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Introduction

Why make tofu yourself? Because you want to experience it at its peak—freshly made, creamy, and subtly sweet. Homemade tofu is as precious as homemade bread.

In parts of Asia where tofu is a mainstay, most people rely on local producers and market vendors; they don’t typically make their own tofu. This is probably why a number of Asian people reacted with pleased surprise when I mentioned I was making my own tofu at home. One day while I was shopping for a cedar tofu mold at the Soko Hardware store in San Francisco’s Japantown, several older women overheard my conversation with the store clerks and peppered me with delighted questions. One of them rhapsodically recalled growing up in Fremont, California, where the neighborhood tofu maker cooked huge quantities of soy milk in a cauldron set over a backyard wood fire.

    Still, some home cooks do take on tofu making. In Japan, supermarkets sell bottled soy milk with tiny packages of coagulant for this purpose. And a few years ago, a family friend asked how to make fresh tofu; she wanted to relay the information to a Vietnamese woman who had immigrated to Africa. And nowadays many people are talking about making tofu at home. It no longer seems so arcane. In fact, when I brought homemade tofu to a dinner party, our Swedish-born hostess without hesitation remarked, “Oh, making tofu is like making yogurt.”


You can prepare many recipes with purchased tofu. However, to really explore tofu's flavors, textures, and versatility, take the DIY approach and make it from scratch. There are many options for getting started. You can make the full journey from bean to curd by starting with homemade soy milk, or try jumping in someplace in between. Most of the ingredients and equipment are surprisingly accessible. Review the section on essential ingredients and equipment, then embark on your own tofu adventure.
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Clockwise, from top left: Soy milk lees, soy milk, block tofu, fresh tofu skin, silken tofu, seasoned pressed tofu




Tofu Essentials: Ingredients

Making tofu requires only three ingredients: dried soybeans, water, and coagulant. With so little involved, it’s important to start out with good ingredients to ensure results that are worth your effort.

Dried Soybeans

Selecting good soybeans is part of the tofu maker’s craft, but you do not have to struggle with it. Tofu is not made from the green edamame beans that are boiled up for snacking. You need mature, dried soybeans.

There are countless varieties of dried soybeans, and their seed coats come in many colors—buff, yellow, green, brown, black, and mottled. Most are yellow inside (some green or black soybeans have light green interiors). They are roundish and range from tiny lentil-size to giants the size of blueberries. When purchasing soybeans:


• Choose handsome, clean beans with uniform size and shape. The light beige or pale yellow ones are most commonly used for making tofu.

• Check for the soybean’s hilum, the “eye” that indicates where the seed was attached to the pod. The hilum varies in color, but on the choicest soybeans for making tofu it’s nearly invisible.

• Look for large beans (think of a regular-size frozen pea); they generally contain more protein and fat, resulting in a higher yield. However, huge beans do not necessarily mean better tofu. When comparing soybeans, peruse the nutritional labels, if present, to determine fat and protein content.

• Buy organic or non-GMO dried soybeans: they are cultivated in a healthy and sustainable way, and they make exceptionally tasty soy milk and tofu.

• Shop for dried soybeans at health food markets and Asian grocers, or in the bulk section of some supermarkets.

• Consider buying soybeans directly from a grower. Iowa’s Fairview Farms cultivates Laura Soybeans, an excellent non-GMO bean.

• Try different kinds of soybeans from a variety of sources. The price is extremely reasonable, so your experimentation won’t break the bank.

• Taste beans that have been soaked but do not swallow them because they are hard to digest. Good soybeans should have a pleasant, fresh flavor.

• Store dried soybeans in an airtight container at room temperature. They will keep indefinitely.



Water

Use water that you regularly drink to soak the beans and render the soy milk. I use filtered tap water, but you may prefer spring or well water. Rinse the beans and wash equipment with regular tap water, but the water used for making soy milk, and subsequently to yield tofu, should taste good.

Coagulant

A handful of coagulants can be used to make tofu, from everyday vinegar and lemon juice to gypsum, Epsom salts, and boiled-down seawater. Japanese producers traditionally preferred nigari extracted from seawater to coagulate their soy milk, while Chinese tofu makers favored gypsum and Vietnamese tofu makers used the whey from previous batches as a coagulant. Nowadays, those divisions are blurred and tofu makers use what they deem to be optimal for their customers. For example, some people use gypsum for silken tofu while others prefer the ease of glucono delta-lactone (GDL), a white crystalline powder that is acidic in nature. Read commercial tofu labels and you may see a combination of coagulants. Regardless of what is used, the coagulant works to solidify the protein and oil in hot soy milk.

In trying out most of the coagulants listed above, I’ve found that gypsum and nigari are the best (and equally good), with Epsom salts coming in third. All three are common minerals classified as types of salt. They are also easy for home cooks to obtain. Vinegar and lemon juice produce tofu that is grainy in texture and slightly sour tasting. Some people like that tang and say that the acid helps preserve the tofu. GDL is a pricey industrial product. Using recycled whey works best if you are a professional producer with space to store the whey and are making tofu every day.

The yield of tofu solids is about the same regardless, but there are subtle flavor and texture differences in the end product. Gypsum is the most versatile coagulant for the recipes in this book.


    
    THE TOP THREE TOFU COAGULANTS

    
    Nigari (magnesium chloride)

Characteristics: Produces slightly sweet flavor; firmer tofu than gypsum yields. Can be taken with water as a health supplement, but the flavor can be very bitter. Nigari comes from the Japanese nigai, which means “bitter.”



Availability: Clear liquid nigari is sold at many Japanese markets in small plastic bottles, such as the one below on the left. Purchase crystalline or granulated nigari from online vendors, who may also carry liquid nigari. Check health food stores with macrobiotic sections.

 Gypsum (calcium sulfate)

Characteristics: Yields mild-tasting tofu that is slightly more tender than nigari tofu. Adds a significant amount of calcium to tofu.



Availability: Use food-grade gypsum, which is also used in beer making. Home brewing suppliers sell gypsum and it is available online. The gypsum sold at Chinese markets tends to have an odd perfume.

Epsom salts (magnesium sulfate)

Characteristics: Functions like gypsum but the resulting texture is slightly grainy. Can be used to alleviate body aches, exfoliate, and relieve constipation. Soak, drink, or scrub with it.



Availability: Widely available and reasonably priced at drugstores and supermarkets.

    

[image: coagulants used to make tofu]

If you purchase a tofu kit, check with your vendor for coagulant choices. They are usually very reasonably priced.

Tofu Essentials: Equipment

Unless you are planning to make rectangular blocks of tofu, you can get by with basic kitchen equipment to make tofu. Silken tofu and soft tofu pudding are prepared in a variety of containers and no special mold or mold lining cloth is required. However, you’ll need the following items to handle the tasks involved.

Grinding Beans

BLENDER

A regular countertop blender, not the hand-held immersion kind, renders the soaked beans and water to a silky, thick mixture in no time. A food processor can be used, too.

Cooking Soy Milk

LARGE POT

To initially cook the soybean slurry, use a pot with a capacity of about two and a half times the amount of water that will be used. For example, rich soy milk calls for 6 cups of water, so use a 4-quart pot. A 6-quart pot is perfect for a batch of light soy milk. If you double a recipe, remember to use larger pots. A nonstick pot makes cleaning easier.

SMALLER POT

To simmer the strained soy milk, find a pot that holds about 1 quart less than the larger pot. For example, a 3-quart pot is plenty sufficient for a 3¼-cup batch of rich soy milk. A 5-quart pot will accommodate a batch of light soy milk just fine. Again, a nonstick pot helps reduce cleanup.

WOODEN SPATULA

The shape of the spatula mimics a tofu maker’s stirring paddle; its flat edge is perfect for effectively stirring a pot of soy milk, cooling the soy milk, and adding coagulant.

Straining Soy Milk

LARGE COLANDER OR MESH STRAINER

Choose a colander that is a little bigger than the smaller pot so that it fits inside but extends over the pot’s rim by about 1 inch. Or use a sturdy mesh strainer.

PRESSING CLOTH

Have a large piece of cotton cloth to press the soy milk through—a big square of lightweight unbleached muslin or an oversized non-terry cotton dishtowel.

PRESSING TOOL

Use a potato masher; clean, empty wine bottle; or quart jar.


TOFU TOOL DISCOVERIES

While writing this book, one of my go-to kitchen helpers was a stash of unbleached muslin squares—my better alternative to cheesecloth. I used them for rendering soy milk, lining molds, squeezing tofu, and straining stocks. They laundered beautifully in the washing machine, their unfinished edges developing character as I developed my tofu making skills. At the fabric store, look for lightweight unbleached muslin. It comes in varying widths; the ideal yardage is about 48 inches wide, enough to yield two 24-inch-square pieces. Buy a generous ⅔ yard and tear it in half along the grain.

On the other hand, soy milk machines disappointed. They are good for making soy milk that you drink but do not have a large enough capacity to handle the larger volume needed for making tofu. Plus, they are designed for a particular ratio of beans to milk. I tried manipulating one machine to produce different kinds of soy milks but my efforts resulted in lots of cleanup and burnt milk. Additionally, I had to strain the milk to remove lingering fine solids. The machine was not a huge time-saver for making tofu.



Shaping Regular and Firm Tofu

MOLD

Use a tofu pressing box made of wood or plastic, Japanese bamboo colander (zaru), or a small colander. You can fashion a mold from two disposable aluminum loaf pans. Use the tip of a paring knife to perforate the bottom and sides of one pan with holes, spaced about 1 inch apart, for drainage; employ the other to weight down the curds.

For beautiful, neat block tofu, purchase a dedicated mold. Search online for “tofu kit” and “tofu box.” Plastic molds, such as the Soya Joy (the wooden option is pictured here), are great for beginners and are what I provided to my recipe testers; it works well for a batch of tofu made from 6 ounces of dried soybeans. Wooden ones are larger and have a removable bottom for easy unmolding. The one I often use has an opening that spans 4 inches wide, 5¾ inches long, and a scant 3½ inches deep. The larger wooden mold measuring 4¾ inches wide, 6¾ inches long, and 3¾ inches deep is good for tofu made from 12 ounces of dried beans. Japanese wooden molds, such as the Mitoku, are pricey but beautifully constructed and worth owning if you regularly make tofu.

    [image: tofu molds]

    Wooden tofu mold (left), mold-liner cloth (center), pressing cloth (top right), plastic tofu mold (bottom right)

    MOLD-LINER CLOTH

Use the fabric that came with the purchased mold or a piece of lightweight fabric, such as cotton voile or unbleached muslin; trim the fabric to a size roughly three times the length and width of your mold.


TOFU SHORTCUTS: CANNED SOYBEANS, SOY FLOUR, OR PURCHASED SOY MILK?

With all the soaking, grinding, and cooking involved in making tofu, are there any time-saving shortcuts? Canned soybeans have been cooked, so they won’t work. Reconstituting soy flour to make soy milk only saves on the initial soaking time as you still have to strain and cook it twice. Regular blocks of tofu made from soy flour are unpleasantly grainy. Mass-marketed soy milks sold in boxes and cartons do not coagulate well.

The most viable tofu making shortcut is to purchase freshly made soy milk from an Asian grocery store or artisanal tofu shop. Look for 1- or 2-quart plastic containers in the refrigerated section with the dairy products.

If the soy milk is as thick as regular whole milk, it is like medium soy milk and is great for tofu pudding. It will work for block tofu but you may need to add extra coagulant because there is more fat and protein in this richer milk; your yield will be higher than normal.

Most fresh soy milk has a richness that’s akin to lowfat milk, which works perfectly for block tofu but not for tofu pudding. Let 8 cups of the soy milk come to room temperature, then bring it to a strong simmer in a large pot. Turn off the heat and stir for about 1 minute to cool to about 170°F; because you don’t simmer the soy milk for long, it doesn’t get as hot as the scratch method. Then add the coagulant as directed in step 3 of the block tofu recipe. The rest is the same.

Do your best to find organic soy milk with no flavoring. This semihomemade approach is good for beginners and experimenters who want to practice or tinker. For the ultimate quality control, make soy milk yourself.






Master Soy Milk Recipe
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Certain tofu products, such as tofu noodles, cannot be made at home; however, you can prepare many kinds of tofu yourself. Regardless of the type of tofu, rendering soy milk is the crucial first step. It is not difficult to do, and it allows you to control the quality of the beans and water used, and the thickness of the soy milk.

With regard to timing, if you aim to make silken tofu, tofu pudding, or tofu skin, the soy milk should be cooled first, allowing the flavor to concentrate. In the case of silken tofu, the soy milk should be slightly chilled or at room temperature to solidify well. It’s advantageous to prepare the rich and medium soy milk in advance.

For block tofu, the finished soy milk is typically coagulated right away while the soy milk is still hot. Review the instructions and have your coagulant and tools ready. You could prepare the light soy milk in advance up through step 10, let it cool, and then continue later with simmering and adding the coagulant to form the curds and whey. But it’s a lot of soy milk to store and there is no huge benefit to not making block tofu right away. For those reasons, plan on making it as an extension to this recipe.

I’ve designed this set of instructions as a master recipe that will enable you to experience the leeway you have when making tofu from scratch. The first step is to decide what kind of tofu you want to prepare, because that determines what kind of soy milk you’ll be making. Use the following information as a guide.



Application: Silken tofu, tofu skin

Soy Milk Type: Rich




Application: Tofu pudding

Soy Milk Type: Medium




Application: Block tofu

Soy Milk Type: Light





The differences between rich, medium, and light soy milk are similar to those between heavy cream, whole milk, and lowfat milk. I’ve designed this recipe so that you use the same amount of soybeans but vary the quantity of water to make the different types of soy milk. (Use good drinking water, such as filtered or spring.)




Soy Milk Type: Rich

Dried Soybeans: 6 ounces

Water, plus more for soaking: 4 cups

Yield After Extraction: 4 cups

Yield After Simmering and Cooling: 3¼ cups




Soy Milk Type: Medium

Dried Soybeans: 6 ounces

Water, plus more for soaking: 6 cups

Yield After Extraction: 6 cups

Yield After Simmering and Cooling: 5 cups




Soy Milk Type: Light

Dried Soybeans: 6 ounces

Water, plus more for soaking: 8 cups

Yield After Extraction: 8 cups

Yield After Simmering and Cooling: N/A






Note that 6 ounces of dried soybeans is about 1 scant cup; if you accidentally measure a little more beans, your milk will be slightly thicker. Light soy milk is typically used after it has been extracted. It is not cooled before it is coagulated for tofu.

Read this entire recipe before making your first batch. You can pace yourself by soaking the beans days in advance. After making soy milk and tofu a few times, you’ll have a routine down. It will take less time and cleanup will be easier. I’ve learned to rinse the equipment soon after using it to remove some of the clinging bits. A plastic dough scraper is handy for removing the film of soy milk that clings to the pot. Once you become familiar with your soybeans, tinker with the ratio of beans to water, just like the pros do!

SOAK THE BEANS

1 Put the dried beans in a colander and rinse under tap water to remove any surface dirt. Transfer the beans to a bowl. Add water (such as filtered or spring) to cover by 2 to 3 inches, then set aside to soak at room temperature. The soaking time varies by season, and below is a rough estimate of the time required.



Air Temperature: 80°F

Approximate Time: 8 hours




Air Temperature: 70°F

Approximate Time: 10 hours




Air Temperature: 60°F

Approximate Time: 13½ hours




Air Temperature: 50°F

Approximate Time: 17½ hours




2 Test the beans to determine their readiness. Squeeze one between your fingertips and it should split apart into two long halves. The beans are sufficiently soaked if the surfaces of the halves are flat with an even buttercup yellow color and if you can easily break one of the halves crosswise. If the surfaces are concave and/or darker in the middle than at the edge (on the left in the photo below), and if halves bend in a rubbery manner, soak longer. Adequately soaked beans (on the right in the photo) are softer, and easier to grind. Drain the soaked beans in a colander. (Feel free to save the soaking liquid to use in the next steps.) It is possible, but not easy, to oversoak the beans. I’ve never done it, but some people say that bubbles or foam appear on the surface. If you see these, discard the water, then use the beans.
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When soaking the beans in advance, transfer the drained beans to an airtight container and refrigerate for up to 5 days; discard or keep the soaking water refrigerated in a separate container, if you like. Refrigerating the beans in the soaking liquid is fine for 2 days; beyond that, the flavor may be compromised. If the beans look suspect, rinse them before using; throw out the soaking liquid if it smells funky. Regardless, return both beans and liquid to room temperature before proceeding. Soaked soybeans can be frozen but the soy milk and tofu produced from them are not as superlative as those produced from soaked, unfrozen beans. Each 6 ounces of dried beans weighs about 14 ounces (and measures about 2¼ cups) after soaking.



WATER USE





Soy Milk Type: Rich

Heating in Larger Pot: 1 cup

Grinding Beans: 2 cups

Rinsing Blender: ½ cup

Second Pressing: ½ cup

Total Used: 4 cups




Soy Milk Type: Medium

Heating in Larger Pot: 3 cups

Grinding Beans: 2 cups

Rinsing Blender: ½ cup

Second Pressing: ½ cup

Total Used: 6 cups




Soy Milk Type: Light

Heating in Larger Pot: 5 cups

Grinding Beans: 2 cups

Rinsing Blender: ½ cup

Second Pressing: ½ cup

Total Used: 8 cups






RENDER THE SOY MILK

3 Set up your soy milk making equipment. For the straining station, put the smaller pot in the sink and place the colander (or mesh strainer) inside it. Put the soy milk pressing cloth in the colander, letting its edges drape over the rim. Have your pressing tool nearby.

4 Now use the table above as a guide on how much water to use at the various stages in making soy milk. It’s okay if you use slightly different amounts of water in the next steps, but, overall, try to utilize the total amount specified. All the water and soybeans should eventually end up in the pot.

5 Put the larger pot on the stove. To kick-start the cooking process, heat some water in the pot. The amount you need is on the line labeled “heating in larger pot.” Use high or medium-high heat. If the water comes to a boil before you’ve ground all the beans, lower the heat and cover the pot; raise the heat once you’ve added the ground beans.

6 Meanwhile, use a blender to grind the soybeans with 2 cups of water. Run the blender on the highest speed for 1 to 2 minutes to yield a thick, smooth, ivory white puree—a beany milkshake. (If you scale up this recipe, grind in several batches. A 6-cup blender can handle about 2¼ cups of soybeans and 2 cups of water at a time.)

Add the mixture to the pot of water. If there are whole beans left at the bottom of the blender container, pause the pouring and run the blender for 30 seconds before adding it to the larger pot. A few unblended soybeans won’t ruin the tofu, but try to grind up as much as you can. To rinse out the blender container, add ½ cup of water and run the blender for 10 to 15 seconds. Pour into the larger pot and scrape out any residual bits.

7 Cook the soybean mixture, stirring the bottom frequently with a wooden spatula to avoid scorching, until frothy foam forms and begins to rise, 3 to 6 minutes. This can suddenly sneak up on you, so monitor the pot. Look for a very thick layer of foam that resembles softly whipped egg whites. When you see the foam rise like a beer head, turn off the heat and remove the pot from the heat to prevent boiling over. Stir the pot a few times and wait for the foam to deflate a bit.

8 To strain out the milk, pour the hot mixture into the pressing cloth, pausing when the colander is full and waiting for the milk to pass through before adding more from the larger pot. Scrape out any soybeans remaining in the pot. (The rich soy milk is super thick and takes longer to pass through the cloth than the other milks.)

9 Gather up the pressing cloth and twist it closed into a sack. It will be hot; it’s fine to wait a few minutes for the contents to cool slightly. Use your pressing tool to mash the sack against the colander and extract more soy milk.
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10 To extract additional milk, do a second pressing. Open up the pressing cloth and spread the solids (lees) out. Add ½ cup of water to the lees; stir to combine into a polenta-like mixture. If the lees are still steaming hot, let them cool for 3 to 5 minutes. When you are able, twist the cloth closed and wring out more soy milk.

Open up the pressing cloth, and transfer the soft white lees to a bowl. Let cool before using or refrigerating. See Tofu Byproduct Bonus for details on using the lees.

Remove the colander and pressing cloth to reveal the soy milk in the smaller pot.

RECOOK THE SOY MILK

11 Soybean protein needs to be cooked for a certain amount of time to ensure that it is fully digestible and ready to be coagulated. Bring the smaller pot of soy milk to a gentle simmer over medium-high or high heat, stirring the bottom frequently with a wooden spatula. When bubbles percolate at the surface, lower the heat slightly to maintain that pace of gentle cooking for 5 minutes, minding the pot and stirring. If a light film forms at the top, remove it; you can eat it as a super delicate fresh tofu skin. Should the milk scorch, your tofu will have a certain rustic smoky taste, as if it were made over a wood fire. After this second cooking, the soy milk is ready to be used for tofu making, cooking, or drinking. See the individual recipes for details.

When making soy milk in advance, remove it from the heat and set it aside to cool. A skin forms quickly on hot soy milk, so during the first 15 minutes use the spatula to frequently stir the milk; run the exhaust fan to facilitate air flow and trace a “Z” or an “N” pattern to introduce cool air into the milk. When you can keep your finger on the side of the pot for 3 to 5 seconds, the soy milk has cooled down enough so that a skin won’t form (around 130°F). You can stop stirring, partially cover the soy milk, and let it finish cooling naturally.

If the soy milk overevaporates and is thicker than you like (use the yield in this table as your guide), add back some water to dilute it. If it is too thin, simmer it down, stirring often. Rich and medium soy milk can be refrigerated for up to 5 days. Let them sit out for about 30 minutes to remove the chill before preparing tofu. Light soy milk should be used to make tofu right after it is made.

    
    
TOFU BYPRODUCT BONUS: SOY MILK LEES

Don’t discard the crumbly soft lees from the pressing cloth after you’ve wrung out all the soy milk! What you may consider the dregs is a valuable food source. Called dou fu zha or xue hua cai, okara, and biji in Mandarin, Japanese, and Korean, respectively, the lees are loaded with dietary fiber and nutrients. They are low in fat too, and contain about 17 percent of the protein from the original soybeans.

You can use the lees in many ways. If you prepare deep-fried croquettes, you’ll notice how the lees absorb whatever wet ingredients—stock and/or condiments—that you set upon them. Add some to a Korean hot pot, and you’ll thicken it into a creamy chowderlike consistency. Season and sauté them with vegetables for unohana, an old-fashioned Japanese favorite. Or bake cookies or make doughnuts with okara for a modern hybrid twist. Beyond the Asian kitchen, employ the lees as a meat extender for dishes. Tester Dave Weinstein incorporated okara into panfried potato and chicken croquettes.

Most modern-day tofu operations, in Asia and abroad, sell their lees as animal feed—there is not enough human demand for the lees. But home cooks’ batches of soy milk and tofu yield manageable amounts of lees (6 ounces of dried soybeans yields about 7 ounces, 1 firmly packed cup, of lees) that can be refrigerated for up to one week and put to delicious use. It freezes well for several months, too; thaw it at room temperature or in the refrigerator before using.



Silken Tofu
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MAKES ABOUT 1½ POUNDS (3 CUPS)

Silken tofu, unlike regular tofu, does not entail pressing the whey out during the tofu making process. Rather, the soy milk is solidified in its final container. The curds and whey never separate, resulting in the velvety soft texture of silken tofu, called kinugoshi-dofu (silk-strained tofu) in Japanese.

This tofu’s rich and fatty flavor derives from the fact that it is made from soy milk that’s thicker than that used for block tofu. Think of the difference between ice creams made from milk versus those made from cream. Each has its own merits, but the flavors and textures are different. Silken tofu reveals its elegant creaminess when eaten slightly chilled with a few simple garnishes, such as for hiya yakko, a Japanese classic.

The trick to making silken tofu is to prevent curds and whey from forming, which happens if the soy milk gets too hot. Commercial producers use a carbohydrate called glucono delta-lactone, which is not widely available to home cooks. However, some small-scale tofu producers and chefs steam cold soy milk with nigari until it’s just set, then serve it chilled in its container.

I tried the slow and gentle steaming technique with my favorite coagulants and found that nigari, both liquid and refined crystals, and Epsom salts produce slightly weepy tofu that’s cloudy at the bottom when the soy milk is cooked in large quantities. However, gypsum produces a gorgeous, silky texture that molds well with no weepiness, even when I steam the entire quantity of soy milk in a glass loaf pan; it is the best overall coagulant for this type of tofu. The artisanal tofu makers I met in Japan also use gypsum for their silken tofu.

Feel free to steam as little soy milk as 1 cup at a time. Just use a third of the coagulant and water. Remember to make the soy milk in advance and refrigerate it until you need it. It is fine if the soy milk is cold, slightly chilled, or at room temperature; it should not be warm or hot. That is, don’t make the soy milk and then move right into this recipe. If you do, the moment you add the coagulant to the warm or hot soy milk, it will separate into curds and whey.


3 cups Rich Soy Milk, chilled or at room temperature

1½ teaspoons packed gypsum

2 teaspoons water, filtered or spring preferred



1 Choose a large mold or several small molds to steam the soy milk in. Glass or ceramic containers with straight, smooth inner walls work best for unmolding; make sure the mold fits in your steamer tray. If you want easy cooking and storage, and don’t mind if the tofu is served in imperfect shapes and irregular sizes, select a vessel such as a glass loaf pan. For individual servings, use 3- or 4-ounce ramekins. There is no need to oil the mold for silken tofu.

2 Get a pot of water boiling for steaming. Stir together the gypsum and water to dissolve.

3 When the water comes to a rolling boil, lower the heat to steady the flow of steam. Give the soy milk a stir and if it is not totally smooth, pass it through a coarse-mesh strainer. Now, combine the soy milk and coagulant liquid, stirring to blend well. Pour into the molds to a depth between 1 and 2½ inches.

4 Place the molds in the steamer tray and position the lid slightly ajar to minimize the amount of condensation dripping down. Gently steam the soy milk until the tofu has set. The amount of time required depends on the quantity of soy milk and the size of the mold. In general, it takes about 6 minutes to set 1 inch of soy milk. The tofu is done if it jiggles when you shake the mold; if you pick up the mold and slightly tilt it, the tofu may slide around. A toothpick inserted into the center will leave a tiny visible hole on the surface. You may steam the tofu for a few more minutes because the gentle heat will not harm the outcome.

5 Detach the steamer tray and cool for a few minutes before removing the molds. Cool the molds completely at room temperature. To unmold the tofu with ease, cover and chill in the refrigerator for at least 4 hours. You can keep the tofu refrigerated for up to 3 days. Let it sit at room temperature for about 15 minutes, then run a knife around the edge (just like a cake) and invert it onto a flat surface. The water that releases as the unmolded tofu sits is the whey.

VARIATION: CITRUS-SCENTED SILKEN TOFU

When I visited Tokyo to do research for this book, Japanese food expert and author Elizabeth Andoh took me to visit Toshio and Kyoko Kanemoto, the proprietors of her neighborhood tofu shop, Nitto Tofu. Among the couple’s superb offerings was an amazing yuzu-flavored silken tofu. Once I tasted it, I had to recreate it. It turned out to be easy.

Choose an aromatic citrus, such as Meyer lemon, lime, orange, or Buddha’s hand. Grate just the skin, using a Japanese ginger grater, if possible, to obtain the finest texture. For every cup of rich soy milk, use ½ teaspoon grated zest (the amount from an average lemon). Stir in the zest before adding the gypsum coagulant. Then steam as directed above.

The citrus oils are spotlighted when the tofu is simply presented. Tester Makiko Tsuzuki enjoyed it as small chunks with a light drizzle of soy sauce. I also like to feature it in a creamy edamame soup.
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Tofu Pudding

[image: ]

MAKES ABOUT 4 CUPS (2 POUNDS)

If you’re new to making tofu, this recipe is a great one to start off with. It doesn’t require as much finesse as silken tofu, nor do you need to obtain or rig up a tofu mold. The technique is simple. Heat the soy milk, then pour it from a height of about 12 inches into a deep pot containing gypsum and tapioca starch dissolved in water. The strong gush of soy milk ensures that the ingredients commingle well. As the soy milk sits, the coagulant solution sets it to a tender-yet-firm texture.

Gypsum is the traditional coagulant for tofu pudding; used alone, it yields a good tofu flavor and delicate, slightly coarse texture. However, it weeps a lot of whey. For less whey and a silkier and firmer finish, add tapioca starch. Less whey also means a milder flavor. As you learn about your soy milk and personal preferences, play with the texture. For example, try 2 teaspoons of gypsum with 1 teaspoon of starch, or vary those ingredients by ¼- to ½-teaspoon increments.

This tofu pudding is usually featured as a warm savory or sweet snack. You can also serve it chilled with savory garnishes such as grated ginger, green onion, and soy sauce. Or, let it enrich hot pots like Korean soon dubu chigae.

You have to scoop the tofu pudding out of the pot that it is made in; consider it whenever you need a soft tofu that does not need to be cut into neat shapes. Tofu pudding can be purchased at some Asian markets, but homemade is fabulous.


5 cups Medium Soy Milk, at room temperature

2½ teaspoons packed gypsum, or 1½ teaspoons packed gypsum plus 1½ teaspoons tapioca starch

¼ cup water, filtered or spring preferred



1 Put the soy milk in a medium saucepan (a lip makes pouring easier). Over medium-high heat, bring to a boil, stirring often with a wooden spoon to prevent scorching and keep a skin from forming.

2 Meanwhile, choose a larger, tallish pot, such as a deep 4-quart pot, to hold the finished tofu. In the pot, whisk together the gypsum and water to create a milky liquid. Position the pot somewhere low enough so you can pour the soy milk into it from about 12 inches above—on a chair seat or opened oven door. If you like, put the pot on a baking sheet or dishtowel to minimize mess from any splashing. Keep the whisk nearby.

3 When the soy milk reaches a rolling boil, turn the heat off. Whisk the coagulant because the solids tend to settle. Holding the saucepan about 12 inches above the pot, pour the hot soy milk into the coagulant; the gush of turbulence will mix the ingredients together. (You can start low and raise the saucepan higher as you pour.) Cover immediately with a lid and move the pot if necessary. Let the tofu sit, undisturbed, for 15 minutes.

The tofu can be used once it has set. However, let it sit for another 30 minutes and the flavor will have developed further. Check recipes for information on using the tofu. If there are a lot of residual bubbles on the surface of the set tofu, use a spoon to gently remove them. Once you scoop the tofu, you break it up and it begins releasing whey. That is its nature. The longer it sits, the more it will drain, just like regular tofu. Use a slotted spoon to scoop if you want to leave some of the whey behind. To minimize the amount of whey that seeps out, scoop large pieces of the tofu and do it right before serving as savory or sweet tofu pudding.

To store the tofu pudding for up to 3 days, replace the lid on the pot and refrigerate after the tofu has completely cooled. When reheating for warm tofu dishes, gently pour water into the pot around the tofu’s edges (to avoid breaking it up) to cover by ¼ inch. Heat over medium-low heat until the tofu is warm to the touch. Avoid boiling because that may break up the tofu or make it unpleasantly firm. To keep the tofu warm, use the lowest heat.
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Block Tofu
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MAKES 1 TO 1¼ POUNDS, DEPENDING ON THE BEANS

Think of soy milk like cow’s milk and you’ll understand that making block tofu—the kind that is sold in cut pieces, submerged in water or sealed up in a packaged tub—is akin to making cheese. It’s simply a matter of separating the protein and fat out of the milk by forming curds and whey.

To draw out the protein and fat, diluted coagulant is added to fresh, hot soy milk. Within minutes, clouds of curds and pale yellow whey form. They are ladled into a cloth-lined mold, and the liquid whey drains out, leaving the curds. A little weight placed on top helps the curds stick together to form the tofu. Adding the coagulant to the soy milk can require finessing—see these troubleshooting tips for help. The temperature of just-cooked soy milk is about 180°F. Its temperature when coagulant is added affects how much coagulant is needed as well as the size of the curds. In general, lower temperatures require more coagulant but can yield beautiful lofty curds. I aim for around 170°F, so I let the soy milk cool for 2 or 3 minutes before I add coagulant.

For draining and shaping the tofu, you will need a mold and a piece of thin, lightweight cloth to line it. See here for details and options.


About 8 cups Light Soy Milk, prepared through step 10, after the second pressing of the lees

About 1½ teaspoons packed refined nigari crystals, gypsum, or Epsom salts, or 2 teaspoons liquid nigari

½ cup water, filtered or spring preferred, plus more as needed



1 Keep the soy milk in the smaller pot you just used for rendering it. Bring to a gentle simmer over medium-high or high heat, stirring the bottom frequently with a wooden spatula. Allow the soy milk to softly percolate for 5 minutes, adjusting the heat as needed. Remember to mind the pot and stir during this period. If a light skin forms, remove it as it may break up the tofu during shaping; you can eat the skin.
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2 Meanwhile, combine the coagulant with the water, stirring with a spoon to dissolve. Put the mold in the sink (or rimmed baking sheet or roasting pan) and arrange the liner cloth inside, letting its edges drape over the side. Be sure to have a lid that fits the pot well, a ladle, a fine-mesh strainer, and a bowl nearby.

3 When the soy milk is cooked, turn off the heat. Let it sit for 2 to 3 minutes, frequently tracing a “Z” or an “N” through the milk to help it cool down a little and prevent a skin from forming. (If you are measuring the temperature, wait for the soy milk to stop moving before sticking a thermometer in.) Now add the coagulant in 3 additions.

Addition 1: Moving the spatula in a vigorous back and forth movement (a “Z” or an “N” pattern) across the pot bottom, stir the soy milk 6 to 8 times to rev up the liquid so that the coagulant can be well distributed. Still stirring, pour in a third of the coagulant. Then stop the spatula in the center of the pot and hold it there, upright, to slow down the activity. Once the soy milk stops moving, gently lift the spatula out. (The speed and direction of the stirring produces nice curds and a better overall texture.)

Addition 2: Use the spoon to sprinkle another third of the coagulant onto the surface of the soy milk. Cover the pot and wait for 3 minutes.

Addition 3: Give the remaining third of the coagulant a final stir with your spoon, uncover the pot, then sprinkle the coagulant onto the surface of the soy milk. Use the wooden spatula to gently stir back and forth across the topmost ½-inch layer of the soy milk for about 20 seconds. If there is milky liquid at the edge, give that area extra attention. The soy milk should be curdling. You’ll feel the coagulating curds as you move the spatula and/or see them form into cumulus-like clouds, with the pale yellow whey beginning to separate.

Re-cover the pot and wait for 3 minutes (6 minutes if using gypsum or Epsom salts). Uncover, and if there is still milky liquid, gently stir the surface for about 20 seconds to further distribute the coagulant and complete the curdling. You should now see curds in pale yellow whey with no milkiness remaining.

Troubleshooting: If there is still milky liquid after the final round of stirring, cover the pot and wait for 1 minute, then gently stir the surface again. If the pot is no longer hot (you can touch it without flinching), put it over the lowest heat possible for 2 to 3 minutes to reheat. Gently stir back and forth across the surface and you should begin to see the curds separate from the whey. Turn off the heat, cover, and set aside for 2 minutes. Should the milky liquid still remain, mix a quarter of the original amount of coagulant in ⅓ cup of water, sprinkle it onto the milky areas, and gently stir the surface. That should do the trick.


4 You will end up with a pot of white curds and pale yellow whey. The curds resemble those of fresh ricotta or cottage cheese. To remove some of the whey from the pot and make ladling out the curds easier, first gently press a fine-mesh strainer on the curds. The whey naturally moves into the strainer. Ladle some of the whey into the mold to moisten the liner cloth. Ladle more into the waiting, empty bowl. Remove as much whey as possible; when the curds feel firm against the strainer, stop ladling and remove the strainer. (See here for uses for whey.)
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5 Ladle the curds and any remaining whey into the mold. Be gentle to preserve as much of the curds’ structure and texture as possible. Neatly fold in the liner cloth to cover the curds. Put the top of the press in place.
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6 Weight the tofu to compress it. The amount of weight and the pressing time depend on the size of the curds, the tofu texture you want, and the size and shape of your mold. Below are some guidelines I use for a 3-inch-deep wooden mold with an opening measuring 4 by 5¾ inches.


Texture: Medium

Weight*: 1 pound

Time: 15 minutes




Texture: Medium-firm

Weight*: 1½ to 2 pounds

Time: 15 minutes




Texture: Firm

Weight*: 3 pounds

Time: 20 minutes





* For weights, use food cans or a small bowl filled with water.

Midway through, check that the weight is not lopsided so as to unevenly distribute its pressure.

When I use the slightly smaller plastic tofu mold that measures 3¾ by 4¾ inches wide and 2¾ inches deep, I put a small cutting board or plate on the top piece of the mold to stabilize and prevent the weight from slipping or falling off during pressing, and use a smaller weight (so, for medium-firm tofu, I use an 8-ounce cutting board and a 1-pound food can).

To gauge the texture of the tofu, I look at how compacted the curds have gotten. For example, when the curds are down to half their original thickness, the tofu has a medium density; at a third of their original thickness, the tofu is medium-firm or firm. The difference between medium-firm and firm is more or less determined by the weight and the pressing time. Keep in mind that you can always keep the weight on longer to yield firmer tofu, but the reverse is not true. If you like, open the cloth and press the surface with your finger to gauge texture. In the mold the tofu will feel soft and squiggly. However, it will firm up once fully cooled. Don’t be afraid to experiment, as that’s what tofu makers do. When you’re satisfied, remove the weight.

7 Just-pressed tofu is very delicate and needs to cool and firm up. Before removing it from its mold, partially fill a bowl, pot, or sink with cold water (tap water is fine). Your mold dictates how you can remove the cloth-wrapped tofu. Wooden tofu molds have removable bottoms; with a plastic tofu mold or loaf pan, slowly invert the wrapped tofu into the water. If the tofu was molded in a colander, submerge it in the water to loosen and remove the tofu and cloth.

Once tofu and cloth are free of the mold, unwrap the tofu. If your tofu was made in one large piece and seems unwieldy, cut it into two or three pieces. Let it sit under water for about 5 minutes, until it has firmed up.

8 To remove the tofu from the water, simply slide a small plate or large spatula underneath and lift it up. Place the tofu on a plate, and if using within 8 hours, cover and keep it in a cool spot. You can use it as soon has it has completely cooled, though many people say tofu needs 2 hours to rest to develop its full umami. If you are not using it soon, refrigerate it in an airtight container, with water to cover, for up to 1 week. Change the water every other day.

VARIATION: CONFETTI TOFU

Once you get the hang of making tofu, suspend chopped vegetables to produce a colorful confetti-like tofu. Mix 6 to 7 tablespoons of finely diced assorted vegetables into the soy milk right before coagulation: for example, try equal parts carrot, reconstituted wood ear or shiitake mushrooms, and cooked edamame for a Japanese take. Or go for a Viet approach by combining finely chopped wood ear mushroom, green onion (the green part only), and shallot in a 3:2:2 ratio. Aim for a balance of color and use vegetables that are relatively low in moisture (no zucchini!).

Have the prepped vegetables near the stove, and when the soy milk has finished simmering, turn off the heat and add the vegetables. Proceed as for regular block tofu, adding coagulant, ladling out whey, and ladling the tofu solids into the mold; do your best to distribute the goodies evenly—when you see a clump of vegetables, break it up. Use a 1½- or 3-pound weight to press the tofu into a medium-firm or firm texture. Unmold, cool, and store the tofu in water as usual.

This kind of tofu is terrific as a panfried tofu steak. Enjoy with soy sauce and chile sauce.


TOFU BYPRODUCT BONUS: WHEY

From each block of tofu, you can capture about 2 cups of whey, depending on the coagulant and the beans. Just like the lees, the whey offers valuable nutrition—it contains 9 percent of the protein in the original soybeans. Between the whey and the lees, you have more than 25 percent of the soybeans’ total protein.

What to do with the whey? It has a delicate tangy sweetness and pale yellow color. It’s neutral enough to use like water as a base in soups, hot pots, and sauces. (Whey is unsuitable for dashi stock, because it turns slimy when the seaweed soaks in it.) Boil vegetables in whey and they will absorb even more nutrition and flavor. Vietnamese tofu makers traditionally used their tofu whey to coagulate new tofu. If you don’t have space to store the whey or desire to cook with it, don’t discard it. Treat it like a mild soap to wash utensils and pots and pans. Water plants with it to add supplemental nitrogen, vitamins, and minerals to the ground. Here are some suggestions for using the lees.




BLOCK TOFU ALTERNATIVES: BEAN FLOWER, OBORO TOFU, AND ZARU TOFU

Though we tend to think of tofu in block shapes, the curds do not have to be pressed and shaped to be tofu. In fact, some people enjoy the delicate unpressed curds, which are often referred to as bean flower (dou hua) or tofu brains (dou fu nao) in Chinese; note that tofu pudding goes by the same names. The curds can be added to soup or enjoyed dressed with savory or sweet garnishes. Try it out by transferring some of the curds to a small bowl with a slotted spoon; drizzle on good soy sauce or sprinkle on some sugar. It’s lovely.

If you like the unpressed curds, take a more formal approach by making Japanese oboro tofu. Deposit the curds into small shallow bowls and let them cool and settle in the bowls. Pour out any whey before eating the tofu.

For slightly denser zaru tofu, drain the curds through a bamboo strainer basket (zaru), available at Asian markets, houseware shops, and restaurant supply shops; you can also use a small strainer or colander that you already have. Place the strainer over a bowl or in the sink to avoid making a mess. To minimize cleanup, line the strainer with thin cloth; or, without the cloth, the tofu takes on the woven pattern of the bamboo strainer.

Whether you make oboro or zaru tofu, let gravity unite the curds into one mass. Serve the tofu the day you make it (for optimal flavor and texture), either fresh and warm or chilled. Keep it simple, like Japanese hiya yakko, or top it with your favorite sauce or garnish.

Practice efficient tofu making by preparing a double batch of light soy milk and, after coagulating it for block tofu, scoop out about half of the curds to enjoy as bean flower, oboro tofu, and/or zaru tofu. Put the rest into the press.
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Seasoned Pressed Tofu
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MAKES ABOUT 14 OUNCES

Meaty and flavorful pressed tofu is a wonderful Chinese convenience food. It keeps well in the refrigerator and can be sliced and eaten as is—cold, at room temperature, or hot. It can be stir-fried, coated with seasonings for a salad, tucked into banh mi sandwiches and rice paper rolls, dropped into noodle soups, and encased in dumpling dough.

Pressed tofu comes in plain (white) or it can be simmered with seasonings, which inject savor and outer color. When the simmered tofu is baked afterward, an appealing chewy skin forms and the flavor deepens. Most pressed tofu sold at Chinese markets and health food stores have been simmered and baked.

Seasoned pressed tofu is very firm because it is typically sliced thin for cooking or serving. Homemade tofu for this recipe is too tender. Instead, I purchase organic super-firm tofu, which is extremely dense and takes to the simmering-and-baking process well. Make this at least a day before you need it; it can be refrigerated for weeks.

    Once you’ve tried this basic Chinese seasoned pressed tofu, try smoking it. Or consider the spicy lemongrass and lime leaf version for a Southeast Asian take. Feel free to alter the seasonings; the cooking process will remain the same.


1 pound super-firm tofu

3 cups water, filtered or spring preferred

¾ teaspoon salt

2 teaspoons sugar

1½ tablespoons light (regular) soy sauce

1½ teaspoons dark (black) soy sauce

2 star anise (16 robust points total)

Chubby ¾-inch piece fresh ginger, peeled and cut into 3 slices and bruised with the side of the knife

1 tablespoon sesame oil



1 Cut the tofu into slices that are roughly the size and thickness (a generous ½ inch thick) of a deck of playing cards. However, let the block of tofu determine the size. You may have 6 to 10 pieces total.

2 To press excess liquid from the tofu, use 2 baking sheets (or other flat-bottomed implements). Lay a non-terry dishtowel (or a double layer of paper towel) on one of the sheets and arrange the tofu slices on top, then lay another non-terry dishtowel (or more paper towels) atop the tofu to absorb moisture. Place the other baking sheet on top to create a sandwiching effect. Finish with a 4-pound weight (I use two 28-ounce food cans). Set aside at room temperature for 3 to 4 hours. The tofu is ready when it is only slightly moist to the touch and feels very firm—you can hold a piece on one side and wiggle it without fear of it falling apart.

3 In a medium saucepan, combine the water, salt, sugar, both soy sauces, star anise, and ginger. Put the tofu in the pan in two layers. They should be covered by liquid. Over medium-high heat, bring the water to a simmer. Lower the heat to medium or medium-low and gently simmer for 15 to 20 minutes to allow the tofu to absorb the seasoning liquid; the tofu will expand slightly. Remove from the heat and set aside, uncovered, to completely cool. Some of the liquid will evaporate, concentrating the flavor. Once cooled, cover and refrigerate the pan overnight to marinate the tofu.

4 The next day, remove the tofu from the marinade; discard the marinade. Air-dry the tofu for about 15 minutes, leaning the pieces up against the rim of a plate. This also helps take the chill off the tofu. Meanwhile, position a rack in the middle of the oven and preheat to 450°F. Line a baking sheet with parchment paper.

Right before baking, put the sesame oil on a small plate. Put each piece of tofu in the oil, then flip it over to coat the other side. Put the pieces on the baking sheet as you work.

5 Bake for 10 to 12 minutes, until the pieces are gently sizzling and have darkened at the edges; the longer time yields slightly drier results. Use a spatula to turn each piece over. Bake for another 5 minutes to further brown. Remove from the oven and put the baking sheet on a rack to cool. (If you are making the smoked tofu, transfer the just-baked pieces to the wok for smoking.) When cool enough to handle, about 10 minutes, lean the tofu pieces up against the rim of the baking sheet to facilitate airflow and form a nice skin on the bottom. The tofu will firm up, dry, and darken with a lovely rich patina as it rests. Once completely cooled, it is ready to be used or refrigerated in an airtight container for up to 2 weeks.

VARIATION: SPICY LEMONGRASS PRESSED TOFU

You can infuse pressed tofu with different kinds of ingredients to create new flavor combinations. In the refrigerated section at health food markets and specialty food stores you’ll see a broad range of seasonings, from classic soy sauce and five spices to Thai and barbecue. To do it at home, you create a strong-flavored marinating liquid to infuse the tofu with lots of flavor. For a Southeast Asian twist, combine chile, lemongrass, and kaffir lime. The result is great on its own as a snack, added to fried rice, and showcased in a tart-spicy laap.

Begin by following the instructions for Seasoned Pressed Tofu. To prepare the marinade, in a saucepan, combine 3¼ cups water (filtered or spring), 1⅛ teaspoons salt, 2 teaspoons packed brown sugar, ¼ teaspoon turmeric, 1 tablespoon light (regular) soy sauce, 3 large cloves garlic (smashed), 1 hefty stalk lemongrass (cut into 3- to 4-inch lengths and smashed), 6 to 8 kaffir lime leaves, and 4 Thai or serrano chiles (halved lengthwise). If kaffir lime leaf is unavailable, double up on the lemongrass. Bring to a boil, then simmer for 5 minutes. Turn off the heat, cover, and let steep for 30 minutes. Remove the lemongrass and lime leaves before using the marinade to simmer the tofu. Substitute canola oil for the sesame oil before baking.

Tea-Smoked Pressed Tofu
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MAKES ABOUT 14 OUNCES

In China, pressed tofu is sometimes set on a rack and smoked. To mimic that at home, you need a 14-inch wok, its lid, and a round cake rack that fits into the wok; an inexpensive mesh splatter screen (about 11 inches wide) works too, if you break off the handle with pliers.


14 ounces Seasoned Pressed Tofu, baking in the oven as directed in step 5 of the recipe

1 tablespoon packed light or dark brown sugar

⅓ cup black tea (Lapsang Souchon yields extra-bold smokiness)

⅓ cup raw white rice, any kind



1 While the seasoned pressed tofu bakes, line the wok with aluminum foil, making sure the foil tightly lines the pan or the tea mixture won’t smoke.

2 Stir together the smoking mixture of sugar, tea, and rice. Pour it into the foil-lined wok, spreading it out evenly. Place the cake rack over the tea mixture.

3 When the tofu is done baking, remove it from the oven and let the sizzling subside. Use a metal spatula to transfer the hot tofu pieces to the rack. Loosely cover the wok with its lid and set the wok over high heat. After a few minutes, the tea mixture will start to smoke. At that point, press down on the wok lid to secure it in place. Reduce the heat slightly and smoke the tofu for 3 minutes. Longer, and the tofu may turn bitter. Remove the wok from the heat.

Carefully remove the lid, turning it away from you. Use the spatula to transfer the tofu back to the baking sheet or to a plate to cool. When the wok has cooled, remove the foil and discard. Store just like regular seasoned pressed tofu.
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White Fermented Tofu

White Fermented Tofu
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MAKES ABOUT 8 OUNCES

Chinese fermented tofu mystified me for years. I used to spend too much time at Asian markets trying to make sense of the many brands and types. It’s strange-looking stuff that can smell funky or be slightly slimy but still tastes great. But when I set out to make my own, I not only discovered that it’s easy to make a delicious “Chinese cheese,” but I also better understood tofu’s transformation into this very traditional soy-based staple.

Among the many kinds of fermented tofu, the most versatile one is the white variety that’s seasoned with salt and rice wine. As suggested in Florence Lin’s Chinese Vegetarian Cookbook, you can add extra spices, such as chile flakes (my favorite) or crushed Sichuan peppercorns and/or fennel seeds. Commercially made fermented white tofu often contains sesame oil, but I prefer to keep the seasonings simple. (Note: I’ve attempted to make red fermented tofu but to no avail.

In its transformation to bai fu ru, tofu undergoes incubation, salting, and fermentation. During the ripening process, which I prefer to do slowly (and safely) in the refrigerator, the soybean proteins break down into peptides and amino acids. Mature fermented tofu tastes good because it contains lots of free amino acids, including glutamic acid. Be observant during incubation to make sure that the tofu is adequately prepared, and then be patient with the fermentation. Tester Diane Carlson aptly described this recipe as a fun chemistry project. In general, a moderate room temperature (65–75°F) works well for incubation.

The firmer the tofu, the better the cubes will hold their shape over time. Tofu with some tenderness, such as homemade tofu, ripens a bit faster but is more prone to breaking down and losing its looks (though you can still use it). I often purchase organic tofu for this. Do not replace the rice wine with sherry, or the taste will be off.

Intensely savory and slightly sweet, white fermented tofu is often used as a condiment for adding punchy flavor to creamy rice soup or plain rice, or as a seasoning to lend umami depth and creaminess to foods such as stir-fried water spinach.


8 ounces firm or extra-firm tofu

1½ tablespoons fine sea salt

½ teaspoon dried red chile flakes (optional)

¼ cup Shaoxing rice wine, plus more as needed

½ cup water, filtered or spring preferred, plus more as needed



1 Cut the tofu into 1-inch cubes. To press excess liquid from the tofu, use two small baking sheets or flat-bottomed plastic trays. Lay a non-terry dishtowel (or a triple layer of paper towel) on one of the baking sheets, then arrange the tofu cubes on top and lay another non-terry dishtowel (or more paper towels) atop the tofu. Place the other baking sheet on top and finish with an approximately 2-pound weight, such as a 28-ounce food can. Set aside at room temperature for 1 to 2 hours. The tofu is ready when it is only slightly moist to the touch and feels very firm. You should be able to pick up a cube and wiggle it without fear of it falling apart. Blot away moisture, if needed.

2 To grow the mold on the tofu, create a Petri dish–like environment. Use a shallow rectangular or square glass baking dish to hold the tofu; it is easier to observe the changes in the tofu through glass. Arrange the tofu cubes in the baking dish, spacing them ½ to 1 inch apart. Cover tightly with plastic wrap. Then use a skewer to poke 5 to 8 holes on the top for air ventilation.

Keep the tofu at room temperature for 2 to 4 days, maybe even 5 days if temperatures are below 65°F. Expect condensation to gather on the plastic wrap and clear circles to form around the ventilation holes. You are ready to move to the next step when the tofu has taken on a slippery wet appearance, developed orange-yellow splotches of mold on the top and sides, and smells pungent. If you pierce a piece of tofu with a toothpick, there should be some resistance but it should feel a little soft, maybe even creamy. It should not feel firm like when it first started. If furry gray mold forms, it is okay and an indication that it is time to proceed to the next step; the mold sloughs off during ripening, though I sometimes gently scrape it off with a knife.

The amount of time it takes to achieve the “3S” criteria—slime, splotches, and stink—depends on air temperature and humidity. Check on the progress daily, lifting the plastic wrap to peek and sniff.

3 Select a wide-mouth, 2-cup glass jar to hold the tofu. In a small bowl, combine the salt and chile flakes. Lightly coat each cube of tofu with the seasoning mixture. This is best done if you use a skewer or long toothpick to pick up each cube (go in from the side) and then spoon the seasonings on all sides. Use another skewer to dislodge the cube into the glass jar. Do your best to position the cubes flat.

4 Combine the wine and water and pour it into the jar. There should be enough to just cover. Mix up more, if needed. Cap the jar tightly and refrigerate for at least 4 weeks before using. If you underincubated the tofu, it may take twice that time to ripen.

You can use the tofu when it is young and a tad sharp tasting. However, it turns creamier and develops a wonderfully mellow, complex flavor with age. Try tiny samples of it weekly to gauge its progress, if you like. Or, stick the jar in the back of the fridge and forget about it for several months; I’ve eaten some straight at 6 months old! Fermented tofu keeps indefinitely in the refrigerator.


FROZEN TOFU

When you have excess tofu on hand, don’t let it go to waste. You can preserve it by fermenting it or freezing it. Frozen tofu is sold at Chinese markets but you can make your own.

Cut it into chunks of about 2 inches. Let them drain for about 10 minutes atop a non-terry towel or a double layer of paper towels, then put them about ½ inch apart on a parchment paper–lined tray. Freeze until hard, then transfer to a zip-top bag and keep frozen for up to 3 months.

Thaw at room temperature. Before using, expel excess moisture by gently pressing the tofu between your palms. Thawed tofu has a slightly chewy, alluring texture. It also soaks up flavors like a sponge. I like to drop cubes of thawed silken or medium tofu into soups and hot pots. Firm, extra firm, and super firm can be seared and then stir-fried or braised.



Fresh Tofu Skin

[image: ]

MAKES ABOUT 4 OUNCES

Once you’ve made soy milk, you understand how quickly and easily a skin forms on the surface. For the most part, that skin is a delicious serendipity that becomes an instant snack for the tofu maker. But Chinese and Japanese tofu makers also prepare tofu skin on purpose. The resulting light tan sheets can be dried and transformed into myriad foods, from mock meats to dumpling wrappers.

Freshly prepared tofu skin is heavenly, with a silky texture and super delicate flavor. Unless you happen to be at a tofu shop where freshly made tofu skin is available, the best bet for getting this prime tofu experience is to make it yourself. And if you’re going to spend the time to make tofu skin, eat it straight and simply dressed;  tofu skin sashimi is a Japanese favorite.

You don’t need any special equipment or coagulant to produce a truly rare and artisanal food. You can heat the soy milk in a nonstick skillet directly on a burner until a skin forms and then pull it off. That works fine if the burner has even, steady heat. I prefer to place the skillet atop a pot of simmering water to let the steam provide consistent heat. The most difficult aspect of making tofu skin is the wait time in between sheets; however, you can certainly multitask as the skin forms.


3¼ cups Rich Soy Milk, at room temperature



1 Select a heavy medium nonstick skillet and a pot for it to sit on. For example, I use a 10-inch skillet and a 3½- or 4-quart pot. The skillet does not have to fit snugly like a regular lid, but it should perch nicely on the pot’s rim. It’s natural for some steam to escape during cooking.

2 Fill the pot with water to about 1 inch of the rim. Bring to a boil over high heat. Meanwhile, check the consistency of the soy milk. If it is not totally smooth, pass it through a fine-mesh strainer. Reserve any remaining solids to add to the delectable dregs later, if you like. After the water boils, lower the heat to a strong simmer. Put the skillet on top, then pour in the soy milk.

3 Now wait. The water should be bubbling away as the skillet and soy milk heat up. Meanwhile, find a wide bowl or pot and position a long chopstick, wooden spoon, or spatula across the top. Place this “drying station” near the stove. The soy milk will sit placidly and then slowly form a tan-colored skin, often starting at the center and radiating outward. It will quiver and patterned wrinkles will appear.

The first tofu skin takes about 10 minutes to set, as the milk needs to heat to about 150°F; subsequent ones will take about 7 minutes.

Use the first skin to test the thickness of the milk. Sometimes if the soy milk is too rich and thick, the skins take longer to form and they are thicker. Ideal skins are translucent. You can certainly eat thicker skins but they are not as ethereal. If 15 to 20 minutes pass before a skin forms, the milk is too thick. For thinner skins, dilute the soy milk by adding water by the tablespoon; if there are bits of skin in the soy milk you’re diluting, strain it into a container before diluting and returning it in the skillet. Soy milk about the thickness of cream or half-and-half usually works well.

4 When a tan-colored skin has stretched across the surface, or nearly across, use a rubber spatula to detach it from the skillet. A gentle downward push all the way around the edge should do it.

Now imagine the skin like the face of a clock. Position your thumbs and index fingers about 1 inch from the edges, at 2 and 10 o’clock. Now pinch gently to pick up the skin. It should not be that hot. Hold it above the soy milk for a few seconds for any excess to drip back into the skillet. Now drape the skin, drier side down, on your chopstick or wooden spoon. (Alternatively, use an extra long chopstick or the handle of a wooden spoon to scoop under and lift up the skin, then rest it across the bowl to hang the skin.)

Troubleshooting: Sometimes the tofu skin that forms does not completely cover the surface. That’s okay. Detach it wherever needed, then lift it from the skillet. If the skin is so misshapen that it doesn’t hang well, place it on a plate to cool. It is edible, so don’t discard it. If there are residual bits of skin clinging at the skillet’s edge, remove them and set them aside to cook up with the last of the milk for a treat.

Let the tofu skin dry and cool for 4 to 5 minutes, then remove it from its hanging position before you’re ready to pull off a new skin. Put the drier side down on a work surface and fold up the skin in quarters in a square or rectangle shape. Place the finished skin on a plate. Invert a bowl on top to prevent drying.

    
    
5 Repeat this process to make more tofu skins. Midway through, replenish the water in the pot, if needed; I keep a hot kettle of water on the stove for this purpose. You may have to raise the heat toward the end if the water is low—about 3 inches below the skillet. The last few tofu skins will not be “perfect,” but they’ll be tasty nonetheless.

You won’t be able to use up all the soy milk; stop when you see the skillet bottom. Remove the skillet from the pot. There will be about ¼ cup of soy milk left. It may be fairly thick, loose, and creamy, or there may be a pockmarked film at the bottom. Whatever you do, don’t discard it—it has a super concentrated nutty-sweet flavor. Scrape it up and cook it over medium or medium-low heat. If it’s creamy and wet, stir it around the skillet until it resembles wet scrambled eggs. If it’s more of a film, cook it to a toasty state; it may look dry and unattractive. Regardless, save these delectable dregs for yourself. It is the tofu skin maker’s bonus.

Freshly made tofu skin is precious and should be eaten within 48 hours of being made. If you are planning to enjoy it soon, keep it at room temperature covered by the bowl or plastic. Otherwise, refrigerate the skins in an airtight container, returning them to room temperature before using.

[image: ]

Soy-Simmered Fried Tofu
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MAKES 3 LARGE RECTANGLES, 6 LARGE SQUARES, OR 12 MEDIUM RECTANGLES OR TRIANGLES

These sweet-and-salty slices of fried tofu are a standby in the Japanese kitchen, where they can be added to a bowl of steaming udon noodle soup, pried open into pouches and stuffed with sushi rice, or shredded and scattered atop chirashi sushi rice. You can buy the tofu preseasoned at Japanese, Korean, and Chinese markets, but it will taste more vibrant if you purchase prefried slices of tofu and add the flavoring yourself. It’s easy to make abura-age no nimono, and the result keeps for a good 5 days in the refrigerator, where it’s ready to be used at your whim.

Making the puffy fried tofu (called abura-age or sushi-age, depending on size) is complicated and best left to the pros, who often add leavening during coagulation. The finished tofu is sliced and pressed, after which it is carefully deep-fried, first at low then at high temperature, to force it to swell. Japanese cooks employ slices of puffy tofu whereas Chinese cooks tend to use cubes. You want the thin spongy slices for this application. Note that depending on your end use, you may or may not have to cut the tofu before searing or simmering it.


3 rectangular fried tofu slices (about 6 by 3½ inches), or 6 square fried tofu slices (about 3 inches)

1 tablespoon sugar

2 teaspoons sake

1½ tablespoons Japanese or Korean soy sauce

6 tablespoons Dashi Stock



1 To remove some of the residual oil from the tofu, bring a pot of water to a rolling boil. Add all the tofu slices. Let them blanch in the water, which should still be bubbling, for 10 to 15 seconds. If the tofu bobs around in the pot, gently press down on it with a skimmer or slotted spoon to ensure even exposure to the hot water. Transfer the tofu to a colander to drain.

2 When the tofu is cool enough to handle, about 10 minutes, stand over the sink and give each piece a few moderate squeezes to remove excess water.

If the tofu will be used for the Foxy Tofu Noodle Soup (kitsune udon), leave the tofu slices uncut and proceed to step 3. If the tofu is destined for rice-stuffed tofu pouches (inari-zushi), you need to cut the tofu and pry the pieces open. With the rectangles, cut each one crosswise to yield large squares. With the squares, you have several options. Cut off ⅛ inch from one side if you want large squarish inari-zushi. For smaller portions, halve the tofu crosswise into rectangles or on the diagonal into triangles; once stuffed and closed, they’ll be log-shaped or ear-shaped, respectively.

Regardless of the size or shape, open the tofu to form a pouch. Some brands open up naturally. If yours doesn’t, hold each piece in the palm of one hand and use your other hand to slap down on the tofu; this pushes air out. Use your fingers to gently pry it open. (Alternatively, roll a chopstick or dowel rolling pin over each piece from fold to opening, then pry it open.) Set on a plate near the stove.

3 In a measuring cup, stir together the sugar, sake, soy sauce, and dashi stock. Set near the tofu. Heat a large nonstick skillet over medium-high heat. Add the tofu slices or pouches, arranging them in one layer. Use a spatula to press on them, flipping them once or twice, until you hear a steady sizzle; don’t worry if the tofu discolors in places. Lower the heat to medium, then pour in the seasoned dashi stock.

Cook for about 3 minutes, turning the tofu pieces after 30 to 45 seconds, when half the liquid has disappeared. The tofu is done when nearly all of the liquid is gone. Set the skillet aside to cool completely. After a few minutes, flip the tofu over to allow the top side to soak up the residual liquid in the skillet. The tofu will absorb more flavor during cooling.

Use immediately or refrigerate in an airtight container for up to 5 days, bringing it to room temperature before using.
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MEASUREMENT CONVERSION CHARTS

Volume

U.S.: 1 tablespoon

Imperial: ½ fl oz

Metric: 15 ml

U.S.: 2 tablespoons

Imperial: 1 fl oz

Metric: 30 ml

U.S.: ¼ cup

Imperial: 2 fl oz

Metric: 60 ml

U.S.: ⅓ cup

Imperial: 3 fl oz

Metric: 90 ml

U.S.: ½ cup

Imperial: 4 fl oz

Metric: 120 ml

U.S.: ⅔ cup

Imperial: 5 fl oz (¼ pint)

Metric: 150 ml

U.S.: ¾ cup

Imperial: 6 fl oz

Metric: 180 ml

U.S.: 1 cup

Imperial: 8 fl oz (⅓ pint)

Metric: 240 ml

U.S.: 1¼ cups

Imperial: 10 fl oz (½ pint)

Metric: 300 ml

U.S.: 2 cups (1 pint)

Imperial: 16 fl oz (⅔ pint)

Metric: 480 ml

U.S.: 2 ½ cups

Imperial: 20 fl oz (1 pint)

Metric: 600 ml

U.S.: 1 quart

Imperial: 32 fl oz (1⅔ pint)

Metric: 1 liter



Temperature

Fahrenheit: 250°F

Celsius / Gas Mark: 120°C / gas mark ½

Fahrenheit: 275°F

Celsius / Gas Mark: 135°C / gas mark 1

Fahrenheit: 300°F

Celsius / Gas Mark: 150°C / gas mark 2

Fahrenheit: 325°F

Celsius / Gas Mark: 160°C / gas mark 3

Fahrenheit: 350°F

Celsius / Gas Mark: 180°C or 175°C / gas mark 4

Fahrenheit: 375°F

Celsius / Gas Mark: 190°C / gas mark 5

Fahrenheit: 400°F

Celsius / Gas Mark: 200°C / gas mark 6

Fahrenheit: 425°F

Celsius / Gas Mark: 220°C / gas mark 7

Fahrenheit: 450°F

Celsius / Gas Mark: 230°C / gas mark 8

Fahrenheit: 475°F

Celsius / Gas Mark: 245°C / gas mark 9

Fahrenheit: 500°F

Celsius / Gas Mark: 260°C


Length

Inch: ¼ inch

Metric: 6 mm

Inch: ½ inch

Metric: 1.25 cm

Inch: ¾ inch

Metric: 2 cm

Inch: 1 inch

Metric: 2.5 cm

Inch: 6 inches (½ foot)

Metric: 15 cm

Inch: 12 inches (1 foot)

Metric: 30 cm


Weight

U.S. / Imperial: ½ oz

Metric: 15 g

U.S. / Imperial: 1 oz

Metric: 30 g

U.S. / Imperial: 2 oz

Metric: 60 g

U.S. / Imperial: ¼ lb

Metric: 115 g

U.S. / Imperial: ⅓ lb

Metric: 150 g

U.S. / Imperial: ½ lb

Metric: 225 g

U.S. / Imperial: ¾ lb

Metric: 350 g

U.S. / Imperial: 1 lb

Metric: 450 g
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