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Zao Fan: Breakfast of China

There is something remarkably unpretentious about breakfast. Despite the well-known phrase, it is often considered the least important meal of the day, even within the spectrum of Chinese cooking, where lunch and dinner represent exquisite banquets, the artistry of chefs and years of skill and training. Many breakfast stalls, on the other hand, prepare just one dish or a few bites for a tiny sum of money.

When I first visited China, it wasn’t the diversity of the food that surprised me but the enormous availability, at all times of day, on every street and every corner. There is food absolutely everywhere. It may sometimes feel that many of the historic markets, which sell raw ingredients through a cooperative model, have given way to Western-style mall food courts or delivery apps, but I still see the old markets sitting alongside and even embracing the new. There is a never-ending stream of new ideas and reworked classics that add texture and diversity to the conversation.

The sheer enormity, complexity and extensive history of Chinese food immediately turn any conversation about it into a philosophical study of the sublime. The vastness is both terrific and terrifying. What academic study of Chinese cuisine can provide in terms of historical insight, however, is often greatly removed from today’s lived experience and what we put in our mouths. To paraphrase Confucius: everyone eats, but few truly understand the pleasure of taste.

For every living generation of Chinese people, so much will have changed in society since they were born, but on each street the same everyday encounter still takes place: a quick breakfast on the corner that is inexpensive, humble and dependable. If we consider the country a vast tapestry of flavour, texture and processes, then the meal of breakfast is an elemental thread in a story that is still being woven.

Today, the overwhelming majority of Chinese people eat breakfast out of the home. In major cities, high population density and shared accommodation meant that until recently many didn’t have a private kitchen at home. In Shanghai, a jianbing (煎饼), a delicious savoury pancake from the city of Tianjin, costs roughly 7RMB (around 80p). This will be even less in smaller cities and towns. Hole-in-the-wall shops or noodle restaurants are staffed by a single person or a husband-and-wife team that are specialised in (or famous for) a single dish. Ordering takeaway through apps like Meituan or Eleme is so easy and affordable that even I have been guilty of ordering breakfast from across the road rather than getting properly dressed and going out.
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At breakfast stalls and shops in China, barely is anything done by machine – machinery is impersonal and robs the sellers of their pride. With jianbing, for example, each vendor wants to differentiate themselves from the next. Their skilful handwork and the tools of their trade, like a carpenter or a cobbler, are marks of distinction and symbols of mutual validation. This is not a book about factory-made croissants or industrially farmed coffee – breakfast in China is about people making food to order, every day, sometimes just to glean a small existence.

Every province, village and shop will offer exciting variations of beloved dishes that follow certain defining characteristics. There are formal, historical classifications around what we might consider ‘elevated’ regional cooking. Chinese cuisine is divided into eight broad styles, known as bada caixi (八大菜系) or the Eight Great Traditions. These are yue cai (粤菜) from Guangdong, chuan cai (川菜) from Sichuan, lu cai (鲁菜) from Shandong, hui cai (徽菜) from Anhui, min cai (闽菜) from Fujian, huaiyangcai (淮扬菜) from Jiangsu, xiangcai (湘菜) from Hunan and zhecai (浙菜) from Zhejiang.

A region like Sichuan is most notably characterised by the use of chilli and numbing pepper, a combination called mala (麻辣). This is just one of 24 detailed flavours in Sichuan cuisine, with one of my favourite, lesser known combinations being guaiwei (怪味), which translates as ‘strange flavour’ – a mix of the numbing, spicy mala and yuxiang (鱼香), or ‘fish fragrance’ (which ironically doesn’t contain fish). Sichuan’s neighbouring province, Hunan, uses less of the numbing pepper and a greater intensity of heat. Wedged in the middle there is the mega-metropolis of Chongqing, now a distinct entity from its mother province of Sichuan, which has become a hotbed of wild experimentation in trends.

The localised cuisine of Shanghai is one of the sweetest, with an emphasis on condiments and pickles to enhance other ingredients, while the Cantonese cooking of Guangdong often maintains the integrity of terroir through cooking techniques like steaming and blanching and a careful use of spice, sugar and salt. You will often hear the phrase qingdan (清淡) used to describe the light, delicate and non-greasy qualities of Cantonese cooking, which to some palates can border on bland.

The enormous province of Xinjiang is one sixth of the landmass of China, a mix of Muslim and nomadic communities that include the Kazakhs, Xibo and Tibetans to name a few. Its breakfast culture is full of tandoor-baked breads, lamb meat and fermented dairy, and it is one of the few regions that almost never uses soy sauce. Xinjiang cuisine also includes bright, cold salad dishes that contrast with other rich and pungent dishes.

Yunnan, which is not part of the eight traditional cuisines of China, is made up of over 30 ethnic groups, with influences from neighbouring Myanmar, Laos and Vietnam. Its Eden-like weather and diverse terroir allows for the cultivation of everything from wine, mushrooms, coffee and tea to an incredible diversity of fruits and vegetables.

In recent years, it has felt like every new restaurant or natural wine bar in Shanghai is serving some interpretation of Yunnanese food. The breakfast foods from this province are some of my personal favourites.

A typical breakfast menu in China is more than an assortment of delicious food, it reads like a chronicle of over 4,000 years of history. From preserved millet noodles found in tombs (see here) to the daily necessities of life documented by a bureaucrat in exile during the Song Dynasty (see here), we can witness the ancient stories that have been written into these dishes. The Chinese are arguably the most food-orientated people in the world, with food impacting everything from language and customs to rituals and behaviour.

The agricultural conditions of a province also influence its cuisine, perhaps most famously in the somewhat nebulous wheat and rice divide that separates northern and southern China. Whether cultures are nomadic, raise livestock or plant crops, the stability or scarcity of food production dictates whether a cook will conjure up a steamer of finely pleated xiao long bao or a roughly chopped sandwich filled with donkey meat. Beijingers in the north, for example, fold and bake deliciously flaky shaobing breads with a mastery of gluten and crumb, whereas in Shunde, in the south, you’re more likely to find a plate of steamed rice flour changfen with a velvety slipperiness that is almost impossible to pick up with chopsticks.

Everyone I know in China has an opinion on the food of other provinces, but there are certainly regions that are more popular than others and therefore more commercially viable, for example Cantonese. Dim sum was originally conceived in Guangdong as a simple snack of two bites to have with a cup of tea – a light meal suitable for every day. Over the twentieth century in Hong Kong, however, that slowly evolved into a long meal filled with pomp and ceremony. While it is certainly a very enjoyable experience, it also encourages us to spend more. This is a prime demonstration of the way in which capitalist market forces have become the creative engine behind changes in the Chinese diet.

The country is on track to become the largest consumer of coffee in the world by 2030, a trend that has grown alongside China’s urban development and rapidly industrialising lifestyles, growing commuter culture and the annual return of millions of students who have studied overseas. The practices of thousands of years of tea culture – in terms of cultivation, preparation and consumption – have been poured into something new yet very familiar. Few cultures prize non-alcoholic beverages like the Chinese prize tea, which may be another reason that coffee culture has been able to boom in the way that is has. It could also be argued that there was a time when a sort of aspirational internationalism drove trends, but the Chinese have never had a taste for chocolate, despite many attempts at localisation over several decades.

This eager embracing of new foods is nothing new, though. There is a long history of culinary influence and new ingredients coming to China from both near and far. Five hundred years ago, ingredients from the Americas like tomatoes, chillies and potatoes supercharged the diets of the Old World, leaving a redefined food landscape. From my experience, the idea that innovation and tradition are mutually exclusive does not exist. Unlike Western countries that have mandated recipes stored in government archives (for example in Italy, where Bolognese ragu and Neapolitan pizza are protected from change rather than preserved for posterity), Chinese cooking is fluid and flexible. Recipes like Jidan Hanbao and Yuni Bing are a response to a demand in the market for new products that are still identifiably Chinese in character but which offer innovation. However, this flexibility also has its drawbacks, as very quickly gimmicks and trends can take over and an infinite plurality of options starts to make simple experiences frustrating. There was a momentary experiment with adding all sorts of crisps and convenience shop snacks to jianbing. While these fads do not always influence cuisine for the better, we should remember that food and culture exist in a moment of time, and unless we record what is happening, the flavour of the time and these micro-realities of taste will disappear.

Nostalgia is a powerful marketing trend everywhere, and over the last decade China has seen a surge in interest in pre-revolutionary recipes, retro-style restaurant interiors and influencers like Li Ziqi and Dianxi Xiaoge, who create videos of their simple – if somewhat romanticised – life, making their own clothes and cooking with grandma in the countryside. It is now not uncommon for restaurants or coffee shops to open with the look and feel of 1960s colonial Hong Kong or a 1990s domestic setting like a living room or kitchen.

During one of the many conversations I had with my friend and chef Peiran Gong while writing this book, I asked her about her childhood in Dongbei, Northeast China. The harsh winters meant breakfast was usually eaten at home. In addition to the standard northern fare of fresh tofu with pickles and a starchy savoury broth, she recalled that her family would eat sea cucumbers with honey, a combination that she found disgusting, preferring to chop them up and mix them with soy sauce and wasabi. She also fondly remembers drinking malted milk, mai ru jing (麦乳精), and one brand in particular, called Lacovo. This instant malty drink arrived in China in the 1930s and, over the decades, became a popular breakfast for growing children because of its ease of preparation, perceived health benefits and inexpensive cost. In the 1990s it fell out of fashion, only to reappear again a few years ago in bubble teas and cakes flavoured with a nostalgic twist.

What the future holds for Chinese food as it progresses through the circular nature of capitalist trends, notions of authenticity and cultural identity (as well as the influences of returning international diaspora) is unclear, but whatever changes do take place will only continue to add to the cuisine’s rich tapestry of flavour.
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The journey to Zao Fan

In 2021, while researching this book, I found myself in Wuhan at a small restaurant – notably ‘the second best re gan mian shop’ in town according to Dianping, China’s most popular restaurant review app – which was owned by Mr and Mrs Yuan. Their shop was at the centre of the community. Mr Yuan told me how they were organising medicine and food deliveries for their vulnerable neighbours during the Covid-19 pandemic, aware of the potential dangers. He was worried for the future and how the people of Wuhan would be affected. He asked me: ‘What will the world think of us?’ Then, with a sigh, he looked at his wife and smiled. ‘We were so beautiful when we were young,’ he mused, ‘but this job makes you old.’

I found a similar story when I visited a couple in Shanghai who were cooking delicious Huangshan-style rice near the neighbourhood of Laoximen (see here). They said they knew their business would close after they died, having no children of their own to leave it to. Even if they had had children, they wouldn’t want them to work like they do.

It made me think of a great deal about my own family, myself a third-generation Chinese cook who ultimately decided not to continue in the family business.

I was very young when my grandfather, Pao San, died. My Auntie Pauline sent me wonderfully long and detailed memories of what he was like. He was entrepreneurial, with a zest for life, and was a generous boss who would drive his staff home after late shifts. He was a perfectionist who demanded the same from everyone around him. I remember him sitting on the edge of a single bed in the living room, too frail to go upstairs. He had no idea when his exact birthday was, but he was born sometime around the start of the First World War on Zhoushan Island. I first visited my family shrine there in 2009. It is a serene spot, hidden among yangmei trees, the fruits of which are a wonderful delicacy with a terribly short season. It used to be a long drive and then a ferry to reach the island, but today a high-speed train and taxi will get you there in a fraction of the time.

Pao San was only a teenager when he moved to Shanghai to find work, and he soon found himself on a ship to Liverpool with the Blue Funnel Line, luckily escaping the city before the start of the Battle of Shanghai. He survived being torpedoed twice during the Second World War, despite the fact he couldn’t swim. He returned to Shanghai to visit his parents and siblings just months before the formation of the People’s Republic of China, then left one final time in 1949 and died in Liverpool in 1989, never to see his homeland or his parents again. When I moved to the magical city of Shanghai in 2017, I would walk the streets wondering where exactly my grandfather had lived, what his days were like, where he socialised, worked and ate before his life as he knew it was turned upside down.
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In the 1950s, he started a small restaurant empire in Liverpool. First was the Empress Café opposite Lime Street Station, followed by the New World restaurant on Whitechapel, then The Bamboo in Crosby with various chippies across the city, all of which served some sort of Anglo-Chinese fusion for the local market. He wasn’t a superstar chef, never hosted exquisite banquets or wrote cookbooks and will probably never be remembered in poetry or song, but he had fiercely loyal customers and staff that worked for him for decades. I only have fond memories of him from my childhood: a few photos and a menu from The Bamboo.

I remember Sundays spent with him in Liverpool’s Chinatown, the oldest Shanghainese community in Europe. The city used to be so filthy and dark before its spectacular regeneration, which simultaneously erased so much of its grit and nuance. On Seel Street there was a Georgian townhouse with a Chinese café in the front room where they would sell baozi from what felt like enormous steamers. As a child, everything feels enormous, so I wish I had photographs of this place.

By the time I was living in Shanghai, I had already been posting every day to my Instagram account, SymmetryBreakfast, for five years, and the move further propelled me into exploring and researching the breakfast foods of China. From typical street foods, home-cooked leftovers and government-provided quarantine breakfasts to meals experienced in the homes of poets, halfway up a holy mountain, at a vineyard, inside a restricted military zone, on trains, planes and boats, I have eaten and documented so much, from the ordinary to the absurd.

I got my first film camera at
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