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Notes on Terms and Translation

During the Song dynasty, amid the café culture of the merchant capital of Kaifeng, you addressed your waiter as Uncle (dabo); in a 1930s Shanghai infused with French hauteur, you called your waiter Monsieur (xiansheng) and your waitress Mademoiselle (xiaojie). By the 1980s, when the textbooks I used for Chinese language were written, we were advised to address our server as Comrade (tongzhi), although this has always seemed like an overly hopeful attempt to instil some Marxist ethics in new pupils. In the real world, all employees were to be addressed with the unisex term Attendant (fuwuyuan).

Hence I arrived in China completely unsure of what words I should be using. I was batted like a linguistic pinball, from Shanghai, where waitresses were still xiaojie, to Chengdu, where fuwuyuan had contracted to a slurred, barely intelligible fwer. And when I related this in Xi’an to my new faculty colleagues, I was immediately told that all of these terms were wrong.

In the twenty-first century, tongzhi now meant gay (a vernacular shift so pearl-clutchingly shocking as to be excised from both the Xinhua Dictionary and the Contemporary Chinese Dictionary), and xiaojie meant prostitute. So, to avoid such outrages, I should address all waiters as Handsome Elder Brother (shuai ge), which to me sounded like I was hitting on them, and all waitresses as Pretty Woman (mei nu), which I couldn’t say without either blushing or looking shifty and uncomfortable.

In other words, Chinese is not an unchanging monolith; even ‘standard’ Mandarin has experienced visible shifts in meaning and usage in the span of my own lifetime. Imagine how much more confusing it can be when we are looking back thousands of years, at dead languages, topolects, dialects and fossilised slang. I am a Mandarin speaker, but many of the dishes most familiar in Chinatowns have been named using pronunciation more common in Cantonese or Hokkien, or spelt using orthographies from the nineteenth century that no longer match the way that we write Chinese today.

In those cases, I have often done my best to include modern glosses in Pinyin, the Romanisation system that will make it easier for Mandarin Chinese speakers to know what I am talking about. This, too, as they say in Hong Kong, ‘overturns a basket of crabs’ (doh se loh haaih, although since this is a Cantonese phrase, it’s not actually in Pinyin, either).

Mercifully, the authorities on Taiwan recognised the utility of Pinyin in 2009, and stopped trying to make everybody use the local idiosyncratic and antiquated system, at least on official documents. Unfortunately, this doesn’t seem to apply to personal names or the spelling used on restaurant menus, nor is it any help when transcribing dishes and concepts that flourish in Cantonese, Hokkien, Teochew, Taiwanese or any other topolect. In some cases, I have been forced to hammer a square peg into a round hole, imposing a Mandarin pronunciation on a term that does not really belong there.

Archaic Chinese was fit for purpose when discussing the life and concerns of its day, but can often stumble when describing new foods. Early Chinese authors, lacking dictionaries or taxonomies, were apt to confuse many names for things, particularly when a language developed for dealing with extremely localised terms had to expand to encompass a surge of new concepts.

Wheat and barley, for example, are distinguished only by being ‘big mai’ or ‘small mai’, rye is ‘black mai’ and oats are ‘yan mai’ – the Yan being either a reference to the ancient Land of Swallows, around what is now Beijing, or the birds themselves, which presumably like eating it. It only takes a forgetful scribe to leave off the qualifier at the beginning of a text, and we are left none the wiser which mai is being discussed.

The historian must be watchful for multiple occasions where a translation can slip or slide – a plant might be misidentified by the person who is farming it, or the writer who is documenting it, or the translator who is translating it. Even James Legge, the eminent Sinologist, once rendered a word in an ancient text as ‘maize’, having presumably forgotten that maize was an American plant that would not be brought to China for another two thousand years.1 David Knechtges, who has done so much to chronicle the history of food in China, has pointed out that the most highly respected of academics have been fooled by such false friends, misreadings and misattributions – he even names names, but I have coyly identified only the long-dead example above.2

I would, however, go a little further, and point out that this is not an issue confined to Western scholars – many Chinese authors are frankly overconfident in their native tongue, and simply assume that a word in the classical language must mean the same as its modern equivalent. Jiu, which today means any alcohol, specifically referred to millet ale in 1400 bc, but appears far too often in many modern Chinese books as ‘wine’. With that caveat, I have sometimes kept the anachronistic translation, particularly when it endures in a well-known proverb or anecdote.

Sometimes, the dictionary tells me something is a crab, and an eminent academic tells me it’s a turtle, and I am none the wiser. Such confusions can even apply to the definition of ‘foreign’ itself, particularly in twenty-first-century China, where revisionist politicking has tried to rebrand many previous invaders as mere facets of a multi-ethnic Chinese world.3

Another recurring issue is place-names: Fenghao, the ancient capital of the Zhou dynasty; Chang-an, the eternal city of the Han and Tang; Daxing, first capital of the Sui dynasty, and Lintong, the site of the fabled Terracotta Warriors, are all today part of the same metropolis, Xi’an. In order to streamline the text, I have excised most of my references to ‘the place that would one day be known as Xi’an’, or the ‘place formerly known as Chang-an’. It’s more useful to you if you know that the place on the map you are looking for is Xi’an today.

Similarly, Beijing did not acquire that name until the Ming dynasty, Kaifeng had several different names during its history, but none of them was Kaifeng during the period I write about it. I used these anachronisms because it will do you no good at all to know that its name during the span of my fifth chapter was actually Dongjing (‘Eastern Capital’).





Introduction

The Garden of China
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In the 1970s, my father played the drums in a band in the Garden of China, an odd mixture of industrial chic and orientalist kitsch in Southend-on-Sea. The walls and pillars comprised raw and unadorned breeze blocks, although it was often so dark you couldn’t tell. Bright orange banisters twirled around the central staircase, and hundreds of goldfish swam in long ponds that stretched through the restaurant.

There was a stage at one end, in front of a screen that masked the kitchen. A year after Dad began gigging there, he moved his drum kit and found it covered in grease, which he had to scrape off. The owner of the restaurant was a jolly, rotund man called Hon Shu Pang, possibly a former waiter from Southend’s first Chinese restaurant, the Good Will. He was abetted by his wife, the bright-eyed Pinkie Pang. They paid, reliably after every performance, and would even throw in a free meal for the Southend boys who had never eaten Chinese before – which was what led Johnny Short, the lead vocalist, to drink the finger bowl and then complain about the thin lemon soup.

Dad’s party piece was ‘The Girl from Ipanema’, which he claimed to sing in the original Portuguese, unwisely sure that none of the diners would know he was making it up. As the night wore on, things would get more rock and roll, and the diners would get drunker. Inevitably, someone would fall in the fishpond.

I ate there all the time, and I remember the dragon statues in the shadows and the waitresses towering above me. My brother cut his teeth gnawing spare ribs. I have a vague memory of once proclaiming that I loved chop suey, an item I would soon leave behind as I plunged into a sea of different dishes.

I have come a long way in the ensuing forty-something years. My love of Chinese food, instilled in a seaside restaurant, would eventually propel me into a life studying the history and culture of East Asia. Chinese food has been a constant pleasure and addiction for me since I was a child, and I want to share some of my passion for it with you.

In assembling material for this book, I have not only pored over ancient volumes in the library, but put in the legwork all over China, roasting wild pigeons in the desert outside Turfan, drinking shaojiu liquor straight from the still in Shaoxing, patrolling lines of soy sauce vats as they bake in the Xiamen sun, and glumly munching my way through fried grasshoppers, bees and silkworms as many a ‘special treat’ for the foreign guest. I’ve tried all eighty brews in a Taiwanese tea-house and carried freshly harvested rice back from a Yunnan mountainside, all in a quest to find out what Chinese food actually is.

For starters, it is a global phenomenon. In the United States alone, for example, there are 40,000 Chinese restaurants – more than there are McDonalds, Burger King and Pizza Hut combined.1 But in this book, I’ll be telling you about Chinese food as a regional and temporal phenomenon, and how that catch-all title breaks down into distinct cuisines and historical variants. The disparities in a modern Chinatown, where a home region the size of Europe can lead to everything from Mongolian barbecues to Cantonese dumpling houses and Sichuan noodle bars, are dwarfed by the diversity in Chinese food over time – 5,000 years of recorded history.

The stews of the Shang priest-kings were a world away from the banquets of the Tang emperors; the recipes cooked for the Mongol khans by their Central Asian staff were nothing like the dishes that the people of the Ming era made with new ingredients from across the Pacific. And that’s before we get to the sheer number of methods. Although the English language has a dozen words for cooking processes, the food historian Thomas Höllmann lists twenty-six different Chinese verbs for the preparation of food. As well as everyday concepts such as stir-frying, deep-frying, braising and poaching, Chinese also offers specific verbs for cooking in embers (wei), baking wrapped in moist clay (baozai) and cooking by repeated boiling and re-boiling (chuan).2

This is a book about constant cultural exchange. New ingredients and technologies arise, often from parts deemed foreign, only to become thoroughly assimilated into the Chinese kitchen within a few generations, evolving into new dishes and dining habits, and the meals enjoyed by emperors and rebels, peasants and prisoners. There is a recurring clash of the meat and dairy from the Central Asian steppes, the grains and fruits from the northern plains and the rich biodiversity of the south, mixing and contending through the centuries to create the forms of Chinese food we know today.

This is also a story of continual transformation, or as Chairman Mao might have called it, of permanent revolution. ‘A dish may be Chinese,’ writes Chao Buwei in her influential recipe book, ‘because it is made of Chinese things or because it is cooked in Chinese.’3 Her phrasing may seem odd, but it speaks to many of the dilemmas facing the historian – that China itself is a moveable feast, its borders ebbing and flowing, its sense of its own culture forming and re-forming over centuries.

The Chinese have often tried to impose some sort of classification on their food, although it is surprisingly recent. For much of history, regional differences in Chinese cookery were limited to a blanket two-way distinction between a wheat-eating North and a rice-eating South, a concept locked in during the sixth century ad, when a China that had been divided for hundreds of years along those lines was finally reunited. The concept that there were four kinds of Chinese food arose during the Qing dynasty (1644–1912), and might broadly be described as a similarly simplistic division into North, South, East and West: Lü, Yue, Su and Chuan, which rides roughshod over any pre-existing differences, with a disregard common to imperial decrees.4

The oft-quoted maxim that there are ‘Eight Great Cuisines’ in China is not the ancient decree that one might assume, but an airy claim from a 1980 People’s Daily article by Wang Shaoquan:

 

Our nation’s culinary techniques have developed over a long period of the admixture of recipes, ingredients and local flavours. The most prestigious cuisines in the country are those of Shandong, Sichuan, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Guangdong, Hunan, Fujian and Anhui. They are collectively referred to as the Eight Great Cuisines.5

 

There is no evidence of the concept existing before Wang wrote about it. Even the word ‘cuisine’ (caixi) was a neologism, coined by a Beijing commerce minister in the 1950s. There have been attempts ever since to upgrade this list to Ten Great Cuisines or even Twelve, tardily throwing in the likes of Shanghai, Manchuria, Shaanxi and Henan, the Thai-influenced exotica of Yunnan and the Muslim food of Xinjiang, but every new iteration just throws up a series of objections and apparent omissions, all for the sake of generating a space-filling listicle. Most modern accounts, even those that push for the diversity of Chinese cuisine, tend to categorise by province, which draws a relatively recent set of political lines over long-standing traditions.

Although we do have some detailed and loving accounts of ancient foods and recipes, it doesn’t help that many poets and authors of times past regarded the food on their table with hand-waving sloppiness. As Edward Schafer notes in The Golden Peaches of Samarkand, Tang-dynasty authors wrote reams of verses about getting sloshed on new grape wine, but had almost nothing to say about a cornucopia of more basic foreign foods arriving in the same period, including shallots, some kind of celery and the ‘German’ turnip. ‘None of this practical greenery was noticed by the poets,’ he seethes.6

Time and again, while poring over references to food in historical sources, I have found tales of a tribe or trader ‘introducing’ a foodstuff that I know to have already existed then. Often we are witnessing a sudden craze in the capital for something that was totally everyday in a distant province. On other occasions, we are witnessing the effects of the introduction of an ingredient, technology or fuel that suddenly makes a new dish possible. We should also bear in mind the notion of what historians call ‘trended change’ – it’s rare indeed that we can pinpoint a precise moment, or day, or even decade when something new is adopted.

Seeds, or crops, or uses of those crops, and ultimately the spread of those crops to other parts of China, are sure to have been a haphazard process with multiple false starts and unrecorded provincial flourishings. In the twenty-first century, we are used to fads and memes that come with timestamps. But nobody can give you a definite date when the Chinese began to grind flour or brew tea, only a sense of how literature and current archaeology start to show evidence of these things.

It took a while before I realised that the sources were so contradictory that the only way I could properly write this book was backwards, taking ingredients off the table as I went in order to assess what food was truly like in the past. The Garden of China was the beginning for me, but also an end point, of a story that began thousands of years ago.
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