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For my own “happy family”: my husband, Alex, who learned to cook Happy Family from The Complete Chinese Takeout Cookbook (by Kwoklyn Wan), and my daughter, Hazel, who happily eats it
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WELCOME!



Have you ever eaten at a Chinese restaurant? Yes, I know, the food was so good! Yum! I get hungry just thinking about it.


But have you ever been curious about the names of the dishes you ordered there? For example, General Tso’s Chicken—have you wondered who General Tso was? Or Buddha Jumps Over the Wall—why would Buddha do something like that?


Well, I can tell you! Because those names are all clues to the tales behind the food. Almost all dishes on a Chinese menu have a story behind them. In a way, the menu at your Chinese restaurant is the table of contents for a feast of stories.


And this book is that feast.


Because this book is going to tell you the stories that make up your favorite Chinese dishes. From fried dumplings to fortune cookies, here are the tales behind your most ordered foods.


Now, I know you want to ask, “Are these stories real?”


Yes. These stories are real. They are real legends, real myths, and real histories. I did not make any of them up from my own imagination. They have all been researched (you can check the bibliography!) and there are a few stories that are not only real folklore but factually true, too!


That said, even though I did not fabricate any of these stories, I did, however, embellish some of them. Many of these stories are my own adapted retellings, combining various versions of legends together with imagined details and dialogue. But even when I did so, I tried hard to stay true to the spirit of the original tales and keep as many details as possible. For example, important female characters in the legends were sometimes nameless, so I gave these women names, with ones that would be appropriate for that time and place. But when the stories did name characters, I kept true to the tale—if the characters had no last name in the legend (such as Kun in the chopstick story), I left them with a single name. And, speaking of names, in Chinese tradition, the last name is said first and written before the given name. So, General Ding Baozhen—a real historical person—has the last name of Ding. The general’s first name is Baozhen. You can read Baozhen’s story while learning about Kung Pao Chicken!


And while you read these stories, I hope you also begin to see that this book is actually not about Chinese food. Just like hot dogs were invented in Germany (hot dogs are also called frankfurters because they came from Frankfurt, Germany) and apple pie has Dutch origins (there are Dutch apple pie recipes dating as far back as 1514); egg rolls, Sweet and Sour Pork, and General Tso’s Chicken are just as American.


In fact, what we in America consider Chinese food is really just a small sliver of Chinese cuisine. China is a huge country with more than one billion people. And every area has its own specialty—from the dim sum and seafood of coastal Guangdong to the lamb and dairy dishes of the grassland tribes of Inner Mongolia. There’s a wide, wide range of Chinese food and we’ve only gotten a tiny taste.


We are also less familiar with its stories. So, pull up a chair, have a seat, and get ready to eat! I hope you’re hungry, because here comes your story feast! While the tales you are about to read might be magical, funny, exciting, or a bit unusual, I know I can say with relish that they are all delightfully satisfying.


Happy reading… and eating!
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INTRODUCTION



緒論


Confession time! I don’t use chopsticks correctly. My parents, immigrants from Taiwan, served Chinese food for almost every meal and we would dutifully set the table with chopsticks.


However, my parents never actually taught me how to use them. Maybe they thought that the skill would simply be passed down in our genes. And perhaps it was and it just skipped me, for both my sisters—older and younger—seem to have mastered using chopsticks correctly.


Yet I have not. Don’t get me wrong, I can eat with chopsticks. When I was a child, I grabbed those chopsticks at every meal and figured out, in my own way, how to get the food to my mouth. Still, I hold my chopsticks “wrong” (as my older sister likes to tell me) and, even now, my skills are fairly limited.


Which is why I sympathize with the uncoordinated eaters who find chopsticks the bane of their Chinese dining experience. While a waiter or waitress can probably locate a fork, you usually have to ask for it. Which, of course, causes many to ask—why didn’t they have forks in China?


Well, they did. In fact, the fork may have even been invented in China. Archaeologists have found three-pronged forks carved from animal bones in Shang dynasty tombs around 1200 BCE.


And it was also about this time that chopsticks were probably invented, too—archaeologists have found chopsticks in those same tombs. During the Shang dynasty (1600 BCE to 1100 BCE) or Western Zhou dynasty (1100 BCE to 771 BCE), chopsticks were most likely used as cooking tools—they were long and made of bronze in order to reach into deep pots and hot oil.
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As chopsticks evolved from bronze to bone to wood, the everyday use of chopsticks was also encouraged in society. Confucius, a great Chinese philosopher, had begun to advise people to use chopsticks at meals. He believed the sharp knife and fork reminded one of weapons—symbols of destruction and brutality. Dining, however, was a noble custom that could and should promote harmony and order. Replacing the metal fork and knife with refined, polished chopsticks could help people develop benevolent, cultured thoughts. Influenced by his teachings, people began to perceive knives on a dining table as uncivilized.


But everything really changed around 400 CE. At that time, there was a growth in population—such an increase that cooks needed to figure out how to save cooking oil. One way was to cut all the meat and vegetables into small pieces; chopsticks were perfect for maneuvering these small pieces into one’s mouth.


And with that, the practice of eating with chopsticks became commonplace. Probably due to Confucius’s influence, chopsticks were given a rounded, blunt end. They were shortened for convenience and ease—though they are longer than the Japanese chopsticks, as Chinese food tended to be shared, so longer chopsticks were more useful. Chopsticks even became an art of their own—some were intricately carved and decorated and made of ivory, jade, silver, or gold. Of course, the ones found in restaurants now are usually machine-made of plastic or disposable wood. Today’s chopsticks are much less expensive!


Originally, the Chinese called chopsticks zhu. But as time went on and the usage spread, many who lived on the coast resisted using the word. Zhu sounded exactly like another word that meant “stop,” which to the superstitious boat people implied that the ships would be unable to sail. So chopsticks were renamed kuaizi with kuai sounding like the word fast—suggesting that now ships would move quickly!


That is not the only superstition associated with chopsticks—there are quite a few! For example, when you set the table with chopsticks, make sure they are placed together near the cups—never with the cup in between—to prevent a quick (kuai) separation. In addition, make sure they are placed flush together. An uneven or unbalanced pairing invites bad luck. And speaking of bad luck, never place your chopsticks upright in your food. At tombs and temples, incense sticks are placed straight up and are burned as offerings. Placing the chopsticks in the same position of incense sticks among the living is like calling for death!


Other chopsticks taboos include: knocking an empty dish or glass with your chopsticks (it makes you look like a beggar), holding your chopsticks over the communal plates while you decide what you want (it’s seen as plain rude: you should decide what you want before reaching for the food), and stirring or searching for a specific food on a communal plate (also rude and called colloquially as “grave digging”). Lastly, try not to drop your chopsticks on the floor—it disturbs buried ancestors!
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But even with all these rules, using chopsticks is a delightful way to eat Chinese food. Many people think food tastes better with chopsticks—and they are right! Because once you get the hang of it, you’ll find using chopsticks helps you eat more precisely, with smaller mouthfuls so that you consume your meal slower. This allows you to truly taste the flavors of your food and savor every bite. Even if you hold your chopsticks “wrong”!


There are also many stories about chopsticks to savor as well. Here are some of them.
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YU THE GREAT INVENTS CHOPSTICKS



大禹創造筷子


There are a few different stories about how chopsticks were invented but this is the one that is most commonly known—the one that relatives or Asian elders would tell me when I asked. But it’s probably not true, for the use of chopsticks was not widespread until long after this story could have occurred. Also, while chopsticks are an important and vital part of Chinese culture and cuisine, their invention is mentioned in this story as a mere side note. But maybe that is not surprising, as Yu the Great is a well-revered figure in Chinese mythology, and people like to give him credit for lots of things. There are many stories about him, and this is only one of them.


In very, very ancient China (think prehistoric times), the Yellow River continually flooded, causing havoc and destruction. The floods were so devastating that Emperor Yao tasked a man who was known only as Gun to find a way to control the river. Gun was a good choice for the job, for he was said to be part god and a descendant of Huangdi—the Yellow Emperor and the originator of all Han Chinese culture (Han Chinese is the ethnic group native to China and represents about 90 percent of the population).


Gun decided that in order to stop the flooding, he must build dams and dikes around the Yellow River. But no matter how high he built the dams, it continued to flood. In desperation, Gun went to the Heavens and stole some “renewing earth”—a magical soil that could continuously grow and expand. By using this earth in the dams, the walls were able to grow as the water rose, and the flooding stopped.


But only temporarily. Because after nine years, the walls extended so high they collapsed—causing even greater ruin than before. And unfortunately, by now the heavenly gods realized that Gun had stolen from them and had him killed as punishment.


However, a strange thing happened to Gun’s body after he was killed. It did not decompose or decay. Instead, it lay untouched and unchanged—as if waiting. During this time, Emperor Shun came to power, and the people still suffered greatly from floods.


After three years, Emperor Shun came across Gun’s body and sliced it with his sword. As he cut Gun’s stomach, a young man popped out. He was Gun’s son, Yu.


“You must finish the job your father could not,” Emperor Shun commanded. “You must stop the floods.”


Yu nodded. “I will control the river,” he vowed.


But Yu decided to approach the floods differently than his father. As he surveyed the river and the land and spoke to numerous tribes, he saw that controlling the water was like ruling the people. While he could force his will upon it, that would only work for a short while. Eventually, the water—like people—would rise to a point where it could not be restricted. The best rulers, Yu realized, were those who guided their people—and he would have to do the same with the water.


So Yu decided to build an elaborate irrigation system for the river, digging enormous ditches to redirect the water. He would lead the water to where he wished it to go.


This, however, was a project of such an ambitious scale and scope that it seemed preposterous. But Yu was undeterred. Even though he was married and had a son, he declared he would not return to them until he had stopped the floods. “The river has caused thousands of people to be without a home,” he said. “I cannot rest in my own home until my task is finished.”


Unfortunately, that task took thirteen years.


It was a hard, difficult, and ceaseless thirteen years of work. Not only did Yu direct the work, but he dredged and shoveled along with the workers—ate and slept with them, too. But because the work was so endless, Yu even resented the time he spent doing that. So he slept as little as possible and ate as quickly as possible.


One day, after beginning work before dawn, Yu worked so intensely that he did not stop to eat until late afternoon. Of course, by then he was ravenous. Yet, just as Yu’s food had finished cooking and was being dished into a bowl, a minor emergency occurred upstream and the workers called for him. Yu quickly grabbed his bowl and tried to eat it as he raced to the problem. However, the hot food burned his fingers. So he grabbed two twin sticks from a nearby branch. They were thin and small enough to hold easily but strong enough to pick up the food from the bowl. Using the two sticks, Yu ate his food as he ran.


He quickly realized afterward that eating with two sticks was not only convenient but practical. With the sticks, he neither burned his fingers nor needed to wait for his food to cool. Immediately, Yu began to eat all his meals this way and introduced this method to all the workers. They, too, saw the advantages of eating with sticks and began to use them as well, which made the work go (slightly) faster.


Yu’s irrigation project was successful. Once it was completed, the Yellow River no longer flooded. This made Yu extremely popular—so popular that Emperor Shun decided to name Yu as the next emperor instead of his own son. And even after Yu became emperor, he continued to eat with two sticks, which caused everyone—from nobles to commoners—to do the same. Emperor Yu, remembering the lessons he learned from controlling the river, ruled so wisely and well that Yu the Great is still honored to this day. And perhaps, just perhaps, part of his greatness was due to his invention of and devotion to eating with chopsticks.
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DAJI INVENTS CHOPSTICKS



妲己創造筷子


Here is another story that tells the origins of chopsticks. This one is not as well-known, but it is interesting, especially because of how it contrasts with the story of Yu the Great. This story features the infamous character Daji, who has just as many stories told about her as does Yu. But unlike Yu, all the stories of Daji tell of how awful she was! So while Yu invented chopsticks as part of a heroic, selfless act, here they are created as a result of laziness and extravagance.


These two stories about chopsticks make a compelling pair! Which one do you believe?


There are many famous emperors in Chinese history. Unfortunately, a few of those emperors are famous because of how absolutely horrible they were. Emperor Zhou, the last ruler of the Shang dynasty, was one of these: He was a vicious and brutal tyrant who cared only for his own pleasure and indulgence.


Emperor Zhou had a famous companion named Daji—a woman of incomparable beauty. Unluckily, her immeasurable beauty was coupled with her immeasurable selfishness, which is perhaps why she and Emperor Zhou were so well matched. Daji was so heartless to others that people could not believe she was actually human. Rumors (that still live on to this day) began that she was really a fox spirit—an evil, supernatural being who took the form of a woman.


Emperor Zhou and Daji were very devoted to each other, while everyone else feared and hated them. Truly, the only person who felt affection for Emperor Zhou was Daji and the only one who cared for Daji was Emperor Zhou. They were quite a pair.


Now, Emperor Zhou was very picky about his food. Not only did he have ministers or advisors tortured and killed if they dared to criticize him, he also had chefs executed if he didn’t like the food they had prepared. But Daji, who enjoyed her food, grew annoyed that her favorite dishes were not available because the cooks were killed.


So to try to keep some of her favored servants alive, Daji began to taste all of Emperor Zhou’s food before he ate it. However, this grew time-consuming and boring to her and one day, out of laziness, she did not try his food ahead of time.


But when a plate of steaming food was set before the emperor, she knew he would rage at its temperature.


With an alluring smile, she pulled two jade hairpins from her hair.


“Let me feed you, my darling,” she said. And with a quick, graceful motion, she plucked the food from his plate. She gently blew on it and then offered it to Emperor Zhou. Her hair flowed over her shoulders, and her coquettish gaze gave her the power to use her beauty to its fullest effect.


Emperor Zhou was naturally captivated and allowed her to place the food in his mouth. The food, now at the right temperature, was greatly enjoyed.


“From now on,” Emperor Zhou demanded, “you must always feed me this way.”


Daji was happy to do so, but disliked putting her beautiful jade hairpins in food, potentially ruining them. So she ordered jade workers to create special elaborate jade sticks just for food. These were, at least according to this story, the first chopsticks.
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HOW CHOPSTICKS PREVENT POISONING



筷子防止中毒


When I was a child, my father would often act out this joke:


“The emperor always used chopsticks,” he’d say, “to make sure his food wasn’t poisoned. Chopsticks will smoke if they touch poison.” Then, making a grand gesture, he would gingerly place his chopsticks into his rice.


Nothing would happen.


“Good!” he would then declare. “I’m safe!”


Now, this joke was probably born out of the belief that ancient Chinese emperors used silver chopsticks to detect poison in their food. The idea was that the silver would react to poison and turn black if exposed. We know now that silver doesn’t have any reaction to poison, but where did this idea of chopsticks being able to detect poison come from?


Most likely, it came from a story that has roots in actual history featuring a real person. Jiang Ziya was an important advisor to King Wen of the state of Zhou and later to his son, King Wu of Zhou, who eventually overthrew the Shang dynasty emperor, King Zhou, and established the next dynasty. (I know it’s a little confusing—the emperor that ruled all of China during the Shang dynasty was named Emperor Zhou, while King Wen and his son King Wu ruled the state of Zhou during the same period.) In this story, Emperor Zhou is the same emperor who played a role in the story of Daji inventing chopsticks.


However, even though there really was a Jiang Ziya, this legend is just like the belief that silver detects poison—not true!


Jiang Ziya was a wise and honorable minister who faithfully served the rulers of the Shang dynasty—except for the last. That last Shang emperor—Emperor Zhou—was so depraved and corrupt that the appalled Ziya knew he could never help him. However, Emperor Zhou was extremely vicious (any minister that tried to advise him against his vulgar desires was immediately tortured and killed), so Ziya had to be very cunning in order to leave with his life. Using his elderly age to his advantage, Ziya pretended to be hapless and senile. His ruse worked perfectly, for Emperor Zhou was disgusted by Ziya’s feebleness and had him exiled with nothing to Lake Pan in the vassal state Xiqi.


Now far from the court, Ziya and his wife lived in poverty. This did not bother Ziya, who believed he would eventually be called upon to aid a new dynasty to power. He spent his days fishing, patiently biding his time.


Ziya’s wife, Shen, however, was quite bothered. She felt betrayed by Ziya, for not only had Ziya’s ploy of being demented caused them to lose all rank and respect, her life was now one of drudgery and hardship. As she struggled and labored through the days, a bitter resentment began to grow inside her. Soon, every time Shen saw her husband she was filled with a furious anger.


One day, while Ziya was out fishing, old acquaintances from the court happened to be passing by. Shen burned with embarrassment as her old friends could not hide their pity and disgust at Shen’s dingy clothes and shabby home. As they left, they gave Shen the leftovers from one of their meals of braised pork.


Shen prepared the pork for dinner, which would be a rare treat. But as she heated the food, Shen could not help remembering the expressions of shock and repulsion on the faces of her friends. Shen looked out the window and saw Ziya peacefully ambling home with his fishing rod over his shoulder and whistling a pleasant tune. An irrational rage swept over her. How dare he be so content! So happy, so pleased, when they were living in such misery!


“That stupid, lying, old fool! He thinks he will be called upon to help a new dynasty!” she spat. “I’d be better off without him!”


And with that, Shen seized some poison and sprinkled it onto his food.


Unsuspecting, Ziya came into the house.


“What smells so good?” he said, sitting down at the table. “I’m hungry!”


Shen said nothing but placed the poisoned meat before him.


As Ziya reached for the meat, a bird flew into the house! It swooped right over the food and pecked Ziya’s hand.


“Ow!” Ziya cried out, waving his arm. “Go away! Go away!”


But the bird would not leave. Whenever Ziya tried to eat, the bird swooped again and pecked his hand.


“You don’t want me to eat this, do you?” Ziya said to the bird. It twittered at him as if trying to say something and then fluttered out of the house. Ziya followed.


Outside, the bird waited for Ziya on a branch. As soon as it saw him, it began to sing:


Jiang Ziya, Jiang Ziya!


You must not use your hands to eat that meat!


Here, here,


Use what is under my feet!
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And then the bird flew away. Ziya took the two bamboo sticks that the bird’s feet had been resting on and looked at them curiously. “Use these to eat the meat?” Ziya mumbled to himself as he went back inside, his wife watching intently.


So, using the two sticks, Ziya picked up the meat in his bowl. To his surprise, as soon as the sticks touched his food, the tips turned an ugly, foul color.


“What did my food do to these sticks?” Ziya held the meat out to Shen, a gray smoke wisping from the darkened ends of the sticks. He looked at her guilty face and suddenly understood. “Is the meat poisoned?”


Shen turned white with shame. She now saw that Jiang Ziya was right, that he would be called upon to help begin a new dynasty and that the gods were protecting him. Shen confessed and begged pardon, promising to support him faithfully from there on.


Ziya—who soon after was found by King Wen of Zhou and did become an important advisor to start a new dynasty—was ever compassionate and understanding and forgave his wife, but never ate without chopsticks again.
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INTRODUCTION



緒論


The first thing you will be served at a Chinese restaurant, even before you order, is tea. I know some parents don’t let kids drink tea because of the caffeine in it, but my parents never had any such reservations. I learned to appreciate the drink pretty early on—and enjoyed it!


So, when the white teapot and a stack of teacups was waiting for us at our table, I was always eager to pour it. And even though my family and I never followed the proper tea-serving etiquette (usually, the host serves from oldest to youngest and themselves last), everyone accepted and enjoyed a cup—usually many cups.


That is because tea is an important part of Chinese culture. In ancient times, when the water quality was not always reliable, people depended on tea (the boiled water in tea made it safer to drink) and wine as beverages. Tea was actually first used as a medicine, but people enjoyed it so much that it soon became a daily drink!


China was the first civilization to cultivate tea—they began the whole system of growing tea leaves and processing them so that the flavor and fragrance would not be lost. Drinking tea became an element of the Chinese identity as well as cuisine. Teahouses became meaningful meeting places where people would come and discuss ideas.


During the Tang dynasty (618–907), a scholar named Lu Yu wrote the famous Classic of Tea treatise, writing with great detail about the methods of growing and preparing tea, the varieties of teapots and instruments, and even water qualities! People loved it. Yu’s book became so famous and well read that he became known as the God of Tea. Tea shops often display porcelain statues of him—even now. However, whenever business is bad, store owners pour hot water over the statue!
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But tea and tea drinking were and still are taken very seriously. It is often considered an art form. The tea ceremony is a ritual of contemplation and respect. Today, serving tea remains a custom to honor elders.


Tea can also be very valuable. In the past, tea was especially prized. People used to say, “Not for all the tea in China!” when they wanted to declare that they would not change their minds for anything. To refuse “all the tea in China” meant no treasure in the world could move you!


The tea served at a typical Chinese restaurant is probably not the expensive sort. But it should still be very pleasant and aromatic. You might also notice that your teacup has no handle; feeling the warmth of the tea through the cup is part of Chinese tradition. If the cup is too hot to hold, then your tea is too hot to drink!


It also might be difficult to tell exactly what kind of tea you are drinking. There are many kinds of tea—so many that the varieties are broken up into categories such as: green, black, white, oolong, yellow, dark, and scented. Each tea has its own special qualities and comes from a different region of China. And each one has its own story, too.


So, sit down and have a cup of tea (I’ll serve you before I pour a cup for myself!) while I tell you some of them.
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DRAGON WELL TEA



龍井茶


A dragon well is something that pops up fairly frequently in old Chinese myths, much like fairy rings in European tales. So whenever a dragon well is mentioned in a story, I always prepare myself to be enchanted. In Chinese culture, dragons are associated with water—be it rain, a lake, the ocean, or a well! So sometimes—or at least in some legends—a dragon will be a guardian of a special well, often living in it. Those wells are the dragon wells and must always be treated with respect.


Now, Dragon Well is also the name of one of China’s most famous green teas. Dragon Well Tea, or longjing cha, is heralded for a flavor that is smooth and delicate and never bitter.


This popular tea is from a village in Hangzhou in Zhejiang Province. This village is actually named Dragon Well Village. And yes, this village has a well. Now, does that well have a dragon? Did the dragon make the tea? Listen, and I will tell you.…


Once, a long time ago, there was a village that lay huddled in the mountains. It was a poor village, and it was only made poorer when a drought occurred. The ground turned dusty. The plants withered. The ponds became puddles of hardened mud, and villagers’ empty buckets clanged like death bells as their wells dried up. The people searched everywhere for water as the sun blazed down on them through the clear sky.


Finally, they found an old well. It was no wonder they had not seen it earlier, for it was not in the village, but in its far outskirts, and was almost hidden by jutting rocks. And the well was not merely old, but ancient. One could tell by its worn, carved stone covered in jade-colored moss—the only green the villagers had seen in months.


“How can this well still have water?” one of the villagers asked as he stared into a deep hole, the black water reflecting sparkles of sun.


“Who cares?” another answered, tying a rope to a bucket. “It’s water! Let’s get it!” The other villagers agreed and all readied to gather water from the well. But an old woman, who had been silently studying the carved stones, stepped in front of the well.


“Stop!” she shouted. “Stop! A dragon lives in this well!”


The villagers looked at her in silence. “Why else would this well have water?” The old woman cried out, “Look at the green moss! Look at those carvings! Are those not honored marks for a dragon?”


“She’s right,” a village elder agreed. “I remember my grandparents telling me of a dragon who lived in a well near here. This must be that well. We dare not disturb his home.”


“But we need water!” the other villagers protested. “What should we do?”


“Let us ask this dragon for help instead,” the village elder said.


So they gathered around the well and bowed and prayed, asking the dragon for help. They surrounded his home with incense sticks and lit them as offerings. As the incense sticks burned, the wisps of smoke seemed to twist together, creating a thick, silvery cloud. The villagers squinted. Was it in the shape of a dragon? It was hard to tell with the glare of the sun. But they could tell that the cloud was growing larger and larger. As it grew, it floated higher and higher into the sky. Only when it had risen above them and blotted out the sun did it stop.


And that is when the villagers began to hear a low rumble. Was it…? Yes! It was!


“Rain!” The villagers whooped and shouted, raising their arms to feel the cool, wet drops cascade upon them. Many began to dance with joy; others just stood with their mouths open.


But the old woman did neither. Instead, she threw herself before the well in a humble kowtow. “Oh, thank you, honored dragon,” she said again and again. When the villagers saw her, they quickly joined in. Soon, all were bowing with gratitude.


“Yes,” the village elder said. “We thank this great dragon for his kindness. From here on, we shall now call our village Dragon Well, in honor and appreciation of this dragon in his well.”


And so the village of Dragon Well survived the drought. However, it was still a poor village and recovery was difficult. It was particularly hard for the old woman. She lived in the poorest part of the village and was a widow without any children or family. The most she had was a tea bush in front of her house, but the leaves had been bitter in the best of times. Now, after the drought, the bush was scraggly and almost bare.


One evening, soon after the rains had come, the old woman heard a knock at her door. A strange man stood at her doorway asking for shelter for the night. The man was strange in more than one way: Not only was he unknown to her but his clothes were old-fashioned, and his thick, shaggy eyebrows were so long and wild that they almost seemed like two horns jutting out from his large, angular forehead. However, his smile was kind, and his request was respectful and polite, so the old woman ushered him in without hesitation.
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“I’m sorry I have only this bitter tea to offer,” the old woman said as she poured him tea made from the leaves of her bush. “I’m afraid I’m a poor woman and this is all I have.”


“Poor woman?” the man said, as if in surprise. “How can you be poor when you have such a treasure?”


“Treasure? What treasure?” the woman replied, with even more surprise. “Do not make jests at me.”


“It’s no jest,” the man insisted. “The treasure is right outside in front of your door.”


The woman opened her door only to see the old millstone mortar that her husband had abandoned there before his death. In the many years since then, the old woman had discarded various bits of rubbish and waste into it, and it was thickly caked with grime.


“Do you mean that?” she asked, pointing at the millstone.


“Of course,” the strange man said, nodding.


“If that is the treasure,” the old woman said, “you may take it.”


“That wouldn’t be fair,” the man said. “But I’ll buy it from you. I’m telling you, it’s a treasure.”


As the sun began to rise and the man was still asleep, the old woman looked again at the mortar. The morning light did not make it look any better—it was still terribly dirty and filled with a blackish muck. She would be glad to have it taken away. But if he is going to buy it, the old woman thought, I should clean it for him.


She quickly dug out the filth, throwing the sludge under the tea bush. Then she rinsed it, also dumping the muddy water onto her bush. When she was finished, the mortar was cleaner than it had ever been, with every crack and crevice showing on the gray stone. He’ll be pleased, the old woman thought.


But when the stranger woke and saw the mortar, a look of dismay came over his face.


“What happened to the treasure?” the man gasped.


“It’s right here,” the woman said, pointing at the stone mortar.


“Oh, that was not the treasure,” the man said, shaking his head. However, when he looked at the old woman, his eyes were twinkling. He smiled. “Make sure you share,” he said.


The woman frowned in confusion as she looked again at the mortar. But when she turned to speak to the strange man again, he was gone.


The old woman remained confused until a few days later she found her tea bush lush with new green leaves, the same jade-green color as the moss on the dragon’s well. What was even more surprising was that these tea leaves were not bitter—oh no, far from it! These new leaves were soft and tender and made a tea so fragrant that the entire village could smell its scent in the air. Soon, all came to the old woman’s house to try this new, enticing tea. And the old woman, mindful of the stranger’s last words to her, was generous. Not only did she serve endless cups of tea, she gave the villagers cuttings from her bush so that they could grow their own.


Before long, the old woman’s tea plant was growing everywhere in the village. It became famous. People from faraway towns and cities heard about the wonderful new tea, and soon everyone, even the emperor himself, came all the way to the now prosperous village of Dragon Well to have their own cup of Dragon Well Tea.
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JASMINE TEA



茉莉花茶


Every once in a while, the teapot at a Chinese restaurant will be holding Jasmine Tea. When this happens, I always feel happy. Because not only is Jasmine Tea one of my favorites, I get to feel smart that I can tell what kind of tea it is without having to see a label.
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under the thumb
and hold firmly.

Hold the second
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first chopstick still,
move the second up
and down. Now you
can eat!
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