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            Introduction

         

         A COUPLE OF WEEKS ago I was in Bangkok, and in Departures at the airport. At check-in, there was a woman and her daughter in the same queue, and close enough for me to hear them as they chatted. The daughter said, ‘Mum, look. It’s the Dalai Lama.’

         I turned and realised the daughter was nodding towards me. Well, if I were to be mistaken for anyone, I figured, let it be the highest-ranking monk of Tibetan Buddhism. I could not stop myself from smiling.

         It was the third time, of which I am aware, that I had been confused for His Holiness. The first time was in a restaurant in London. The second occasion, coincidentally, was also at an airport, but in Arrivals; at a baggage carousel. ‘Excuse me, are you the Dalai Lama?’ a lady had asked me, as I tried to spy my suitcase amid the circling luggage. (Yes, just the type of place you’d expect to see the spiritual leader.)

         At Bangkok’s airport there was a twist. The daughter had pointed me out, but then the mother looked me up and down before she tutted and said, ‘It’s not the Dalai Lama, darling. It’s only a cook.’

         I am only a cook. I am only a cook and feel as if I am the luckiest person in the whole wide world. I have lived well. I have cooked almost incessantly and to my heart’s content, and have eaten everything I have been offered, including insects and reptiles galore, although I also have cravings for fish and chips in Britain. The tastes of life from all corners of the globe I have relished. Marvellous experiences have been there for the taking, and I have taken them. I have wonderful friends and family. I am not an unhappy person.

         As you read on, you will see that this is a story about food and its ability to inspire. It is the story of how food shaped my life, beginning as a child fed by a mother who had little but sacrificed all that she had. I was a minute speck in a tiny corner of Chicago, and part of the minority that kept themselves to themselves in Chinatown. Head down, button up. I did not set goals. That has never been my way. Instead, I relied on the virtuous belief, instilled in me by my mother and my Chinese-American relatives, that if I was good, then good things might happen to me. They did and they have. Thank God.

         Of course, bad things have happened too. My father passed away before I had reached my first birthday. Often, however, I have felt that he is watching over me. That sense of reassurance was more frequent when I was young and craved fatherly guidance but lacked wisdom. Even though I grew up in an impoverished style, I do not regard the early years of my life as an enduring struggle. I was neither the wayward teenager nor the angry young man.

         My formative years were spent as a wide-eyed pupil, not necessarily at school but learning from my mentors, who included my uncle Paul. He gave me a job in the kitchen of his restaurant when I was eleven. Through him I learnt, and throughout my life I have never stopped learning or wanting to learn. Curiosity, politeness and a decent meal have taken me onwards and, with the help of British Airways, upwards.
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         MY life has been one great, big stir-fry. In California, I taught cookery at my home to an audience hungry to learn about Chinese food and its folklore. In Hong Kong, I realised my dreams and for the first time felt accepted. I came to London for a ten-minute audition for a BBC series about Chinese food and cookery, the first of its kind.

         It brought success I never dreamt I would have. Eight million woks have been sold, all with my name on them. I have been the author of thirty-five books (thirty-six now), many of them bestsellers. I have cooked for prime ministers and presidents, as well as a few of my childhood heroes.

         Every day I reflect on my existence, and am grateful for what I have been given, and for what I have achieved, as well as travelling the world and meeting people who share my passion for food, cooking and life (even if they are not quite sure who I am).

         Chi fan le mei. This is a Chinese greeting, and perfect for an introduction. The phrase is often heard when one person meets another. Translated literally, it means: Have you eaten yet? The phrase is the closest you can get to the Westerners’ greeting: How are you? So even if food is not always in the mouths of the Chinese, it is often on their lips, in the form of words. Chi fan le mei. I certainly do hope that you have eaten, but either way you are about to get hungry.
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            Eating

         

         THE KEY TURNING in the lock, and then the slam as the door closed. Two sounds I dreaded. They were followed by that high-pitched yell – ‘I’m here!’ – and next came the swish of her slippers as she walked towards the kitchen. I figured the cleaner had arrived again. I figured right, and her name was Mrs Kelly.

         I was staying in a basement flat in Lincoln Street, just a minute’s stroll from Sloane Square, Chelsea. My home was in California, where I had my own cookery school, but this was the summer of 1984 and I was here, in London, to film my first series for BBC Television.

         This was a big deal. We were venturing into unknown television territory, and success was by no means guaranteed. The British were not well accustomed to shows about food and cookery, and this was to be the first of its kind devoted to Chinese food and cookery. As the presenter, and someone who had not previously appeared on television, I was a little nervous and apprehensive. Therefore, I was determined to ensure the dishes were just right.

         In Chelsea, I spent hours in the kitchen of the apartment, testing the food that I intended to cook the following day in the studio. There were stir-fried dishes of shellfish, as well as cashew chicken, sweet and sour pork and the majestic Peking duck, with its skin roasted brown and as crisp as parchment. I was content in that kitchen, darting about – stir-frying and steaming, creating and crafting, tasting and … and smiling. This contentment was interrupted twice a week by the key in the lock, the slam of the door – ‘I’m here!’ – followed by those banana-yellow slippers as they swished towards me.

         When Mrs Kelly reached the entrance of the kitchen, I always knew what was to come. She’d grimace, tilt her scrunched-up nose to the ceiling, inhale – with considerable dramatic effect – and then say loudly, ‘What’s that muck I smell?’

         What’s that muck I smell? That was my food. Chinese food.

         After two months of filming, the series was in the can and only a couple of months away from being broadcast. I thought, Oh God, Mrs Kelly could have a point. What if this series bombs? I mean, maybe it’s not going to fly … Maybe fifty people will watch it … And they’ll switch it off after ten minutes. And sure, Mrs Kelly will not be one of them.

         Part of me wanted to lie in a dark room with a cold washcloth on my face. Instead, I hatched a plan to escape. I had to get out of London town, and out of the country. My plan coincided with the dollar being at a record high. So a few friends came over from California, and we set off on what would be a fantastic European road trip, gourmet style. Oh, there was a whole bunch of us: Ron Batori, Ted Lyman, Terri McGinnis and Susie Maurer.

         The journey would turn out to be the trip of a lifetime, and took us through the cities and countryside of France, motoring in a rental car, stopping to eat amazing food and sip, and sip again, exceptional wines in Michelin-starred restaurants. Often these places had rooms, so we could simply haul ourselves from table to bed without exerting too much energy. We’d settle for two-star restaurants, but they were mostly three. And we reckoned they were virtually free because the healthy American buck could buy us so many French francs. None of us was rich but, for a brief period, we lived as if we owned the world. Or France, at the very least.

         This was a mouth-watering adventure, through country lanes and over rickety hump-backed bridges, passing brightly speckled fields of lavender and forests of buried truffle treasures; all of it purely in the pursuit of exceptional gastronomy. And driving in the opposite direction to Mrs Kelly. As we hurtled along, we sang to the radio, every music station blasting out Stevie Wonder’s hit of the summer, ‘I Just Called to Say I Love You’…
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         WE were joined by a French friend, Yves Vidonne, who worked for the grand chef Joël Robuchon, and who would later become highly successful in the world of pâtisserie. Yves, in turn, invited his father to join us on the trip. Monsieur Vidonne knew all the best restaurants, and if we knew his first name we never used it. He was always Monsieur Vidonne.

         At the first restaurant, we sat at a large, round table and, as the sommelier poured champagne into exquisite crystal flutes, Yves’s father produced a small gold pill box from the inside pocket of his navy blazer. This box he carefully opened as if it were the world’s most delicate object, and then he counted out the contents – little grey pills – onto the tablecloth. He passed around the pills, one for each of us, saying in whispered French, ‘Take it. This pill means you can eat all you like, but will never gain weight.’

         As he whispered, he patted his stomach; the wizard casting a magic spell. Monsieur Vidonne was quite heavy, by the way, but we were in awe of him. We all popped the pills and then spent the next few hours cheerfully tucking into six courses from heaven. Not one of us asked about the pills. We were too respectful to question the master. He assured us they were not illegal and, I assure you, they were not. Subsequently, at each fantastic restaurant M. Vidonne performed the same routine – pill box, grey pills, pat stomach, whisper, whisper, pass around, swallow, eat six courses (minimum).

         This patriarch of the Vidonne clan possessed immense knowledge about food and wine and steered us towards the finest places of indulgence. He took us, for instance, to Georges Blanc’s restaurant in Vonnas, an hour north of Lyon, the belly of France. There, we dined on house specialities such as crêpes vonnassienne – a generous spoonful of caviar is spread between two thin slices of salmon, and fried for merely a matter of seconds upon a fluffy crêpe made from potato purée. We ate Bresse chicken, that small, world-renowned bird, roasted to perfection and served with foie gras. From the incredible cellar – it contains 135,000 bottles of wine – we chose, among others, a spectacular bottle, or probably two, of Moulin-à-Vent from the 1964 vintage; purple, concentrated and suitably opulent for us, the young group from California who were feeling wealthy.

         We went to Paul Bocuse’s restaurant Auberge du Pont, just a couple of miles outside Lyon, and on the banks of the Saône. I must tell you that I may have been small but in those days I had an enormous appetite. I think I began with Soupe aux truffes noires (black truffle soup beneath a lid of golden, flaky pastry), which Bocuse created in the mid-’70s especially for the new President, Giscard d’Estaing. Then I ate a divine salad of lobster.

         Now, I had also ordered Volaille de Bresse truffée en vessie. This is a famous Bocuse dish, which I had heard about. A whole Bresse chicken is poached in a pig’s bladder, which swells into a big ball as it cooks. This bird-in-a-ball is carried to the table, and next comes the real theatre of it all: the bladder is burst by a waiter with a steady hand, and the chicken is carved and served on the plate, coated in a creamy sauce made more indulgent by the addition of small slices of black truffle.

         On our visit, the waiter carried the chicken dish on a silver platter, and then burst the bladder in front of me. My senses were aroused. However, he gave me only a slice or two of the breast meat before taking the bird on the chopping board back to the kitchen. That was not supposed to happen. He was meant to give me the whole chicken. I felt cheated, so beckoned another waiter and said, ‘I’ve only been served a bit of the chicken. I’m paying for a whole chicken – where’s the rest of it, please?’

         They quickly brought me the rest of the bird, and I ate every last succulent morsel on the plate. Later on we discovered that the restaurant was popular with Japanese tourists, who often ordered this en vessie dish but did not eat the whole chicken. The waiter thought I was Japanese.

         In Les Baux-de-Provence, less than an hour’s drive from Marseille, we lunched in style at Baumanière. The restaurant overlooks vineyards and rolling fields that inspired Van Gogh and Cezanne, although Terri lost her umbrella there. We bundled up masses of wild lavender to take home, optimists that we were. The flowers’ scent was so overpowering that we almost choked. Five miles down the road, coughing and sneezing, we stopped to toss away the purple bundles.

         The escapade went on, taking us from Arles to Moustiers, where we had a great meal at La Bastide, and then for a couple of nights in Eugenieles-Bains, and Les Prés d’Eugénie, the restaurant of Michel Guérard, one of the founders of nouvelle cuisine. Every detail was perfect, and afterwards Susie said of the chef-patron, ‘Did you see how Michel came through the dining room, made eye contact with everyone and made them feel very special and loved, but never slowed down one notch?’ I nodded. One day in the future I would cook with the great Michel at Château d’Yquem.

         We, too, did not slow down. As the villagers slept, we danced like tipsy angels in the narrow streets; I tried to be Fred Astaire to Susie’s Ginger Rogers, and it was magical.

         We drove to Château Raymond-Lafon, producer of the fine Sauternes, where we were entertained by cellar master Pierre Meslier from Château d’Yquem. Susie bought a magnum and carried it home like a baby, and we consumed it that réveillon. From there, we travelled to La Rochelle, and then, en route to Paris, we were hungry for more, so stopped at a few châteaux on the Loire, to dine beside the river.

         In the French capital, we went to Yves’s home, and to his kitchen and then his fridge, which he opened to reveal a few shelves of chilled champagne, Cristal no less. Corks popped, the party continued. We danced and sang and toasted life and living it to the full. Then we went for dinner at Taillevent, where Claude Deligne ruled the kitchen. The following lunchtime was spent at Joël Robuchon’s restaurant Jamin, which had just won its third Michelin star.

         I love cooking because I love eating. When the passion of eating is strong enough, you will want to cook.
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         RON had noted the name of Monsieur Vidonne’s pills. About a decade later, he said to me in his soft Californian lilt, ‘You remember the grey pills…’

         I said, ‘The grey pills that Yves’s father passed around the tables in France?’

         He said, ‘That’s them.’

         ‘What about them, Ron?’

         ‘I’ve found out what they were.’

         ‘What were they?’

         ‘Ken, those pills were laxatives.’

         He said, in a sombre way, that it accounted for the moment when he felt stomach cramp on the streets of Paris, following lunch and a grey pill at Chez L’Ami Louis. He had made a dash to a public toilet … but did not have a coin to pay for his entry. ‘I would’ve paid a king’s ransom to get into one,’ said Ron.

         As for grumbling Mrs Kelly, she was a fastidious, brilliant cleaner but she would have made a lousy controller of BBC Two. Ken Hom’s Chinese Cookery began in October 1984, eight thirty-minute episodes running over eight weeks. It was a phenomenal hit. It launched my career and, ultimately, would lead to my mini industry in woks.

         Yesterday I was back in London, which I adore with all my heart, and a young lady came up to me in the street to say, ‘My earliest memories are watching my dad learn to cook with a Ken Hom wok.’

         I was flattered. ‘Those may be your earliest memories,’ I said. ‘Mine go back a little further.’
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         FOOD tells us who we are and where we come from. Food made my earliest memories, and not just food but the sheer excitement of being with others to share the enjoyment of eating.

         Even though we were poor, we still managed to eat well. There were banquets – yes, there were banquets in Chicago’s Chinatown – with dishes of plump pigeons, which my uncles, on my mother’s side, would cook with great skill.

         There were gelatinous soups of shark fin, as well as tureens of bird’s nest soup, said to be good for one’s complexion. The nests are made from the regurgitated spittle of a certain type of swift from the East Asian tropics. Sold dried and then soaked before use, the nest is bland, soft, crunchy jelly that relies on the broth for its flavour, and is an expensive and acquired taste. (Soups are rarely served as a separate course in China, except at the banquets. They are used to signal the end of a course, and to cleanse the palate in preparation for the next one.)

         For adults only there were platters of expensive slices of abalone (enormous clam-like seafood). There were mountains of pink, plump prawns, as well as whole, steamed fish, usually pike, which was caught fresh from nearby lakes. Pike is bony and therefore not to everyone’s taste, but hey, the Chinese don’t mind bones. After birthdays and banquets, the dishes, plates, bowls and platters were returned to the kitchen, spotless: the Chinese always box up the leftovers to take them home. What feasts! Nevertheless, as a kid I was so skinny. I mean, really super-skinny, just like so many of the post-war kids.

         Mum and I lived in a block of apartments on Wentworth Avenue. The block had previously been an office building, and you still knew it. The front doors of the apartments were an ever-present legacy of the office days: they were wooden frames surrounding two sheets of mottled glass. So when you entered the building you felt like you had walked onto the set of a Humphrey Bogart movie. The doors’ top part of glass had been covered with squares of chipboard, the cheapest way of stopping anyone peering in. You know what; even with the board on the glass it still felt like a Bogey set.

         Behind our mottled-glass door, we lived in a two-room flat. The place was small. I had the bedroom. Mum slept on the sofa in the kitchen-cum-living room. For company, she had a fridge, a stove, a sink and a pair of heavy, old-fashioned radiators.

         The communal loo was down the hallway, although the residents on the opposite side of the hall had their own private bathrooms because the apartments were larger. Every month my mother paid the grand sum of $40 in rent. That was about a fifth of her salary, so it wasn’t a bad deal.

         Uncle Winston lived across the hall from us and was skilled at making Chinese sausages, which, when fried, despatched the sweetest smell from the wok and throughout the block. The craving was instant. You just wanted to be there, in that kitchen, so that you could have just one, gigantic bite. Sometimes I was. Uncle Winston also had a bathtub. Like, he had a bathtub! Every Sunday I got to cross the hall, knock on his chipboard, mottled-glass door, and scrub clean and relax in a bath. That was a weekly luxury. (The extravagance of warm water was not wasted on me: I swim most days now, although I only learnt to swim in later life.) Unlike us, Uncle Winston also had a television, and would invite us in to watch it.

         Downstairs, beneath our apartment, there was a bad Chinese restaurant. If you came out of our apartment block and took a left, you’d be on Cermak Road, and would pass the billiards and pool hall and the fire station. One Saturday, my mother was just about to cook lunch when we heard shouting outside our front door. ‘Quick! Get out! Get out!’ A fire had broken out in the bad Chinese restaurant downstairs, and the building was being evacuated. It was pretty scary, with thick smoke billowing.

         The bad news was that lunch was delayed. The good news was that the firehouse was right across the street from us. The firemen just strolled casually over with their hoses. In the history of Chicago’s blazes, it must have been the fastest-ever extinguished.

         Every day the fire engines’ sirens screamed. And they made me want to scream. The worst season for sirens was summer, because we were so poor we couldn’t afford air conditioning. This meant that all the windows were open, and the siren volume was unbearable. Wax earplugs were an unknown luxury back then, though they would have been ineffective against those sirens.

         If you came out of the apartment block and took a right, you were a minute’s stroll from the heart of Chinatown, passing the KK coffee shop where my mother would send me to buy a takeaway if she felt flush on a Saturday and didn’t want to cook. I’d stand at the counter. ‘Ngoh yiu chow mein, m’goih.’ ‘Stir-fry noodles, please.’ Hand over a dollar, and then take them back to my mother.

         On the corner was – to me at that time – the largest grocery store in the world, called Sun Ching Lung. It was an old-fashioned shop, and I would wander the aisles, staring up at the shelves, which reached to the high ceiling and were crammed with foodstuffs and other products from China. Don’t get me wrong; I don’t want to make the store seem organised. It was a total mess. Typical Chinese. The shelf-stacking system wasn’t really a stacking system.

         But – oh, the thrill when something arrived from Hong Kong!

         There would be a knock on the door of our apartment, and my mother would answer. I can picture the excited faces and voices, as one of our friends broke the news of a delivery at the grocery store. ‘Fai di bei ngoh yat loh Heung Gong lai ge sun sin ma tai.’ ‘Quick! Fresh water chestnuts from Hong Kong.’ A whole barrel. Swiftly, my mother would wrap up warm – you wrapped up warm most days in Chicago – grab her purse and scurry off to the grocery store. We all adored water chestnuts: white, crunchy, walnut-sized bulbs which, in China, are eaten as a snack, having first been boiled in their skins, or peeled and simmered in sugar, or as an ingredient in cooked dishes, especially in southern China. Mum’s purse was not always necessary. Often she needed only to glimpse at the Chinese food; merely to gaze at it.

         She was not alone. Our neighbours and friends also busied themselves by chattering about the delivery at the grocery store. No matter what had been delivered, the messenger always told the listener (in Cantonese), ‘You’ve got to see it!’ There were two compelling reasons for having to see the new delivery. First, it was about the food, and the Chinese want to see anything to do with food. Second, it connected us in Chicago to those in China: it was like a long-lost friend reappearing on the doorstep, and saying, ‘Remember me?’ Or even, ‘Gei m’gei dak ngoh ah?’

         People hung out at the grocery store. They did. This store was the place to be. Some went to the store to collect letters that had been sent from relatives in China who had only the grocery store address. When you were growing up, you may have had a community centre. We had the grocery store.

         If you haven’t been to Chinatown in Chicago, then I can tell you it was like Chinatown in San Francisco, but smaller. And if you haven’t been to San Francisco, then take my word for it – the large grocery store is a common feature in Chinatowns. Above the store is usually where you will find what we call the Six Companies: they are the big names that would run Chinatown.
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         CHINATOWN in Chicago covered, say, four or five blocks. Beyond that, there were the Italians. Then there were the Projects, where the black people lived. Many of my classmates and teachers were black, including Miss Luckett. She was a large woman with formidable presence and the sort of powerful voice that could silence a class of children and make them listen, which is precisely what she did on that January day in 1961 when John F. Kennedy was inaugurated as President. ‘This is going to be very good for all of us,’ she said. And she was right.

         In fact, Kennedy led a passionate campaign for civil rights and against racial prejudice, and it made him so much of a hero of the minority races that, if you visited any one of the homes in any one of America’s Chinatowns, you were certain to see a photo of the man, framed out of respect, and hanging with pride on the wall.

         I call Kennedy a man. He was like a god to the Chinese-Americans, well beyond the ‘promising’ and ‘charismatic’ descriptions that others gave him. When Kennedy came to Chicago, I went downtown to see him and his cavalcade progressing slowly along the tree-lined avenues, the President in the backseat of a long, gleaming black limo, waving at the cheering crowds and smiling his nothin’ -can-go-wrong-when-I’m-in-charge smile.

         My friends and I were especially impressed and inspired by the news of Kennedy sending in US troops to allow a black student to walk into the University of Alabama when the governor of the state had barred him from entering the building. How can it be right, said Kennedy, that there are Americans who would fight for the country and who would pay their taxes, and yet they cannot even get into school in the same country as the rest of us? On a wall in our apartment I saw Kennedy’s photo many times every day and I did not mind one bit that he shared our home and our lives.

         On 22 November ’63, I was fourteen and in my typing class – typing was a standard part of the curriculum – but the tapping halted as the door opened and a teacher, ashen faced and in shock, came into the room and broke it to us hurriedly: ‘I have some horrible news. The President has been shot.’ I was stunned by disbelief.

         America toppled into an abyss of shock and deep grief. Kennedy was the great hope for us; for those who were not the big, white middle class. As Chinese-Americans, we were a small minority and therefore on the periphery of the civil rights movement, but still, we were motivated by JFK’s pledges and grit. He was there to bring change. His assassination came with the force of a powerful blow to the body.

         By then I had been working for about three years. Since the age of eleven, after school and at weekends, I had a part-time job in a restaurant kitchen. The job was the result of unusual circumstances, centring on my spectacularly unsuccessful efforts to become a criminal.
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            The Tea Ritual

         

         MY LAWLESS PERIOD was not as long lived as, say, Chicago mobster Al Capone, and it evolved shortly after I learnt how to take a bus downtown. Not take a bus in the criminal sense, as in take a bus and not give it back to the bus company, but take a bus, as in board the vehicle, pay a few cents for a ticket, take a seat and feel grown up, chewing gum to feel even more grown up.

         Downtown, I would wander around the shops, mesmerised by what they had to offer. I didn’t have anything and the shops seemed to have everything. It didn’t seem right. So one day, I thought, OK, maybe one of the shops can give me something for nothing. (Was there a little socialist at the heart of this little communist?)

         Now, dear reader, you will never have shoplifted; you won’t appreciate how it works. Let me explain. I took one thing and got away with it. That produced an overwhelming rush of adrenalin and a sense of being unconquerable and uncatchable. Then I swiped another thing. That, too, went into my pocket without a heavy hand coming down on my shoulder. Well, pretty soon I was just helping myself to shopping. Pretty soon after that, I was caught. Probably because I was about ten years old.

         The policeman who caught me then took me to the station. When I was put in a cell and the door closed behind me, I was confident I would never again steal. However, what ensued – and it involved a true punishment, beyond a police caution – ensured I would never steal. It went like this… My mother was telephoned by the police and she came to collect me, accompanied by my uncle Paul, who was lending support and playing the role of interpreter because Mum did not speak English. Once we were out of the police station, my mother meted out a reprimand which was so severe it remains the fiercest retribution I have ever received – though it did not include a slap or a smack, or even one single raised voice. Quite the contrary.

         Instead, my mother did not speak to me. I would get home from school and await her return. ‘Hello, Mum.’ She did not speak. ‘Would you like tea, Mum?’ Silence. ‘Is there anything I can do?’ No response. It was as if I had begun a period of penance, but with no end in sight. It went on and on. Each evening my mother would cook a meal, which she served to me. We ate in silence, and afterwards she would sit in the corner of the room and weep. We’re talking real tears for the son who had shamed her.

         This ritual – silence, cook, eat, weep, more silence, sleep – continued. It lasted for two whole weeks. If my mother felt humiliated at the beginning, by the end of the fortnight I felt suitably mortified and disgraced by my behaviour. I was far worse than merely a ten-year-old fool. I had dishonoured the family name.

         Eventually, there was finality in the form of an act of penance. It would bring closure and, in typically Chinese fashion, it required food and a gathering. Specifically, a crowd of family members and friends came through the chipboarded, mottled-glass door to gather in our apartment. Even the neighbours were there, squeezed into our home and looking on with serious expressions, but in reality they were excitedly awaiting the drama that was about to unfold. I made a pot of tea, carried it to my mother and then knelt before her. With my head bowed, I whispered, ‘Mother, I have made tea for you. Please take the tea, and forgive me.’

         Of course, you have never stolen anything. But if you had, and then had to offer tea to your mother and kneel and ask for forgiveness – in front of family, friends and a few nosy neighbours – you too wouldn’t be in any kind of a hurry to head downtown and steal again, believe you me. After that fiasco when I was ten, I never stole anything ever again. Well, maybe a bar of soap at a hotel, but certainly nothing that would have given my mother nights of sleeplessness or bring shame to our family name.
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         THIS is probably an ideal point at which to take a pause and tell you about my name. My birth name was Wing Fei in Cantonese (Rong Hui in Mandarin). It translates as glorious son. To Mum, I was always Fei, and not Ken. Maybe I was not so glorious after the shoplifting episode, but ever after I tried my best to live up to the name. Kenneth was a popular name at the time, and one that was given to many Chinese boys. To Westerners, I was Ken or Kenny.

         I was born in Tuscon, Arizona, on 3 May 1949. At the time of my birth, the final days of the big band era, Harry S. Truman was America’s President and The Barkleys of Broadway was the hot movie. TV was progressing from black and white: RCA was perfecting a system of broadcasting in colour. That same year, in October, Mao Tse-tung established the People’s Republic of China. Britain, meanwhile, was under Clement Attlee’s Labour government, rationing of clothes had just ended, and George Orwell was soon to see the publication of Nineteen Eighty-Four.

         I was Tuesday’s child, which, according to the rhyme, means I am ‘full of grace’. Born a day earlier, goes the rhyme, and I would have been fair of face. If I had arrived on the Wednesday I would have been full of woe. So you can’t complain, can you?

         I was the first and, as it turned out, the only child of my parents. Shortly after Christmas of that year, when I was eight months old, my father died. His death may have coincided with the traveller being born in me. You see, soon after his death we uprooted and moved from Tucson. I did not return to Arizona for twenty years, and then went to visit my father’s grave, to pay my respects and take a photograph of his gravestone, a snapshot to treasure.

         Why did we move? I think there were problems with my father’s family in Arizona. Initially, we went to live in San Diego, California, staying with one of my mother’s oldest friends, another Chinese woman. We had relatives in Chicago who offered my mother a job and so, in 1955, it was time for another upheaval. Chicago, Illinois, was our next stop, and would remain my mother’s home until her death. The city is ‘Hog butcher for the world … stacker of wheat’, though I would be raised on my mother’s traditional Chinese cookery.

         I was five years old and yet to live in an environment where English was spoken: Cantonese was the only language I heard. My mother, throughout her life, never learnt to speak much English, but she knew how to say ‘dollar’, ‘money’ and ‘no’. So my mother would never adopt another language, and she would never take another husband. The subject of her remarrying was never raised.

         For the first year, we lived with my aunt Jean – a relative of my mum – and my uncle Yook Lam, and their children in Chinatown. It was cramped. My mother went to work with many other Chinese people at my uncle’s factory, which produced Chinese food in tins. These tins were shipped off to the army and other destinations. Yook Lam’s food business, quite bizarrely, was called the Great China Beauty Company.

         During school holidays, my mother would head off, as usual, at 7 a.m., and leave lunch for me to have later in the day. Sometimes it was a mixture of sticky rice and chopped pork in a bain marie, which she put on top of a radiator: the apartment was filled with enticing smells as the heat of the radiator slowly warmed the food.
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         MY uncle Paul was among the throng of observers who packed themselves into our little apartment on that evening, to witness my performance of the embarrassing tea-bearing rites. I was not related to Paul Lee, but to Chinese children close family friends are also known as uncles and aunts.

         He was, however, a relative of Uncle Yook Lam, and he was many things to me. He was inspirational mentor to me, the fatherless child in the wild jungle of an American city. He was a surrogate father, too. And Uncle Paul was also about to become my employer. He owned the restaurant King Wah, the kitchen of which would become my workplace.

         I poured the tea for my mother, and she accepted it and then drank. There was an audible sigh of relief from the mass of witnesses, and then Uncle Paul spoke to my mother. ‘I’ll give him a job. I’ll do something for him, and keep an eye on him. He’s got plenty of energy. He can use it by working for me in the restaurant.’ I looked at my uncle as he talked, unaware of precisely how much energy I would need for the job.

         ‘He’ll be able to make some money so that he can buy whatever he wants.’ The implication being, he can buy rather than steal. And not really whatever I wanted, but mostly whatever my mother wanted, as he knew I would hand over the wages to her. I do not remember if I accepted the job, or if my mother accepted on my behalf.

         But that was it. As I turned eleven, I began my first job and, as for the shoplifting, it was never mentioned again. My mother and I did not have the sort of relationship in which we reflected on the low points of our lives. We did not analyse or dissect human nature, be it our own or that of others. Crucially, there was a lesson to learn – don’t steal – and I’d learnt it. She did her bit as the caring mother. I did my bit as the obedient Chinese son.

         Then she cooked for the audience – family and curious neighbours – and our apartment was filled with the delicious aromas of Chinese food, stirred and fried and served from the wok.
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         I loved the smells of my mother’s cooking, though I am reminded of an episode many years later, when a company came to me with an idea for a business venture. They said, ‘Our idea is an aerosol spray can. But not just any aerosol spray can.’

         Me: ‘OK. What type of aerosol spray can?’

         Company with idea: ‘You spray it in the kitchen and it makes the room smell of cooking odours.’

         Me (incredulous): ‘Makes the kitchen smell of cooking odours?’

         Company with idea (insistent): ‘Yes.’

         Me: ‘That’s insane. Most people hate cooking smells in their kitchen.’

         Company with idea: ‘Do they?’

         Me: ‘Yes. They want a spray that gets rid of cooking smells.’

         I never found out what happened to their spray.
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            Never Play with Chopsticks

         

         THERE ARE TWO recurring dreams in my life. One is a nightmare, the other is extremely pleasant. Both centre on food.

         The nightmare is infrequent, thankfully, as I like late nights followed by plenty of undisturbed sleep. This bad dream places me in the kitchen of a restaurant just as the guests are about to arrive. The guests are not the bad bit. The bad bit is that my mise en place is not ready and this predicament has left me in a hot-sweat panic. I know, I know, worse things happen at sea. But please bear with me; this is chef stuff.

         As we all know, in order to reduce the possibility of failure, you must prepare well in advance. The home cook will appreciate the anxiety of my dream. When you’re cooking Sunday lunch for friends, you want to have the vegetables peeled and the dessert in the fridge by the time the doorbell rings. Who wants to end up struggling with a kitchen catastrophe?

         My nightmare, however, is propelled by fear rather than experiences from my past. I have done events for thousands of people and have never been unready. In real life I am organised, prepared to the point of obsession. In the dream, however, I don’t have my stuff together and awake in a fluster, feeling like the actor who’s about to go on stage but doesn’t know his lines. Indeed, it’s making me feel anxious just reflecting on it, so I’m going to put the nightmare to one side and let me take you to the pleasant dream.

         This dream is also about food, and goes like this … I am eating something – anything – and it is delicious. The dream is so powerful, colourful and real to life that upon awaking I feel full up and completely satisfied. Last night I had such a dream. I was eating a plate of sashimi and particularly recall salivating over the raw slices of abalone and tuna. It was the kind of delicate, ocean dish you’d see in Japan. But then it vanished. I said, ‘Hey! Who took my plate away? I hadn’t finished.’ There I was, moaning about my food being snatched away, when I woke up, slightly irritated to have lost the food – but still, I was full, appetite sated.

         You know, and just to digress for a moment, I never had abalone as a child because it was always so expensive, although it was talked about as a great delicacy, perhaps in the same way you may have heard about caviar or foie gras but never got to try it during childhood. The first time I had abalone was as an adult in Hong Kong. The Japanese like it fresh, raw and sliced. The Chinese dry it and then cook it until tender and serve it in a light oyster sauce. In Chinese restaurants, one dish of abalone could cost hundreds of pounds, though it is indeed the stuff of dreams when perfectly cooked.

         Throughout my life I have had this eating dream (though sashimi did not feature in the ones of my childhood, which were less ambitious). Sometimes I wonder if the root of these dreams lies in poverty; as a kid, I was often hungry. There was food, but usually not enough of it. My dreams, therefore, fed me. They were a sort of method of survival via subliminal nurturing. In an unconscious state, I was experiencing a joy I didn’t get enough of while conscious.

         Or maybe I just wanted to eat and eat and eat.
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         BEFORE I began working in the kitchen for Uncle Paul, I knew his restaurant. Everyone knew King Wah.

         The Chinese restaurants were closed on Monday nights and King Wah was no exception. But on Monday nights it was filled with my uncles and their friends, who gathered for a weekly feast and a catchup. They worked in the restaurants of Chinatown and had the night off. Their wives stayed at home.

         My mother, husbandless, was the only woman at these lively meals. I was her companion. We were the odd ones out, but extremely well cared for and well fed by a roomful of male chefs, who cooked the dishes before we all served ourselves.

         When the crowd of us sat down at the long table, the critiques began. Often dishes were criticised because we happened to be in America rather than China, home to the best produce. ‘This doesn’t taste like it used to,’ they’d say, a reference to how it tasted in China. ‘You can’t get the ingredients.’ Meaning the best ingredients were only available in China. I was fascinated as they spoke of dishes they had eaten in China, such as drunken shrimp: the shrimp (or prawns as the British call them) are immersed in rice wine before being poached. There was self-criticism, too. ‘Oh, I cooked this for a second too long,’ one of them might say.

         There is a great deal of superstition in Chinese food culture, as was apparent on those Monday nights. For example, in Cantonese, the word ‘yu’ means both fish and prosperity – it follows that serving a whole fish should bring ample luck to those who are eating it. The platter is put on the table so that the head of the fish is pointed towards the guest of honour. I know this bit can bother Westerners who are unaware of the custom and hate to see the head of a fish.

         Taking this further, if you have respect for someone else at the table, you grip the communal chopsticks, pick up the choicest part of the fish – the succulent cheek – and place it on your guest’s plate. At those Monday night meals, the fish was brought to the table and then one of my uncles would take the cheek upon chopsticks and give it to my mother. ‘Thank you,’ she would say. In turn, she would lift the cheek with her chopsticks and put it into my bowl.

         So much was conveyed by this almost-silent ritual involving food. It said, for instance, do not think only of yourself; that we should all look after each other; that food is about sharing; that my mother would be fed generously. There was another unspoken message: We’re looking after your mum, and you better look after your mum. Take care of her, and if you don’t, we’ll come and punish you. So it was through food that I learnt how to be in life, and how not to be. In return for the fish cheek, I tried to acknowledge that I got the point, and had learnt the morality lesson.

         The upper side of the fish is eaten before the entire bone is removed, and then the underside is enjoyed. The fish is never turned: to do so will bring bad luck. If there’s a bone in your food, spit it out – in Chinese company, do not use your fingers to remove the bone from your mouth. Please.

         There were other gastronomic customs that I learnt in those early times. Food, for example, is served to the side of the guest – never, ever reach across the table to grab a bowl. At a British table, if a child eats noisily there is likely to be a reprimand from the parents. ‘Stop making that horrible noise. Eat nicely!’ For the Chinese, meanwhile, eating nicely means making some noise. Actually, the louder the noise, the better the table manners. Eating noises mean that you are happy and enthusiastic about the food. From now on, I’d like to hear Western mums and dads telling their children, ‘Hey, what’s wrong with you! Why aren’t you slurping? Start slurping and guzzling – just eat properly!’

         In King Wah, I really mastered the chopsticks, having used them very awkwardly for the first few years of my life. You must master chopsticks when you are young because otherwise you don’t get to eat. And you have to learn fast, especially when you are hungry, because you’re up against the other chopsticks. So I suppose I learnt by osmosis, along with the many rules of Chinese eating etiquette.

         In my early years, I learnt never to play with the chopsticks, because to do so is disrespectful of the food and of others at the table. I tried not to drop chopsticks on the floor – this brings bad luck. They should be put down – and never crossed – at the side of the bowl. Also, they should never be stuck into the rice in your bowl, which is only ever done when we are respecting the dead at funerals.

         I was told not to use my fingers when eating, nor to be so rude as to leave a single, little grain of rice in my bowl. Now, that wasn’t a problem for me because, as you know, I was always hungry.

         Food is medicine. I was not given syrups, pharmaceutical powders or pills from the chemist. Depending on my ailment, my mother plied me with any combination of bok choy, bitter melon (my favourite), Chinese broccoli, cabbages, various meats or sauces, and exotic herbs and roots. I absorbed the Chinese attitude towards not eating too much meat because fan foods (grains) and cai (vegetables) are the foundation of good and wholesome diets.

         Numbers are symbolic. The words ‘four’ and ‘death’ are written in the same way, so four of anything is to be avoided. Colours, too, carry messages. Orange is like gold, the symbol of wealth, while red denotes a happy, good-luck colour. Wander through the streets of any Chinatown in the world, and you will see that the signage for restaurants and shops are ablaze with oranges and reds. Strangely, the colour code changes for correspondence, which must never be written in red, the colour of blood. For Westerners, it is also poor form to write in red ink, but I am told that is because the colour is reserved for showing accounts are ‘in the red’. To write in red is impolite.

         In the West, black is the colour of death. In China, it is white which symbolises the end of a life. Mourners wear black to British funerals. Mourners wear white to Chinese funerals. If you want to win friends in Britain, send white flowers – symbolising peace, serenity and happiness. If you want to lose friends in China, send white flowers – it’s like death just pitched up on your doorstep.
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         WHEN I began school at the age of six, I didn’t know how to hold a fork. Chopsticks, yes, I was an expert. In the school cafeteria, I jabbed the fork into the food – and, I should add, this was food that was new and different to me. There was strange food, with so much meat, and there were dishes such as macaroni and cheese. I remember it was at school that I first came across potato. But I don’t remember very much because my mum did not give me money for the cafeteria.

         Instead, I stayed in the classroom during lunch breaks and my meal was the contents of a thermos flask, given to me by my mother each morning. It might be minced pork meat with preserved vegetables. Or perhaps it was my favourite – peas and Hong Kong sausage, which my mother had cooked in sticky rice. It made me feel warm and really stuck to my ribs.

         I needed something to make me feel warm. I never hated Chicago. I just did not like the wintry weather. In the ’50s and ’60s, schools were not heated like they are these days. They had mile-wide hallways and corridors with wooden floors and didn’t stand a chance against Chicago’s notorious wind factor.
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            In the winter months we had soup most days, served at the same time as a couple of other dishes. (Drinks, by the way, such as water, wine and tea are rarely served at a family meal.) Sweetcorn has always been one my favourites, and I liked the American staples of corn on the cob and mashed potatoes.

            My mother’s sweetcorn soup with crabmeat was always a treat. To make enough to feed four (we both had seconds), she used 450g (1 lb) of sweetcorn on the cob, washing the cobs and then removing the kernels with a knife or cleaver. However, 275g (10 oz) of canned or frozen sweetcorn can be used. Mix an egg white with a teaspoon of sesame oil and set aside.

            In a large pan, bring 1.2 litres (2 pints) of chicken stock to the boil. Simmer for 15 minutes, before adding 1 tablespoon each of Shaoxing rice wine (or dry sherry) and light soy sauce, 2 teaspoons of finely chopped fresh ginger, a teaspoon of salt and the same of sugar, ¼ teaspoon of freshly ground white pepper. And add a mixture of 2 teaspoons of cornflour blended with 2 teaspoons of water.

            Bring the soup back to the boil and then lower the heat to a simmer. Add 225g (8 oz) of freshly cooked crabmeat or frozen crabmeat. In a steady stream, slowly pour in the egg-white mixture, stirring all the time.

            Ladle the soup into a large tureen, garnish with finely chopped spring onions and serve immediately. [image: ]
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         MY mother bought vegetables in season, as they are the cheapest. Come the summer months, we gorged on the abundance of available vegetables. We disagreed on sweet potato: she loved it, I hated it. Cabbage remains one of my favourites. In Yangzhou, there is a saying: ‘If you do not eat vegetables for three days, your eyes will catch fire.’ We ate vegetables so often I never got to challenge that adage.

         Often, we had fish and seafood because it was inexpensive. The fish was steamed by my mother in a wok to become a simple but particularly good dish. Chunky halibut, for instance, steamed with ginger and spring onions, made a substantial meal and I could fill up on it. I was encouraged also to fill up on rice. In China, when you eat a lot of rice you are known as ‘a rice barrel’. However, I remained a beanpole, and my mother took me to the doctor to have me tested for tapeworm. I never told the doctor about my eating dreams. My relatives, meanwhile, were constantly amused by my rice consumption, and poked fun of me, ‘Oh, you’re a rice barrel.’
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         THERE were others who made fun of me, though with no affection. The other kids at school ridiculed me because I didn’t speak English. Although the school was close to Chinatown, there weren’t that many Chinese-Americans. Chinatown wasn’t that big at the time, and certainly not large enough to produce enough kids to make an impact on the school’s population. I learnt very quickly to speak English. It was about survival. The alternative was to be traumatised. I saw some kids who came from China and, sure enough, they would withdraw into themselves.

         At the age of ten, I moved up to junior high, which was in a bad, mostly black neighbourhood. My friends and I had to be careful, watching out for gangs of young thugs who would try to rob us or beat us up if we didn’t hand over whatever we had, be it candy or cash.

         However, I was never prejudiced. I never once felt racist or uttered a racist comment. That is because my mother had frequently said to me, ‘You know, there are bad black people and there are nice black people.’ Pause. ‘Just as there are bad Chinese and good Chinese.’ And she’d add, ‘I know, so believe me. You must judge people on how they are.’

         I’d moan to her that I was eating strange food when all the other kids ate bologna sandwiches. ‘I am American,’ I’d tell her.

         ‘You’re American?’ she replied one day, in a mocking tone of surprise. ‘Just take a look in the mirror.’

         In order to deal with the bullies who taunted my appearance and Chinese-ness, I mastered a put-down, of which I was extremely proud. ‘Well,’ I’d say, looking the bully straight in the eye, ‘at least our food is better than yours.’ I don’t remember knocking out anyone with this line, but who could argue with it?

         My classmates were fascinated by my thermos flasks of Chinese food, and when I let them try a bit, they fell in love with the stuff. Some days I traded my food for theirs, and so I got to enjoy rich bologna, sandwiched between thick slices of ethnic rye or pumpernickel – proper bread!
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