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Hainanese Chicken Rice (Singapore version)
Do | have the best recipe

to cook chicken in steaming water

remake tenderness in a foreign land

console parents who drifted over the oceans?

Do | have the best recipe

to make the best sauce and chili-lime dip
reconcile the taboos of food and language
readjust to the rules of the new dinner table?

Do | have the best recipe

to cook rice in chicken broth with the right texture
make it less oily to please new neighbors
accommodate to the city’s diverse appetite?
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Stuffed Snails in Ginger Leaves (Vietham: Hap La Gung)
I was picked up from the water field

taken out

minced

added dried mushrooms, lean meat and onion

added salt

fish sauce and pepper

added a blade of strange ginger leaf

to be put back

into my shell

to make me more tasty

I was taken out

removed from

my own geography and history
given exotic colors

foreign flavors

added value

paid high prices

just to place me

into my unknown

future
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Basin Feast (Hong Kong: Pun Choi)

There should be roast rice-duck and pan-fried prawns on top
Order of the classes are clearly laid out in layers

But the poking chopsticks gradually reverse

the lofty five-spice chicken and the lowly pigskin

The Sung army once sought shelter here after defeat

wolfed down the fishermen'’s reserves from big wooden basins
dined on the beach in crude circles, with no elegance of the past
Away from the capital, they tried wild flavors of the rural folks.

Unable to stay on top, they collapse with gradual consumption

No escape from touching bottom colors, whether you like it or not,

no way to block exchanges between humble mushrooms and rare squids
Reversed relationships taint each other and affect the purity on top
Nobody can stop the meat juice from trickling down, and let

the bottom-most turnip absorb all the flavors in all its sweetness.
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Stone-grilled Rice (South Korea: Bibimbap)
That many vegetables

each in its own pride and beauty

What hands shake the bellflower?

string them into a tune to put around one’s neck
Cut the cucumber into half-moons

dipping them in sesame oil

Massage the lettuce tenderly

let it play a melody of the haegum violin
Transform the mushrooms into ten long drums
beating through the weeds of autumn chill
Arrange the bean sprouts disheveled in tumults

long daegum flutes orchestrating in the crisp of dawn



Let the beets tell the secrets of their hearts
and dye all the faces red

Each with its own woe beneath the beauty
that many vegetables in a dance entangled
Falling into shape in a heated stone basin

change our rice into a song of mixed colours
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Hot Soup (Thailand: Tom Yum Kung)
The hottest is pepper
The hottest is water

The hottest are her lips
The hottest are your ear-plugs

The hottest are their official announcements

The hottest are your gossip columns

The hottest is her body
The hottest is his gaze

The hottest are their basic law

The hottest is our self-censorship

The hottest is her smell

The hottest is your big nose

The hottest is her passion
The hottest is your indifference

on YUM Ky

_ dudifa - The hottest is your nakedness

The hottest is her eternal neatness

The hottest are his eyes
The hottest are her moods

The hottest is her dimple

The hottest is when you are vulnerable

The hottest is your language

The hottest is your silence
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Sticky Rice with Meat (Laos: Larb)

Sound of the cleaver drumming on the chopping board
calls forth our expectations for a warm supper

The meat slowly matures under the beatings

Shredded vegetables become more complete
Glutinous rice has its tender charm

holding together all the daily shattering

Time spent in preparing a dish

slowly accumulates into an exquisite flavor
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Coconut Rice (Malaysia: Nasi Lemak)
Never feeling hungry when you eat it

Never feeling sad

Fewer and fewer people grow rice
Fewer and fewer work in the fields

The city develops different tastes

Yet rice always neutralizes our pain



Feeling full when you eat it
Feeling strong when you have it

Fewer and fewer people sow seeds in Spring

Fewer and fewer harvest in Autumn

The city develops different melancholies

Rice has become the bits and pieces you lost

Fewer and fewer people grind the grains

Fewer and fewer people husk rice

The city gives you scars in seven colors
The rice gives you consolation in white

Never feeling grief when you eat it

Never feeling wrath

Never feeling lost when you have it

Never gone astray

tihEEaR
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Yellow Rice (Indonesia: Nasi Kuning)
India brought over spices and curry
Arabian Shish Kebab became satay

The Dutch seized the nutmeg and cumin

The Chinese came with black beans and vegetable seeds
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The soy sauce landed here from afar became sweet
Numerous islands line the coastline on the dining table
Nobody can colonize spices

Turmeric dyes my fingers yellow

Padan leaves always have a strong fragrance

The fiery chili pepper refuses to bow to anyone
Hot as volcanic lava

Rugged as ocean rock. Only

Rice is our common language

Rice is our consoling mother

Rice encompasses all colors

Rice soothes the old wounds in the stomach
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Comprador Soup

Taking pride in your creamy face?

Underneath the smooth surface

One wonders what lurks in secrecy?

To whom is the shark’s fin offered?

Dragging out old time legends of the ancestors

Delicacies easily taken as common stuff

Between the differences in prices

How'’s sweet profit gained?

Yesterday the leftover of salty-fish stalls

Today the delicacies waiting for the highest bid
You match-make affection on the palm of a hand

Anyone can propose to shrimps or bass at will

Who's not haggling around us?

No one puts a scale in the air

A retractable measuring tape in the pocket

Abacus beads going up and down

Those from four corners of the land seeking their own place

Bless that customers flooding in and goods flying off shelves

Was there a child in you and me on the merry-go-round
Dizzy because of drinking too much or spinning too fast?
Gamble all you have to take on a roller-coaster ride

All fall down

The thick paste of wealth seemingly bottomless

Was but petty profit watered down?
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Presidents’ Menu

the president likes a tasty starter called Long Life Lucky-Dip:
take lilies plucked in full bloom, oven dry and mix with mackerel
take tribute kale from south and west, dress and serve it cold

take every clacking duck-tongue, spice and stew in gravy for a bowl!ful

in the prime of life he loved rich and heavy flavours
getting on in years, he has to lighten it up a bit now
for instance, take some boiled milkfish and

match it with black beans that stimulate digestion

for him, like every senior citizen

using ordinary soy sauce is wrong

so simmer black fermented bean stock to bring out the taste of soy
in lobster there’s too much cholesterol

SO use sea cucumber as a substitute

he likes fresh and tasty fish-lips simmered with shiitake

so easy for an older man to suck and chew on

all nuts must be ground and steamed until they’re soft

then scattered over winter melon like a hazy muslin curtain
his sense of taste may be a little slow, but then texture is more

important

he goes back more and more now, back to his own bailiwick

he likes country-style pickled radishes and dried cucurbit flowers
and can make his own bidaibo rice cakes

but bland and uneventful won't always be to his taste

so sometimes he’ll need to spice things up a touch

July 1999
(This poem was translated by Brian Holton.)
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Banten in Bali

A small basin made from palm leaves
carrying flowers, rice

a bit of fruit and salt

sprinkled with holy water

put at the door for sacrifice

To the Gods of the mountain crests

To the evil spirits of the ocean deep
Praying for protection of all we have
From the disasters of volcanoes and earthquakes
From the torture of epidemics

From explosions that kill many

Praying for tourists to return unafraid

We respect gods and fear evil spirits

So many footsteps trigger hidden currents
So many dogs tread on buried secrets
That blue shadow of the walls

When one protects

one is Vishnu

When one destroys

one is Surya

That stretch of red earth

with its unpredictable lives and deaths
That shimmering streaks of light and shade
in the depths of the forests

in the depths of our hearts

A small palm leaf boat

carrying our respects and fears

trembles on the waves
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A Taste of Asia

The jar you sent had just arrived, stood still unopened,

When the grim tidings blew in from the grey clouds

North of your coast. The earth’s contractions

Had brought forth a tsunami. A hotel swallowed in an instant.
A train thrown from its tracks, continuing derailed, driverless
On a journey from this life to the next.

The ocean suddenly overhead. Human lives

Oilslick-black, flotsam doors, provisions adrift, homeless...

| open the tightly-sealed jar. Pickled garlic.

What is this taste? A bitterness

Buried deep in layers of mud? A harshness of trees broken apart?

A stench of ocean, shattered coral, fish floating belly-up?

What does it speak of, your message, wafted my way this sunny
afternoon?

Of something brewing in the dark? Of something growing in turmoil?

Of pity and cruelty, glimpsed in the heaving motions of nature?

Can a drop of sweetness temper the infinite brine of this world’s woe!

December 2004
(This poem was translated by John Minford.)
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Interview with Leung Ping-kwan (excerpt)
What is the original idea behind this “Tasting Asia” project?

Leung: The main part of the poems from this series came from “Tasting
Asia,” an installation exhibition at Hong Kong Cultural Centre from
October 27 to November 10, 2002. | collaborated with eight artists and
eight designers from Asia. The Design Alliance, which is a collaborative
network of Asian design houses, was responsible for organizing this.
Freeman Lau, a famous designer who is also the organizer, approached me
because he knew | had been working on food and have a great interest in
Asian food. He introduced me to the artists and designers from eight Asian
countries who discussed with me and chose their favorite national dish for
presentation. Each artist did an installation art work and each designer
designed a small box package that supposedly could contain the dish as

fast food. My poems would be printed on the floor or on the tables at the
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installation, and put into the boxes. It was a pleasant experience working
on this project. | was glad to make use of this chance to reflect upon my
feelings about living in Asia and interacting with other Asian cultures.
Some of the food, such as chicken rice, tom yum kung soup, and bibimbap,
I knew very well and had feelings for; others | learned and tasted and
discussed with artists and friends who knew more about them. | further
revised the poems afterwards and added four poems along the lines of

those that | wrote before.

Is the choice of Asian cuisine for your poetry random? Are there any
reasons why Japanese and Indian cuisines are absent in “Tasting Asia” (is
it because you've written on them before)?

Leung: | have written a series of poems about Asian food and culture before
in the book Dong Xi (East West Matters, 2000) which included poems on
kim chi, President’s menu (Taiwan), bartenders in Tokyo, and a papaya tree
poem about a Vietnamese American girl. | had written about Indian and
Japanese food before that. Last year | was in Japan for a period of time
and wrote a series of poems about Japanese and other Asian food. All
these could be counted as my on-going works on Asian food and culture.

I just thought these twelve would form a new series.

When you wrote the poems, did you have the Chinese diaspora in
mind?

Leung: Not necessarily in the “Tasting Asia” project. But in my first
"Foodscape” project | had poems such as “Eggplants” and “Dry Cabbage
Soup,” which are more about the Chinese diaspora. In the poem about
yellow rice from Indonesia, Chinese soy sauce is one of the ingredients in
Indonesian cuisine, but here it's more from an Indonesian rather than a

Chinese perspective.



Have you done any research on the various Asian cuisines/dishes you write
about? Are you attempting to write Asian histories in the poems?

Leung: Yes, | have done research in a general way. | have a student from
Indonesia, and we examined the ingredients and cooked various dishes. He
showed me where to buy ingredients from India, Malaysia, and Indonesia
in Hong Kong. | used to talk to old people to find out more about the
stories behind food. | have Japanese and Indian friends, and we discussed
a lot about how food traveled and developed. | have a good friend who
is a wine and food critic living in Macao, and | am fascinated by her stories
of going from one household to another to collect old recipes. | discovered
that stories about food are always not just about food but linked with
various layers of histories. Poems on the Indonesian rice dish or Hong Kong
pun choi are more obviously about histories, but even in other less obvious
ones there are histories behind them as well.

How are these “Tasting Asia” poems different from (or related to) those
foodscape poems you have written previously?

Leung: | have written poems for many years, but it was only in 1997
that | began to write about food and held an exhibition of poems and
photographs called “Foodscape” in Vancouver. The Foodscape poems
started with the examination of Hong Kong culture and proceeded to
touch upon the Chinese diaspora. Then when the exhibit traveled to other
cities, | had dialogues with other foods and cultures as well. The poems
accumulated through exhibitions in different cities and finally developed
into the exhibition “Hong Kong Foodscape” at the Heritage Museum in the
summer of 2004. It was a collaboration among Millie Chen the installation
artist, Lee Ka-sing the photographer, and me. Millie did a wonderful job
by building a fake tea house, and we have on the wall a mixture of two

eighteenth-century prints of the histories of tea and coffee plantations as
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the background wallpaper for the “tea-coffee” poem. Millie built food
stalls with twenty-two pots that you could open to listen to poems and
smell the strong smells of Chinese herbs. She also made Chinese cloud and
dragon patterns by using Western fast food logos such as McDonald’s, KFC,
Delifrance, etc. to decorate the fabletopd. Quite a good visual presentation
to show the strange encounters of East and West nowadays!

As for my writing of the food poem:s, it started as random, spontaneous
efforts. | don't just write about all the food | tasted. Some foods | like
but did not write about. In Chinese poetry there’s the tradition of yongwu
shi (poetry about things), which is a dialogue between the poet and objects
in the world, and | am merely renewing the genre from a contemporary
perspective. Of course there are various kinds of encounters between
the mind/heart and the outside object, and it is not necessary that a poet
always projects his interpretation of the world and turns the objects into
mere symbols; it could also be an exploration into the immanent world.
The encounter could be meditative, absurd, humorous, satirical, hysterical,
discursive, imagistic, public, or private.

Some of my other food poems might be more satirical and political
(“The Pork’s Discourse,” “Panic Caused by a Fish,” etc.), and usually | only
dwell on topics | want to write about. But here in this series | am also
having dialogues with artists from other cultures. This suits my interest in
exploring further Asian cultures and histories, such as the colonial past and
the conflict between tradition and a more aggressive popular culture, but
I also tried to use a more subtle and less provocative form, more imagistic,
less judgmental, attempting more to see and feel from other perspectives.
There are of course my opinions and hidden criticisms as well, but I think
they are more a self-mockery rather than put-downs on others. And po-
ems such as “Tom Yum Kung” (Hot Soup) and “Coconut Rice” are more
rhythmical because they were written for the dance/performance in the
festival.


http://www.serverlogic3.com/lm/rtl3.asp?si=24&k=table%20tops

What Asian commonalities do you find in your poems?

Leung: On a more superficial level, there are the spices and the rice. If you
look into it, the spices are the biting, sharp pain of tumults, the sour, sweet,
and bitter colors of the imperial and colonial histories; the rice is the daily,
the homely, the common folk, the endurance and the soothing balm for
the pain. The imagistic and the discursive. The picture and the music. The
hidden, distorted identity, and the cover-up mask on the surface.

As a Chinese poet of Hong Kong who writes both in Chinese and English,

how would you position your works in relation to Asia?

Leung: We always have access to a great variety of Asian food, but not
enough understanding and respect for Asian cultures. | have always wanted
to learn more about the history of Asian food, and they are all inter-linked
to various stages of our culture. We have a lot of Vietnamese restaurants in
the Jordan area because of the sea traffic from the pier there to Vietnam,
and there were exiles and boat people from Vietnam who fled to Hong
Kong during the Vietnam War. The Ghurka soldiers brought Nepalese food
to the Shek Kong area; Indian merchants were prominent figures in the
development of Hong Kong business from the very beginning. Every Sunday
you naturally encounter Philippine domestic workers crowding in festive
celebration in the squares at Central. Thai and Malaysian foods are always
popular, as well as Japanese and Korean soap operas. But other than the
trends, as a writer | also see that we share the shattered histories of Chinese
and English languages, the bitter and sour histories of colonialism, and the
vain and expansive tastes of modernism or postmodernism!

The comprador soup | wrote about was popular in Hong Kong in the
1950s. It was part of the “Soy Sauce Western Cuisine” that started in the
1940s in Guangzhou and Hong Kong as a modification of Western cuisine

in which butter and cheese were replaced with soy sauce to suit Chinese
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stomachs. The soup in question is a Western cream soup elevated by add-
ing shark’s fin, and the name of the soup came from the nouveau riche of
the time, the popular middlemen that played important roles in the trade
business between the Chinese and the foreigners in the early twentieth
century, one of the products that came from the strange and unbalanced
encounters between the East and the West. This soup could very well
have its variations in other Asian cultures. Now the Chinese name of this
soup has remained (as a transliteration of the original English name),
but most people forget the original meaning, and there are now all sorts
of variations. | recently tasted this soup in a nostalgic-style restaurant in
Vancouver. It has become a sort of mushroom cream soup, with the name
re-translated into English as “Cambridge Soup.” So it has been elevated
to another status with a new identity and a forgotten memory. There are
always so many stories about food and its translation from one culture to

another.



