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“Intimate yet sweeping. Kwan explores how, as immigrants, all our stories are different yet all our stories are the same.”

—Jennifer 8. Lee, author of The Fortune Cookie Chronicles
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Praise for Cheuk Kwan and Have You Eaten Yet?



Once in a lifetime, a book comes along that pulls all the strands of social history, migration, world politics and food into a comprehensive, entertaining book that is both enlightening and thoughtful. Have You Eaten Yet? arrives at a perfect time and is more relevant than ever. A must for anyone interested in how politics, culture, family and food merge together to create a most unique global phenomenon.

—KEN HOM, OBE, author, chef and BBC-TV presenter

A fantastic and important book. The social history and personal individual stories that Kwan shares brings to life what it means to be a Chinese immigrant navigating life in a foreign land. He highlights the strong sense of identity that so many Chinese immigrants possess, consciously or unconsciously, connecting them to their Chinese heritage, through food, so that no matter how disconnected or displaced, whether in Trinidad, Cuba, or Madagascar, one can draw from it, be nourished by it and share it. Kwan brings us closer to understanding our human experience, whether Chinese or non-Chinese, immigrant or non-immigrant, so that we may take away the human stories that ultimately bind, connect and inspire us all.

—CHING HE HUANG, Emmy-nominated television broadcaster, host of Ching’s Amazing Asia and bestselling cookbook author

This book is aptly titled. “Have you eaten yet?” is a colloquial Cantonese greeting akin to “You are well?” Just as food is quintessential to Chinese culture, these stories nourish the soul and warm the heart. With a masterful blending of rich textures, contours and flavours, Kwan takes us on a lively journey of the omnipresent Chinese restaurant capturing the enduring spirit of the Chinese diaspora. I hear their voices jumping off the pages. This is how history should be told!

—DORA NIPP, historian, lawyer and CEO of the Multicultural History Society of Ontario

Seeing the world of the Chinese diaspora through the restaurants they created is brilliant. The stories shared are about adaptiveness and resilience, but also about innovation and invention and the creation of new flavours and culinary experiences that have shaped the history of the world. It’s not an exaggeration to say that the kinds of restaurants that Kwan describes were the model for small family-run businesses as a portable technology of the Chinese migrant networks that transformed the globe. If who we are is a product of what we eat, then the invention of Chinese restaurants as a worldwide phenomenon that spanned every ocean and continent has shaped all of us.

—HENRY YU, history professor, University of British Columbia

In my many decades of traveling across continents and oceans, I’ve come across many enclaves of Chinese immigrants. “Have you eaten yet?” is a phrase I hear often in communities populated by those who came from Canton, the province of my family. More than a casual social greeting, the question conveys to me a sense of familiarity, of culture, history, tradition and of home. It took the keen eye of a great storyteller like Kwan to spin all that to a most enjoyable and meaningful book. Have you read the book yet? If not, what are you waiting for?

—MARTIN YAN, host of Yan Can Cook on public television, chef-owner of M.Y. China Restaurant, San Francisco

Kwan was ahead of his time in taking the form of the culinary travel documentary but merging it with a deep sense of community histories and the vast networks of diaspora. Chinese food may be everywhere, yet through Kwan’s research and storytelling, we realize that in each niche it finds itself, it acquires something unique in its translation.

—OLIVER WANG, sociology professor, California State University, Long Beach

An amazing first-person New Yorker–style global ethnography of quiet emotional intensity that I could not put down. As a Chinese restaurant kid, Kwan's words made me tear up, as he really gets those interstitial moments between local patron and diasporic Chinese restaurant worker. Kwan nails the agony of what it’s like to be a part of and apart from China/Chinese people.

—JENNY BANH, Asian American studies and anthropology professor, California State University, Fresno

An intimate yet sweeping lens on the Chinese diaspora through the institution of the family-run restaurant all around the world. From the jungles of the Amazon, to the heights of the Himalayas, to tropical islands of the Caribbean, to the fjords of Scandinavia, Kwan explores how, as immigrants, all our stories are all different yet all our stories are the same.

—JENNIFER 8. LEE, journalist, author of The Fortune Cookie Chronicles and producer of The Search for General Tso

Travel the globe in this fabulous memoir with the author, eating your way from Saskatchewan to Madagascar, and savour the stories, flavours, sounds and culinary adventures of Chinese restaurateurs as he brings you into their kitchens, replete with savoury welcome. Kwan has a unique gift for creating meaningful intimate connections with everyone he meets, for reading their history alongside his own, and honours the restaurant workers with his heartfelt storytelling. All readers will find something here that rings true for them.

—GLENN DEER, Asian North American studies and English professor, University of British Columbia
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In Memory of Tony Chan and Jim Wong-Chu






Foreword

EVERY ONCE IN A LIFETIME an author comes along that pulls all the strands of social history, migration diaspora, regional politics and, above all, food, into a most comprehensive and thoughtful tome. Cheuk Kwan has done just that.

I loved following Cheuk and his film crew on their odyssey of discovery from Canada to Israel, Kenya, Peru, Mauritius, Norway, Turkey, South Africa, Argentina, Madagascar, Cuba, India, Brazil and Trinidad.

What makes Have You Eaten Yet? such good reading is Cheuk’s fascinating insight into each region—how the Chinese diaspora has impacted the cuisine and how the Chinese have been impacted by the region—weaving in history as well as delicious descriptions of how Chinese food has adapted itself to its environment.

As a Chinese chef who has achieved global fame through my bestselling BBC series, I have always been obsessed with learning more about how Chinese food has impacted the world. Cheuk, in his unique, insightful and interesting book, has filled that gap. I am most thankful to him for this.

The writing is gripping, addicting, amusing, funny and at times quite raucous; however, don’t take my word for it. Find out yourself and I know you will agree. Fasten your seatbelt for a great reading experience.

KEN HOM, OBE

Chef, author and TV presenter
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THE RAIN IS COMING DOWN hard.

I’m nursing a drink at a bar somewhere on the outskirts of Antananarivo, Madagascar, when a smallish Chinese man of dark complexion sits down next to me and starts making small talk in Mandarin. Where are you from? Where are you going? What’s your name? By this time, I’ve figured out that he is Cantonese, so I switch to our common dialect.

“What’s yours?”

“Just call me Ah Wong,” he says. Ah is a colloquial Chinese prefix used with a shortened form of someone’s name, usually one-syllable, to express familiarity—like my friends calling me Ah Kwan. Wong is a common Chinese family name, and there are tens of millions by that name in the world.

“What are you doing here?” My turn to ask.

“Just prospecting here and there in the mountains.”

“For gold?” I am curious. The island’s Central Highlands are rich with precious mineral deposits.

“Oh, it’s a long story. It’s been four months, leaving soon.” Wong is evasive.

So, what is he really doing here? I’ve watched enough Hong Kong gangster movies to recognize this cagey dialogue. For all I know, he may not even be a Wong.

Earlier in the evening, on my arrival from Johannesburg, I was picked up by Paul Lee Sin Cheong. We drove for what seemed like an eternity on back roads, through blinding rain, in the dark, to get to this bar.

Paul, a Sino-Mauritian who has lived in Madagascar for twenty years, is part-owner—“Just for the fun of it”—of this restaurant-cum-boarding house where I’m staying for the night.

“Let’s eat,” Paul says.

Having travelled all day from Cape Town, on the other side of the continent, I’m famished. The dinner is mouth watering. We have Mauritian-style fried rice and the Creole classic rougail de boeuf—beef braised in a rich tomato stew with onions, garlic, chilies, ginger, thyme and coriander.

At the end of the meal, Paul asks the kitchen for soupe chinoise.

“Try this, this is a national dish in Madagascar,” he says, pointing to the steaming bowl of wonton soup. “There are two major cultural imports from China in this country. This is one of them, the other is the rickshaw that you will see where you are going.”

Madagascar is one of the last places on Earth I would expect to find Chinese settlement. And now I find out that wonton soup and rickshaws have contributed to the rich cultural tapestry here on the Big Island.



“Have you eaten yet?”

This colloquial Chinese greeting is akin to asking “How are you?” In a culture where food plays such an important role in life, asking if someone has eaten shows that you care. Because of war, famine and poverty, people in old China did not always have enough to eat. Perhaps that is how these words became an expression of concern for someone’s well-being.

However it evolved, it’s a greeting that you hear worldwide among those with Chinese heritage. And we are truly worldwide. There’s a Cantonese saying: yat wok jau tin ngaai, literally, “journeying to the sky’s edge with a wok.”

You can find a Chinese restaurant everywhere you go.

And the cuisine has morphed, becoming American, Cuban, Jamaican, Peruvian. Or what have you. As Samson Yeh in Kolkata told me when we were talking about Indo-Chinese food, “We adapt to new environments, not the other way around.”

He might as well have been talking about the Chinese diaspora.

I am a card-carrying member. I was born in Hong Kong—a British colony before it was handed back to China—and spent my formative years in Singapore, Hong Kong and Japan. I attended universities in the US, immigrated to Canada and worked in Europe, the Middle East, Africa and Asia, speaking three languages and two Chinese dialects.

In 1976, I travelled westward on a round-the-world route from San Francisco to Toronto, where I would report as an immigrant. It was on that journey that I first ate at Istanbul’s China Restaurant, whose owner—my Let’s Go Europe guide informed me—had “walked from China.” That culinary encounter inspired me to make the Chinese Restaurants documentary series, which brought me back to that very same restaurant twenty-five years later. For four years, I scoured the world for good eats and intriguing stories from the Chinese diaspora. It was an odyssey of more than 200,000 kilometres that took me from the Amazon to the Arctic Circle.

Family-run Chinese restaurants are global icons of immigration, community and good food. They are found in every corner of the world: cultural outposts of brave sojourners and purveyors of dim sum, Peking duck and surprising culinary hybrids. Running a Chinese restaurant is the easiest path for new Chinese immigrants to integrate into the host society. It’s a unique trade where no other nationalities can compete, and it provides work for new arrivals, whether legal or illegal, helping them get on their feet.

But food is just an entry point.

Take a look behind every kitchen door and you will find a complicated history of cultural migration and world politics. The Jade Gardens and Golden Dragons that populate towns and cities from Africa to South America are intricately connected to the social schisms and political movements that propelled the world into modern times.

This global narrative is made from the myriad personal stories of entrepreneurs, labourers and dreamers who populate Chinese restaurants in six continents, and the social, cultural and political forces that shaped their stories.

There are more than 40 million of us in the Chinese diaspora, and it’s serendipitous how we find each other in unexpected corners of the world. As I travelled the world meeting with far-flung members of the Chinese diaspora, one question always came to mind: Are we defined by our nationality or by our ethnicity? Nationality is a legal construct that can be easily given—or taken away—while ethnicity always stays with us. It’s in our blood.

Even though I have held different passports and passed through different cultures, deep down I know that I’m ethnically Chinese. Somehow I have retained my Chinese cultural traits along the way. As second-generation Chinese Canadian journalist Nancy Ing-Ward once told me: “We may no longer speak the language, or embody the culture, but we all carry that invisible baggage of ancestral China on our backs.”

Then she dropped a truism: “Like we always have to have our rice.”

I once met an elderly Chinese man in the city then known as Leningrad, walking on the other side of a bridge that spans the Neva River. After we nodded to each other, I made a point of crossing over to chat with him. He invited me to his Soviet-era apartment. After dinner with his grown daughter and his Russian wife of forty years, he shared the story of how he had come to live in the Baltic city so far from home, and of the trials and tribulations they faced as an interracial couple in the Soviet Union.

Chance encounters like this one are precious moments in our life journeys. We all seem to be interconnected, in so many degrees, across blurred boundaries of geography, history and politics. But as disparate as we are, and as many different dialects and languages as we speak, we all share a set of common values: we believe in the importance of family ties, Chinese culture and education, and, most of all, we share an undying love of Chinese food.

Like, if it tastes good, we will eat it.






CHAPTER 1 Noisy Jim OUTLOOK, SASKATCHEWAN, CANADA [image: Image]


“HIYA, CHUCK, THIS IS NOISY. say, when I get to see your moovie? ya’know,, the one I staar in.”

As I drive to the town of Outlook, Saskatchewan, I remember that voice coming over the phone. I remember particularly the gregarious and charming way Noisy Jim spoke, elongating vowels in his Taishanese-accented English.

“When you come see me again, eh? And how’s my Toisan doy?” Jim always asked about his “Taishan boy,” Kwok Gin, director of photography on my documentary series. Like Che and Cher, he goes by one name: Kwoi.

When I was looking around for someone to shoot the world with me, a friend of mine, Daisy Lee, told me about Kwoi. He’d shot a couple of her films. “He’s the only one you ever want on your shoot. Just don’t mind the way he looks.”

Kwoi walked into our first meeting dressed all in black, keychains hanging from his belt, wearing a cowboy hat, white-rimmed spectacles and sandals. He is short and dark, with lots of facial hair, and likes to say that he’s always been mistaken for an Indigenous person. At first I was afraid that he would attract too much attention to himself during a shoot—I like my crew to blend in with whatever we are shooting, like chameleons.

My directorial style is, as Bruce Lee once said, to “be water,” to go with the flow. Kwoi got it, and he soon became my eyes and ears. He flourished with his Steadicam in the kitchen, thrived in navigating tight spaces, and came up with neo-Taoist aphorisms like: “If you groove with everyone’s energy and flow, there is a harmonious madness that won’t let you collide into any accidents.”

I had found the right guy.

Noisy Jim and Kwoi both spoke Taishanese, one of the dialects from the Sze Yup (Four Counties) region, in southeastern China’s Pearl River Delta, in Guangdong province—the homeland of most of the Chinese immigrants who left for Canada at the end of the nineteenth century.

Now it is November 2001. Noisy Jim died four days ago.

I received a call the previous afternoon about his funeral—just time enough to grab my Sony camera and catch the next flight out of Toronto. After overnighting near the Saskatoon airport, I’m now travelling south-southwest on the same road that Kwoi and I drove two years ago, at the launch of our five-continent, fifteen-country exploration around the Chinese diaspora.

Ever since I immigrated to Canada in 1976, I wanted to explore the history of those who came before me. And there’s no better way to tell the story of the Chinese diaspora than through the stories of Chinese restaurant owners. There isn’t a small town anywhere in Canada that doesn’t have a Chinese restaurant.

I first heard about Noisy Jim from Tony Chan.

Tony and I have been comrades-in-arms advocating for a distinct Asian Canadian identity. We co-founded, in 1978, The Asianadian, a progressive magazine dedicated to the promotion of Asian Canadian arts, culture and politics. For years, we talked about how to share the stories of Chinese restaurants in Canada. Tony got there first, in 1985, with his TV documentary Chinese Cafes in Rural Saskatchewan.

Noisy Jim had “a starring role.”

Twelve years later, I travelled through the Canadian Prairies with video artist Paul Wong, photographing small-town Chinese cafés and their owners in places like Cold Lake, Swift Current and Vulcan. We visited the New Outlook Cafe. Jim was every bit as entertaining and animated as he was in Tony’s film—a storyteller with a wide-open heart. By then, he was seventy-five. In a few years, the older generation of Chinese café owners like him would not be around to tell their stories.

I promised Noisy Jim I would return to make a star out of him again.

Three years later, I returned to Outlook with Kwoi to start filming our Chinese Restaurants series. After our trip, my editor told me I didn’t have enough footage on the story. Rookie mistake—it was my first shoot.

Jim had called me over the intervening years, to see how I was doing or just to say hello. I had called Jim a month earlier, and his family told me he was in the hospital and very ill. It didn’t look like I would be able to get back to see him.

It’s déjà vu when I arrive in town about an hour before the funeral: the same old sleepy town that Kwoi and I visited almost two years earlier. It’s almost noon. The main street is deserted. A notice posted in the front window of the café announces that it is closed for the funeral, perhaps the only day the restaurant has closed since it opened forty years ago.



On a frigid January day in 2000, with the mercury at –30°C, Kwoi and I drove the two hours from Saskatoon to the town of Outlook. We were deep in the Canadian Prairies: a vast, flat countryside with a big sky and endless wheat fields. The late-afternoon sun cast a golden hue on a landscape dotted with railroad crossings and grain elevators, criss-crossed by empty roads and emptier train tracks.

It was both bleak and strangely beautiful.

Five kilometres from town, at a T-junction, a road sign pointed left, just over the South Saskatchewan River, to “Outlook Pop. 1,200.” The sun was setting. We rode into town like gunslingers in a John Ford Western.

The New Outlook Cafe was in a corner building, across from a car dealership, halfway down Saskatchewan Avenue—a main street with no traffic light. The restaurant’s sign protruded diagonally at the corner, so you couldn’t help but notice it.

Inside, three rows of booths, seating fifty, ran down the length of the room and led to the kitchen. There was also a lunch counter at the service area, facing a Coca-Cola fridge, stainless-steel display shelves for desserts and the omnipresent coffee maker.

A sign advertising “Noisy Jim’s Homemade Apple Pie” was posted on the far wall.

Jim was convivial as he refilled coffee and chatted up his customers, very much the proud owner of the Chinese café.

Well, not quite.

When Jim retired seven years earlier, he sold his business to Ruby Lee and Ken Chan, an immigrant couple from Jim’s village in Hoiping county. But he continued to show up every morning at six to serve coffee to his loyal customers, just as he had since 1959.

“I wake up at four every morning,” said Jim in his hoarse voice. “Okay, they get too tired working long hours, so I get up and help them, open up for them. I’m not doing anything else, so why not get up and help other people, eh?”

“Is there anything in this for you?” I asked.

“They offer me but I never take it. Because the moment I take any pay, I’m not a free man.” His voice boomed across the room. “This way, I come and go when I like. And I don’t like to owe anybody a favour. I like it when I do you a favour and you go help others. I’m happier this way. That’s my way.”

According to Lloyd Smith, a customer of thirty years, Jim couldn’t give up the habit. “He even takes the coffee home with him. He can’t get used to his home coffee.” Lloyd had the keys to New Outlook’s mailbox in a nearby town. He picked up the mail for the restaurant, which Jim still opened and read before passing it on to the new owners.

“This is not a bar town, it’s a café town,” Lloyd pointedly told me. “The town’s social life is at the café. We come here and visit with each other. It’s more fun than watching television at home anyway.”

The Chinese café is more than just a place to eat; it is an institution in towns across the Canadian Prairies: a community centre, a place where families grow up together. The bond that Jim created with his customers was so deep that, for many years, he gave them keys so that they could open up in the morning and make their own coffee if he wasn’t there yet, or even go into the kitchen to make their own breakfast. On their way out, they would leave money in a wooden box on the counter.

Generations of locals were loyal to the restaurant: farm workers, having their first coffee at dawn; school bus drivers, stopping by every morning after their runs; mother-daughter pairs, having a lunchtime chat; and retirees, dropping in for a second visit of the day.

Lisa Cooper, a Royal Canadian Mounted Police officer, ate lunch there every day because “it’s just too far to go home, and you get a nice home-cooked meal.”

As Kwoi shot in the kitchen, I crossed the room to talk to three men in their mid-thirties. Jeremy, wearing a John Deere hat, said there was a time when they spent upwards of six hours a day in this place, “just sitting around, drinking coffee and eating whatever, playing cards.”

Jon, his buddy in a Blue Jays baseball cap, told me he first came with his parents when he was seven. “And I’ve liked Chinese food ever since, so I just kept coming back.”

Curtis, the third diner, noted that as soon as they sat down, “Jim would know exactly what we want—cheese, fries and gravy.”

Prairie cafés are not really Chinese restaurants. They don’t serve anything remotely resembling Chinese food. They are about a nice cup of coffee with bacon and eggs in the morning; a generous cut of pork chops with mashed potatoes and gravy at lunch; and maybe a coffee and dessert after dinner.

“And, as much coffee as you want for a dollar… Better food than McDonald’s,” Jon added.

I asked Jim what kind of food he served.

“Canadian… Chinese. Well, it’s not really Chinese. It’s what you call American Chinese food, eh. Egg roll, chow mein, chop suey and all that. It’s not the same as what Chinese people eat, right?”

Chop suey is American Chinese, of course. Or, as Jennifer 8. Lee, in her book The Fortune Cookie Chronicles, calls it: the biggest culinary joke one culture plays on another. In Cantonese, chop suey means “odds and ends.” In other words, whatever is left over. The dish is essentially meat and vegetables stir-fried together in a cornstarch-thickened soy-and-sesame sauce. Bean sprout is a popular ingredient because it is cheap.

There are many legends surrounding the dish’s creation. But it is generally accepted that it was created sometime at the turn of the twentieth century by Chinese immigrants—most likely unemployed railroad workers—who settled in California. The ingenuity of the dish is that it can be made with any ingredients.

This creative use of leftover ingredients is not limited to early Chinese workers. High-end chefs do it, too. I once sat in on a morning menu meeting with Susur Lee, who has for years dazzled Toronto diners with his epicurean Sino-French fusion. The first thing he asked his staff was: What do we have in the fridge and the pantry?



Chinese immigrants first arrived in what is now Canada in 1858 to pan for gold and to provide domestic services for gold diggers in British Columbia’s Fraser Valley. Many travelled north from California when its gold rush ended. Chinese migrant workers have always referred to San Francisco as “Old Gold Mountain” and to Vancouver as “New Gold Mountain.”

From 1881 to 1884, more than 17,000 Chinese were recruited from Guangdong to build the transcontinental Canadian Pacific Railway. Valued for their agility and hard work, they often performed the dangerous task of dynamiting the mountains.

Many died. It’s said that a Chinese worker sacrificed his life for every mile of rail.

The completion of the railway in 1885—when the western and central sections were linked in the mountains of British Columbia—was documented in a photograph of the ceremonial “last spike.” All the people looking at the camera are white. Not one Chinese man is present. Their labour, sacrifice and struggles were erased from this historical record.

With the railway’s completion, Chinese labourers, who received only a third of the pay of other workers, were no longer welcome. With no means to go home, they were forced to seek employment in the few jobs Chinese were permitted to hold: washing, cooking and cleaning. Women’s work, as it was called at the time.

After 1885, the Canadian government made it even more difficult for Chinese to immigrate by imposing a head tax—starting at $50 and eventually rising to $500. In 1923, even this path was closed when the government passed the Chinese Exclusion Act.

For twenty-four years, until the act was repealed in 1947, Chinese workers were no longer allowed into the country. But people found their way to Canada regardless. They came as “paper sons,” assuming the identity of a deceased Canadian resident. Jim arrived in 1939, using the papers of a Chinese boy named Chow Jim Kook.

“In those days, everyone was selling papers. All you do is find the paper of someone who’s dead around the same age. And you take over that person’s identity, name and all.”

Jim’s father had helped a friend in Canada who was in financial trouble. When this friend came back to their village, he gave Jim’s father the identity papers of two boys who had died. Jim took the place of one of them. He can’t remember how old he was at the time—perhaps twelve, perhaps fourteen—but he used the date on the boy’s birth certificate. He also had to learn everything about that boy: his parents, his siblings, the town he lived in, the school he went to.

“They asked all those questions when you go to the immigration office in Hong Kong. And when you come to this side, they asked the same questions again. So, I’ve got to have all that information to give the right answers, eh?”

My father was also a paper son of sorts. For many years, I wondered why he was called a different name by our relatives and family friends. It turned out that his birth certificate was lost during the war; when it came time to apply for a passport to go overseas, he assumed the identity of his elder brother, who died at an early age.

Jim remembered sailing from Hong Kong to Vancouver on Canadian Pacific’s Empress of Russia. It was September 1939, and Canada declared war on Germany as the ocean liner docked in Honolulu. According to Jim, the ship was chased by two German submarines in the Pacific Ocean.

In his retelling of the voyage, Jim said he was accompanied by a younger brother and an older sister. The sister, who had lived in Canada, taught him his ABCs en route. Jim was vague about how the three were related. Was the sister the daughter of his “paper father”? Was the brother another paper son from the village? Or was he Jim’s real brother? Jim wouldn’t say. Maybe he wasn’t even sure himself.

After arriving in Vancouver, Jim took a train to Moose Jaw, then to Outlook, travelling on the very railroad that Chinese labourers had helped build six decades earlier. He didn’t dare stop on the way because he was in Canada illegally, travelling under a false identity and assumed name.

“If we stop anywhere and somebody else know, eh, they could report me to the government. We don’t want anyone else to know.”



Jim’s “paper father,” Chow Yuen (“Fat Cook”), came to Canada in 1911. He paid the $500 head tax and—as he hailed from the Qing dynasty in China—he wore a pigtail. Chow first worked for a Vancouver doctor as a houseboy, making $4 a month.

“That’s a lot of money then,” Jim pointed out. “And after three years, people could make enough to buy a few acres of land in China.”

In 1929, Chow opened the Outlook Cafe with several partners. Jim worked there when he first arrived and, after a couple of years, he went to Dawson Creek, British Columbia, to help build the Alaska Highway. He returned to Outlook after the war.

After the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1947, Chow asked Jim to accompany him on a trip to their ancestral village in China.

“Did you know why you were going back to China?” I asked.

“My father didn’t tell me, but I knew why. You know how Chinese are. When your father says go, you go,” Jim explained. “We’d more respect for our parents in those days.”

“So why did he want you to go?”

“To get married.” He gave me a sheepish look.

“He wanted you to go back to China to find a wife?” I pretended to be incredulous.

“Yah, he took me with him, and I know what would happen. Although we’re already in this country, all my uncles and cousins go back to China to find a wife, eh.”

“Did you want to go?”

“Not too much, but I did go.”

“Did you find a wife?”

“I don’t know what you call find my wife, yah, but I lost my freedom then.” He flashed a mischievous smile.

Jim was twenty-four, maybe twenty-six. It was an arranged marriage with a bride he had never met. But he returned to Canada a year later without his new wife, May Wong. “I can’t bring the wife at the same time. I had to come back here to apply for her from the immigration office in Saskatoon.”

May flew to Canada three years later, accompanied by Jim’s cousin Chow Fong. Like Jim, Fong entered Canada as a “paper son” to work for his “father” in a Chinese café in nearby Rosetown.

Later in the evening, while Jim and May were playing mahjong in the restaurant with Fong and his wife, Mae Yee Quan (Fong went back to China in 1955 to get married), I asked May whether she had followed Jim to Gold Mountain willingly.

“She’s got no choice,” Jim answered for her. “When she said ‘I do,’ she’s gotta do.” He gave me another naughty look.



Jim often told people he had “lucky sevens,” five daughters and two sons. His children were all born on the West Coast, where May and Jim moved in 1952, first to run a grocery store on Granville Street in Vancouver. When there was too much competition, they left for Prince Rupert, 1,500 kilometres north on the Pacific coast, to run the Commodore Cafe.

Seven years later, Jim and his young family returned to Outlook to work for Fong at the newly opened Modern Cafe. A year later, Jim opened the New Outlook Cafe, just two doors down from his cousin.

Jim had studied for a ham radio licence in nearby Rosetown. He wanted to be a radioman. He could also have been a tax inspector, an accountant or a forest ranger in British Columbia, where he could have telegraphed forest conditions using Morse code, which he had learned. But his father told him to stay put at the restaurant because those jobs were not for Chinese people. (Chinese Canadians of that era were barred from many professions.)

“I could’ve been something else,” Jim said with a tinge of regret. “All those opportunities were opened to me.”

He never wanted his children to end up a “washy washy cooky cooky” like him. “And they don’t want it either. It’s hard work, long hours and low pay. And if we calculate all the hours we work, we’re lucky if we get 50 cents an hour.”

“Your children must be very proud of you,” I said.

“They should be. I brought them up right. I gave them all an education.” He grinned with pride. “And they helped, cleaning, washing dishes at the restaurant, although they didn’t get paid every time they helped.”

While I was in Outlook, I made a side trip to meet with Grant Kook and Barbara Larson, Jim’s second- and third-youngest children, in Saskatoon. Grant joked he and his siblings were the cheap labour force for their parents’ restaurant. He remembered washing mountains of dishes, lugging heavy wooden crates filled with glass bottles of soft drinks and handling the cash register.

Barbara reflected on growing up as a restaurant kid. “I think we have a lot of resentment. We’d assimilated in our community, our friends were all people in town. But we had to help out in the restaurant, so we didn’t have a lot of free time. But now, looking back as an adult, we realized what our parents went through and that there’s a lot that they gave up for us.”

“I didn’t realize it when I was young, but my dad’s always helping to raise funds for the community for various projects,” Grant remembered. “He’s silently helping families in the community who are facing hardships, be it financial or otherwise.”

When the community put on a retirement party for Jim, it was overwhelming for his children to see how many people came out to show their support. Jim always told his children: it’s family and community first. He always lived by that code.



Although Fong and Jim were cousins, they acted more like twins. I pointed out that they both assumed the identity of another Chow. Jim’s actual name is Chow Hung Kong; his paper name Chow Jim Kook. Chinese put the surname first, followed by given names, but that often got turned around when they moved to other countries.

“There are lots of Chows in our village,” said Fong.

“That’s right, and the Chows from the same village are all related,” Jim said. In China, it’s not unusual for an ancestor to take root in a village and grow a whole family in place. Often, villagers who share the same surname can trace themselves back to the first settler.

I was born in Hong Kong, then a British colony. Grandfather Kwan had come from the village of Gau Gong (Jiujiang in Pinyin romanization, literally Nine Rivers) in Nanhai county, not far from Guangzhou (Canton). It has been said that the first Kwan to settle in Gau Gong had come from central China during the Southern Song dynasty, some 750 years ago. The genealogy book in the village ancestral hall traces back twenty generations from that single forefather. (Alas, only sons are listed, and only the eldest from each generation is carried over to the next.)

Dialects, even those from the same branch of the language like Cantonese, developed so differently—sometimes even between two villages across a river—that people from different areas don’t understand each other. A lack of physical and social mobility can do that. People from my village speak a Gau Gong dialect that’s almost incomprehensible to people elsewhere. And I look to Kwoi to interpret Jim’s Taishanese.

In Canada, Jim’s “last name,” Kook, became his surname. I asked him whether, by losing his Chinese family name, Chow, he felt he lost his identity.

“All these years, everybody calls you Jim… Jim… what the heck, it’s just a name anyway. All you pick is a name, it can represent anything. It doesn’t matter to me. As long as they don’t call me Stupid Nut or something.”

And why was he called Noisy?

“Can’t you tell? He makes so damn much noise,” Lloyd, the old-timer with the mailbox key, turned around to explain. “He’s been excessively loud as long as I can remember.”

“It was his idea. He makes a phone call and says: ‘This is Noisy.’ ” Clarence, a retired farmer sitting next to Lloyd, gestured as if he was answering the phone.

“Some mornings, he’s so loud and so noisy that you can hardly hear yourself talk.” Verna, an elderly woman of Finnish descent, rounded out the explanation. A lot of Finns and Norwegians came in the 1920s. Now they have Greek, Vietnamese and Iraqi neighbours.

“The Chinese immigrants want to be here, they want to create something they’re proud of,” said Clarence. “Their heart’s in it. It’s just a whole different attitude than a lot of other groups that come in.”

I asked Jim whether he considered himself Chinese or Canadian.

“I call myself Chinese Canadian. Besides, my papers say I was born in Canada, eh?” He winked. “I’m myself. I’m me. Canadian, Chinese, Japanese, Italian. Don’t matter. I’m me.”

Chinese railway workers who settled along the Canadian Pacific Railway became model citizens, despite the prejudices and discrimination they faced. But Jim saw this also as his special mission in life: “We’re here to serve the community. You have to open up for the people in that community. It’s your duty to serve. That’s your obligation.”

He also found that people are friendlier in small communities. “In big cities, many times you don’t know who your neighbour is.” And his customers helped. They took care of each other, and the restaurant. Whenever the coffee pot was empty, they would go make another pot. And if they were refilling their own cups, they would go around refilling everyone else’s.

Jim always cared about Outlook. He used the restaurant to raise money for the local high school hockey team. If the players couldn’t afford hockey gear, he would buy them used equipment. He also helped raise funds to put in artificial ice for the rink and to keep the bus fully fuelled so the team could travel to other towns to compete.

A lot of people wanted him to run for mayor, but Jim thought it was too much hassle.

Lloyd laughed when I mentioned this to him. “It wouldn’t be a good thing for him. It’s not that he doesn’t get into politics, but he’ll get mixed up. Like he won’t remember which party he’s actually belongs to. Probably start another war by just casting an opinion.”

Mayor or not, Jim was Outlook. And he agreed. “I’ve been here more than sixty years. I’m a pioneer. So, Outlook’s mine. I own it.”



We took a day trip to Moose Jaw, to visit the cemetery where Jim’s paper father was buried. It was a two-hour drive on bare, windswept roads with nothing but snow and whiteness outside our car windows. Jim and Fong bantered non-stop in the back seat. I told them they looked funny with their furry hats and ear flaps.

Moose Jaw was known to be one of the wildest towns of the Canadian West. There’s a network of tunnels under its main street where Chinese railway workers lived for many years. They were dug around 1908, when whites savagely beat Chinese railway workers, who they thought were taking their jobs. Western Canada was gripped by hysteria about the “yellow peril,” and Chinese workers literally went underground, digging secret tunnels under Chinese businesses where they could hide until the situation improved.

During Prohibition in the 1920s, Chicago mobsters, hiding from the FBI, used these tunnels for gambling, prostitution and warehousing bootleg liquor. They even hired Chinese to help them with smuggling, or simply to cook and do laundry. Al Capone is rumoured to have hidden here. Moose Jaw resident Nancy Gray told a reporter for the local newspaper that her father was called to the tunnels to give Capone haircuts. The tunnels are now a tourist attraction. Capone’s Hideaway Motel sits next to the train station.

The grounds of the Rosedale Cemetery were covered with thick snow. It took a little while for Fong to finally locate Chow Yuen’s tombstone. Jim, walking ahead of us, was reluctant to come over.

“Yah, that’s him all right,” he said when he finally turned back.

“Where is your mother’s grave?”

“Down that way.” He pointed, but didn’t go there.

“Do you want to be buried here?” I asked this question a lot. The older generation of Chinese immigrants has a deep-seated desire to be returned to China when they die, even if only as bones and ashes.

“Don’t talk things like that. Chinese don’t like.” He walked away, thumping awkwardly through the snow. So did Kwoi, who was having trouble holding his camera steady.

“Boy, that’s quite a head trip for me,” Kwoi said after we got back to the car to thaw out his camera—in that temperature, the mic cable froze and a moisture spot inside the lens refused to go away.

Kwoi’s father left Taishan as a paper son in 1948—the year before China became Communist—to join his grandfather, who had paid the head tax to enter Canada early in the twentieth century. Seven years later, Kwoi’s father had saved enough money to visit his family, who by then had fled China for Hong Kong. He stayed for a year, just long enough to see the birth of his first son, Kwoi. When he was nine years old, Kwoi came to Canada to live with a father he didn’t know.

Kwoi and Jim’s life stories are eerily similar, which explains their we-are-all-from-the-same-village bond. And I could see how this trip to the cemetery has triggered many suppressed emotions for both of them.

On our way back, we stopped by the National Cafe on Main Street, next to the kiosk that sells entrance tickets to the tunnels. The fifty-five-year-old restaurant is owned by Tap Quan, a relative of Fong’s wife, Mae. Much larger than the New Outlook or the Modern, it seats 180 on two floors.

While having coffee, Jim and Fong reminisced about the pioneer spirit and family values that Chinese immigrants share: as Fong put it, “Working together as a family, no matter which family one comes from.”

“You know what? I run out of things, I could borrow from him anytime,” Jim pointed to Fong. “When his coffee urn broke down one morning, he came over to my place to take some coffee back.”

“There’s no competition. We’re in the same family,” Fong assured me. “We work hard. We call it ‘hard life, happy life.’ ”

“Hard work don’t kill you, eh.” Jim was warming up. “As long as you enjoy your work, don’t matter what it pays. They pay you big money to work in a big company, all those hassles, and if you don’t enjoy it… you get ulcers.”

“Do you believe in God?” My question came out of nowhere.

Fong chuckled.

Jim turned dead serious, “I don’t know. Sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t. But I do believe in spirit. Who’s doing the talking to you? Your soul. To me the body is like a car. Who makes the car go? The gasoline or the man driving? Who makes you walk? Who makes you think? Your soul. Your spirit.”



It seems like the entire town has shown up for Jim’s funeral at the Outlook Civic Centre. Jim’s relatives came from as far away as Toronto and Vancouver. There are six pallbearers and twelve honorary pallbearers. The entire hockey team shows up as colour guards.

John Vavra, a family friend, gives a heartfelt eulogy: “A lot of alumni came back after twenty-five years of being away, they walked into the restaurant and Jim greeted them by name and said, ‘Would you like such and such?’ They said, ‘Why would you say that?’ He said, ‘Twenty-five years ago that’s what you always ordered.’ Anyone who has that kind of memory of people holds people in high regard. And I think that Jim, in his delightful, rough-hewn way, has shown us what service is all about.”

In China, tradition dictates that the deceased be carried around the home three times before interment. There’s no question where the hearse will go today. Noisy Jim circles the block three times for a final farewell to his New Outlook Cafe.

The Woodlawn Cemetery, on the outskirts of Saskatoon, is spacious and beautifully laid out. There’s a large section with Chinese tombstones, each prominently carved with a surname common to the Prairies: Yee, Mak, Chow, Ma.

May sobs uncontrollably, held by her sons Grant and Steve, as the coffin is lowered.

After everyone has left for the reception at a Chinese restaurant in town, I stand alone at Jim’s grave. Two years earlier, Outlook was the first stop of my global quest for stories from the Chinese diaspora. And how appropriate it was that I started here.






CHAPTER 2 Port of Refuge HAIFA, ISRAEL [image: Image]


ON A MOONLESS NIGHT IN December 1978, a family friend drove Kien Wong, his wife, Mei, and their four daughters, aged two to fifteen, to the banks of the Mekong River from their home in Cholon, the Chinese district of Ho Chi Minh City (Saigon).

They hid at a chicken farm until midnight before boarding a fishing boat packed with refugees and sailing toward the open sea. From there, they would climb aboard the Hong Kong–registered freighter Tung An. Wong had paid the equivalent of US$4,000 in gold taels to leave Vietnam.

Over the next sixteen days, the Tung An sailed around the South China Sea with 2,700 refugees on board. Thailand, Malaysia and Brunei turned them away. The ship finally anchored in Manila Bay, but the Philippines would not allow the passengers ashore either.

By then, twenty children had died.

Those on board survived a two-week stay in Manila Bay only due to an international humanitarian effort to provide food, water and medical supplies. Just as the Philippine government prepared to tow the ship back to international waters, thirteen nations announced they would accept the refugees for settlement.

Like many Vietnamese refugees, Wong would have liked to go to Australia, the US or Canada. Or even France, as he spoke a bit of the language. Instead, he was the first to volunteer to be interviewed by an Israeli official.

“I was guided by the hands of God,” Wong told me when I first met him. As the part-time minister of an evangelical church in Vietnam, he welcomed the opportunity to spread the gospel in the Holy Land.



Kwoi, David Szu and I land at Ben Gurion Airport in February. It’s mid-afternoon, but it might as well be the middle of the night. Menacing dark clouds hang low over the entire region, and an incessant rainstorm keeps blowing our car sideways as we inch along the ring roads of Tel Aviv in the middle of rush-hour traffic.

“We are in Noah’s Ark territory,” Kwoi deadpans.

I am travelling with two very disparate companions.

Kwoi can be very unassuming and dark humoured, despite the flamboyant way he dresses—his white cowboy hats and thick-white-rimmed glasses. He wants to go into an Israel Defense Forces (IDF) surplus store, if there’s such a thing, to buy army fatigues.

Meanwhile, David is a clean-cut young man from Taiwan who just finished college in Toronto. He is attending a local film school where Kwoi teaches and was added to the crew to be second camera and on-location sound—we realized that Kwoi couldn’t do everything by himself.

Three hours later, the rain clouds lift to reveal a setting sun over the Mediterranean as the coastal highway from Tel Aviv bends around Mount Carmel and deposits us in Haifa, the third-largest city in Israel.

Haifa is a model for the co-existence of Arabs and Jews, with about 70 per cent of the population being Christian Arabs living in Lower Haifa. Under the League of Nations’ Mandate for Palestine, Britain invested in turning the city into a central port for Middle Eastern crude oil. It also became a focal point for immigration.

It’s eight o’clock. We are in an Arab district of cloth merchants, spice sellers, car mechanics and shish-kebab purveyors. The pelting rain has stopped, and the streets are gleaming. Hardly anyone is out at this time of night. Just a few cars go by with dimmed headlights.

“Was your flight delayed?” Wong asks as I walk into Yan Yan Restaurant on Ha’meginim Street. I tell him about the rainstorm of Biblical proportions, and he laughs.

Kien Wong is a robust man of medium height with a tanned face. Tonight, he’s dressed in a white pullover and beaming, having just celebrated his sixtieth birthday with a surprise visit from his sister Kuk from Vietnam. He hasn’t seen her since he fled the country more than twenty years ago. Kuk’s two sons also came from Canada for the celebration.

The restaurant seats no more than thirty. Its customers are mostly budget-minded tourists and seamen from ships docked just down the street. There’s a table of Canadians from Montreal: mother, daughter and her Israeli boyfriend, with whom Wong chats easily in Hebrew. He tells them stories about his travels to Hong Kong and Canada, where immigration officials were curious as to how a Chinese could be travelling on an Israeli passport.

“Yum. This is really good,” says a seaman from the next table, a John Travolta look-alike from Louisiana. “I never thought I would find Chinese food in Israel.”

When the server arrives, I notice that she is Japanese. As she hands us our menus, she is surprised when I greet her in Japanese. She tells me she’s from Yokohama and married to an Israeli. I tell her that I went to high school in her city.

“Don’t bother with the menu,” Wong says as he comes over to order for us. “Tonight’s special is St. Peter’s fish caught this morning from the Sea of Galilee.”

I’ve never heard of tilapia being called St. Peter’s fish, but then I realize that the French call the fish St. Pierre. The British have another name for it, John Dory, while people in Hong Kong sometimes call it doh leh, after Dory.

Wong sits with us while we wait for our dinner. “Opening a restaurant is not something I wanted to do. I knew it was tough. Besides, I didn’t have the skills.” Many of his fellow refugees went to work in Chinese restaurants, but he chose a job at the Ford plant in Nazareth.

“A lot of Israelis asked me to cook,” he recalls. “They said, ‘We don’t look Chinese, you do. You should be the chef.’ ”

At this time, the St. Peter’s appears on the table. The whole fish is lightly coated in flour, flash-fried to crispiness, and served—with a noticeable sizzle—in a pour-over sauce of ginger, scallions, rice wine and soy. A classic Cantonese rendition and a cousin to the steamed whole fish.

“I never thought I would find Chinese food that good here in Israel,” I tell my team, echoing the Travolta look-alike.

The three of us are all discerning eaters under normal circumstances, having grown up in Hong Kong and Taiwan, where food culture is an essential part of everyday life and where fresh ingredients are always available.

And this St. Peter’s is absolutely fabulous.

After ten years in Afula, where Vietnamese refugees first settled in government-provided housing, Wong felt the urge to try the restaurant trade. He needed more income because his four daughters were entering university.

“I hated to leave. There are great pastures in Afula. Sometimes you see shepherds and sheep in the country, very beautiful.” He is describing the land of milk and honey that I’ve read about—I attended Catholic schools when I was young, and I know my Bible. He first worked in Chinese restaurants in Nahariya, Haifa and Tel Aviv—“I was a chef in a very famous restaurant in Tel Aviv,” he tells us—and learned the skills to run a restaurant of his own.

“Actually, it is not hard to open a Chinese restaurant. If you can make almond chicken, green pepper and beef, sweet and sour pork, throw in spring rolls and salad, you’re in business.” Wong recites the hit parade of Chinese restaurant menus. “Israelis only want to eat these dishes. If you asked them to eat something else, they would refuse.”

Though not strictly kosher, Yan Yan Restaurant nevertheless replaces pork with chicken in its sweet and sour dish. Wong later introduced his customers to ingredients such as tofu, dried scallops and Chinese mushrooms when he opened a grocery store called Chinatown on Jaffa Street, next to the Port Inn where we are staying.

When I was looking for a Chinese restaurant in Israel, it was a challenge to find one run by ethnic Chinese. Most owners were Israelis, with Chinese as cooks or managers. Many even employed Thai cooks, adding a distinctive Thai flavour to their Israeli-Chinese cooking. Tom yum kung was often on the menu.

Just as I was getting disheartened in my search, I spotted Yan Yan. “Merry Christmas” and “Happy Chinese New Year” signs on the front window were handwritten in proper Chinese calligraphy, a good indication that I’d found a Chinese owner.

Wong returns to clear the dishes. He retired a few weeks ago, handing over the restaurant to his eldest daughter, Cee Wong, and her husband, Vinh Hei Fung. But Wong still helps out, going into the kitchen when his son-in-law is overwhelmed with takeout orders. I spot Mei, Wong’s wife, wrapping spring rolls in one corner amid the cacophony and organized chaos typical of a Chinese kitchen.

Being the eldest daughter—fifteen when the family arrived in Haifa—Cee dropped out of school to help, but she doesn’t regret her decision. She wanted to help her father so her younger sisters could have a better life. Fung, who arrived with the same group of refugees from Manila in 1979, also started out working in Chinese restaurants. Both believe their children will eventually take up the same business. They are very much at home in Israel. Coming from a diasporic Chinese community in Vietnam, they feel they can belong anywhere: in Israel, in Australia, in America.

But there’s one problem.
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“Intimate yet sweeping. Kwan explores how, as immigrants,
all our stories are different yet all our stories are the same.”

—Jennifer 8. Lee, author of The Fortune Cookie Chronicles
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