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FOREWORD: OUR DUM-DUM MAMMY

If | were to give an account of all our Mammy'’s silly little things, it would be
so lengthy that this book would end up as my book.

Ever since we were very young, our Mammy frequently had to go on business
trips, every time she would give us a whole lot of hugs and kisses before
she left home, but both my brother and | knew that this did not mean
goodbye, because she would soon enough return for one or more items
of her mobile phone, her watch, her passport, her tickets that she had
forgotten... But this isn’t all, Mammy once attempted to travel with little
brother’s passport from Beijing via Hong Kong to the United States, quite
unbelievable, isn’t it! Present day e-tickets have come as a saviour to our
Mammy as she will no longer have to worry about losing her return ticket
and not being able to fly home!

Our dum-dum Mammy'’s driving is very good indeed, well at least much
better than the average female driver, but she hardly knows her way around
Beijing. Once we wanted to go to Chaoyang Park after visiting the zoo, but
Mammy said that she gets very confused with the many flyover bridges
around Xizhimen (the most direct route) and just wouldn’t know which one
to take, so it was best that we took the 4th Ring Road home before making
for the Park (a long roundabout route).

What we hate most about living in Beijing are those Golden Week national
holidays, when one works during the weekend and rest during the weekdays,
we can never clearly work out which days we have to go to school and
which days we are off. On one particular occasion, Mammy dug us out of
bed then got us ready for school, and it was a great piece of luck that we
bumped into our neighbouring schoolmate as we walked out of the house.
But it is such a pity though that she cannot be more silly and tell us to stay
at home when school is on.

Dum-dum Mammy often cooks us delicious Chinese and Western dishes
when she is at home. She is ace with her spicy peppercorn prawns, braised
spare ribs, apple pie and she even does some very good dumplings. But
busying herself for half a day over the preparation of some mouthwatering
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Hainanese chicken rice and then forgetting to switch on the rice cooker is

just one of her many mishaps in the kitchen. &

=]
A few years ago, our Mammy began writing for a newspaper column, her %
reason being that she wanted to set an example for me and my brother, ’:F
because both of us really loathed compositions. Since Mammy added the g

tasks of an author to her already very hectic days, she has involved herself
in even more silly things. Nonetheless, my brother and | are honestly very
supportive of her writing career, because then while she is focused on
her writing she may be too occupied to notice us disassembling electrical
appliances and dressing up as samurais sword fighting on top of cupboards
... but most importantly, playing electronic games!
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HOME IS WHERE YOUR HEART IS

I have a father who is infatuated with travel, memory tells me that he
has never been home for more than a week at any one time, but travel-

Y
¥

T

ling with him is one of life’s greatest joys as many of his companions can j’i
testify. He would lead a rundown of the local gastronomies likely to be 7=
encountered enroute, setting all our mouths water and giving us a taste T
of things to come with this feast for our minds and spirits, and needless ‘Z
to say, we look forward to the journey with great anticipation. Whether we -
actually stopover to enjoy the many different culinary delights, we always %
begin with a banquet style meal when we arrive at our ultimate destina- %
tion and my dear father would invariably sum up the much satisfied meal -
with his signature catchphrase “A filled stomach lets you miss home less.” P

-
My father has travelled far and wide, and the countries he has yet to set foot =
in can be counted on one’s fingers, but his primary prerequisite for visiting :;f

or returning to a country has to be its food. | have been on numerous long
journeys with my parents since the age of three, my father and | would often
engross ourselves in the world of food whilst travelling, but as my mother
came from a very respectable family - her upbringing and education did
not warrant her to dwell endlessly on trivial subjects such as food - she
would most certainly have thrown cold water on our discussions to wake
and remind us that the scenery should be a feast for the eyes and not one
for the mouth. Fortunate or unfortunate, instead of being blessed with all
my mother’s virtues, | have largely inherited my father’s easygoing and
carefree attitude towards life, and that includes his enthusiasm to roam
around the world relentlessly in pursuit of food.

My education in England started in the early 80s when the miners’
strike and economic recession constantly hit the headlines; spending
cuts, massive unemployment, quality standards declined in every trade,
including restaurants. But my most memorable recollections of food has to
be during these years in England. Our Singaporean classmate would turn
her Bak kut teh spices brought over from home into a pot of wonderfully
aromatic spare rib soup. The Spanish Venezuelan couple would execute
a simple yet delicate tortilla of potato and onion wedges fried golden in
olive oil. As for us from the food haven of Hong Kong, we just had to be a
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cut above the rest and display that little extra talent. Up real early to the

] fish market and back with a sizable box of fresh scallops for under £10,
£ opened and washed then steamed three to five minutes simply accentuates
?g the delicious sweetness of these creatures, they get snapped up even
7 before the soy sauce and scallion scented oil are sprinkled on. A big slab
‘i of pork belly from the supermarket, skin pierced and thickly covered in salt
then roasted, metamorphoses into a piece of crispy pork belly with smells
v you can pick up a street away. Duck tongues and gizzards cheap from
= Chinatown then marinated, Western students would hold a duck tongue in
. their mouths and roar with laughter around the accommodation, “So French
g kissing a duck can be such a lot of pleasure!”
z
g If my memory of England springs notes of ginger and garlic, spring onion
— and anise pepper, then my memory of France is one of elegance and
5 sophistication, especially that of Katherine’s cooking. | would be up in the

morning savouring the coffee that she had brewed and enjoying croissants
with her homemade conserves, when she would return from the market
with her baskets of shopping. Katherine's golden rule for cooking is to
let the food show its true character and any ingredients in her hands can
work wonders. Friends who wished to come to our little apartment and
take pleasure in Katherine’s cooking were required to bring along a bottle
of the best table wine, since only good wine can complement good food.
It has been almost ten years since | lost contact with Katherine but her
cooking will forever keep my passion for France alive. The last time | was
in Paris, an excellent English friend of mine, who regularly lived in France,
guided us round the streets and alleys in search of food. This particular
restaurant owner who was well acquainted with my friend had overheard
our conversation in English and was rather surprised, he said to my friend
in French, “Your English is very good!” My friend gave me a wink; it was a
little hard to imagine that this guy, a descendant of English nobility, would
persistently frequent the food paradise of Paris and blend in so thoroughly
with the locals.

A recent trip to Tokyo turned out to be a revelation. The moment |
stepped into the basement of the Isetan department store in Shinjuku
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district, my breath was taken away and | could hear my heart pounding
in my head. Before me stood these shining crystal cabinets with their chic
sales assistants and a harmonious rendition of Ave Maria resonated in the
background, but instead of the usual displays of jewellery and cosmetics
were these exhibitions of beautifully presented food creations! | was
literally spellbound by this sanctuary for food lovers, its impact on my
senses was far greater than any museums | had ever visited.

On finishing these few lines, | would ready myself for the flight back
to Beijing. | reminded myself to confirm the evening reservation for a
Sichuan fish hotpot restaurant before my afternoon takeoff, this particular
restaurant would only hold your table until six. All this time, my father was
busy unpacking after his return to Hong Kong the previous night. From one
of the luggage compartments, he fished out some dried anchovies that
he had just bought on his Phuket diving trip, which prompted him to the
dried béche de mer from his Yantai excursion a week or so ago and that
he had actually forgotten to instruct our long serving Philippine maid to
soak the dried seafood and then stew it with some spring onions. He then
turned and squeezed a packet of Scottish shortbread into my bag, “It’s
snowing in Beijing, they would keep you warm.” and then glanced at the
clock and abruptly left for the kitchen to prepare a stir-fry of leafy tatsai
and glutinous rice sticks. After all, it seems the underlying basis of my
father’s catchphrase relies on a hearty meal of homeland dishes prior to
leaving home.
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