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In recent years, vegetarianism is trending more and more innovative

non-weat recipes. Among these fungi has becowe a significant ingredient.

The famous Cantonese dish - “Best Mixed Vegetables in Dinghu Style” is a dainty collection
of edible fungi of different textures and flavours. Legend has it that this vegetarian dish was an
enhancement of “Buddha’s Delight” (a popular vegetarian dish) in the notable Xiyuan Restaurant
of Guangzhou by a veteran monk from Xingyun Temple of Dinghu Mountain. The three mushrooms
used in the dish were mushroom, straw mushroom and shiitake, while the six fungi were cloud
ear, snow ear, elm ear, yellow ear, rock ear and sweet osmanthus ear.
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The mushrooms in the “Best Mixed Vegetables” was said to be no ordinary white mushrooms,
but “Zhangjiakou Mushroom” (“koumo” in short) from Mongolia imported to mainland China via
Zhangjiakou in Hebei. The yield of this mushroom is limited and it requires a lot of work to remove
mud and sands from the mushrooms, and they are hence highly priced. Other vegetarian dishes
usually use cheaper alternatives.

ERBRRREEER—%  cEEREERR
MEBFNAREERBEEHEBEHEE  HBRE
o BRPEHENERMER/\KEE  TEH
MAREEE  UEMERER BHREERZRS
SR RTEMWELREZZZRIERN 0 K
HoERBERERNLRASHEE ERES
R BEALEBELRERBEHER - I
ZRRBEE BRELTER - BERZNAZE
BRE  RTESNEBE I BARBAE
ISR FATET - LURIME B o
Straw mushrooms are grown around Guangdong in southern China. With warm, humid
climate, decaying straws are excellent beddings for wild straw mushrooms - hence its name.

Currently China produces 80% of world’s straw mushrooms. They are mainly grown in the
southern provinces, and Longmen straw mushroom is the best

of all. Fresh straw mushrooms are not durable. Most straw
mushrooms on the market are dried or canned.
Straw mushrooms are yielded more then
enough and are thus sold at a relatively low
price. They are more common in grocery
stores than in dried seafood (hoi-mei) shops.
They can be cooked in many ways, such
as traditional steamed chicken with straw
mushrooms, soup with straw mushrooms or
clay pot rice with straw mushrooms.
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Shiitake, a.k.a. “winter mushroom”, is the most common
edible fungus. Wild species grow from winter. They are
usually dehydrated for easy storage and sold in hoi-mei

shops, grocery stores and supermarkets. Shiitake have
long been consumed by humans, and is the first mushroom
cultivated in China (since Yuan Dynasty, 1271-1368). However, it was the Japanese who
took a great leap forward in its cultivation. By careful selection of spawns and bedding
logs and secret formula handed down by family ancestors, shiitakes produced by different
farms are distinctly flavoured. Japanese shiitake is widely regarded as the best choice of
all and are pricey. Years ago | did a survey in Sheung Wan: Japanese shiitake was sold
at HKD$280 per catty, and that from China fluctuated between $80 and $100. Uncle Po,
owner of a time-honoured dried goods seller “Hoi Cheong Ho”, explained that Japanese
shiitake is much more flavourful when cooked, compared with that from China. Yet it is
difficult for laymen to distinguish the two in shops only by their patterns and aromas. The
tips for choosing good shiitake? Look at the annulus (“ring”) and gills of the mushroom - the
annulus of a Japanese shiitake is generally smaller than the Chinese ones.
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Most shiitakes sold in Hong Kong are from Japan, Korea and China, and Sheung Wan is the hub
for the wholesaling and re-exporting. The shopkeepers in Sheung Wan have sighed with the ups and
downs the shiitake markets. Before 1990s, most importers on the Nam Pak Hong Street of Sheung
Wan bought shiitakes from Kyushu, Japan. Not all customers could afford expensive Japanese
shiitakes. In contrast, Chinese shiitakes were low-priced but not good enough to earn fame among
customers, thus only small amount of them were imported. Later, shiitake farmers in China acquired
spawns, techniques and experiences from Japan to gradually improve the quality and yield. Chinese
shiitakes produced in Anhui, Hunan, Hubei, Fujian, Guangdong and many other parts in China now
dominate the market in Hong Kong. However, there is not a standard among Chinese shiitake exporters,
causing problems in the transactional processes. Given the sheer number of Chinese shiitake growers,
harvested Chinese shiitakes are first sold to a large local market. Purchasers would then repack the
shiitakes with their own brands printed on the packages. Transactions as such are not standardized -
the thickness, sizes and colours of the shiitake sold are specified by individual purchasers instead of
a general market rule. Quality control is difficult as it is hard to trace the production area. In this case,
distributors and retailers would prefer buying only the what they can see and smell instead of placing
distant orders. “Morning auctions” are held nearly every morning in Nam Pak Hong Street, where it is
possible for importers to check product qualities by themselves. “Man Kee Dried Seafood” is one of

the shiitake importers in Wing Lok Street. Mr. Leung, the owner, says that
China’s burgeoning economy creates
huge domestic spending power. The
re-export and distribution markets
of Hong Kong dwindle. At the same
time, more and more Chinese visitors
buy dried seafood and shiitakes in
Hong Kong instead of China as the
products sold in Hong Kong have
better quality control.
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Black fungus has many subordinate species and genera. What Hong Kong people usually
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consume in Chinese dishes are black fungus and white-back fungus. Black fungus is thinner, with
similar colour on both sides, dark-brown when dried, and is normally known to Hongkongers as
“cloud ear”. White-back fungus is thicker, dark-brown on one side and grayish-white with fuzz
on another. They are usually called “wood ear”, mainly from Guizhou, Sichuan, Yunnan, Hubei
and Guangxi. It is recorded to be the earliest edible fungus cultivated in the world, dating back
to 1,400 years ago in China, once extravagant before it could be massly yielded.
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\§‘ E L [ White fungus, “snow ear”, or “silver ear” fungus, has a shorter
Snow eax cultivation history. The practice began in 1894 during the reign of Qing

Emperor Guangxu. An entry in the cook book of Empress Dowager Cixi’s
lady-in-waiting mentioned that white fungus was extremely expensive. Even if one was wealthy
enough to get some, they might not be of good quality for the best white fungus were held by
local officials in Sichuan (where white fungus was grown) as tribute to please Cixi and foreign
merchants. From 1960s, new farming techniques such as bottle cultivation and bag cultivation
were used to yield white fungus. It has since flourished and the price declined. Both “wood ear”
and “snow ear” are now affordable for the mass.
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Cultivated Gloeostereum (“elm ear”) and Tremella frondosa (“yellow ear”) has only succeeded
in recent years, pushing down prices of the cultivated species. However, wild species are still
expensive, as the cultivation technology is rather new and the cultivated ones have not taken over
the market yet, unlike the black and white fungi. Those of better quality have become even pricier.
You should be able to see some top-grade fungi being displayed in large glass jars alongside other
valuable foodstuff. Recently, hoi-mei shops are offering a wide variety of fungi products, including
wildly grown fungi in Yunnan and the dried porcini, morel and ganba mushrooms.
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The “rock ear” and “sweet osmanthus ear” may have disappeared in Hong Kong now. As
explained by a hoi-mei shop owner in Sheung Wan, “stone ears” needed to be meticulously
cleaned before selling, which is time and labour consuming. When labour costs in Hong Kong kept
increasing in 1980s, “rock ear” gradually become unpopular among local restaurants. No wonder
they were priced out of the market and abnegated by the importers. Likewise, despite the bitty
size of “sweet osmanthus ear”, their bottom part is unpalatable and has to be cut away one by
one - lifting labour cost and pricing itself out. One other “extinct” food is the “thin mushroom” -
the inferior shiitake which is less aromatic, but was a popular substitute when shiitake was still a
luxury item to the mass population. “At that time not many households had fridge,” remembered
a hoi-mei shop owner, “a piece of thin mushroom is put atop the rice dumpling we made in
Dragon Boat Festival to keep it fresh.” Since buying shiitake is no longer a problem for us, “thin
mushroom” has also gone from the market, like the old days it represents.
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Of mushrooms and fungi, a single dish shows the diversity and myriad
forms of edible fungi, as well as how trades and economies changed in
Hong Kong and China. Not just for your taste and sight, a dish could reflect
exciting cultural exchange and contrast over the borders. ’@
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