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Preface

‘To the ruler, the people are Heaven; to the people, food is Heaven’
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MY GRANDMOTHER LILY Kwok was born in a small village in Southern China in 1918, confounding the midwife who’d predicted that she must be a boy because she had kicked so hard in the womb. That independence, strength and energy stayed with her all her life. Lily is 88 now, and still a fit, intelligent and – I’m afraid to say – stubborn woman despite all that she has been through. She and I are very alike. Lily and my mother, Mabel, inspired and shaped much of what I have done with my life: my success at school and in business; my return to the catering trade; my journey back to China to rediscover my roots, and in doing so, discovering her roots too. Her story is my story, and it’s the story of Sweet Mandarin.

My sisters and I were immersed from birth in the Chinese catering business – the fourth generation of our family to make a living from food. We grew up in a family firm that was built on decades of graft and hard-earned experience, and we were expected to give up our evenings and weekends to help out behind the counter or in the kitchen. Not surprisingly, by the time we were teenagers we just wanted a way out. I became a lawyer, Lisa, my twin, a financier and Janet an engineer, but for all our efforts to escape we found ourselves choosing to follow in Mabel and Lily’s footsteps in the end. We opened our own restaurant together in 2004, and called it Sweet Mandarin.

None of our friends in the Manchester Chinese community understood why we were doing it. The restaurant business is a very demanding one – the hours are long, the work hard and the economics precarious. One moment you’re in the black, the next something unexpected has plunged you into the red. It’s a tough, male-dominated world too, so why would three twenty-something professional ladies with good degrees and white-collar careers want to risk it all for something they’d seen their parents slave over all their lives?

Our friends in Manchester had done everything they could to avoid taking on any responsibility for their own parents’ restaurants and takeaways, even moving hundreds of miles away so it was impossible for their family to call them up and expect them to rush home to help out. Living any nearer would involve a burden of guilt and obligation from which they were desperate to be free. I could count on one hand the number of my Chinese peers who were going back into catering.

They thought we were taking a step backwards, and even at the huge street party we held for the restaurant’s launch, with firecrackers and performers and champagne, I could see them quietly shaking their heads over the choice we’d made. The generation above them understood though. I remember old Chinese – the bosses of the established Chinatown restaurants and supermarkets – smiling on us with respect. It was an acknowledgement that we were carrying the flickering, dimming torch for a new generation, and they wished their own sons and daughters would do the same, keeping the community alive and handing down traditional recipes and family business know-how to their own children.

Opening my own restaurant gave me all those things; it was much, much more than a chance to test my entrepreneurial streak. It brought me closer to my sisters, for a start, and though I’m the voice for all of us in this book, they share this heritage with me as well as the work of setting up Sweet Mandarin. It also introduced me to my grandmother and mother all over again and opened up a bridge between us that crossed East and West, uniting the present and the past. I came to understand what their lives had been, and what my generation represented to them.

Lisa, Janet and I had problems getting our business off the ground, but all our slog and late nights were nothing compared to Mabel and Lily’s struggle. They arrived in Britain from Hong Kong with nothing, strangers in a foreign country. Everything they had they built from sheer perseverance and toil, and everything we had came from them.

Every Saturday morning, my mother, grandmother and I shop at the Chinese supermarket. We buy stock for the kitchens at Sweet Mandarin and food for our own home cooking. In the past I’d only known the barest facts about my grandmother’s long life, but when we began these weekly trips she started to reveal the real story, bit by bit. I’d known some things already – just the anecdotes and the funny characters that make up family folklore – but now the detail and the scale of what my grandmother had gone through began to emerge. It was as though each bottle or package that she picked out for our basket was tied to a different chapter of her life, and now she wanted to share it with us. When your entire family works in restaurants, food becomes a family album – an heirloom that triggers memories.

Very little has been written about the experiences of mainland Chinese immigrants to Hong Kong and to Britain, but I knew that as I discovered more about the journey my grandmother had made, and the extraordinary things that had happened to her, this was a story that had to be told. It’s shared by many of the Chinese who settled in this country, who also carved out a place in their new homeland through the catering trade.

It’s a story that will be familiar to immigrants all over the world – and not just those from China – those who leave their place of birth behind to build a home in a new country, often struggling to survive. My story is about my grandmother, my mother and myself: three generations of independent Chinese women whose lives take in Guangzhou in southern China in the 1920s, colonial Hong Kong in the 1930s, the horrors of the Japanese occupation and a changing England from the 1950s to the present day. Like all families, we’ve been caught up in the times we lived in, shaken by the unpredictable and devastating upheavals in the Far East in the twentieth century, but the women in my family have always come through and lived to tell their tales.

There is no other book that can tell this story because no one else has walked in our shoes. Like the Chinese cooking which has saved us, my family fortunes contain layers of meaning and wisdom that cannot be easily explained. This is a book that is written from the heart and which seeks to remember past generations with gratitude and thanks; it is both a witness to the kindness and cruelty of people and a demonstration of how resilient human beings can be. Sometimes it seems as if the most terrible of times have brought out the best in my family.

I offer you this book in the spirit of Lily Kwok’s Chicken Curry, Mabel’s Claypot and Buddha’s Golden Picnic Basket, and in honour of the exceptional women who gave me a chance in the world.

Gambei – Cheers!

Helen Tse


Chapter One

THE LITTLE SACK OF RICE

GUANGZHOU, CHINA 1918–1925

‘The journey of a thousand miles starts with one step’
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MY GRANDMOTHER LILY grew up in a small farming village close to the city of Guangzhou, a port on the Pearl River in southeastern China. Downstream of the city, the Pearl splits into a vast delta and spills into the South China Sea, and on either side of its mouth lie the prosperous old colonies of Hong Kong and Macau. Guangzhou has always been called ‘the Flower City’ because it has warm, wet, monsoon weather which means that, unusually for China, flowers bloom there all year round.

According to local folktales, the fields of flowers which surrounded the city first blossomed when five celestial deities rode in on five rams, each with an ear of rice in its mouth. The immortals gave the rice ears to the farmers and promised them that there would never be famine in Guangzhou. When they flew away, they left behind the rams who turned into stone and became the sculptures which now sit in Yuexiu Park in the city. The legend is beautiful, and promises prosperity, but when my grandmother was born in the region in 1918 she only knew extreme poverty.
 
When I was a teenager my grandmother and I would spend hours watching her favourite Chinese language soap operas together. I could barely understand a word the actors said and the simple plots wound on endlessly, but the folk-story style was easy enough for me to follow, and every week we tuned in eagerly to get our fix of melodrama. One storyline came up again and again: an evil landlord would turf out a young woman and her child when she fell behind with the rent and rejected his amorous advances. She would then cry a lot, before being rescued by a handsome kung fu fighter, who arrived in the village with a flourish. Naively, I once asked my grandmother if that was what it was really like in the pre-revolutionary China she had known. ‘If only,’ she sighed, shaking her head.

She didn’t make much of the deprivation she’d known as a child, but I knew that unlike me, she’d never taken the comfort of a warm bed and a well-stocked kitchen for granted. Her China was still recovering from its catastrophic losses in World War One when the 1918–19 Spanish Flu pandemic struck, killing over 20 million people – even more lives were lost than in the war itself. Piles of corpses littered China’s vast plains.

Her father, Leung, and her mother, Tai Po, were betrothed to each other long before the war broke out. The marriage wasn’t founded on romance, but a contract formulated by their parents, and they were only four years old when the match was made. Their engagement followed a strict set of practices dictated by a Chinese tradition called ‘Three Letters and Six Etiquettes’ which marked the progress of their union from match to marriage, and all families, rich or poor, observed these stages which had been laid down over two and a half thousand years previously during the Warring States period of Chinese history.

The most important of the six etiquettes came first. Leung’s parents singled out Tai Po as a suitable daughter-in-law by hiring an astrologer to make calculations based on the date and place of her birth; they then dispatched a matchmaker to formally propose to the newborn girl’s parents. Tai Po and Leung grew up knowing about their engagement, and even met a few times. Each of the etiquettes was marked by a ceremonial performance or a formal letter.

The ‘Gift Letter’ detailed an inventory of goods that formed a kind of inverse dowry, sent by the groom’s parents to the bride, rather than vice versa. To Tai Po, who was all of 11 and had nothing to call her own, it must have seemed like a dazzling array. Parcels of teas and spices, lotus seeds, baskets of fruit and red and green beans, bottles of wine, spindles of hair ribbon, bridal cakes and packages of delicacies were showered on her. Who knows whether she could have fully understood the implications of accepting them, but she wouldn’t have had much choice in the matter.

When she was 14 an astrologer was consulted once more to work out an auspicious date for the wedding, which was set for a year later. A final letter was presented on the day of the wedding ceremony itself, and confirmed and commemorated the formal acceptance of Tai Po into my great-grandfather Leung’s family.

In today’s China people marry whom they choose for love, but my great-grandparents were as good as strangers on their wedding day. That morning Tai Po would have been dressed by her mother and sisters in red – for luck and good fortune – before being taken to the groom’s home for the ceremony. She never went back – from that day on, Tai Po belonged to Leung and his family by both civil and religious law.

I’m told Leung was terrified by the formal rituals and cried throughout the proceedings, and though my great-grandmother was no older than him, she comforted and tried to reassure him. Her family wasn’t wealthy and she brought barely anything with her to the marriage other than a few handmade kitchen utensils and some sticks of furniture; in keeping with tradition the new couple moved into Leung’s parents’ house, where they were expected to behave according to a strict code of propriety.

They were forbidden to show any overt affection for one another, and Tai Po’s duty was to obey and serve her mother-in-law. She did the housework and she worked in the fields of the family farm, but her most important task was producing a male heir for the family – everything else was secondary. Leung and Tai Po were lucky that although their marriage was arranged they got on well despite the pressures they faced from Leung’s clan.

As they worked and lived side by side they developed a mutual respect which soon deepened into love. As daughter-in-law, Tai Po had the lowest status in the household, and Leung was bound to defer to his parents always, but he managed to be a supportive, caring husband who stood by her through hard times. They were hard times, too. My great-grandmother gave birth to and lost three sons, none of whom survived beyond their second birthday, and although in the end she gave Leung six children who survived to adulthood, they were all girls.

Some of my grandmother’s first memories are of her brothers’ deaths. She remembers the eldest sleeping in his cot one night, and then, the next day when he did not wake, the way that her mother screamed. A dark cloud fell on the house. For months her parents were tearful and solemn; no one in the family was allowed to speak about what had happened.

The villagers viewed the deaths with superstition, and some began to suggest that Leung’s family was cursed. When her third son died, Tai Po demanded that they move to another house, thinking that the very ground on which their shack stood must have been cursed by an evil spirit, but no one would buy it – everyone knew about the baby boys and was afraid that they too would be jinxed if they bought the house.

It’s difficult for twenty-first century Westerners to grasp how big a blow it was for my great-grandfather to lose those baby boys one by one. In Chinese families, even today, boys are treated like kings. I’m one of four – three girls, and a boy who was born last and to a real fanfare, even in our not-so traditional family. The whole household celebrated his birth for several days in grand style, toasting his future and congratulating themselves on having a male heir at last. It shows the influence of our home culture – the son is the one who will carry on the family business and look after the parents when they are too old to work. For my great-grandfather Leung to lose three sons was disastrous.

Leung’s mother bullied Tai Po about her failure to produce an heir, stirring up trouble in the mourning household. It was cruel, but grounded in a real fear – China was a patrilineal society and Leung’s six daughters were growing up with no rights over their own inheritance, so if there was no son, the family lost every entitlement to its own property, land and business. When my great-grandfather Leung died, everything he owned would be passed to his nearest male descendant – probably a nephew – leaving my grandmother and her sisters at the mercy of fate.

While Leung still lived the family bloodline continued, and when his parents died he and Tai Po came into sole possession of the house and the land around it. Its walls were made of dried, plastered mud and its roof was straw. There was only one room, which had a stone floor where the children played and where work was done during the day. At night, sleeping mats were rolled out, and each person found their narrow patch of floor.

The cramped conditions meant that the hut was infested with lice and other parasites which crawled over any bits of skin that poked out from under blankets and clothing. They crawled through the family’s hair and bit into their scalps and ears, raising lumps. When they shook out the cloth sheets in the morning before folding them away, my grandmother told me you could hear the clicking noise of the insects hitting the stone floor, swollen and red with the blood they’d sucked.

The land around Guangzhou where the village stood didn’t have the city’s soft climate. No flower could bloom all year round there. The winters were long and bitterly cold, and Leung’s girls were out in all weathers collecting grass and dried husks for the family fire. If there wasn’t enough to keep the fire going, the temperature fell rapidly, and any other fuel was too expensive to contemplate.

The mud walls were inadequate and during the rainy season the house was both wet and cold, twisting Tai Po’s joints with rheumatism. In summer it was hot and humid, and the family baked inside the little hut, so like the rest of the village, they preferred to sleep outside when the season was at its height.

When I travelled to Guangzhou in 2002 I stayed in a hotel that was housed in a skyscraper, flanked by a mall through which an endless parade of well-dressed and affluent shoppers paraded in the latest designer labels. The complex stood in the middle of a spaghetti junction of roads that were jammed with cars belching exhaust fumes. It seemed to me as though China had accelerated through several centuries’ worth of change in just a few short decades; it would have been unrecognisable to Leung and Tai Po.

They were raising their family in a village that had followed the same patterns of agriculture and social customs for hundreds and hundreds of years. People grew their food in their own vegetable patches and paddy-fields. There were no medicines other than traditional remedies, and scant communication with the outside world. To be born a farmer meant to die as one, trapped in a cycle of poverty that was bequeathed to the next generation, and in order to survive famine, flooding and periodic attacks by bandits, everyone worked doggedly towards a common goal – feeding and clothing their families.

It was worse for women. That same patrilineal system of inheritance condemned girls to be a burden – they were subhuman, their birth to be dreaded. Mao Tse Tung once wrote that all Chinese people had three ropes around their necks: political authority, clan authority and religious authority. He omitted to mention that a woman has a fourth: the authority of her husband.

It was engrained in the Chinese feudal social system long before Mao, when Confucius sanctioned the age-old domination of fathers over daughters and husbands over wives, incorporating it into the conservative values of Confucianism – with its emphasis on strong ethics, the importance of family and respect for elders, and above all a cold and logical approach to man’s problems. Even at the beginning of the twentieth century Confucius was still the predominant influence on most Chinese people, and for thousands of years political power had gone hand in hand with the control and subjugation of women.

Not only did they have no rights over property or the work they put into a family’s prosperity, but they couldn’t count on having their voices heard when decisions were made which affected the family and wider clan. Education was certainly not an option, which was a great shame for my grandmother – an intelligent and inquisitive child – but the course of her life was set out at birth. She would be married to a man her parents chose, and she would be little more than his property, with no will of her own.

A Chinese saying sums it up: ‘Having married a cock she must follow the cock; having married a dog she must follow the dog; having married a carrying pole she must carry it for life.’ All that lay ahead of Lily was a life of discrimination, poverty and drudgery.

You could say she was lucky as the third girl born to a rural family – lucky that her parents weren’t so desperate that they abandoned or murdered her to save the family’s scarce resources. Every year in that period thousands of baby girls died simply because of their sex; they were poisoned, left exposed on the hillsides, suffocated or buried alive, and some mothers even believed that the sacrifice of a daughter guaranteed the birth of a son the following year. I can even imagine that they convinced themselves that sentencing their female offspring to death was better than condemning them to life as a woman in China, though it’s hard to grasp the sheer wretchedness that would lead someone to believe that.

Leung was ahead of his time because he felt strongly that his daughters were valuable in their own right, and that even though they weren’t the much longed for sons, they too would contribute to the all-important family tree. Their efforts might not bear fruit until a future generation, but they would not be wasted. My grandmother took this conviction, and her own natural self-belief and determination, and changed her destiny; in doing so, she changed the destiny of her daughters and their daughters in turn.

When I was at school I always knew that I wanted to become a lawyer, and my parents would worry that the law wasn’t the right profession for a woman – it was a man’s world, as far as they were concerned – but my grandmother only encouraged me. She told me a story that her father, Leung, often told her when she was a little girl, which summed up all he believed about the value of patience and a steadfast commitment to one’s own ambitions whatever happened.

In the tale, an eccentric old man announces to his village that he will demolish two mountains so that he can run a road south to the Han river. His neighbour scoffs, ‘That’s ridiculous! How can one man dispose of so much earth and stones?’ The old man replies simply, ‘Though I shall die, I shall leave behind my son, and my son’s son. From generation to generation I hand this task. Since these mountains cannot grow any larger, why shouldn’t we be able to level them?’ After five generations the mountains were finally flattened, and the road built.

That story stuck with her all her life. Her father always told her that even though she was a girl, she could earn her place in the world and leave a legacy for her own children and grandchildren, just like the man in the story who moved the mountains. It was a valuable lesson, and as she lugged buckets of water, helped her mother in the shack or laboured in the fields day in and day out, that story must have become a mantra for her. As Leung struggled with poverty and poor harvests, his whole family worked together for their own survival, sowing, watering and harvesting the crops that would fill their bellies. Their clothes were simple, coarse cotton, and the tools they had were primitive and mended many times over, but they were bonded together knowing that they all depended on one another.

There was always a crowd of younger children in the village who were too small to help in the fields or be parcelled out to local factories, and as there was no school they were left pretty much to their own devices for a few years. At first Lily ran wild with the other girls and boys, getting into scrapes and earning a reputation for being a good-natured, if obstinate, little child.

She had fat cheeks which were made ruddy with cold by the sharp winter weather, and flat East Asian bones framing a fleshy little button of a nose and full, red lips. She wore her hair in little mismatched pigtails and had a wicked smile that revealed a row of tiny, rotten, milk teeth. She still has that grin, of pure mischief, despite her age. She was best-known for her eyes though, which were dark and piercing, and always curious. You always got the sense that she was trying to work something – or someone – out, and that her mind was whirring away.

To keep out the cold she wore a meen lap, or thick padded jacket made from deep red cotton, a hand-me-down from her elder sister. Somehow, Lily never seemed to grow into the coat, and was utterly dwarfed by it, which made the other villagers laugh. They affectionately called her ‘sack of rice’, and teased her mercilessly.

‘What’s that?’ her father would joke as she waddled past in the red jacket, with only the tips of her fingers poking from the sleeves and the collar up to her ears, ‘I’ve never seen a sack of rice that could carry itself. Somebody catch it and store it in the barn!’ Then he’d chase a giggling Lily round the small yard, making her scream and laugh and beg him to stop.

There was no money for toys so the sisters played ‘paper, scissors, stone’ for hours at a time, lining up opposite one another and counting to three, before ‘revealing’ what they had in their clenched palms. My grandmother taught my mother, and my mother taught us 20 years later, and Janet, Lisa and I would play it on the back seat of the car as she drove us home from school. It kept us every bit as entertained as it had our grandmother in that far-away village.

The hamlet sat on a vast, open plain of land crossed by a series of small rivers, all of which led to the mighty Pearl River itself. There were about 30 huts of different sizes, some more sturdy than others, all backing on to a lake. At the back of each house was a set of steps which led straight down to the water’s edge where the women of each family washed clothes and bedrolls. At one end of the village was a bridge that led to the road to Guangzhou, and every morning the peasants would gather there, hoping to catch a ride to the city to look for work.

Despite the privations of life in the village, the atmosphere was communal and lively. Everyone knew everyone else’s business, and the few hundred residents were all related somehow, either by blood or by marriage. Leung’s family lived next to the fish-pond, alongside the village pigpens. The pigs themselves were usually at liberty to roam around the small yards and root for food, and they were a great source of entertainment for the smaller children.

My grandmother and her sisters would dare each other to ride on the pigs in a pint-sized Chinese rodeo – whoever stayed on the furious animals longest won, and Lily still rocks with laughter when she tells me how hard it was. A fully grow pot-bellied pig is almost the same height as a little Chinese peasant girl, and the wiry hair on their backs is wickedly ticklish. The girls would have to chase the pigs then try to vault on to them as their friends raced behind, pulling the beasts’ curly tails to make them buck and run faster.

The pigs were filthy and their riders always ended up being tossed into the mud, so at the end of the day the little ‘sack of rice’ would come home plastered from head to foot in dirt, stinking to high heaven. Tai Po wouldn’t let her into the house, and would toss her into the fish-pond to wash off the worst – a quick dunk in the chilly water served as a scolding for Lily’s naughtiness too, but I doubt it put her off the pig rodeo for long.

The huts didn’t have kitchens, but kept their fires for warmth alone. Everyone in the village shared a cooking area next to the well, and as the women spent a good deal of their day there, it was a hotbed of news and gossip about all the goings-on.

There was a single clay kiln oven that was stoked with wood or coal and had two levels. The top was an open fire for boiling up soups, a staple of the peasant diet, eked out with barley, pieces of dried meat preserved with salt and broken bits of tofu. Ginger would be thrown into the pot too, to keep the body warm, kill off bacteria and add its distinctive tang to the otherwise plain broth.

The open fire was also used for cooking with large, round, iron pans called woks. The women fanned the cinders with bamboo bellows until the coals glowed red hot, and flames escaped that were large enough to lick all the way round the pan and sear the food that was frying, sealing in its flavour. This skill is called wok-hey or ‘breath of the wok’, and takes some mastering, but it makes the wok the most versatile of cooking tools. You could stir fry vegetables or braise a freshly caught fish whole, and the intoxicating smell of the food being skillfully turned this way and that by a savvy cook would spread through the village, drawing a hungry crowd.

Under the fire was an oven were the women baked soya beans and rice. When times were hard and stocks fell low, there was sweet potato to make up the shortfall. They grew in abundance on the small strips of land that weren’t rich enough for the more valuable crops, and would be roasted in their own husks, giving off a whiff of toffee as they caramelised. Peel off the skin, and the pulp inside is cooked to a sweet, piping-hot mush – real comfort food, even if it didn’t have much nutritional value.

I can imagine how good it must have tasted to the workers after a long, bitterly cold day on the fields; you would have gobbled it down quickly, burning your mouth, then felt it travel all the way down to your empty, rumbling stomach. Sweet potatoes kept hunger away when the villagers were desperate, but my grandmother also recalls that they made everyone fart atrociously, so perhaps that’s one reason why they weren’t popular – when a whole family shared one small room, flatulence was the last thing you wanted!

For most of the year their diet was bland and monotonous, stoked with bowls of sticky rice flavoured with salty soy sauce. Treats were few and far between, but families saved up to splash out on lap cheong, strings of dried and fatty pork sausages studded with greasy nubs, like a sort of sweet salami. They were reserved for Chinese New Year, when they were dished up on beds of fluffy white rice flavoured by the aromatic lap cheong juices. My grandmother still goes into raptures remembering this delicacy, and the way that she and her friends would suck every single grain of rice to relish every last particle of the succulent lap cheong grease.

Each family carried their food back from the cooking area to eat it at their own hut, perched on small stools with a bowl of rice in one hand and a set of chopsticks in the other. When Lily talks about the village of her childhood, it’s the aroma of the food that she remembers first, snaking out from the great oven that glowed in the heart of the village, and down the small alleyways between the shacks, drawing the young girls home to their family and to supper.

It was a simple life, lived at subsistence level and its pleasures were simple too, despite the hardships. Days, weeks, months and years slowly passed by, and eventually Lily was old enough to be put to work herself. While the countryside had stagnated for centuries, the Industrial Revolution was now spreading out from the largest cities and beginning to transform lives in the nearby villages. Factories were springing up to feed the silk industry, which was now expanding with the new production methods, and flooding the world with cheaper and cheaper silk. They needed cheap labour.

Many families began to look to the new factories as a source of income, and Leung was no exception. All his six daughters would eventually wait every morning on the other side of the bridge for a ride to Guangzhou and a job in a silk factory, and my grandmother was just five years old when she joined her mother and older sisters on the factory floor.

When Lily talks about her time there her face clouds over and I can tell that her memories are not just vivid but still painful. The women and children worked 12-hour days, 7 days a week, among the deafening clatter of the machines, louder and stranger than anything Lily would have known in her childhood in the village. She was terrified.

The silk-worm cocoons were softened in vast vats of boiling water that steamed and churned constantly, then skimmed out and given to the youngest children whose small, nimble fingers were considered best suited to picking off the floss before the cocoons passed on to the next stage.

Tai Po and the other women spun the silk into thread on iron looms, and then the fibre was rolled on to drums. The factory was flooded with steam from the boiling vats which kept the air humid and ensured that the precious silk thread didn’t break. There was little ventilation, and everyone struggled for breath. As the women leaned back and forth, back and forth across the loom, beads of sweat dripped from their foreheads on to the silk as it coiled into piles on the factory floor, a slow accumulation of profit for the factory bosses.

There were no such thing as workers’ rights and the manufacturers wielded the power of any feudal landlord, exploiting the women and children as they fancied. For a short period, the shifts were even dragged out to 16 hours a day using the excuse that the Chinese must work harder than the Japanese in order to save China. The children’s fingers peeled from constant contact with hot water and the fine thread sliced into the women’s hands, but they had no choice except to continue to work.

When Guangzhou’s swampy weather was at its most sweltering, the conditions indoors became even more excruciating. There was no let-up, and the children had to remain standing for the whole 12-hour shift. One day Lily couldn’t take it any more and lost consciousness, slipping to the floor. She had barely opened her eyes again when the foreman seized her hand and plunged it into one of the open vats to ‘wake her up’ – anyone who held up productivity must be made an example of, after all.

Her hand began to swell and blister and the five year old burst into tears, in terrible pain. No other child or woman spoke up to defend her or take the foreman to task; not even her own mother, Tai Po, dared do anything. Young as she was, Lily understood that she must not protest, or else she and her mother and sisters would lose their jobs, and there were hundreds of other peasants who would willingly fill their places.

Later her mother comforted her, but she still cried herself to sleep. Her father had told her the story of the man who moved the two mountains, and Tai Po had explained that for a short period of sacrifice, a better life could be built in the future, and the little girl had to steel herself with those thoughts.

Meanwhile, Leung was determined to find a way to bring that better life to his family. Even though he worked in the fields like any of the other villagers, they had him marked out for his ambition. Leung had a plan, and now he set about putting it into action while everyone else carried on just as their parents had done before, whether out of fear of change or laziness.

I like to think that Leung’s single-mindedness is a trait that runs down through the generations of our family all the way to his great-granddaughters. We have always been able to make the best of any situation. My grandmother was to transform herself from penniless immigrant to the owner of a flourishing business in 1950s’ Britain, and my mother and father changed the course of the family’s fortunes in the 1970s, but Leung was the first to lift us out of the cycle of rural deprivation.

He took the gamble of not selling his soy bean crop at the local markets, but turning it into soy sauce itself – a premium product that he could sell to the highest bidders as he chose. He set aside a small amount of farming land to build his tiny factory, a hut for processing the raw beans. He took on ten men to do the work, and as he had no money to pay wages, he promised them enough rice and soy to feed their families for half a year. They could barter the rice for other goods in the markets, too.

Like Leung, they were ordinary farmers with families, but now that the Guangzhou region was being sapped by share-cropping they had fallen on hard times and were grateful for the chance my great-grandfather offered. They were adaptable – they had to be – constructing the hut itself first, then becoming skilled and loyal factory hands.

Leung’s plan of action was simple but effective. When the modest factory was built he split his team into two. Three or four were assigned to the harvesting and grinding of the soy beans, and the rest were tasked with carrying the endless buckets of water needed to dilute the pulp, or to lugging the tanks of finished sauce.

From the first day on, Leung would arrive at the factory to be met by a fresh crowd of desperate labourers begging for work. They offered to work for less than Leung’s ten men, suggesting wages that could barely have kept them fed, but my great-grandfather remained loyal to his original workers and the agreement he’d made. He gave them a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work and they gave their all in return. The soy sauce began to flow.

At this point, Leung contemplated his second gamble. He had to find a market for his product, and the restaurants and stalls of Guangzhou were the obvious place to start, but he decided to look further afield, with an eye to breaking new ground and driving up the business’ potential, so he took a boat down the river to Hong Kong.

In the 1920s Hong Kong was booming. Life on the mainland had become increasingly precarious as rival political factions struggled to get the upper hand, and the ancient subsistence farming system clashed with a new industrial revolution, and the British colony had begun to look like a safe refuge – stable and prosperous. It had become cheaper and easier for immigrants to travel there, and the city’s working-class population expanded exponentially. Guangzhou was already shipping most of its produce down the Pearl River into the maw of the British colony, and the openings for good products with enterprising salesmen were potentially limitless.

Sometimes they were fortunate and found work and a reasonable place to live, often they found less pay and even poorer living conditions than they had known in China. Seamen and labourers were worst affected, living cheek by jowl in buildings no better than flop-houses, perhaps with ten or more strangers sharing a room.

Unscrupulous landlords rented the rooms by the hour, and some enterprising sailors sublet their bed when they were at sea, collecting precious whisky and cigarettes as rent. Every day they survived on a single portion of rice cooked as congee, a tasteless porridge that served as breakfast, lunch and dinner – a never-ending starchy monotony.

This was the Hong Kong that Leung was getting to know as he journeyed down river from Guangzhou to investigate, and it was part and parcel of the glamorous, decadent British colony. For years wages had remained stagnant as prices rose, and as Leung went from street to street he caught the mood of the workers. He witnessed firsthand the great seamen’s strike of 1922, when Chinese protesters turned against the governor, demanding to be paid as well as non-Chinese workers.

He had never doubted his own peasant belief that men must continue to work regardless of hardship, but now he saw an entire city out on the streets in solidarity, from bus conductors to factory workers, clerks and sailors.

I would guess that the strike taught him two lessons – the power of the Chinese mob and exactly what could be achieved by sheer force of will; and that the Chinese, whether they have money in their pockets or not, love to eat. Throughout the strike the restaurants and eateries had remained buoyant, creaming a profit from the marchers. A reassuring thought to anyone in the catering business.

The restaurant trade was expanding rapidly and in every establishment from the high-class eateries to the lowliest street booths, every table bore a bottle of soy sauce, and every dish waited to be seasoned with Leung’s own recipe.

Leung raved to Tai Po about the new life their family would have in Hong Kong, and his eyes lit up with ambition. All was going well, and if his hunch was right and he threw his back into hawking his soy sauce to every chef he could find, the potential was breathtaking. The family was on the road to prosperity.


Chapter Two

SOY SAUCE DELIGHT

HONG KONG 1925–1930

‘A child’s life is like a piece of paper on which every person leaves a mark’

[image: image Missing]

 

WHEN I WAS living in Hong Kong in 2002 and working as a lawyer, I found the city as exciting as it was overwhelming, a real assault on my senses. For my first few weeks there I was joined by Lily, my mother and father, brother and sisters, and we explored the city together. It was furiously busy, teeming with people going about their business at a frenetic pace against a backdrop of both the beautiful old colonial buildings and the modern high-rises, jam-packed with life. Pause for a moment on a street corner to try and take in the sights and smells, and you’d cause a pile up; the flow of humanity was unstoppable.

My mother had always been keen that I visit the place where she grew up; it held a special place in her heart. She somehow hadn’t realised that it would be different though, and when she came to visit me there she was taken aback by the way the city had evolved. The first thing she said – astonishing herself – was, ‘I feel more British than Chinese.’

It’s hard to imagine how much Hong Kong has changed since my grandmother first laid eyes on the city that rose above Victoria Harbour in 1925. She was a wide-eyed seven year old perched on her father’s knee as they bobbed into the choppy harbour waters on the little Guangzhou
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