes also tend to be quite oily.
In addtion to tea, it is common to accompany food with Chinese wine, whose base ingredients are traditionally grains
such as rice, millet and wheat. An example is the famous Huang Jiu yellow wine (??) which is not distilled and has less
than 20% alcohol. (My photograph shows a flask of a 10-year-old Shao Xing Jiu (yellow wine) from Zhe Jiang from
China's east coast that we paired the other night with some of the Chinese dishes.) This 'wine' has a strong flavour and
taste, almost savoury on its own, ideal for the equally heavy cuisines from Jiang Su and Zhe Jiang provinces. One
delicious pairing is a warm yellow wine with the famous Shanghai hairy crabs, an incontrovertible match. When it comes
to Guang Dong cuisine, which is lighter and less salty in style, yellow wine is replaced by the lower-alcohol rice wine???)
in order to harmonise with the cuisine.
So, what lessons do we learn here?
There is always a place for tea in Chinese dining. Whichever wines we choose, we must understand the contributions of
tea as the consistent food beverage.
The strength of the alcohol and the savouriness in a wine are usually used to balance the food.
Often in the Chinese restaurants in international hotels in major Chinese cities, guests are handed a western wine list. It
might be more interesting instead to introduce guests and especially foreigners to the traditional Chinese teas and wines
for an age-old culinary experience. Properly matched, of course.
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