
[image: Cover]



Praise for Takeaway

‘A beautiful book: compellingly written, tender and thoughtful. It shines a light onto a part of our food culture that’s beloved and yet often undervalued in food writing and criticism. I felt lucky to learn more about the people, craft and history behind the takeaway counter, and was touched by your disarming honesty and warmth. I loved it’

Ruby Tandoh, author of Cook As You Are

‘The anecdotes, the storytelling coupled with delicious sounding recipes make you not only want to get in the kitchen but to find a way to be friends with Angela just so you can hear more! This is the type of book that I would buy for friends on repeat, safe in the knowledge that they too would love it’

Ravneet Gill, author of Sugar, I Love You

‘Takeaway is a wonder: A warm, incandescent memoir about identity, food, family, relationships. It’s so affecting I read it with a lump in my throat’

Annie Lord, author of Notes on Heartbreak

‘This book deeply touched my heart as well as my taste buds! A visceral memoir like no other! So grateful for its existence!’

Naomi Shimada, author of Mixed Feelings

‘Angela’s writing is so relatable. Chinese takeaway can’t taste the same again when you know how much love, sacrifice, and soul families have put into each dish. The descriptions of food are spot on, I could taste them in my mind – finally takeaway food is represented wholeheartedly by someone who really gets it’

Elaine Chong, BBC Journalist

‘[Takeaway] points to something very universal: about food, about labour, about survival in a new place, about shame, and about the inheritance of generational trauma. It also happens to be exceptionally funny. I loved it and found it very moving, both as a memoir, a thriller, and the villain origin story of Britain’s most exciting young food writer’

Jonathan Nunn, editor of Vittles

‘Takeaway is a brilliant book that offers a unique perspective on something familiar to so many – the Chinese takeaway. It is a story that is relatable to anyone who has felt on the outside of mainstream British society yet is highly personal and feels like a fresh, hitherto untold perspective’

Melissa Thompson, BBC Good Food columnist

‘Takeaway feels like coming home. It is a testament to the resilience of Chinese families and a tender reminder to cherish the many ways love is shown’

Tori West, author of It’s Not Just You



For 爸爸, 媽媽, 子健 and 子康
Shine bright, Lucky Star takeaway, you may be no more, but your memories live on
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A note from the author: Appetisers

The East and Southeast Asian (ESEA) community in the UK and across the world has been uniquely scrutinised. In March 2020 (when the first UK lockdown began), the Metropolitan Police reported a sharp spike in anti-Asian hate crimes, coinciding with the Covid-19 pandemic. Reported incidents increased by 179% and were 2.79 times greater than the number reported in the previous year. The misplaced fear and ignorance have prompted a rise in racism and attacks across the world. Viral videos of elderly Asian-American people being pushed to the floor, beaten and slashed across the face, and the mass shootings in Atlanta in March 2021, leaving eight people dead – six of them Asian women – have brought the issue into the wider public eye. Hardworking family-run Chinese takeaways and restaurants have been hit hard, targeted and vandalised. For a lot of people, East and Southeast Asians were seen as the embodiment of the disease and that stigma definitely kept people away. Ethnicity is not a marker for disease and that’s why it’s more important than ever to shine a light on these small, independent businesses during a period when they’re struggling to survive.

This is a book I’ve been working on my entire life. It’s also a book I feared to write, dredging up all the pain, the racial abuse, the alienation and the loneliness – things I have spent most of my life burying. But before I sat down at my desk to take on the mammoth task of writing this book, I truly didn’t grasp the magnitude of how alive racism against the ESEA community is. Of course, I knew bigotry has always been here in the UK, animosity soaked in deep, but hidden from view. The attacks that are happening now validate my long-held suspicions of racism towards ESEA people, backing up the tales of my family fending off drunk, racist customers and vandalism attacks on our shop. Coronavirus has only sharpened this inchoate prejudice and renamed it ‘kung flu’.

Chinese takeaways in the UK are often seen through the lens of exoticism and fetishisation. The East and Southeast Asian people who own these establishments are framed as unskilled workers, unhygienic and lesser beings. The Chinese takeaway in the UK deserves respect, not just for functioning in hostile environments, but because it’s a unique thing in itself. A spice bag in Ireland, Liverpool’s salt and pepper chips, and an old east London Chinese takeaway dish ‘Jar Jow’ are all expressions of what it means to be Chinese in the West. Food is adapted to regional preference and local palates in order to survive, but it’s something that should be considered as innovative rather than looked down upon. They’re willing to bend the food and bend the culture for what their clients need, serving anybody who would pay them. The dishes we sold at our shop were far removed from what my family and I typically ate for our family meal before service – whole steamed sea bass, tong (Cantonese soup), steamed egg, kai lan choi (Chinese broccoli) with oyster sauce, lap cheong (Chinese sausage) and steamed spare ribs with fermented black beans and boiled white rice. You’ll find recipes for these, and more of my childhood favourites, in the pages of this book. Anglo-Cantonese food is loosely based on traditional Cantonese cooking and this simplified, watered-down Western version is what Brits have come to know and love.

Chinese takeaways were born in the post-war years at the start of the 1950s. They were few and far between back then but, with the introduction of new fast-food chains, competition grew and so did Chinese takeaways. Before long, they were springing up all over the country and almost every village in the UK had their favourite local takeaway. At the height of its popularity in the 1970s, shops were opening at a rate of three a week, and towards the late 1990s there were more than 5,000* takeaways nationally; by 2002, the number of takeaways had almost doubled, reaching 9,500.

Despite its ‘inauthenticity’, the Chinese takeaway has proved to be a huge success for over 50 years and has become an institution across the UK. These Chinese outposts settled in largely white communities, offering mildly exotic Chinese food to Brits who had never even heard of soy sauce and were more accustomed to eating beans on toast. Takeaways tended to avoid direct competition, so you’ll rarely see more than one Chinese takeaway in the same village; this is why the ESEA community here in the UK feels so dispersed and isolated compared to big cities and communities like New York, San Francisco and Los Angeles. In the early days, Chinese ingredients weren’t as available as they are now too, so immigrant owners couldn’t display the full extent of their gastronomy skills and had to use what was available. However, food is always more than the sum of its ingredients.

All my life I’ve hated being East Asian, especially a Chinese takeaway kid, but how does a person learn to hate something that they were born into? We cannot choose the situation or backgrounds that we are born into, but we can choose what to do with the privilege we are given and make positive change for the next generation. I struggled to share my story or speak up about it for years. I lacked confidence, I shrank myself and obscured my identity to take up less space because I thought I wasn’t important and that my story didn’t matter. I created this feeling of never being good enough and it made me very self-critical; it’s something I am still trying to navigate through and grow out of now. This understanding of resilience through adversity is what will allow me to become a stronger person. Growing up as one of the few Chinese families in my village in the South Wales Valleys, I never felt normal or like I fit into any boxes. I had been indoctrinated since birth to assimilate, suppress my East Asian identity, and reach for white adjacency, not only for survival but as a goal and a way of life to get on in Britain. Being Chinese, I’m technically a minority that’s privileged, but excluded. East and Southeast Asians are considered so white-adjacent that they are no longer identified as a person of colour, but still experience systemic racism.

For years, many have suffered due to a culture of quietly ignoring inappropriate comments and staying silent, the abuse slipping under the radar, hidden behind an Asian stoicism. It’s a deeply rooted cultural thing where there is a sense of shame in speaking up or discussing it. It’s also rooted in the fact that there is a facade of being this ‘model minority’, of excelling, not complaining and keeping going. It took me too long to find my voice and I’ve silenced myself for so long (it is in our Asian nature to stay quiet), but I don’t want this to be the case for the next generation. My parents risked everything to migrate to a Western country to create a better life and now it’s our turn to tell the story of our immigrant parents, to embrace our culture and to speak up in order to fight racism.

It’s important that we take up space, grow our awareness of the hierarchy of systems of injustice. While I’m new to it, I am trying to be aware of privilege and acknowledge it. I hope this might encourage others to try it too. It’s a feeling that invokes acceptance and self-love, and inspires many to shout, so as to avoid being misunderstood when given the chance to speak aloud. Our voice is our most powerful tool and, right now, people are quite literally dying to be heard. Every person must take action in their own communities to learn from their ESEA neighbours, friends and peers so we can fight racism together. May the next generation have more luck finding their voices to speak up for one another – something that I seriously lacked when I was a child.

In these fear-filled times, I hope this book will serve as a refuge of nourishment, a fortune cookie of joy and an education to what goes on behind closed doors in the nation’s favourite takeaway.



* Statistics from G. Benton and E.T. Gomez, The Chinese in Britain, 1800-Present, Palgrave MacMillan, 2008, p. 130.



Prologue: On the Menu

When we think of takeaway food, we usually think of convenience. No time to shop, no time to cook and no energy left after an exhausting day at work. Fancy a Chinese? A succulent Chinese meal? Yeah, go on then. But what about the people who cook for you and serve you?

I was that kid you saw running around behind the counter with toys spread out and cartoon drawings plastered on the red-brick walls next to handwritten signs while you waited for your food. I had access to some cool things – lai see (red pockets) and red eggs for my birthdays, all the chips and spring rolls I could eat, the pleasure of celebrating two different New Year’s Days every year, with treats like lobster egg noodles and whole roasted duck during the Year of the Dragon. And, when I was old enough, I was tall enough to serve and plunge chicken balls into the deep fryer. As a child, I didn’t see the complexity of the British Chinese takeaway story hidden among the aromatic dishes being served. To me, the takeaway was just home, the place where I grew up.

Like many Chinese immigrants who came to the UK believing that the British streets were paved with gold, my parents left post-war Hong Kong in 1985 to search for a better quality of life. Mum never got a shot at a proper education, she was five years old when the Cultural Revolution happened – a socio-political movement that was one of the bloodiest eras in Chinese history – and she fled chaos from her famine-stricken ancestral village in Shenzhen, illegally swimming across borders to be with family in Hong Kong. Dad dropped out of high school and started working as a street hawker flogging cart noodles at the age of 13. They were essentially uneducated and this severely limited their job prospects. With little money, no knowledge of English and only low-paying manual labour jobs on offer, they went wherever there was work and live-in accommodation, moving from Bournemouth to Reading, then London, and finally settling in Wales. In the end, my parents saved up and opened their own Chinese takeaway called Lucky Star on the luckiest day of the century: 8 August 1988. It’s an auspicious date because the number eight is lucky in Chinese culture, signifying good wealth, fortune and prosperity – three key factors needed for a young, growing immigrant family.

My parents, brothers and I lived above the takeaway and we barely left the building. My home town of Beddau, which means ‘graves’ in Welsh, is a former mining village in the South Wales Valleys. Our shop backed out onto the old, derelict colliery and coke works, a vision of poverty and profundity. Most Welsh coal mines were closed by the end of the 1980s when my family arrived and their ends were hastened by the Thatcherite decree. It’s a sad story of deprivation, hardship and decline, and what’s left are grim scars of despair, worklessness and industrial gravestones.

Beddau was gloomy, rainy and had an insular community, with a population of just over 4,000 people, so everyone knew each other and knew each other’s business, which was both a blessing and a curse. Home to walls daubed with crude graffiti, stocky rugby lads drinking flagons of White Lightning in fields and youths who would set fire to our wheelie bins, it was a sleepy nowheresville where there was not much to do and, as the name suggests, a place where all good things went to die. We were also far from the hustle and bustle of the nearest Chinatown or any Asian supermarket, so I was surrounded by white neighbours, white teachers and mostly white friends. Diversity was therefore pretty much non-existent around these parts. It felt secluded from the rest of the world.

Despite dying of boredom and being apart from anyone who looked like me, being in Beddau did mean being in the beautiful countryside, surrounded by lush, rolling green hills and flowing rivers – wherever you stood there was a high chance of spotting fluffy white sheep in the distance. There’s a stark contrast between the rich joyous beauty of the landscape and the high unemployment rates and limited prospects, but it’s the melancholy of the people who try to scratch out a living in these parts that make this place what it is. It’s the tangible optimism, the wicked humour and the mischief from these tight-knit communities. It’s the neighbour who stops you in the street to ask, ‘How’s it going? s’appenin’, butt?’ Or the local hairdresser asking about your loved ones: ‘Dawn! Alright, love? How’s yer mam doing? Tell her I said hiya.’ It’s the welcoming, friendly natter of people going about their day-to-day, and that is the essence of the Valleys. This was, for better or worse, the green, green grass of my home, and I wouldn’t have traded it for the world.

The complexity of the British Chinese takeaway story, and my story growing up in Beddau, cannot be unravelled through an inked menu alone or categorised neatly into rice, chow mein, curry and chop suey dishes. But the shop can tell us a little bit about ourselves – how we Brits treat one another and how we accept the new and the different. Our takeaway was the place to go for the neighbourhood pub afterparty. A place for some food and chat where women gossiped and beaming elderly men came to stave off loneliness. The telephone rang constantly and a stream of people would pop in to pick up orders in hot foil containers stacked in white plastic bags. It was a juxtaposition of us being treated like immigrants, but also being keepers of something instinctively British.

These little windows into history can show us how, despite mass deportations, alienation, racial abuse and great animosity, Chinese immigrants have always persevered. They have taken the limited opportunities given them and succeeded so wildly that Chinese restaurants and takeaways are now a thriving, essential part of the British experience. The most fascinating aspects of the restaurant menu aren’t the exotic names or the specials, but the wonderful time capsules captured by the food and ingredients that make up each dish. Some of the selections you make for your Friday-night treat therefore, are snapshots of my life living in someone else’s country.
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