

Heng Lee’s naturally fermented Kicap Cair, is still made the way it was in China for more than two thousand years.

WHEN you sit down to an Asian meal, whether or not it’s home cooked, chances are it will have a dash (or more) of kicap cair or tau eu (light soya sauce) in it.

Even a curry or Hokkien Mee benefits from a few drops of soya sauce – that’s because it is such an intrinsic part of our cuisine, adding as it does a certain savoury flavour that makes your mouth water like no other condiment can.
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The old way: Master Soya Sauce Maker Boey Lee Weng, 64, examines the vats of fermenting soya in his Mount Erskine factory. 

Like wine, different regions have their own methods of producing soya sauce.

Up here in Penang, one brand that you will find in practically every grocery store, and which is used in many hotels, restaurants and households, is Heng Lee’s naturally fermented Kicap Cair, still made the traditional way that has apparently been used in China for over two thousand years.

Soya sauce maker Boey Lee Weng, 64, learnt this ancient method from an old sifu (master) when he was a young man.

“The secret,” he claimed, “is in the salinity of the brine.”
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Required labour: A worker fills 5-litre containers with Heng Lee’s special chilli sauce.

The correct density is an absolute prerequisite for determining the taste and longevity of the end product.

Boey demonstrated by placing his simple, home-made device – made of a clean empty bottle which contained a few stones – into a vat of saline solution.

The bottle floated, an indication that the ratio of salt to water was perfect.

“This method,” he said, “is more accurate than using modern meters

That, and a skill honed over the past forty years, of course.
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Essential ingredients: Master Soya Sauce Maker Boey Lee Weng, 64, showing off a range of his products.

The exact science, which apparently involves the use of duck eggs, is a family secret which he has passed on to older sons Chun Heng and Chung Hong, who have taken over the family business now that Boey is semi-retired.

“I used to sell the soya sauce I made from the back of athree-wheel cart in Jelutong,” he reminisced.

Such is his success that they now have two factories: one in Butterworth which produces for export to other Asian countries, and the other in the Hang Seng Estate, Mount Erskine, which supplies the local market. Together they manufacture more than 30 different products all essential to good Chinese cooking: from their classic soya sauce to thick black soya sauce, chilli sauces, black vinegar, tao cheow and other pastes and condiments.

The smaller factory in Mount Erskine is clean and tidy, quite unlike any preconceived images you might conjure up.

The word “fermentation” brings to mind thoughts of unsavoury smells, but surprisingly, even as you approach, the air is redolent with the fresh, appetising fragrance of soya sauce in various stages of fermentation and preparation.

In the large courtyard, the large plastic vats filled almost to the brim with soya beans soaking in brine are laid out in neat rows to bask in the rays of the sun, like holiday makers tanning on a crowded Mediterranean beach.

The lids are removed every morning and replaced during inclement weather or at sunset.

The process starts with organic Canadian yellow soya beans, the best for this, which are boiled in a huge specially-made stainless steel pan, after which they are drained, mixed with plain flour, and then laid out to dry on large flat bamboo trays for approximately seven days. They are turned over every so often, and like wine, during that time a “good” mould develops which is essential to the fermentation process.

These are then placed in the vats and doused with the prepared brine, beginning the four to six month fermentation period during which they are exposed to the sun daily and turn from a light yellow to the dark liquid we are so familiar with.

It is the beans which lend the brine the fragrance so unique to Asian cooking, and the longer it is left, the more the flavour is infused.

Some vats are mixed with additional black beans to give the sauce a different flavour; others are left to ferment longer for extra maturity and, like wines, they are blended to create sauces with various aromas, body and tastes.

At exactly when his senses tell him is the right time, this first liquid is piped from the vats, cooked with sugar, cooled, then bottled to make the premium or superior grade soya sauce.

Rather like the way the best extra-virgin olive oil is created from the initial pressing, more saline is then added to the dregs to restart the fermentation process, resulting in more dilute, inferior quality sauces.

Using specially-made machines in certain parts of the process means soya sauce making is not as labour-intensive as it used to be, but workers are still required for bottling, packaging and other menial tasks.

It’s a long and unhurried method which depends on the weather (the process takes longer during rainy seasons), patience and much expertise, as no machine can replace the knowledge that comes with decades of experience.

“Making soya sauce this way takes at least six months,” the friendly Sifu explained, “although we can produce more if we take short cuts.”

This he is unwilling to do, preferring to preserve their brand’s reputation for quality sauces made the traditional way. Good soya sauce, he believes, is the basis of good Chinese food.

Their products have been halal-certified since 2001, and are tested and approved by the Ministry of Health.

“We have visitors from all over Malaysia and Singapore who bring back cartons for family and friends,” Chun Heng said.

Heng Lee products are available in most sundry shops in Penang and the northern region, and will soon be in stock in some of the bigger supermarkets. Chun Heng can ben contacted at 04-899 3730.

