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For Mom and Dad, who left their homeland so their children could follow their passions, and for all the other moms and dads who have done the same





Do the Chinese eat rats? This has always been a mooted question. Geographies contain the assertion that they do, and an old wood-cut of a Chinaman peddling rodents, strung by the tails to a rack which he carried over his shoulders, is a standard illustration of the common school atlases of 10 years ago. A large portion of the community believe implicitly that Chinamen love rats as Western people love poultry.

—New York Times, 
August 1, 1883
“Mott Street Chinamen Angry.
They Deny They Eat Rats.”











PROLOGUE

March 30, 2005

It’s the same televised routine twice a week, Wednesdays and Saturdays, at 10:59 P.M. central time. And on March 30, 2005, everything was as always. The host introduced the drawing. The white balls, air-popped, rolled out one by one from the machine: 28, 39, 22, 32, 33. The final ball, red, from another machine, plopped down and slowly spun to a stop: 42. The six balls took fifty-six seconds to appear, fifty-six seconds that sent shocks through the lottery system across the country.

After the drawing, with the cameras turned off, Sue Dooley, a former preschool teacher, helped maneuver the two machines back into the vault. Sue was one of the two Powerball staff members who took turns overseeing the drawings. One of the frontline soldiers of the Powerball security, she’d been hired, in part, because working with children had made her good at bossing people around. She was the one who’d dropped the balls into the wispy churn of the machines that night, climbing up onto a milk crate because, at five foot two, she needed help to reach that high.

Lotteries live and die by their integrity. Fraud and scandal have led to crackdowns on American lotteries in two waves of moralistic prohibition—once before the Civil War and again before the turn of the twentieth century. In an infamous case, in 1823 Congress created a lottery to raise money to beautify Washington; the organizers ran away with the money. By the late nineteenth century, Congress had passed a restriction on transporting lottery tickets across state lines, which to this day hinders the creation of a national lottery.

But in the late 1980s, increasingly dependent on lotteries to avoid raising taxes, states figured out a way around the national ban. They found they could legally form coalitions of state lotteries to form megalotteries, whose larger jackpots would attract greater ticket sales, as long as the states sold only state-branded tickets within their borders. Lotteries were akin to insurance companies—taking in lots of little flows of money that would statistically cover big payouts at some profit to the institution. Megalotteries are somewhat analogous to reinsurance firms, in that the states can spread the risk of large payouts among one another. The megalotteries proved to be so popular, raising billions of dollars for education and infrastructure, that by 2005 only a handful of states abstained from either Powerball or its chief rival, Mega Millions.

With billions of dollars depending on the security of Powerball, there were numerous precautionary measures in place. At every drawing officials waited until the last minute before they decided which two of the four Powerball machines they would use. Copies of the ticket sales data were kept in multiple locations. The vault housing the machines was padlocked twice and secured with numbered plastic seals that could be used only once. Two keys were needed to open the vault, kept separately by the Powerball staff and by an auditor.

Satisfied that everything was secure, Sue put the vault key into her purse and drove the five-mile stretch of empty Des Moines highway from the studio to wait for the results. The Powerball headquarters had been located in the Des Moines area in part because it was neither the East nor the West Coast. “No one cares if it’s located in Iowa. No one’s feelings are hurt,” one Powerball administrator explained. Iowa is as inoffensive as it is flat.

That night had been a low-key, uneventful drawing, and Sue figured she could be in bed by midnight. The jackpot was only $84 million. Once, that figure would have generated some excitement, but Powerball administrators had discovered the phenomenon of jackpot fatigue: players needed ever-larger jackpots to entice them into buying tickets in large numbers. The threshold for an attention-grabbing megajackpot had once been $10 million; it now stood at $100 million. The $84 million jackpot had generated only $11 million in ticket sales, on the modest end of a normal lottery. Based on the ticket sales, officials expected to get three or four second-place winners—people who’d picked the first five of the six numbers correctly—and perhaps one jackpot winner.

Around 11:15 P.M., Sue pulled up to the Powerball headquarters, which was tucked into an anonymous office complex in a stretch of grass off Interstate 35. It was hard to believe that the low-slung bland strip mall contained a twelve-person office that oversaw some $3 billion a year in annual sales—enough that if those sales belonged to a publicly traded company, it would be in the Fortune 1000. The staff had kept the office purposely nondescript, with none of the glitzy logos and neon lights that often marked state lottery headquarters. In fact, the office had originally lacked any sign whatsoever indicating that it served as Powerball headquarters, but when senior citizens in search of nearby medical suppliers had kept coming in to ask for respirators and medications, the staff had stuck four small letters on the front door: MUSL, the contrived abbreviation for “multistate lottery.”

Sue turned on her computer and waited for the results to come in from the various states. Before the prizes could be doled out the next morning, all the numbers had to be checked and rechecked.

This can’t be right, she thought as she saw the first tallies trickle in. Statistically they had expected only 3.7 second-place winners, but the states were reporting huge numbers, so large that no one had ever seen anything like this in the history of American lotteries.


Arizona: 11

Pennsylvania: 13

South Carolina: 14

Tennessee: 12

Indiana: 10


Against the odds, states that normally had almost no second-place winners were coming in with more than had been predicted for the entire drawing.


Rhode Island: 5

Minnesota: 4

Connecticut: 4


Even Montana, with its sparse population of 900,000, had a winner. Across all the states there were 110 winners. Sue checked to see if they were concentrated in any way, but the tickets had been sold by different vendors from different computer systems across different states. None of the tickets had been computer-generated, meaning the players had independently chosen the numbers themselves.

What was going on? She grabbed the phone.


Chuck Strutt, the Powerball director, was a mild-mannered man who wrote poetry in his spare time. But sometimes he lost momentum. His last book of published poetry had included a number of blank pages, in jest.

Chuck was sitting at home when his phone rang; when he heard what was happening he felt a shiver. Occasionally, Powerball would get four or five times the number of expected second-place winners, and once they’d even had seven times the predicted figure. But their accountants and statisticians had calculated the odds and found that these occurrences were flukes of chance; distributions could sometimes put you in those ranges. Nearly thirty times the number of expected winners, however, was well outside any statistical probability.

Not only that, but 104 of the 110 winners had picked the same sixth number, 40, instead of the Powerball number of 42. It would have been better had the winners all matched the final Powerball number of 42. In that case, under the lottery’s fine-print rules, the jackpot would simply have been split among the 110 people. But Powerball’s second prize and under were all fixed amounts, meaning their liability was theoretically unlimited: the more winners, the more Powerball had to pay out. Foreseeing this, Powerball had legally protected itself in scenarios that could generate an outlandish number of winners. For example, the most popular sequence played in Powerball was 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, followed by 5, 10, 15, 20, 25, 30. If the winning numbers resembled either of those, there would be thousands upon thousands of lower-place winners, as had happened in the Massachusetts Lottery once when the numbers 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, and 10 were drawn. There would also have been thousands of winners if 9, 1, 1 had come up in any of the pick-3 lotteries in the days after September 11. So on the back of each Powerball ticket, written in small print, are the words “In unusual circumstances, the set prize amount may be paid on a pari-mutuel basis, which will be lower than the published prize amounts.” Powerball also kept a reserve fund of $25 million, of which $20 million would be drained by the unexpectedly high number of $100,000 and $500,000 winners in that night’s drawing.

Chuck and Sue brainstormed about possible causes. An episode of Lost, the hit ABC television show, had featured a lottery number that had simultaneously brought jackpots and misfortune to its winners. Sue, a lifelong fan of The Young and the Restless, recalled that a recent plotline had involved a $1 million Powerball ticket dispute between Kevin and Michael. Perhaps one of the widely syndicated lottery columnists had suggested those numbers.

That night, Chuck barely slept. What if this is fraud? he wondered. Had someone managed to game the system?

Some seven hundred miles away, in Nashville, the next morning, Rebecca Paul came to work puzzled by the unusual spike in Powerball winners. Rebecca had run four state lotteries, including her current position as the head of Tennessee’s. She was intrigued by the number of winners in Tennessee alone: not only did they have the jackpot winner, they also had twelve second-place winners.

With more than twenty years of experience under her belt, Rebecca was one of the most respected veterans and one of the first women in the insular, tight-knit community of state lottery officials. Her office wall featured a collection of different magazine issues through the years—all with her photo on the cover.

She had started down the path of state lotteries as a beauty pageant queen when, as Miss Indiana, she had placed in the top five in the Miss America pageant with a gymnastics tumbling routine. That honor had led to a job as a part-time weather girl on a local television station, which she later parlayed into a position in sales and marketing. In 1985, she got a call from the Illinois governor, James Thompson, who asked her to start the state lottery. She had no experience with lotteries, she said; he told her he wanted her anyway. She knew how to sell things, and lotteries were in essence about marketing—selling people their dreams. Even as a lottery official, she retained one prominent vestige of her beauty pageant days: her hair, which could be best described by the word “bouffant.”

Rebecca sat down at her desk with a Powerball form and colored in the winning numbers with a purple felt-tip pen to see if any patterns emerged—a cross or a diagonal or a diamond—but none did. She contacted the head of security of the Tennessee Lottery with instructions to start looking for any evidence of fraud.

But at 8:30 A.M., Tennessee already had a winner waiting for the prize office to open its doors, a great-grandfather named James Currie who worked the night shift as a system operator at Pinnacle Foods, the parent company of the Duncan Hines and Aunt Jemima brands. He had made the two-hour drive from Jackson, Tennessee, with his sister, Sherion; he dreamed of buying a Cadillac with his money.

The staff, as was customary, asked how he had selected his winning numbers.

“From a fortune cookie,” he replied. He had always used birthday and anniversary dates, but he’d realized that they weren’t getting him anywhere. So a few months earlier he’d switched to a fortune cookie number he had obtained from a Chinese takeout restaurant near his home called Dragon 2000. He’d had a good feeling about those numbers and had been playing them for three months.

In Idaho at 11:18 A.M. another winner reported using a fortune cookie number. Same with Minnesota at 12:06 P.M. and Wisconsin at 12:09 P.M. One winner had even kept the original fortune: “All the preparation you’ve done will finally be paying off.” On the bottom were the numbers that so many Americans had taken an inexplicable faith in: 22, 28, 32, 33, 39, 40.

The ritual of Chinese food in America had sent the twenty-nine-state Powerball on a collision course with fortune cookies. The fortune cookies had prevailed.



CHAPTER 1

American-Born Chinese

There are some forty thousand Chinese restaurants in the United States—more than the number of McDonald’s, Burger Kings, and KFCs combined.

Tucked into exurban strip malls, urban ghettos, and tiny midwestern towns that are afterthoughts for cartographers, Chinese restaurants have spread nearly everywhere across America—from Abbeville, Louisiana, to Zion, Illinois, to Navajo reservations, where, in a distinction shared with only a handful of businesses, they’re exempted from tribe-member ownership. Old restaurants, clothing stores on Main Streets, and empty storefronts have been reborn as Chinese restaurants. The Washington, D.C., boardinghouse where John Wilkes Booth and his accomplices planned Abraham Lincoln’s assassination is now a Chinese restaurant called Wok n Roll.

Chinese restaurants have long been a weekly or monthly ritual for many Americans.

As far back as 1942, chop suey and chow mein were added to the U.S. Army cookbook. Jonas Salk, while developing the polio vaccine in the early 1950s, would eat his lunch at Bamboo Garden on Forbes Avenue, near the University of Pittsburgh, nearly every day. He always ordered the same thing: a bowl of wonton soup, an egg roll, rice, and chicken chow mein made with homegrown bean sprouts—all for $1.35.

Chinese restaurants are sought out for special events, too. In 1961, before the Freedom Riders left for the first fateful bus ride through the Deep South to protest segregation, a number of that company met for dinner at a Chinese restaurant in Washington. “Someone referred to this meal as the Last Supper,” said John Lewis, then a young theology student from rural Georgia, later a congressman. In October 1962, emissaries for John F. Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev met secretly at Yenching Palace in the Cleveland Park neighborhood of Washington to work out a solution to the Cuban missile crisis. Chinese restaurants were neutral territory.

Nearly everyone has a go-to Chinese restaurant. Dwight Eisenhower ordered his chicken chop suey from Sun Chop Suey Restaurant on Columbia Road in Washington, D.C., for decades. When he became president, the FBI investigated every employee at the restaurant (just as a precaution). Likewise, Peking Gourmet Inn outside Falls Church, Virginia, had to install a bulletproof glass window near table N17. That is where the Bushes, both father and son, sit at their favorite Chinese restaurant.

It’s not surprising that the Powerball officials heard the same tale repeated over and over again across the twenty-nine states, from coast to coast. The stories were different. The stories were the same. It was takeout. It was sit-down. It was an all-you-can-eat buffet. It happened years ago, months ago, earlier that day. It was dinner. It was lunch. It was where they ate every week with coworkers. It was on a family vacation to a neighboring state. The number had been in a fortune cookie they had cracked open themselves. The number had been on a fortune found while cleaning a car or waiting at a convenience-store counter. But the one thing all those stories had in common was the starting point: a meal from a Chinese restaurant that had ended with a fortune cookie.

The lottery story ran in AM New York, the commuter daily I picked up one morning to read on the New York City subway. The one-paragraph article said the March 30 Powerball had been pummeled with an unusually large number of winners, 110 in all, largely because of fortune cookies.

I perked up.

I am obsessed with Chinese restaurants. Like many Americans, I first discovered them in my childhood. I grew up during the 1980s on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, where Broadway is sometimes called Szechuan Alley for the density of Chinese restaurants along it. My parents had first settled in the area when my father was studying for his Ph.D. at Columbia University; because my mom never learned to drive, our family never moved out of the city. As a result, I was raised not too far in time and place from many of the changes that revolutionized Chinese food in the United States.

My siblings and I are known as ABCs, American-born Chinese. We’re also known as bananas (yellow on the outside but white on the inside) and Twinkies (which has more of a pop-culture but processed ring to it). There are a lot of inside jokes among immigrant families. My family even has one embedded in the children’s names. My parents named me Jennifer; my sister is Frances; my brother is Kenneth. If you string together our first initials, you get JFK, which, my parents tease, is the airport they landed at when they first came to America.

My parents arrived in the United States courtesy of the Immigration Reform Act of 1965, which opened the doors to educated and skilled workers like my father and dramatically shifted the balance of immigration away from Europe. Countries like Taiwan, South Korea, and India stood ready to offer the best products of their meritocratic educational systems.

My mom took care of the home and did most of the cooking, while my father worked on Wall Street. But like many families in our area, we’d order Chinese takeout when she was too busy to cook. As a girl I would run down to the neighborhood Chinese restaurant with a crisp twenty-dollar bill in my pocket. Barely tall enough to see past the counter, I’d solemnly order dishes from the big white menu, using the Chinese names that my mom had carefully taught me. (Without exception, the vocabulary words that Chinese-American kids—and immigrant kids in general—know best are almost always related to food.)

Then I’d lug home my treasure: a plastic bag of steaming, generously stuffed trapezoidal white cartons. Our family gathered around the table as we pulled out the boxes, each one bursting with the potential of anonymity. Out came chopsticks, the little clear packets of black soy sauce, and crunchy fortune cookies. Each untucking of the lid released a surge of aroma and a sight to spark the appetite. Would it be the amber-colored noodles of roast pork lo mein? The lightly sweetened crispiness of General Tso’s chicken nestled in a bed of flash-cooked broccoli? Or the spicy red chili oils of mapo tofu? Virginal white rice would be doused with steaming sauces, the mingling of simmered soy sauce, piquant vinegar, slivers of ginger, and fragrant garlic. The Chinese food begged to be mixed together: sweet, sour, salty, and savory flavors layering upon one another. They tasted even better the next day when the leftovers were reheated. We’d break open the fortune cookies for the message inside, rarely eating the cookie. The cheerfully misspelled, awkwardly phrased, but wise words of the Chinese fortune cookie sages gave me comfort. My parents’ bookshelves were lined with Chinese philosophical classics like Confucius’s Analects and the I Ching. For a girl who could not untangle the thicket of Chinese characters in those opaque and mysterious books, the little slips of insight represented the distillation of hundreds of years of Chinese wisdom.

Then came a shocking revelation.

Fortune cookies weren’t Chinese.

It was like learning I was adopted while being told there was no Santa Claus. How could that be? I had always believed in the crispy, curved, vanilla-flavored wafers with the slips inside.

It was through reading The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan when I was in middle school that I first became aware of the mass deception. In one tale, two Chinese women find jobs in a San Francisco fortune cookie factory, where one is utterly perplexed when she learns that the cookies and their cryptic messages are considered Chinese.

I asked my mom if she had known all along that fortune cookies weren’t Chinese. She shrugged. She said when she first got to the United States from Taiwan, she’d assumed they were from Hong Kong or mainland China. China is a large and fractured place. She had never been to mainland China. Neither had I.

The Americanness of fortune cookies hit home a few years later, in a 1992 front-page story in the New York Times with the headline “A Fortune Will Greet You in an Endeavor Faraway.” The article announced that Brooklyn-based Wonton Food was to sell fortune cookies in China. It added that in Hong Kong, the cookies were already being marketed as “genuine American fortune cookies.”

The Americanness of fortune cookies should have served as a hint for what else I was to learn about Chinese food. Only now, looking back, do I find it obvious. As a child, I never considered it strange that the food we ordered from Chinese restaurants didn’t quite resemble my mom’s home cooking. My mom used white rice, soy sauce, garlic, scallions, and a wok. But she never deep-fried chunks of meat, succulent and soft, then drenched them with rich, flavorful sauce. She cooked with ingredients that were pickled and dried and of strange shapes and never appeared on the takeout menu. Her kitchen was filled with jars and bags of all sorts of unusual things—white fungus, red beans, pungent black mushrooms, porous lotus roots. She used preserved foods: eerily translucent thousand-year-old eggs, spicy pickled bamboo shoots, vinegared mustard greens. Her dishes involved bones and shells—sweet-and-sour ribs, boiled garlic shrimp, chicken feet.

At the open seafood storefronts of Manhattan’s Chinatown, my parents would pick through the bins of live crabs, sluggish but still menacing to a wide-eyed six-year-old girl. We would haul the writhing creatures back home in thin plastic bags and deposit them in the kitchen sink. We would steam the life out of them in my mother’s decade-old wok, their waving pincers gradually slowing to a halt as their bodies became progressively red and orange. The Chinese holistic approach to crab was not the sanitized, edited version of Red Lobster. Our crabs burst forth with weird colors and textures. The goopy orange paste, called gao, was the best part, my mom told me.

My parents were always annoyed when we went to the “real Chinese restaurants” in Flushing, Queens, and I asked for my favorite dishes, beef with broccoli and lo mein. They inevitably ordered dishes that had eyeballs, like steamed whole fish with ginger and scallions. For a girl who was more familiar with the pleasantly geometric fish-fillet sandwiches of her elementary school cafeteria, the piscine servings were unnerving. Instead of eating this fish that had been merrily swimming in the tank just minutes before, I turned my chopsticks to the comforting crisp green broccoli, tender slices of beef, and soft amber noodles. My siblings and I turned up our noses at the bitter hot tea. We either added sugar or insisted on having cups of ice water. My parents were exasperated. They had thrown their children into a pool of cultural heritage in America: Chinese Saturday school, Chinese camp, Chinese chorus, Chinese martial arts, and Chinese folk dancing. (Perhaps 90 percent of all Chinese-Americans girls have twirled a silk ribbon at some point in their lives.) Yet on the issue of food, our taste buds were firmly entrenched. They groused about our inability to appreciate “real Chinese food.”

I never really understood what “real Chinese food” meant until I went to China. Years of study in Chinese Saturday school, daily classes in college, and a semester in Taiwan had opened up the world of the dense opaque characters of my mother’s books. China was a foreign country to me, but one where I happened to speak the language. Ostensibly I spent my fellowship year studying at Beijing University, but in reality I was educating myself by traveling cross-country from the deserts of Inner Mongolia to the lakes of Sichuan to the peaks of Tibet. Alongside the Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, and KFCs that have penetrated China’s core, I encountered a variety of cuisines that were more akin to my mom’s cooking than the ones of America’s Chinese restaurants: more vegetables, less meat, less oil. I began spitting bones out onto the table and drinking watery soup after a meal to wash it all down. I even drank hot tea—no fortune cookies to be found. I began to roll my eyes at the takeout Chinese food I had grown up with; it wasn’t authentic.

But as interesting as the local food was to me, I was interesting to the locals. You could see their minds processing: She looks perfectly Chinese. She speaks Chinese perfectly. But something is amiss. Perhaps it was the way I moved, the way I laughed, the way I dressed. I wasn’t, they felt, of China. Hong Kong? Taiwan? they asked.

“I’m American,” I explained.

Their reply: “No, you’re Chinese. You were just born in America.”

I was not an American to them. I was an American-born Chinese. Maybe the same thing was true of Chinese food back home: It’s Chinese. It just happened to be born in America.

Or maybe the truth was closer to this: It’s American. It just looks Chinese.

That morning, as I read about the Powerball winners on the subway, people swarmed around me as usual. I looked at them and thought about how many of them had eaten Chinese food in the last week, how many had read their fortunes and added “in bed,” how many kept a favorite fortune folded in their wallet. How many might have played the lottery with their lucky numbers? I had never played the lottery, but I was entranced by the idea that so many people took the same leap of faith and played the identical numbers from a fortune cookie. Right there on the subway, I decided to follow those fortune cookies back to their source—from the winners back to the restaurants, back to the factory and the people who write the fortunes, back to the very historic origins of fortune cookies. Following the Powerball fortune cookie trail, I believed, was something that would help me unravel the nagging mysteries of Chinese food in America. For the story of the Powerball trail was the story of Chinese food in reverse. I’d fallen into an obsession with Chinese food—in a way that my friends and parents actually found rather worrisome, given my hyperrational nature. Charitably, you could describe me as “passionate” about Chinese food. Passions seem lively and motivating, while obsessions sound dark and vaguely deviant. But the line between passion and obsession is a wobbly one. Obsessions pick us more than we pick them. They control us more than we control them. Why do people become obsessed with bird-watching, solving mathematical proofs, making money? Maybe they’re trying to complete themselves, to fill a void, whether it be through beauty, truth, or security.

Within hours, I identified one of the Powerball restaurants, Lee’s China, in Omaha, Nebraska. I looked up the number online and dialed. A woman picked up.

I started out by introducing myself in Mandarin Chinese.

I received the telephone equivalent of a blank stare.

I switched to basic Cantonese.

More blankness.

I tried English.

The woman cut me off. “We’re Korean,” she said in a thick accent. Then she hung up.

Over the next year I compiled a list of the Powerball restaurants and winners, drew up an itinerary, and began a consuming journey that crisscrossed the country. By the end, I had visited forty-two states, with nearly all of the Powerball states among them. I had driven cars until bugs had splattered across my windshield like egg whites dropped in soup. I’d taken red-eye flights, pulled all-nighters driving on interstate highways, stewed on buses for twenty-three consecutive hours, and crashed in the relative air-conditioned comfort of Amtrak trains.

I must pause to acknowledge my Garmin GPS machine, which is one of the best dollar-for-dollar investments in happiness I have ever made. If you simply have faith in it, you can let go of your worries. You may not understand why it is telling you to do whatever it is telling you to do, but you trust that it will get you to your final destination. Like religion.

If you don’t own a Chinese restaurant, you can get in on the action by investing in the stock PFCB—P. F. Chang’s China Bistro, a publicly traded Chinese restaurant chain. The Chinese chain Panda Express may have more restaurants nationwide, but it is privately held. P. F. Chang’s, which brings in an astounding $5 million each year per restaurant, is headquartered in the expansive desert, in an adobe-style complex tucked among the cactuses and lush golf courses of Scottsdale, Arizona.

I was brought to the original P. F. Chang’s in Phoenix by an affable Chinese restaurant owner named Jim Ye, who once worked as a wok cook in P. F. Chang’s. Jim was an owner of the Chinese Gourmet Buffet in Chandler, Arizona, where the Cobbs family got the fortune cookie that made them winners in the fateful March 30 Powerball. Years ago, in trying to learn about upscale Chinese restaurants, he’d taken a job at P. F. Chang’s. The other employees were surprised to see him. Wow! Finally, a Chinese person! A real Chinese cook! That’s because your average cook in P. F. Chang’s is more likely to speak Spanish than Chinese. The entire top management team has nary a Chinese face. The executive chef is named Paul Muller; he’s originally from Rosedale, Long Island.

In the early days before P. F. Chang’s became known as a national chain, customers would genially ask how Mr. Chang was doing. There is no Mr. Chang. The “P. F.” in P. F. Chang stands for Paul Fleming, one of the creators of the Outback Steakhouse and the founding visionary for the Chinese chain. The “Chang” derives from the surname of Phillip Chiang, the consultant for the restaurant’s Chinese cuisine, who was the son of Cecilia Chiang, the famed San Francisco restaurateur who owned the upscale Mandarin restaurant in Ghiradelli Square. In naming the restaurant, the management dropped the i from Chiang. “We took the i out so the signage could be a little bigger,” explained Richard Sullivan, one of the original partners of the chain. That conveniently left them with Chang. “Chang: it’s like Smith in America. It sounds Chinese, and we wanted something that people could pronounce,” he said. The idea for the restaurant came about when Fleming moved to the Phoenix area and was disappointed in the choices for high-quality Chinese food there. He wanted to combine a Chinese menu with upscale service. P. F. Chang’s sees itself in the same category as the Cheesecake Factory, so much so that the companies trade real estate tips with each other.

It’s an American restaurant with a Chinese menu. P. F. Chang’s exists because Chinese food has ceased to be ethnic, Sullivan explained. “People consider it ethnic when it’s new to them and they don’t understand,” he said. But this is no longer true for an American society raised on beef with broccoli.

You can recognize any P. F. Chang’s by its signature icon: gargantuan terra-cotta warriors—the severe-looking soldiers from the tombs of the Qin Shi emperor in the ancient Chinese capital of Xi’an. The emperor had been dead for some two thousand years before the tombs were discovered in 1976, by a peasant digging a well. (I saw the peasant some twenty-four years later at the tombs, sitting at the gift shop, signing autographs.) The outside of the restaurant is flanked by two gigantic terra-cotta horses wearing Christmas wreaths. “You will find in our restaurants an Asian influence, be it through the terra-cotta warriors to the horses to our mural,” Brian Stubstad, the director of design and architecture for the company, explained to me. There are no dragons or phoenixes. Red and gold are minimal. No Great Walls of China. No pandas. Were it not for the certain Chinese-ish items, the restaurant could be a nice steakhouse.

But not everyone finds the terra-cotta warriors charming. “Chinese people would never put that in a restaurant,” Jim told me, pointing at the statues. “It’s not lucky. It’s something you put in burial site! But in America, they think it’s a Chinese thing.” From a Chinese perspective, P. F. Chang’s is decorated with death.


Monty McCarrick, a Wyoming truck driver with a long black ponytail and a receding hairline, called his wife, Joyce, from Iowa, where he’d stopped during a trip across the country.

“Are you sitting down?” asked Monty, whose right arm is marked with a tattoo of an American flag and a scar from a bullet wound. (A friend’s gun accidentally went off.)

“You wrecked the truck,” Joyce said anxiously.

No, he crowed. They’d won $100,000 in Powerball.

“You got to be shittin’ me.”

Two months earlier they had gone to their favorite Chinese restaurant, Chinatown, located in Powell, Wyoming (population 5,000+), about a half-hour drive from their home. There Monty got the lucky numbers in a fortune cookie; five weeks later he bought the fateful ticket in Council Bluffs, Iowa, on his way to Ohio to deliver a load.

I dropped by the McCarricks’ home, a modest one-bedroom apartment they shared with their cat, Coco, who sometimes accompanied Monty on his road trips. Their three rooms were splattered with Elvis Presley memorabilia. As a teenager, Joyce had been a founder and president of Elvis Presley’s international fan club. Now in her fifties, she still had framed photos of the two of them together on her living room wall: he with his sultry lips and stiff pompadour and her with a perky ponytail and bangs. She used to visit his family during her summers in Nashville. When he did his military service in Germany, she talked to him once a month. Joyce had fifteen handwritten letters from Presley. “He had horrible spelling and horrible grammar,” she recalled. In total she estimates her collection could be worth as much as $100,000. That was the couple’s most valuable asset until Monty won the Powerball drawing. They paid off $20,000 in credit card debt built up in four accounts.

In Monty’s drives across the country, Chinese restaurants are reliable, accessible eating establishments. “They are pretty much in every town you go to,” he said. “It’s fairly inexpensive. You get all you want to eat, for anywhere between five and seven dollars.” What’s nice, he noted, is how predictable they are. “I know it’s going to have the stuff that I am going to like,” he said. “You get the sweet-and-sour pork and you get the noodles, the lo mein noodles, and the egg foo yong. That is pretty tasty.”

“The way they make the food, too, is pretty much the same,” he explained. “There is some exceptions, like egg rolls. Some places make them different and better than others. The wontons, the deep-fried wontons, those are pretty much the same. The chicken is pretty much the same.” For Monty, the predictability is reassuring. “I don’t like a lot of change,” he said. “I’m a simple person.”

As I drove away from their home, toward South Dakota, Joyce waved good-bye and called out: “Watch out for the moose at the top of the mountains!”

Louisiana had two of the 110 Powerball winners, but, more important, it had Cajun Chinese food. When informed of my quest, a colleague told me that I had to visit Trey Yuen Cuisine of China, a restaurant in Mandeville, outside New Orleans, to try dishes like Szechuan alligator and a soy-vinegar crawfish. Trey Yuen had been serving Szechuan alligator since the late 1970s, shortly after alligator meat became legal, and the dish has remained one of its more popular.

Trey Yuen was owned by five brothers named Wong, whose great-grandfather had taken a boat to San Francisco in the late nineteenth century, seeking work. His sons and grandson followed him and found work in Chinese restaurants. (One of them even married a Chinese woman he’d never met. A live rooster stood in for him at the wedding ceremony back in China.) Eventually the Wong brothers’ grandmother established a chop suey restaurant in Amarillo, Texas, along historic Route 66.

The sons traveled across the States, working in Chinese restaurants, until they found the opportunity to open the original Trey Yuen. Their mother used to tell them, “You guys are like my five fingers. Individually you are not very strong. Together”—she would form a fist—“you are solid.” Together, the five brothers have owned their restaurants for over thirty-five years.

Trey Yuen’s Szechuan alligator dish ended up being light-colored chunks of meat mixed with ginger, garlic, and crushed pepper. The alligator looked like cooked chicken but tasted surprisingly springy and tender. “I call it bayou veal,” said Tommy Wong, the fourth of the five brothers, in a Texas twang. “Some people are squeamish about trying alligator, especially people from out of town,” he said. Of course, he eventually does tell the people who dine on “bayou veal” the truth—“After they’ve eaten it.”

Tommy showed me a plate of raw chicken side by side with raw alligator. I would not have been able to distinguish them if it weren’t for the fact that the alligator meat came in long, pale strips. “See how nice and lean it is, and clean. High in protein,” he added. “Most people leave it in big chunks—that’s where the mistake is. Because of all the connecting tissues.”

Could you get Szechuan alligator anywhere else in the world? Probably not in China, yet this dish in front of me was arguably—even recognizably—Chinese.

A driving force behind Chinese cooking is the desire to adapt and incorporate indigenous ingredients and utilize Chinese cooking techniques, Tommy explained. Chinese cooking is not a set of dishes. It is a philosophy that serves local tastes and ingredients.

That idea continued to reverberate with me as I encountered creations like cream cheese wontons (also called crab Rangoon) in the Midwest, Philly cheesesteak rolls (egg rolls on the outside, cheesesteak inside) in Philadelphia, and the chow mein sandwich in New England. Chinese food, perhaps, does not have to originate in China.

In Rhode Island, home to five of the Powerball winners, I stopped at Chan’s Egg Roll and Jazz in Woonsocket, a restaurant with a century-long history. In its latest incarnation, the owner, Jon Chan, had turned it into a nightclub drawing prominent jazz acts from around the country.

This part of New England features the fabled chow mein sandwich, a subject of study for Professor Imogene Lim, a third-generation Canadian who speaks better Swahili than Chinese.

I dragged along my friend Lulu Zhou, a girl whose doe eyes and round cheeks make her appear like a thinly disguised anime character. Though she is Shanghainese and was raised mostly in Hong Kong, Lulu speaks flawless English with the lilting ticks of an American teenager. (For instance, “And then the dragon freaked the guy shitless” was her retelling of a Chinese fable.) Her parents, both lawyers, now live in Beijing, but she had spent most of her academic career in English-language schools—mostly in Hong Kong, as well as a brief period in New York City when her father was at NYU’s law school. When she was six years old, she glimpsed her parents’ green cards with their photos and RESIDENT ALIEN stripped along the top. At the time, Star Trek: The Next Generation was popular, so the idea of extraterrestrials was in her head. “Are my parents aliens?” she thought in shock. That suspicion was exacerbated when her parents snatched the cards away from her.

In college, Lulu developed a fascination with Jewish guys—partially from working on the school newspaper, she believed. In response, I bought her a book called Boy Vey!, a tongue-in-cheek guide to dating Jewish men. She read it cover to cover and began sprinkling into her conversations with Jewish guys questions about whether they were Sephardic or Ashkenazi.

When the chow mein sandwiches were set in front of us, Lulu looked at them with a combination of mock horror and genuine fascination. Trapped between two pieces of white Wonder bread was a crunchy pile of fried Chinese noodles slathered in a brown gravy flecked with bits of celery and onion. It was moist and soft and crunchy, all at the same time. Lulu giggled. We weren’t sure how to approach it. The gravy had softened the bread, making it too messy to pick up with our hands. I attempted to attack mine with a knife and fork. Lulu plucked the crispy noodles out of the bread. It wasn’t bad; the gravy gave the sandwich a lot of flavor, and the textural mix of crunchy noodles, sodden bread, and flavored liquid was quite intriguing. In some other life, we might even have thought it was quite good. But that day, we couldn’t get our minds around the concept of a starch-on-starch sandwich.

The trail of the chow mein sandwich then led me to Fall River, Massachusetts, and the Oriental Chow Mein Company, arguably the largest supplier of chow mein mixes in the world, limited market though it is. When I stepped into the brick building, I was embraced by the warm smell of frying noodles, which guides lost customers to the store. Founded in the 1920s, the company had been passed down through the family, and is now largely managed by Barbara Wong and her sons. Barbara was born in Canton, China (before it was known as Guangdong). She came to the states when she was seventeen, following a father she had known only through letters.

At the factory, heavy dough was flattened by continuous rolling into a thin sheet, cut up into strips—they looked like the end products of a corporate paper shredder—steamed, and then fried. Piles of discarded noodles were scattered across the floor. A methodic swish-chunk sound streamed through the factory: boxes being sealed. There were stacks and stacks of boxes waiting to be mailed, addressed to Tulsa, Oklahoma; Locust Grove, Georgia; Lake Oswego, Oregon; Dunnellon, Florida. “Everywhere, everywhere, everywhere. My customers are from all fifty states!” Barbara cheerfully explained. Many customers had grown up in the area but had been pulled away.

For many, the chow mein sandwich captured memories of growing up: Mom’s home cooking. Hanging out after school. Flirting. First dates. The sandwich evoked both family and friends. Locals even shipped the mix overseas, unleashing the force of the chow mein sandwich on foreign soil. During the first Gulf War, residents sent chow mein mixes to local men who were serving abroad. When I heard this, it reminded me of a phone conversation I’d had after the 2003 Iraq invasion. I was in Washington; a number of my friends had been swept up in the historic journey: cynical journalists, idealistic nation builders, mercenary contractors. Many of them informed me of the two improvised Chinese restaurants that had popped up next to the landing pad of a military hospital in the Baghdad Green Zone, a ten-minute stroll north of Saddam Hussein’s palace. The restaurant in the back was slightly more popular because patrons figured it would be less likely to be damaged by an insurgent attack from the street. These Chinese restaurants in Baghdad had neither Chinese nor Arabic on their menus, only English. Though the Chinese restaurateurs had never been to America, they knew how to attract large crowds with American-style Chinese food like sweet-and-sour pork and pan-fried dumplings.

Among those friends of mine deployed was Walter Miller, a foreign service officer who resembles a bookish version of James Dean. We would chat by phone (his cell phone in Baghdad had a 914 area code, as though he were only in Westchester). In one of those conversations, I wondered aloud why the Chinese restaurants were so popular with my friends in Iraq when, after all, in the Middle East diners should indulge in the authentic local cuisine of kebabs and hummus.

“It’s a taste of home,” Walter said. Even against the whirl of Medevac helicopters, Chinese food had become a beacon for American patriots. “What could be more American than beer and takeout Chinese?”

Favored cuisines become refuges in times of crisis. On September 11, my friend Daniel Hemel and his friends, after their high school classes were canceled and they had learned that their parents were safe, headed to a local Chinese restaurant in Scarsdale, New York, called Chopstix to watch the news and eat stir-fry. Chinese food was comfort food for him and his friends: something predictable and familiar when they needed an anchor in an explosion of uncertainty.

I looked back at my journeys across the numerous Powerball restaurants. American Chinese food is predictable, familiar, and readily available. It has a broad appeal to the national palate. It is something nearly everyone nowadays has grown up with—both young and old. I marveled that on a single day, Chinese food had united so many different people from different parts of the country: a schoolteacher in Tennessee, a farmer-veterinarian in Wisconsin, a research microbiologist in Kansas, a police sergeant from New Mexico, retired septuagenarian snowbirds from Iowa, a bank clerk from South Carolina, a salesman from New Hampshire.

Our benchmark for Americanness is apple pie. But ask yourself: How often do you eat apple pie? How often do you eat Chinese food?

 



CHAPTER 2

The Menu Wars

In November 1976, Misa Chang, a petite Chinese immigrant and mother of three, opened a Chinese restaurant on the southeast corner of Broadway and West Ninety-seventh Street in Manhattan and waited for customers. A good decade before the gentle currents of gentrification climbed along the northern edges of Central Park’s western neighborhood, people were leery of being out much at night. It was cold. It was dark. It was dangerous. Often the staff of four would outnumber their customers. After two frustrating weeks of watching the largely empty tables under the naked fluorescent lights, Misa had a piercing insight that would shift the trajectory of the restaurant industry in New York City. If the customers didn’t want to come to her, she would bring the food to them. She would begin a delivery service. Diners had long looked to Chinese restaurants for takeout, but free door-to-door Chinese delivery would be something intriguing. Misa may not have understood English very well, but she understood Americans. She printed up hundreds of white paper menus and walked from apartment to apartment herself, sneaking into buildings to slip the menus under residents’ doors.

Two hours after her first tour through the apartment buildings, the phone rang. The order: wonton soup and an egg roll. Misa hadn’t hired any Chinese delivery boys yet, so she walked the two blocks through the snow to make the drop herself. A woman answered the apartment door, amused that a five-foot-no-inch-tall Chinese woman had appeared with her order. She handed Misa a one-dollar tip.

At the time, the idea of making food deliveries to people’s doors was quixotic. Misa launched her delivery service well before the popularization of ATMs and VCRs. The idea that something—entertainment, food, cash—could be available on a consumer, rather than industry, timetable was startling.

But customers intuitively grasped the idea of delivery. Orders began to trickle in, then to pour in. Misa made the next hire to her staff of four: a delivery boy. Eric Ma, a scrawny sixteen-year-old busboy from a nearby Chinese restaurant, was a student at Norman Thomas High School. For his new job, Eric bought himself a used bicycle for fifteen dollars.

Soon the orders began flooding into Empire Szechuan Garden at an unrelenting pace. The phones wouldn’t stop ringing. Misa hired more delivery boys. The bags didn’t fit on the tables and had to be lined up on the floor. Eric and the other delivery boys would be sent out with eight orders at a time, perilously balancing the bags on their handlebars. It was a seller’s market back then. Empire Szechuan could deliver during the hours and to the geographic region it wanted. Customers were appreciative of the steaming hot food that appeared at their door, tipping generously. When the delivery boys were wet from the rain, they offered them towels.

For a long time, the neighborhood around the original Empire Szechuan was still relatively ragged. But Misa found a new way to deal with the homeless men. With fried rice and noodles, she bribed them to stay away from her front door.

I grew up about a mile and a half north of Misa’s restaurant, largely oblivious to its significance but cognizant of its evolution. It gobbled the Blimpie’s and a Mexican restaurant, opened a glass-encased outdoor café that later disappeared, and settled into a neon pastel motif in the early 1990s.

By the time I met with Misa, the restaurant’s floor space had expanded fivefold. The place still had the Miami Vice–era feeling from its last renovation, but the red pillars of the original restaurant remained intact. In person, Misa, now a sexagenarian grandmother of ten, was a chirpy combination of age and energy. She wore oversized jewelry and carried two cell phones. She was always in motion, shuttling from restaurant to restaurant—Empire Szechuan had expanded throughout Manhattan—and to the Fulton Fish Market, so she carried a toothbrush and toothpaste in her purse. “That way I can wake up from a nap in the car, brush my teeth, and be ready to go,” she said.

She had a button nose and thinning red-tinted hair, which was cut into what is best described as a double mullet. Two tails of hair trailed down either side of her neck. She said she likes the ease of short hair but the feeling of having long hair. The double mullet was her solution.

In the 1970s, there were only a limited number of ways to earn a living as an immigrant woman in the United States, Misa explained. Opening a restaurant was one of them. She and a few others scraped together $25,000 from their savings and through loans from family and friends.

She was not the first restaurant owner to come up with the idea of hand-delivering food to people’s homes. Nor was she even the first Chinese restaurant owner to do so. Before World War II, John Kan’s Chinese Kitchen delivered piping hot food around San Francisco. In the late 1930s, Chinese restaurants in New York’s Chinatown were using automobiles to bring chop suey to people’s doors. Of course, delivery was not always the easy, spur-of-the-moment decision it is now. Even in the 1950s, some restaurants demanded twenty-four hours’ notice to bring a three-course meal to your door. But for whatever reason, none of those scattered services catalyzed the delivery frenzy the way Empire Szechuan did.

With delivery powering her business, Misa’s restaurant empire quickly expanded. In 1979, Empire Szechuan Gourmet received a one-star rating from the New York Times, which was notable given its modest decor and no-nonsense service. The menu appealed to a more sophisticated crowd as yuppies began moving into the Upper West Side. They then added Empire Szechuan Columbus, Empire Szechuan Balcony, and Empire Szechuan Bleecker. Empire Szechuan moved into the West Village, the East Side, Long Island, Miami.

Flush with cash, Misa and her partners started investing in real estate, including the older eight-story building that held the original Empire Szechuan Gourmet. Eric, that first delivery boy, was promoted to a manager. He also married Misa’s daughter and became her son-in-law.

Misa herself had not had much schooling, but she’d always had a shrewd intuition for what her customers wanted before they even knew they wanted it. She began delivery at a time when two-career families were starting to become common. Misa hired women as waitresses at a time when Chinese restaurants generally hired only men. “They smile more,” she told me. She quickly expanded her menu when she felt that Chinese food was becoming stale. She introduced sushi to her restaurants so that couples wouldn’t have to fight about choosing Chinese or Japanese for dinner. She added pad thai to the menu when Thai food started gaining in popularity. She began a bubble-tea café in the restaurant to take advantage of the tapioca drink craze. She added a low-carb diet selection way before Atkins or South Beach hit the national radar. She knew when to upgrade the look of her restaurants away from red and gold to pastel neon, and again to the concrete, exposed brick, and recessed lighting of the turn of the millennium.

With Misa’s vision, Empire Sezchuan had a lock on the delivery market early on. Then it slowly dawned on others that there was no reason they could not make deliveries, too. The other Chinese restaurants entered the market—some of them learning from former employees of Empire Szechuan itself. Up and down Broadway, competing Chinese restaurants sprang up almost overnight in formerly shuttered storefronts, almost all with “Hunan” or “Szechuan” in their names: Hunan Balcony. Hunan 94. Hunan Gourmet. Szechuan West. Szechuan Broadway. The deliverymen stuffed brown paper grocery bags with stacks upon stacks of menus, using rags to hide them from the watchful eyes of doormen and neighbors. Then other ethnic restaurants joined in the fray, seemingly in reverse order of the cuisine’s distance from China: Thai. Japanese. Indian. Soon it became a free-for-all, an ethnic smorgasbord.

The first signs of trouble appeared in the building entryways. Simple “No Menus” signs metamorphosed into more punctuation-adorned, aggressive postings of “No Menus! Of Any Type! Got It?” The signs were originally written in English, which did little to abate the problem, as the menu men generally weren’t literate in English. (As Eric Ma explained it to me, “If they understood English, would they be making deliveries?”) So the “No Menu” signs soon became bilingual, with Chinese characters. Next they turned trilingual and even quadrilingual, to combat what had become a multiethnic, multirestaurant siege. Then it wasn’t just restaurants anymore. Other businesses piled in: carpet cleaners, nail salons, dry cleaners, and even grocery stores. The flyers were stuffed into mailboxes, piled on lobby furniture, thrown in heaps on lobby floors, and shoved under doors. Residents and landlords argued that the flood of paper engulfing the Upper West Side was a health and safety hazard. They feared that the accumulation of menus would alert burglars to when people were away. And what if it rained and someone slipped on a wet menu? Who would they sue? The menu guys were entering buildings by buzzing bells and cheerfully announcing that they were from UPS. They were propping security doors open with rocks or following residents in. At this point, it wasn’t just Empire Szechuan Gourmet that was papering the apartment buildings, but infuriated Upper West Siders felt it was the place at which they could point their fingers. Angry doormen would arrive at Empire Szechuan and dump a month’s worth of accumulated menus from their buildings, many of them from other establishments. One building complex in Harlem escorted menu men out in handcuffs, which immediately cut down on the flyer volume there.

The menu wars became violent on both sides, drawing blood in August 1994. One evening, a writer named Philip Carlo walked out of his building on West Eighty-eighth Street and spotted a lanky Chinese man putting menus from a restaurant called China Barbecue in his vestibule, near where a bilingual “No Menu” sign had been placed.

Carlo told the deliveryman to stop and returned the menus to him. The deliveryman put them back down. Carlo picked them up again. The deliveryman put them down again. The back-and-forth over the menus turned into a shoving match, which turned into an exchange of punches that spilled out onto the street. Carlo suffered a bloody nose, but he was evidently the better fighter; the deliveryman had a broken jaw. Carlo was convicted of assault and sent to Rikers Island for sixty days. The charges against the deliveryman were dropped. In a separate incident, a secretary, Jane O’Connor, was punched by an Empire Szechuan deliverer after telling him to stop dropping menus at her West Ninety-sixth Street building. She won a $2,000 judgment.

The local community board also used its political leverage to punish Empire Szechuan. It persuaded the Department of Transportation to oppose the renewal of the outdoor-café license administered by the Consumer Affairs Department.

Upper West Siders being Upper West Siders, they were not afraid to use the legal and judicial process to get their way. The New York State assemblyman for the Upper West Side, Scott Stringer (who would go on to become Manhattan borough president), introduced a bill that would quadruple the fine for distributing menus and other fliers on private properties that explicitly opposed them. But other New York City Council members expressed concerns over freedom of speech.

Misa, too, argued that the menus were little different from the political fliers that were distributed on the streets. Nonetheless, Empire Szechuan and Misa suffered setbacks. In 1994, a landlord named Saul Lapidus sued Empire Szechuan in small-claims court for distributing menus in his two brownstones in the West Seventies. He told Empire Szechuan that he would charge it ten dollars every time he had to clean up the menus. Empire Szechuan responded that the menus were protected by the First Amendment guarantee of free speech and that there was no proof that they’d been left by Empire Szechuan employees anyway. But the judge, Kibbie F. Payne, ruled that because building lobbies were private property, Empire Szechuan had no free-speech protection there. He said there was enough evidence to prove that the menus had been distributed by the restaurant and fined it $447.75 to compensate Lapidus for cleaning up the mess. Meanwhile, Misa had already been thinking ahead. She’d contacted the United States Postal Service to inquire about bulk postage rates. Empire Szechuan would begin distributing the menus by mail.

At lunch, Misa told me she had no regrets, even though her flood of menus had launched an angry backlash among New York City residents. “My workers have to feed their families,” she said. “We weren’t robbing or stealing from anyone.” Distributing menus was fair game, she felt.

Over the past three decades, she boasted to me, tens of thousands of Chinese immigrants have passed through her restaurants. “Sometimes I go traveling, I will meet someone. They know me. They’ve worked for me,” she said. “For a lot of them, they are new immigrants. We give them a chance. They need the money.” Many of her former employees had been students who needed a toehold in America. “A lot of people are Ph.Ds. Some have been doctors. One has gone on to be an ambassador,” she noted.

I could not quite put my finger on why Empire Szechuan’s delivery service had created such a snowball effect. Was it a timing issue? Delivery had existed, in tepid forms, prior to Misa’s arrival. Even during the 1970s, scattered pizza parlors and fried-chicken joints in New York City had offered delivery service. Many restaurants, Chinese and otherwise, did takeout. Some restaurants even had paper menus. There were a number of nice sit-down Chinese restaurants on the Upper West Side when the original Empire Szechuan Gourmet first opened: Moon Palace, Great Shanghai, Happy Family. Today all of them are gone. If Misa hadn’t come along with her vision of aggressive delivery, would it have occurred to someone else from those restaurants? Or perhaps Misa’s success had to do with choosing the right market, introducing delivery in the right New York neighborhood at the right time. The Upper West Side of Manhattan was densely packed with apartment buildings, co-ops, and brownstones. Women were moving into the workplace in larger numbers, and were looking for quick but healthy ways to feed their families when they didn’t have time to make home-cooked meals. Young professionals loved the idea that food could come from a phone rather than a stove.

But the more I thought about it, the more the whole situation seemed eerily familiar. A low-cost method of distributing advertising had led to indiscriminate carpetbombing of materials, which had led to copycat marketers, which had led to infuriated customers, which had led to a back-and-forth in judicial and legislative recourse, which had led to new ways to distribute advertising.

This was spam. Miss Chang had succeeded in part because she had understood the power of spam before anyone else. It wasn’t just about the service; it was about the marketing. I had met the proto-spammer.

The decision to buy the building on Broadway and Ninety-seventh Street turned out not to be the wisest business move for Misa’s partnership. “I know Chinese restaurants. But I don’t know real estate,” Misa admitted. Managing an aging property, with its upkeep and building inspections, eventually became too much of a headache. She and her partners sold to a landlord who wanted to turn that valuable spot over to Bank of America. Empire Szechuan Gourmet had to find a new home.

Misa decided to move the flagship restaurant to a preexisting spin-off on 100th Street, long nicknamed Empire Szechuan Junior. I watched her haggle, in her broken English, with the owner of a town-car service upstairs. She thought his company’s sign was ugly and offered to make him a new one that would fit better with the new Empire Szechuan decor.

The original Empire Szechuan on Broadway and Ninety-seventh Street shut down on October 4, 2005, after nearly twenty-nine years of business. Misa wasn’t at the restaurant for the formal closing, because it pained her. The restaurant was disassembled without much fanfare. By the next afternoon, the staff had moved to the new Empire Szechuan restaurant on 100th Street. It was open for business immediately.

The change attracted little attention. By then, neighborhood Chinese restaurants were nothing special. Other places, like the Vietnamese Saigon Grill, had intoxicated Upper West Siders with their exotic new cuisine.

Over time, it became clear that the 100th Street restaurant didn’t have the same visibility and traffic as the original location, which had been just a block away from a major crosstown bus line and an express subway stop. Business slowed.

Today, nearly every self-respecting restaurant in Manhattan, from neighborhood diners to high-end establishments, delivers. They have to, in order to survive. Over the years, Chicago, Washington, and Boston also jumped on the delivery bandwagon, though some other cities, like San Francisco, seem stubbornly resistant. Several years ago, many of my friends began murmuring about something called SeamlessWeb. I had never encountered the service. But my friends, particularly those in finance, consulting, and law, swore by it. At work, they could order lunch and dinner over a Web site and never have to see the bill. Even the tip could be set and billed directly to the company. Now it was possible to feed yourself without ever leaving your desk. No more turning in receipts stained with chicken tikka masala. No more struggles with English on the phone. Companies loved it. Accounting departments loved it. My friends loved it. I was horrified and fascinated at the same time. It was just a half step down from (and a half hour slower than) the food replicators in Star Trek. You can have a sumptuous $25 sushi dinner in thirty minutes. But the cost: the delicately prepared meal has to be savored while you’re slogging through a spreadsheet or proofreading a contract.

“Now you see, everyone does delivery,” Misa told me over lunch at the 100th Street Empire Szechuan. She rattled off a list of restaurants within a one-block radius that delivered: pizza, the Indian place across the street, steakhouses, the fried-chicken place. She added in amazement, gesturing across the street, “Even the diner does delivery.”

“When you feel like you’ve done something well, you have a feeling of success,” she said. But she added sadly, “Now everyone has caught up.” The revolution Misa started had become the norm. The innovator had been overtaken by the popularity of her innovation.

 



CHAPTER 3

A Cookie Wrapped in a Mystery Inside an Enigma

It was a clash between cities. A battle of cultural legacies. A matter of competing firsts. The identity of an American icon was at stake.

The critical 1983 debate: Who invented the fortune cookie, and where?

The courtroom, located on the fourth floor of San Francisco’s City Hall, was filled to standing room only. The media had arrived in full force—local and national, newspaper and television. Bakers sat next to businessmen. A federal judge presided.

On one side was the Los Angeles contingent, which argued that the inventor of the fortune cookie was David Jung, a Chinese immigrant from Canton, the founder of the Hong Kong Noodle Company in Los Angeles shortly before World War I.

On the other side sat the San Francisco contingent, which claimed that fortune cookies had no Chinese origins at all but, rather, were introduced by a Japanese (!) immigrant named Makoto Hagiwara, who’d tended the Japanese Tea Garden in Golden Gate Park, also shortly before World War I.

At one point during the trial, Sally Osaki, a San Francisco city employee who had done research to support the Japanese argument, dramatically pulled out a set of round black iron grills. These irons were originally used by the Hagiwara family to cook the fortune cookies, she announced.

Not only did Osaki have the only physical evidence in a trial based largely on hearsay, but San Francisco had the home-court advantage. The sponsor was itself a local civic booster organization. (An earlier trial by the same court had ruled that the martini had been born in San Francisco, rather than in the nearby city of Martinez—a decision which was later rejected in Martinez by another mock court.) There was at best only the slimmest of chances that San Francisco would lose in a media kangaroo court.

Indeed, Judge Daniel M. Hanlon handed out a ruling that San Francisco, not Los Angeles, was the birthplace of the fortune cookie. The room, full of locals, burst into cheers and applause. The Los Angeles attorney scowled and muttered about an appeal.

But it was an odd split decision. The judge stayed mum on the other, and arguably more interesting, question: whether Japanese or Chinese immigrants had introduced the cookie to the United States. He intoned, “Matters of the East, we should leave to the East.”

That question was still unanswered, more than twenty years later, as I began my investigation of the fortune cookie. It gnawed at me: Could fortune cookies have been introduced to the United States by the Japanese? Did Chinese restaurateurs steal the idea of fortune cookies from their fellow Japanese immigrants? If so, why had the Chinese succeeded in making them so popular?

Over the millennia, the Japanese have borrowed many concepts and inventions from the Chinese—written language, soy sauce, even chopsticks. Certain cultures tend to get credit for inventing practically everything, among them the Greeks, the Arabs, and the Chinese. Are fortune cookies an example where the cultural osmosis worked in reverse?

It cannot be denied that the fortune cookie is an odd member of the Chinese dessert family. Traditional Chinese desserts, as any Chinese-American child will tell you, are pretty bad. There is a reason Chinese cuisine has a worldwide reputation for wontons, and not for pastries.

For most of our young lives, my family was baffled by elementary school bake sales, to which we were told to bring in goodies to sell. While other kids arrived bearing brownies, chocolate chip cookies, and apple pies, Chinese families didn’t bake. Even today, my Western friends who move to China are bewildered when they find that their apartments don’t have ovens. “What do you do on Thanksgiving?” one friend wailed.

By the time I entered fifth grade we had formed our response to the bake sales: handmade fried dumplings—but with ground turkey instead of ground pork (healthier, my mom said). They were always one of the first items to sell out.

The yumminess of desserts is largely dependent on two things: (1) sugar and (2) fat. In contrast, traditional Chinese desserts use little sugar and fat, and a lot of red bean and lotus, peanut and sesame, soy and almond. Even the famous Chinese moon cakes, essential to the Mid-Autumn Festival, taste a bit like the hockey pucks they resemble. I scrutinized other Chinese baked sweets—the almond cookie (which was at least a cookie) and the yellow egg roll (which was rolled, something similar to folding)—for any family resemblance to the fortune cookie. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, but I felt like a paleontologist trying to justify a hypothesis using only vague evidence from the Cambrian period. If the Chinese had introduced the crispy, curvy, wafer-thin fortune cookie to the United States, where had they drawn their inspiration from?

It’s fairly easy to trace fortune cookies back to World War II. By the 1940s English-language fortune cookies were already commonplace in Chinese restaurants in San Francisco and southern California. San Francisco was a way station for servicemen to and from the Pacific arena, and the influx of eager, bright-eyed young men during the war helped fuel the rise of the city’s flamboyant Chinese nightclubs. Soldiers and sailors flocked to Chinese restaurants, where they were treated with the familiar—chop suey, chow mein, egg foo yong—and the exotic fortune cookies. From California, the cookies made an accelerated postwar journey across the country. Convinced that these San Francisco fortune cookies were part of truly “authentic” Chinese cuisine, servicemen started demanding the treats when they returned home to the Midwest and the East Coast.

Mystified but eager to please their customers, local Chinese restaurant owners placed orders with California cookie makers. As demand around the country grew, local entrepreneurs in major cities set up their own fortune cookie companies—though production still centered in Los Angeles and San Francisco and, eventually, New York. Customized cookies were used to announce engagements. Boxes of fortune cookies were sold on supermarket shelves.

By the late 1950s, Americans were consuming an estimated 250 million fortune cookies a year, and the little folded desserts were becoming part of popular culture. At the 1960 Democratic convention, both Senator Stuart Symington and Adlai Stevenson distributed them as part of their presidential campaign, as did Abraham Beame in his 1965 mayoral race. In 1972, as a prank, someone even presented Chicago’s Irish mayor, Richard Daley, with green fortune cookies. Companies were buying custom cookies to hawk everything from airlines to power companies, and from fish sticks to pharmaceuticals. And when Transamerica executives heard of a planned protest to their then-controversial (now-iconic) pyramid-shaped building in San Francisco, they greeted the protestors with fortune cookies filled with custom messages like “Transamerica not square outfit” and “Pyramid protestor miss point.” The cookies helped quell the objections.

It is the history of the fortune cookie prior to World War II that is murky. A number of families claim to be its originator, with elements of their stories sharing similar aspects. They all have an Asian immigrant inventor introducing the cookie in California sometime before World War I. All the alleged inventors are long, long dead. Their children and grandchildren are dying off too, so we are left with a matter of “he said, his son said, and his grandson said.”

Even the figures in the 1983 fortune cookie trial were disappearing in alarming numbers by the time I began searching for them. David Jung’s son was dead. Makoto Hagiwara’s grandson was dead. I had no reason to believe that Sally Osaki, who had pulled out the black iron grills at the trial, was still alive. But churning through the public records, I found a number of different listings in the San Francisco area for a Sally Osaki who was in her seventies. How many could there be? I figured. I left messages on her answering machine and waited.

Several days later, on a sleepy afternoon after Christmas, a pleasant-sounding woman returned my call.

“It’s Sally Osaki,” she said cheerfully. We chatted about the fortune cookies. She still had some documents left over from the trial. Sally, who had been born in California, told me of the fortune cookies from her childhood in central California. Her family and friends used to pass around bags of fortune cookies during drive-in movies when she was a young girl. The little slips of paper inside had originally been written in Japanese back then, she remembered. Only later, she recalled, did the messages appear in English.

“When did they change?” I asked curiously.

“I think they changed by the time we came out of camp.”

“Camp” to most Americans conjures up idyllic images of canoeing, bonfires, and good-natured panty raids. My parents sent me, my brother, and my sister to Chinese camp for one week every summer when we were growing up. There, we ostensibly studied Chinese folk dancing and songs, crafts, and martial arts. In reality, we just learned to flirt and sneak around behind our counselors’ backs.

Sally, however, was referring to the Japanese internment camps, locations in the interior of the country where the United States government detained 110,000 people of Japanese ancestry—about two-thirds of whom had been born in the United States and were, therefore, citizens. When they were forced from the West Coast in 1942, Japanese-Americans were told that they could bring only as many clothes, toiletries, and other personal items as they could carry. The officials called it “internment,” but the barbed wire around the camps made it resemble imprisonment.

“How old were you when you went to camp?” I asked.

“Nine years old.”

Type “fortune cookie” into Google today and out spills a virtual cornucopia of fortune cookie products for sale on the Internet. There are chocolate-dipped fortune cookies, white-chocolate-dipped fortune cookies, caramel-dipped fortune cookies. There are fortune cookies available in cappuccino, mint, blueberry, and cherry. One of the most successful companies offering flavored fortune cookies, Fancy Fortune Cookies, was started by a former Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus clown, who said a message from God told him to go into the fortune cookie business. You can buy custom fortune cookies for ad campaigns. You can buy silver fortune cookie jewelry on eBay. There are giant fortune cookies the size of a football. There are medium fortune cookies the size of a softball. There are Spanish-language fortune cookies. Good Fortunes, a company based near Los Angeles, sells a whole line of clothing called Cookie Couture, which offers a pair of thongs with the fortune cookie tastefully placed just so. There are scandalous X-rated fortune cookies for bachelor and bachelorette parties. To counter them, there are Christian biblical cookies.

Then there is the whole business around the wedding-proposal fortune cookie. You can have a custom fortune with your proposal inserted into a cookie. Or, for more dramatic effect, you can send the engagement ring to a company that will place it inside a cookie. One Web site provides a tip for the poor man’s fortune cookie wedding proposal: wrap a fortune cookie in a moist paper towel and put it in the microwave for thirty seconds on high. That will soften the cookie enough so that it can be pried open for the careful insertion of your special message.

San Francisco, as the presumed source of the fortune cookie phenomenon, was the most natural place for me to embark on my research. My first stop was to meet Sally at her son’s apartment in Japantown. Once a booming immigrant community with vibrant temples and shops, Japantown has faded to just six square blocks, a quaint cultural shadow of its pre–World War II existence. The Japanese families have largely assimilated into the burbs, so for the most part all that is left is a contingent of older people in neatly tended condos and a smattering of shops. The borders are announced by the sudden transition into green-and-white bilingual street signs. “Sutter Street” was written both in English and in Japanese katakana phonetics. The apartment was decorated in a Zen Japanese style of shades of beige and wood paneling—more Japanese than most Japanese homes I’d seen in Tokyo. Sally’s son didn’t really speak the language, she explained, but his entire aesthetic was Japanese.

Despite her short graying hair and glasses, Sally could best be described as “cute.” As she introduced herself, I found it disconcerting to see an Asian-looking woman my grandmother’s age speaking flawless English. On the East Coast, it was rare to find an Asian-American over forty-five who spoke English without an accent. By and large, they were first-generation arrivals to the United States. Only on the West Coast are there considerable numbers of Asian-American families that stretch back multiple generations.

Sally had kept many of the documents from the trial. A few in particular stood out: a letter from a woman named Kathleen Fujita Date (DAH-tay) that gave a hint as to how fortune cookies began to appear in Chinese restaurants and the testimonial letter from George Hagiwara, Makoto Hagiwara’s grandson.

Kathleen Fujita Date, of Berkeley, had sent a handwritten letter to Sally during the research period for the trial, with a tale passed down from her parents, Mr. and Mrs. Shizoh Fujita, friends of Makoto Hagiwara’s. Sometime in the 1920s, Mrs. Fujita had been having lunch with a group of five Japanese-American women in a Chinese restaurant down a San Francisco alleyway. One of the women had brought a bag of crescent-shaped crackers with little slips of paper inside, called senbei. The laughter of the women as they read the fortunes caught the attention of the Chinese restaurant owner, who came over and asked what they were doing. Once shown the senbei, the man asked where he could buy some; they told him about a Japanese confectionery shop called Shungetso-do at the corner of Sutter and Buchanan Streets. Later, Mrs. Fujita saw the restaurateur buying a whole box of the cookies there. From then on, she and her friends would often witness Chinese men driving up and buying boxes of fortune cookies. “Sometimes when we went in to buy them, they would tell us, ‘Sorry the Chinese already bought them all,’” Ms. Date recalled.

The other letter, from George Hagiwara, said that while his grandfather had come up with the idea for the fortune cookie, the production of it had actually been outsourced to a Japanese confectionery shop called Benkyodo. Benkyodo, now a century old, was still in operation in Japantown, run by the third-generation owners, just across the street from where I met Sally. George has long since passed away, but his daughter, Tanoko Hagiwara, was still living in the area, and she referred me to her son, Douglas Dawkins, the keeper of the Hagiwara family history. I met Doug at his telecommunications consulting company, DRDC, which was located in a converted loft space with an impressive but industrial view of container ships floating through the port of San Francisco. In his forties, Doug has green eyes and salt-and-pepper hair. (His own children are blond-haired and blue-eyed. “When I’m walking on the street with them, people think I’m the nanny,” Tanoko joked.)

With the humming of the computer servers in the background, he recounted Hagiwara family history for me. He pulled out a number of boxes that contained documents and family photos, including those of Makoto Hagiwara himself.

The round man in the fading photo had chipmunk cheeks, spectacles, a walrus mustache, and a barrel-chested five-foot-five frame. By all accounts, he had a fierce, outgoing personality. “He was a very go-get-’em kind of guy,” Doug told me.

Makoto, Doug’s great-great-grandfather, had come to the United States from the Yamanashi region in the central part of Honshu, the main Japanese island. In San Francisco, he dabbled in different businesses, including raising bonsai trees and importing Asian art.

The Japanese Tea Garden was built as part of a World’s Fair, the Midwinter International Exposition of 1894. Afterward, it was kept open and Makoto was invited to be the superintendent and live there. The family sold tea to visitors, many of whom were tourists. “They dressed in kimonos when people were around, but when no one was around, they would wear Western clothing,” Doug said. To accompany the tea, the family served a variety of senbei, including the one that eventually became known as the fortune cookie.

But that all ended in 1942, when the family was removed to an internment camp in Topaz, Utah, which at its peak was the fifth-largest town in the entire state. Their house in the tea garden was destroyed by a wrecking company. “They took it off as junk,” Doug said. The exhibit’s name was changed to the more innocuous “Oriental Tea Garden.” The family would not be released until 1945.

The old Japanese shop Benkyodo is part sweets store, part neighborhood diner, featuring a long counter with stools, where customers order a cup of coffee and stay for hours to catch up on neighborhood gossip. Except for the period around when the family was interned during World War II, the business has operated more or less continuously since 1906, when the present owners’ grandfather, Suyeichi Okamura, opened the original store on Geary Boulevard to sell Japanese treats.

The store no longer makes fortune cookies. The owners had no historical records, but they directed me to their aging mother, who lives above the store. I climbed the stairs and found a woman who seemed like a worn photocopy of the pale beauty in the black-and-white photographs in the apartment. Sue had been a teenager when she and her family were sent to the internment camp. There, she was pursued by a boy named Hirofumi Okamura, Suyeichi’s son, who was later inducted into the 442nd Infantry Regimental Combat Team, an all-Japanese-American unit sent to fight in North Africa, Italy, southern France, and Germany. It became the most highly decorated unit of its size and length of service in the history of the U.S. Army, with twenty-one recipients of the Medal of Honor.

Despite his time away, Hirofumi successfully made Sue his wife. She recalled her first glimpse of the Benkyodo cookie machine. “It was a nine-foot machine and it was in the basement,” she said. “It was circular and it spun around and around in a circle.” She had married into the family business, so she helped out with making fortune cookies. When we reached the edge of her memories, her son Ricky suggested that I talk to his cousin in Los Angeles, Gary Ono, about the origin of the fortune cookie. Over the last few years, Gary had done a lot of research into the Okamura family’s role in the original fortune cookies. “He’s easiest by e-mail,” Ricky said. “He’s been all over the place.” As for himself, he shrugged. “I don’t know anything,” he told me.

 



CHAPTER 4

The Biggest Culinary Joke Played by One Culture on Another

To understand what happened on the night of the Powerball lottery of March 30, 2005, you have to understand fortune cookies. To understand fortune cookies, you have to understand chop suey. Were it not for chop suey, there would likely not be any fortune cookies in America today.

Chop suey is the greatest culinary prank that one culture has ever played on another. Even its name is an inside joke of sorts. What Americans once believed to be the “national dish” of China translates to “odds and ends” in Cantonese. But it was decades before Americans began to realize that they had been had. (“Say, where did they get this chop-suey stuff?” wrote Will Rogers, a California mayor (no relation to the actor), in a letter to the New York Times during his 1932 visit to China—nearly thirty-nine years after chop suey began its explosion into the American landscape. He added, “I have run the legs off every rick-sha motorman in China, and nobody had ever heard of it.”)

It was a deception born less out of humor than a desperate need to survive. The ruse was so effective that the myths around it survive in history books. Chop suey is a tale—with elements of labor strife, culinary xenophobia, and celebrity tie-ins—that must be told from the beginning.

Before Americans loved Chinese food, you see, they loathed it. Because, in part, they feared the Chinamen on their shores. Then along came chop suey, and that changed everything.

In the late 1800s, Americans were less than enamored of the Chinese and their cuisine. The Chinese, they suspected, ate rats. If not rats, then cats. If not cats, then dogs. This paranoia rose to the level of serious journalistic inquiry. An 1883 New York Times article opened with the provocative question “Do the Chinese eat rats?,” noting that “a large portion of the community believe implicitly that Chinamen love rats as Western people love poultry.” A New York Times reporter followed a sanitary inspector on a tour of a Chinese kitchen to investigate charges from a neighbor.

Would he find delicate skeletons? A loose tail or two? A furry carcass?

In fact, he soberly informed his readers, “There was nothing suggestive of rats or cats about the place.” Meanwhile, the accused Chinaman had learned a thing or two about the American legal system; he threatened to sue his neighbor for slander.

But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. The story begins in China.

An immigrant’s decision to pick up and leave his country is often a difficult one, of a type that sociologists break into “push” and “pull” factors. Tumult rippled through nineteenth-century China in the form of overpopulation, wars, rebellion, and natural disasters—all push factors that weakened the bonds between the people and the land. The Qing government’s hold on the kingdom, especially in the southern reaches, was attenuating, setting the stage for massive rebellions. Western imperialism swept into China with the Opium War of 1839–42 and the subsequent unequal treaties that opened five ports and demanded indemnities. The costs of the indemnities were passed on to rural peasants through burdensome taxes, thereby exacerbating the consequences of the period’s natural disasters.

One single county, Taishan (or Toisan), in Guangdong Province, suffered onslaughts of near-biblical proportions. In a sixty-year period, from 1850 to 1910, it endured fourteen great floods, seven typhoons, four earthquakes, two severe droughts, four epidemics, and five serious famines, plus a twelve-year ethnic war between locals and Hakka transplants. At least 80 percent of the Chinese immigrants to the United States before the 1950s would hail from around this region.

Nature and war ravaged the region, but the financial markets struck a blow as well. A credit crisis in 1847 extended from British banks down to the Chinese warehouses along the Pearl River, shutting down trade in the urban center of Guangzhou and throwing 100,000 men into unemployment.

Then, from seven thousand miles away, came a faint glimmer of hope. On a January day in 1848, James W. Marshall discovered flakes of gold at Sutter’s Mill. This catalyzed Yerba Buena, a sleepy bayside California settlement of a few hundred souls, into a boomtown of 30,000, drawing people by land and sea. To a nation that was pre-airplane, pre-highway, pre–National Geographic, the Chinese that arrived on the shores of what is today San Francisco were thoroughly otherworldly. They were vaguely human, in the sense that they had the right biological number of arms and legs, eyes and fingers. Other than that, they were as strange then to Americans with European roots as the popular bug-eyed slit-nostriled Area 51 extraterrestrial icons look to us today. The Chinese were commonly referred to as “Celestials”—a term with connotations that (like E.T.!) they had descended from the heavens. They had long, dark hair worn in a single braid down the back. They spoke in choppy, singsongy tones. They wrote in an alphabetless language that must have seemed as bizarre then as Star Trek’s Klingon language does today.

But what struck Americans as unnerving was how these strangers ate. They cooked meats and vegetables of mysterious origins and strange textures, often cut up into itty-bitty pieces, or mashed and doused with exotic sauces. In native Chinese restaurants, reported one disgusted white observer, people were served “pale cakes with a waxen look, full of meats.”

Since the country’s Puritan and Protestant roots still maintained a tight influence on the popular culture, food was sustenance, not something to be enjoyed. Tempered by religious piety and frontier austerity, American cuisine was dominated by one characteristic: Aggressive Blandness. If there was a second guiding principle, it would be Extreme Saltiness. In much of the country, highly seasoned or fancy foods were regarded with hostility and suspicion, as a form of sensual indulgence. Spicy foods were suspected of something worse than increasing the craving for alcohol: many people shared the notion that they stimulated extreme appetites for sex. Only the southern states—whose complicated settlement history had left them with an amalgam of African, English, French, Spanish, and Italian cooking traditions—escaped with a lively cuisine. They simmered and sautéed and used rich spices, while in the rest of America the cooking vocabulary essentially consisted of baking, boiling, and roasting—quiet, passive activities that more or less encapsulated Americans’ attitude toward food. So Americans were suspicious of these foreigners and their animated cooking over large flames. There were too many noises: chopping, clanging, the roar of the fire, chattering over meals.

As one San Francisco magazine writer observed of their ingredients in 1868, “Few western palates can endure even the most delicate of their dishes. Shark’s fin, stewed bamboo, duck’s eggs boiled, baked and stewed in oil, pork disguised in hot sauces, and other things like these, are the standard dishes of a Chinese bill of fare.” The Chinese also seemed willing to consume anything they dredged from the sea: seaweed, abalone, squid, turtles (still available today, live, in many restaurant tanks).

And the things they could do with beans! As one writer noted, “Undisputed ruler, lord of all lesser greens, reigns the almighty bean. Boston has adopted the baked bean, but China had it first. Not only baked but boiled, made into pastes, soups, oil and cheese.” Now tofu is available in every suburban supermarket and is a vegetarian staple, but in the eyes of a turn-of-the-century American with European ancestry, it was a bit revolting: “In the window of almost every Chinese grocer is a bilious pyramid of yellow-green cakes of bean cheese.” What was this semisolid substance? “Taken alone and reduced to an essence,” the journalist jeered, “the result is a feeling, not a flavor.”

(For their part, the Chinese, with a largely dairy-free diet, were horrified by cheese. Even today my Chinese friends from China find the springy, gooey, oozing texture of cheese somewhat stomach-turning. Yet cheese and tofu are essentially made by similar processes: a fluid is coagulated until it separates into liquids and solids; the solids are kept, pressed together, and processed. With beans, the solids become tofu. With milk, the curds become cheese.)

Chinese meat products were eyed with suspicion: these animals did not hail from a farm; nor had they been caught by a fishing rod or felled by a bullet from a hunter’s rifle. “The meat things served here are strangely barbaric, seen in their uncooked stages in the open meat markets below, which are redolent with articles of diet for which an Occidental butcher would have no name,” one journalist remarked, reminiscing about San Francisco’s Chinatown months after the 1906 earthquake had leveled the neighborhood. In addition, there were “giblets of you-never-know-what, maybe gizzards, possibly livers, perhaps toes.”

The image of the Chinese as vermin-eating immigrants persisted in the public’s imagination. A picture of a rat-eating Chinese man was used in children’s textbooks in the late 1800s. An enterprising Jersey City exterminator designed an advertisement for his rat poison, Rough on Rats, that showed an oddly dressed Chinaman devouring a rat and the line “They Must Go!” (This subtly referred to both the rats and the Chinese immigrants.)

Even Mark Twain, while working as a reporter in Virginia City, Nevada, kept his distance. In the 1860s, during a visit to a shopkeeper named Ah Sing at 13 Wang Street, he accepted the hospitality of the merchant’s brandy but declined the “small, neat sausages, of which we could have swallowed several yards if we had chosen to try, but we suspected that each link contained the corpse of a mouse.”

The Americans were horrified by Chinese table manners. In a culture that judged a man’s class by how adroitly he maneuvered a metal knife and fork, eating rice with spindly wooden sticks was emasculating. These eating utensils were even used to make a point in a criminal trial; the lawyer for the white leader of an 1865 race riot defended his client’s behavior by informing the judge, “Why, sir, these Chinamen live on rice and, sir, they eat it with sticks!”

To be sure, Chinese cooking did find some fans—the budget-conscious and the adventurous—partially because it provided good food for good value. “The best eating houses in Francisco are those kept by the Celestials, and conducted in a Chinese fashion; the dishes are mostly curries, hashes and fricassees, served in small dishes and as they were exceedingly palatable, I was not curious enough to inquire about the ingredients,” wrote William Shaw, a self-identified gold seeker, in 1851. Called “chow chows,” Chinese restaurants could be spotted by the triangular yellow flags fluttering outside their doors. They attracted miners and bohemians looking to escape the mundane.

The waves of Chinese continued to wash up on the shores; the immigrants took jobs in manufacturing, agriculture, mining, and railroads. They were willing to work for less, and they were numerous, and they kept coming. The population of what is now the state of Idaho was in the 1870s some one-third Chinese. America had become infested with these creatures, white workers felt. Some of them wanted to make it stop. In their efforts, they littered the coast from Los Angeles to Tacoma, Washington, with the dead bodies of Chinese men.

The embers of culinary xenophobia smoldered. These foreigners’ dining habits became a point of attack, a concrete behavior used to differentiate “them” from “us.” Samuel Gompers, a hero of the labor movement and the president of the American Federation of Labor, published a pamphlet under the auspices of that organization in 1902: “Some Reasons for Chinese Exclusion: Meat Versus Rice, American Manhood Versus Asiatic Coolieism—Which Shall Survive?” Real men could not live on rice alone.

As white economic anxiety grew, it was unleashed in the form of shootings, arson, mutilation, and lynchings. Across the West, there were numerous impromptu campaigns to purge the country of Chinese. In 1885, an anti-Chinese rally in Seattle set a deadline for all Chinese to be out of Washington Territory by November 1. Two days after the deadline, residents conducted a giant raid against Tacoma’s Chinatown, where the merchants, who were less transient than the laborers, had remained. Doors were kicked down, bodies were dragged, people were herded like wayward cattle. About six hundred Chinese were forced to wait for transport to Portland at a railroad station where there was no shelter. During the night a heavy rain fell; some Chinese died. The same year, miners in Rock Springs, Wyoming, conspired to drive their Chinese competition out, attacking their settlement with guns and fire. As the Chinese miners tried to escape the burning wooden shacks, their attackers forced them back into the flames. Some who fled into the mountains were later eaten by wolves. At least twenty-eight people died.

But the most lurid tale was the Snake River Massacre of 1887. The water in Hell’s Canyon in Oregon ran red with blood as more than thirty Chinese gold miners were killed and mutilated by a group of white men who had conspired to steal their gold and force the Chinese out. Three killers were brought to trial. Not one was convicted, and the killers kept their souvenirs. A Chinese skull fashioned into a sugar bowl graced the kitchen table of one ranch home for many years.

The economic and political backlash culminated in the Chinese Exclusion Act, passed in stages between 1882 and 1902, which restricted Chinese immigration and prevented Chinese arrivals from becoming naturalized citizens. It would be the only law in American history to exclude a group by race or ethnicity.

But even as the doors slammed shut, some Chinese had already made it to the other side. Were they to be considered lucky or not? They had bought their way to a land of opportunity, but now the opportunities were rapidly shriveling. The Chinese were driven from agriculture, mining, and manufacturing. They were driven eastward, inland. They found themselves stranded in a strange land, thousands of miles and months of sea travel from their hometowns. They had come to make money, to support their families, but now employers were afraid to give them jobs for fear of violent retribution. The jobs slowly dried up.

So what happened?

The Chinese response still dots the American landscape today: restaurants and laundries.

In the half century from 1870 and 1920, the number of Chinese restaurant workers surged from 164 to 11,438, even though the total number of Chinese employed declined. Between 1900 and 1920, in many cities the number of Chinese restaurants doubled. In New York City there were six Chinese restaurants in 1885. Less than twenty years later, in 1905, there were more than one hundred chop suey restaurants between Fourteenth and Forty-fifth Streets and Third and Eighth Avenues. Restaurant workers didn’t even appear on San Francisco’s 1877 list of the twenty-two top occupations, which included whip makers, stonecutters, and lumbermen. The top occupations were listed as cigarmakers (7,500); merchants, traders, and clerks (5,000); and house servants (4,500). Laundrymen (3,500) appeared just before enslaved prostitutes (2,600). Laundries had long been a domain of Chinese workers, ever since 1851, when Wah Lee first hung up a sign for “Wash’ng and Iron’ng” in San Francisco and drove down the prices for starched collars and hard-boiled shirts. The Chinese had a near lock on laundries on the West Coast, and those continued to grow and thrive.

Why was there suddenly an entrepreneurial explosion of restaurants, and why, of all small businesses, did laundries survive?

Cleaning and cooking were both women’s work. They were not threatening to white laborers.

The Chinese did not survive as restaurateurs by selling American diners “waxen meats,” “bean cheese,” or shark’s fin soup. Americans had once sneered at Chinese food, but by the turn of the century they were flocking “zombielike” to Chinese restaurants, which had proliferated across the country. In 1900, the New York Times declared that New York City had experienced an “outbreak of Chinese restaurants all over town.” Diners were being drawn by something dazzling! Something sophisticated! Something exotic! Something that had taken the country by storm. Something called . . . chop suey?

In a cooking tradition hostile to excessive spices, sharp flavors, and “foreign” ingredients, chop suey meant new textures. Thin, squiggly white bean sprouts. Crispy, round water chestnuts. Gravy! New York City had gone “chop suey mad.” Chop suey parlors lined the streets of downtown Brooklyn, Washington, and Des Moines. Instead of the Yellow Peril, the Chinese-Americans had been transformed into benign restaurateurs selling a saucy vegetable-and-meat concoction.

The dish became a national addiction. Men impressed their dates with their sophistication by taking them out for chop suey, while they themselves could order from the safer, less adventuresome dishes on the “American” side of the menu: hamburgers and grilled pork chops. A fifteen-year-old Chicago girl stole $3,400 from her parents, using fake checks, and spent it on chop suey; she was put on probation by a juvenile court in 1923. Attempts to prove that she had used the money for things other than chop suey failed.

Chop suey even became a government-tracked commodity. In 1920, a dozen Chinese restaurant owners were hauled in front of a Chicago city council committee investigating living costs. They were grilled about the price of the ingredients and their profit margins on every kind of chop suey, from plain to chicken with fine white mushrooms. The aldermen then declared that chop suey prices were too high.

Middle-class women examined newspaper and magazine recipes, trying to make their own brown sauce, vegetables, and rice taste as authentic as that of the chop suey parlors. (The secret, they were told, was soy sauce and sesame oil.) Chop suey, along with chow mein and egg foo yong, were added to the bible of American domesticity: The Joy of Cooking.

Chinese restaurants became so common in New York that in 1952 a prominent German restaurant finally caved in and restored to its name the umlaut that had been removed during World War I. Lüchow’s owner had gotten tired of tourists coming in and ordering chop suey and egg rolls.

There was one small point that the restaurateurs were careful not to emphasize to their customers: the dish Americans knew as chop suey was all but unknown in China. In fact, the dish was reported in China decades after it appeared in the States. During World War II and its aftermath, local Chinese cooks hung up “chop suey” signs to attract American soldiers as customers.

The magic behind chop suey was that it was familiar but exotic. Chinese restaurant owners would use this formula again and again—with fortune cookies, with General Tso’s chicken, with other dishes.

But where had chop suey come from? And how had it spread so fast?

Two tales are commonly cited, each with variations. In fact, both stories are so firmly accepted that they are repeated in history books, newspapers, and on the Internet, to the point where they have taken on the tenacious quality of historical truth.

In the first tale, white railroad (or mine) workers come to a Chinese restaurant just before (or after) its closing in San Francisco (or the Wild West). They are drunk (or just hungry) and order (or force) the cook to prepare something for them to eat. He takes the scraps (or leftovers) from the kitchen and whips up a random concoction of vegetables, meats, and brown sauce. The workers, of course, love it and ask the poor cook what the dish is called. Since it really doesn’t have a name, he makes one up, calling it “chop suey.” The workers are satisfied and wander off. Somehow, from that, a craze is born.

The second tale is more historical in nature, tying itself tightly to an 1896 visit to the United States by a prominent Chinese diplomat named Li Hongzhang. The details vary but are very specific in how they vary: Li is a guest (or host) of a dinner in New York (or Washington, Boston, Chicago, or San Francisco). At the dinner a dish is summarily thrown together by a Chinese cook (or Li himself) because Li has indigestion (or does not like the Western dishes available or the Western guests do not like the Chinese dishes available). When the guests (or newspaper reporters) ask for the dish’s name, they are told it is called chop suey. The dinner that is most specifically cited is a banquet at the Waldorf-Astoria in August 1896.

The Li Hongzhang story is cited so often, with so much detail, how could it not be true? But the menu from that Waldorf-Astoria banquet was actually French: consommés and soufflés. After nibbling a bit, Li had his servants bring him a tray of boiled chicken, white rice, and vegetable soup, according to the detailed account provided by the New York Times.

The definitive scholarly paper on the origins of chop suey was published some twenty years ago, in 1987, by a then graduate student named Renqiu Yu, in the journal Chinese America: History and Perspectives, which I found devilishly hard to track down.

It was a few months before I met up with Ren Yu. We agreed to have lunch at Big Wong King Restaurant one September afternoon; the shops already had their moon cakes on display for the upcoming Mid-Autumn Festival. Ren told me that he first became interested in chop suey when he moved to New York City to earn his Ph.D. at New York University. As a single graduate student, he ate out a lot and noticed that chop suey was on the majority of the menus. He never ordered the dish, but he observed others savoring it.

He spent almost three years doing his research, including a summer in NYU’s library scrolling through microfilm of the New York Times, looking for any early mention of chop suey. Chop suey was not created from whole cloth, Ren believed. An actual Chinese dish called “chow chop suey” (or “chow chop sui” or “chow chop sooy”) was being served among the Chinese themselves by the 1880s and early 1890s; “chow” means to stir-fry and “chop suey” often meant animal entrails—livers, giblets, and the like.

That fit with what I’d found, that there were early mentions of something called “chow chop suey” before the Li Hongzhang visit, a dish described as being made with gizzards. But the new dish had suddenly taken off after Li Hongzhang’s visit, in part because of the way it was (deceivingly?) associated with him. “You have a celebrity culture in America,” Ren mused. “If it is associated with a name of a celebrity, it will sell very well.” He rattled off a list of things: clothes, sneakers, perfumes. “What is wrong with the Chinese practice of an American commercial skill? Selling a dish by attaching his name?

“That’s my hypothesis,” he said. “There is no documentation.”

But there was yet another claim. One night I was scrolling through the newly digitized files of old New York Times articles, stretching back to 1851, when something caught my eye. The headline was “Chop Suey Injunction: Len Sem of ’Frisco Here to Allege Copyright Infringement”; it was dated June 15, 1904.

The story unfolded: Chinatown was plunged into gloom, an air of silent preoccupation overhanging the habitués of Mott and Pell Streets. Word had spread of an economic crisis. Earlier in the week, a San Francisco Chinese man had walked into the soaring twenty-six-story St. Paul Building on Broadway. Armed with a sheaf of legal documents, he’d headed into the law offices of Rufus P. Livermore, who ran a distinguished small-time practice just southwest of Chinatown. The San Francisco visitor’s name was Lem Sen. He told Mr. Livermore that he was the inventor of chop suey and had the documents to prove it. And in an aggressive, sophisticated assertion of intellectual property rights, he wanted to file an injunction to stop the “manufacturing and serving” of chop suey in New York City.

This claim surprised Mr. Livermore, but it did not come totally out of the blue. He had already sensed that something was amiss with chop suey. Like most Americans, he had long assumed it was the “national dish” of China, but only a few weeks earlier he had heard a story that had cast a seed of doubt. That month, a Chinese envoy to the St. Louis Exposition, Pu Lun, had paid a visit to New York. As Mr. Livermore heard it, one of the guides tried to please Pu Lun during his tour of Chinatown by telling him, “And now, your highness, we will soon be dining on your national dish, chop suey.”

“What is chop suey?” the prince asked innocently.

Now in front of Livermore was a man who claimed that chop suey was no more the national dish of China than pork and beans. He asserted that there was not a grain of anything Celestial in it. He said that he’d been employed at an American-owned restaurant when his boss told him to manufacture some weird dish that “would pass as Chinese and gratify the public craze at the time” created by a visit from a high-level Chinese diplomat. In an expression of his humor, Lem Sen christened his dish “chop suey,” a term often used in Cantonese for “odds and ends” or “bits and pieces.” But then his recipe was stolen, and spread across America. Lem Sen wanted these copycats stopped.

The reporter quoted Lem Sen: “Mellikan makee thousand dollar now. Lem Sen, he makee, too. But me allee time look for Mellican man who stole. Me come. Me find! Now me want papel back, and all stop makee choop soo or pay me for allowee do same.”

Was this the answer? Had it been lying in the depths of newspaper archives for all that time, unlocked by the magic of optical recognition? It had appeared several years after the span that Ren, the historian, had examined in the historical record.

Digging through more records, I discovered a brief, four-paragraph wire story describing the Waldorf-Astoria banquet. The article, which ran across the country, listed “chop suey” as the food that was brought to Li Hongzhang—the first time that name may have appeared in print as such. But the dishes served to him had been, specifically, boiled chicken and rice. I knew enough about how reporters groped through unfamiliar situations to guess that the wire-service reporter might have asked someone what Li Hongzhang had been served, been told “odds and ends” in Chinese, and interpreted it as a name of a single dish.

If so, then Lem Sen’s story held a grain of truth. Everything fit: the purposeful myth that connected it to the diplomat Li Hongzhang; the sudden rise in popularity of Chinese restaurants within a decade; why the term “chop suey” appeared in print before 1896 but only as “chow chop suey”; how chop suey later emerged as its own dish everywhere. Had this short wire story spurred a national American demand for something called “chop suey,” which Lem Sen then invented so as to have a dish to serve? One that incorporated interesting but not outlandish vegetables, like celery, bean sprouts, and water chestnuts?

I pondered the tale about the bullied Chinese chef who threw scraps together for hungry laborers. That probably did happen somewhere, sometime. In a way, “chop suey” had always existed in the sense of “odds and ends.” But how could a recipe like that have spread with such ferocity without some spirited campaign behind it?

“It’s an amazing story,” Ren wrote back to me in an e-mail, after I gave him the article.

So was the injunction ever filed? Was that sheaf of legal papers that Lem Sen had carried into Livermore’s office buried in the bowels of New York City’s courthouse system? I couldn’t find anything during a visit downtown.

Perhaps Lem Sen was the true innovator. Or perhaps he was claiming credit while building on work also done by others—like Watson and Crick with Rosalind Franklin’s X-ray diffraction images of DNA—especially since the historical evidence seems to point to chop suey first becoming popularized in New York City.

But I wanted to believe his story. I wanted to believe that there was a single figure in history who had come up with the recipe—not simply of a single dish, but the recipe for success at a time when it was desperately needed by Chinese workers in the United States. I wanted to believe that there was an individual who had created one of the earliest gambits of celebrity marketing in the United States.

Maybe it’s the writer’s weakness, always trying to distill history into simple stories about a single person, a fight, an invention, a small act of civil disobedience. That is why we often say World War I was triggered by the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand. Or that the American civil rights movement was prompted by Rosa Parks refusing to give up her seat. Perhaps that’s also why I felt compelled to seek the true origins of the fortune cookie—whether the creator turned out to be a noodlemaker in Los Angeles or a gardener from Japan. We want a person behind a phenomenon. These symbolic characters make the mess of history more streamlined, palatable, and digestible—not unlike Americanized Chinese food. Against a backdrop of chaos, there is a single pleasant narrative.

Chop suey has done its duty. A century later, the dish is gently fading away from American menus, supplanted by General Tso’s chicken, beef with broccoli, and sweet-and-sour pork. It has been kicked out of The Joy of Cooking, replaced by more fashionable Chinese dishes. It is still found in some urban Chinese takeouts and in scattered restaurants around the country, but few people order it, restaurant owners tell me. Most Americans now know that chop suey is not real Chinese food. A handful don’t care.

Yet it still endures. Chop suey, I discovered, has become an American export. I have found it in Japan, Korea, Jamaica, Guyana, and the Caribbean. In India, “American chop suey” (often made with ketchup!) remains one of the most popular dishes on Chinese menus, a stalwart just across the border from China. In Los Angeles, a Chicano girl who worked at Avis confided to me that her family would sometimes drive four hours to Mexicali, the Chinese-restaurant capital of Mexico, to have chop suey. She added, “You can’t get it in the same way in the United States.”

 



CHAPTER 5

The Long March of General Tso

I have traveled thousands of miles, from New York to the Hunan city of Changsha, to pay homage to one of the most prominent Chinese figures known in America.

Undoubtedly, the most famous man to emerge from Hunan, a rural province largely analogous to Arkansas in America, is Chairman Mao Zedong, the megalomaniac Communist leader who led the careening nation through wars and revolutions. His name reverberates with sacred reverence in Hunan. China’s aspiring politicians pay visits to his childhood home, sometimes secretly. My driver has Mao’s face as his cell phone background.

But rivaling Chairman Mao’s stature in the United States is another man, one who plays a more familiar role in our day-to-day lives, a man whose name passes through the lips of thousands of Americans every week. He is the great scholar-warrior Zuo Zongtang, a crusher of rebellions against the imperial Qing court, an elder statesman who held modern Chinese territory together. Outside China, however, he is less often recognized in history books than in cookbooks. Born in 1812 about fifty miles north of Changsha in the small village of Jietoupu, he is also known as General Zuo or, more famously, General Tso. The Chinese respect the general as a vicious and gifted military leader, the equivalent of American Civil War general William Tecumseh Sherman. But millions of Americans know him only for the chicken dish named in his honor. He is the General Tso of General Tso’s chicken. Tso Tsungtang—the more modern spelling is Zuo Zongtang—may have died in 1885, but his name lives forever in small towns and big cities across the United States, spoken, even if mispronounced, more often than Chairman Mao’s. (“Tso” is commonly said like “So” but is actually properly pronounced halfway between “Zuoh” and “Juoh,” something like “Jaw.”)

What I discover: in America, General Tso, like Colonel Sanders, is known for chicken, not war. In China, he is known for war, not chicken.

General Tso’s chicken is probably the most popular Chinese chef’s special in America. What’s there not to like? Succulent, crispy fried chicken is drenched in a tangy, spicy sauce and sautéed with garlic, ginger, and chili peppers until it bursts with flavor. Each bite is a rapturous gastronomic journey, beginning with a pleasant crunch that gives way to the tender dark meat, all while your tongue experiences the simultaneous ecstasy of sweetness paired with the kick from the chili peppers.

In my travels, I have encountered chicken belonging to General Gau, General Chau, General Tao, General Tsuo, General Joe, General So, General Chow, and just plain old “General.” Then there was my personal favorite, in Wichita, Kansas: General T (perhaps a cousin of Mr.?). The general goes undercover at the United States Naval Academy dining hall, which serves “Admiral Tso’s Chicken.”

You can taste the general’s chicken in all-you-can-eat $4.95 supper buffets along interstate highways, at urban takeouts with bulletproof windows, and in white-tablecloth establishments that have received starred reviews in the New York Times. You can sample variations where the sauce is brown and runny, red and syrupy, or yellow and sweet like honey. There are renditions with short squat pieces, long thin pieces, dark meat, white meat, and mysteriously reconstituted mystery meat. There are versions akin to McDonald’s Chicken McNuggets, with more bread coating than meat, and others where you cannot tell where the chicken ends and the dough begins.

Hunan Province is famed for producing fiery leaders and spicy dishes. Hunanese locals brag that their cooking—based on simmering, stewing, and steaming—is one of the eight great regional cuisines of China. What the other seven are, few could tell me. (It turns out that China’s eight great regional cuisines, like the Ten Commandments and the nine Supreme Court justices, are something that everyone knows the number of, but few can readily name.)

What I found was unsettling. Unlike kung pao chicken, which nearly every self-respecting Chinese chef can make, a request for General Tso’s chicken left many cooks, waitresses, and restaurant owners scratching their heads.

The refrain was consistent: “We don’t have General Tso’s chicken here” or “We’ve never heard of it.” Even after I showed them pictures of the dish on my digital camera, they would frown and look at me blankly, then helpfully suggest another chicken dish, often the local specialty, mala or kung pao. One waitress at a three-hundred-year-old restaurant pressed me to try another dish associated with a famous Hunan personage: “This is what Mao Zedong and his circle ate when they used to come here.”

But nothing they offered ever resembled our crispy General Tso’s, nor his American cousins: sesame chicken, lemon chicken, sweet-and-sour chicken. In fact, any batter-dipped, stir-fried chicken dish was hard to come by in this urban corner of Hunan.

I set out to find the general’s ancestral village in rural Hunan. Perhaps there people would know the story behind the chicken. Hunan may be poor and inland, but it prides itself on having produced a disproportionately high number of warriors, revolutionaries, and political leaders. Aside from Mao Zedong and the general, its august roster includes Liu Shaoqi, once Mao’s presumed successor, and Hu Yaobang, the popular Communist leader whose death triggered the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests.

When you ask locals why they have so many newsworthy leaders, they almost universally echo a line used by Mao. It has to do with the spicy food, they say; a lifetime of eating the cuisine generates a revolutionary temperament in the people here.

Our general, the son of peasant farmers, looked to be an early washout after he thrice failed the competitive imperial examinations. He returned to a quiet life in his ancestral home in rural Hunan. But like many men whose fates are caught up in history, his life changed forever with the outbreak of war—in his case, a rebellion led by a Chinese convert who believed himself the younger son of Jesus Christ. The self-declared New Messiah, Hong Xiuquan, and his Taiping Rebellion established the Heavenly Kingdom, which at its peak covered most of southern and central China. Its government abolished private property and gave women equal rights.

Tso, whose political career started when he was thirty-eight, drove the heavenly rebels out of Hunan and continued his ruthless campaign toward the coast. By 1864, he, together with his military mentor, Zeng Guofan, had dethroned the Taiping king and quashed the rebellion at the Third Battle of Nanking, in which some one hundred thousand people were killed. After it was all said and done, the Taiping Rebellion had consumed over twenty million lives, making it the bloodiest civil war in human history. In exchange for his service, our general was rewarded with a promotion to earl and went on to quash rebellions in China’s west.

That was the story of General Tso’s long march across China. But how did his long march across America come to pass? Perhaps, I thought, those in his village would know.

The journey to the general’s birthplace turned out to be a more difficult ordeal than my driver and I had planned on. We knew the name of the town and the direction from Changsha, but my driver never consulted a map. Automobile travel in rural China involves dodging mangy dogs, farmers pulling carts, young motorcyclists, and plump chickens, creating the overall sensation of a live video game—Grand Theft Auto: Rural China. Stopping at red lights is apparently optional. Driving in the countryside also involves a great deal of honking. The sonorous rumbling horns of trucks, the high-pitched beeps of scooters, and the tenor tones of sedans come together in a shrill arpeggio. Honking in America is a punitive action; in China, it’s considered a courtesy.

We were soon lost. We stopped to ask an old man with a missing tooth for directions. He gestured wildly and then jumped into the car with us, explaining that he was from near where the general had been born, where hundreds of members of the general’s family still lived, where they had their own area called Zuojiaduan, or “Zuo family section.” He commanded us to take a right onto a suspicious-looking dusty dirt path that seemed to lead nowhere, but then made a T-shaped intersection with a paved road. The old man got out, waved good-bye, and pointed in the direction opposite from where he was heading.

Shortly thereafter, we passed a billboard that said, “Xiangyin. A famous Qing Dynasty county and home to Zuo Zongtang.” In the corner was a picture of a refined and bearded Chinese man who was obviously General Tso. I studied his likeness. It was nice, as they say, to finally put a face to a name.

Outside a restaurant a sign advertised high-quality dog meat, a claim substantiated by a photograph of two doe-eyed puppies. Inside I inquired about the general’s chicken. The waitress gave me a confused look. I showed her the picture of the dish on my digital camera. She shook her head. “It doesn’t look like chicken,” she said. If I wanted chicken, she offered, she could kill a fresh one for less than two American dollars. She gestured toward the back. Whichever chicken you pick, she said. But it would take too long to pluck all the feathers, delaying my hunt for the general’s roots; we opted for some vegetables and a pork dish instead.

The restaurant’s owner gave us a hand-drawn map. The route led us down a dirt road flanked by rice paddies and to the old home—an abandoned building that had been converted into a school, then abandoned again.

In the rice paddies near the house, I encountered two men from the general’s family, Zuo Kuanxun and Zuo Ziwei, Zuo family members some five generations removed from the general. I asked them about General Tso’s chicken.

They had never seen the dish. “No one here eats this,” said Zuo Kuanxun, a faded sixty-six-year-old farmer. Zuo Ziwei shrugged as well.

There were chickens everywhere. Black ones. Brown ones. Speckled ones. Wandering around the backyards. Tussling with puppies. Climbing up compost piles. Crossing the road. These were clearly the original free-range chickens—not the pathetic, debeaked, declawed, force-fed ones of the American agro-industrial complex. But despite the widespread presence of live poultry, there was no General Tso’s chicken to be found.

Zuo Kuanxun invited us into his home, a century-old stone structure with wooden doors, dirt floors, and hand-pumped well water. Except for his telephone, which he’d gotten ten years ago to keep in contact with his children, his home was probably not too different from residences during the general’s time. He handed us freshly washed apples. After I’d finished mine, I looked around for a place to put the core.

Toss it on the floor, he said. I hesitated.

“Don’t worry, I’ll sweep it later.”

Onto the dirt floor went the apple core.

I offered him a fortune cookie in return. He examined it. And put on the polite smile and averted eyes of Chinese nonenthusiasm.

No one seemed to know whether the general had had a fondness for chicken. They did note that he probably didn’t cook it himself. “He had servants to cook and clean for him,” Zuo Ziwei pointed out.

“They must have used his name to do business,” Zuo Kuanxun said. It didn’t surprise him that Americans know the general’s name. “He’s famous all over the world!” he said. “He was very talented. A lot of people respected and admired him.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell him that in the United States we respected him only for his chicken—which in the end may not even be his.

Zuo Kuanxun said he’d once raised chickens but now focuses on pigs—the preferred meat in Chinese cooking. He didn’t, however, raise only pigs. When I’d walked in, I’d noticed two energetic brown dogs wandering around with some chickens. Occasionally, they yelped outside as we talked inside. Our conversation wandered onto the topic of his dogs.

“Dog tastes good. It’s good for you,” he said.

I mumbled something about how in the United States we don’t eat dogs because we have sentimental attachments to them as pets. He nodded. “Those dogs are made for pets. They look good. These dogs are raised for eating.”

I pictured how Americans would react to General Tso’s puppy on their takeout menus.

The general’s childhood home, later converted to a school, had long been abandoned. It looked like any other sad building in rural areas across the world, only this one had riling Chinese slogans like “Seek Knowledge!” scrawled in gigantic red writing across the front.

“They want to develop it into a tourist destination, but there is no money,” Zuo Kuanxun said, standing at the building’s gate.

Over tea the same day, a young official named Jiang Wei told me about the big dreams they had for the general’s home, if only they could find some capital. “We don’t have the money, but we are hoping to attract tourism and to sell some General Tso–branded goods,” he said. “We want to build some industry around him. We want to make it big.”

Sitting in an open courtyard in front of the village hall, he gestured expansively. One could relive the General Tso experience. “You could buy the things he liked to eat. You could buy the things he liked to use,” he said. “You could sell the liquor he liked to drink.” He flicked his cigarette and rattled off other product lines: “Clothes. Hats. His official robes. You could put on a set of his official robes and have your picture taken in them.”

Truth be told, there was little else going for this town in China, so its boosters had seized upon the identity of the general as their means to economic salvation.

Suddenly Jiang Wei remembered the reason that I had traveled thousands of miles by plane, boat, bus, car, and foot to the little town of Jietoupu in the first place. His eyes lit up with an idea. “They could come here and eat true authentic General Tso’s chicken!”

As we got up to leave, one of the women at the table with us stopped me and asked, “You said you were from the United States?”

“Yes.”

“But you look Chinese!” she exclaimed, confused.

My question remained: Why had the general been able to conquer America with his chicken with greater ease and less bloodshed than he had conquered China? My host in Hunan was a classmate from my time at Beijing University. Wang Wei was beautiful in the way that women in classical Chinese paintings are beautiful, with large expressive eyes, flawless skin, and a slim, shapely figure. She had gone to Syracuse University for her master’s degree, but then she’d returned to Hunan to marry her high school sweetheart.

When I asked her about the chicken dish, she laughed and burst into a tirade about why General Tso’s chicken is the ultimate Chinese-American dish.

“It has broccoli. Americans looove broccoli. They add broccoli with everything.” She continued: “Americans like chicken. You can go to a supermarket and you buy chicken breast, chicken legs, chicken drumsticks, chicken wings, boneless chicken. All different types of chicken,” she said, gesturing to various parts of her body. “They don’t do that with pigs, do they?” she challenged. “It’s very American. It’s all-American: very big pieces of chicken, fried and sweet.”

For generations, Chinese immigrants and students have been warned not to be shocked by the Chinese food in American Chinese restaurants. Among those dishes most likely to confuse them is General Tso’s chicken. Wei remembered her first impression of the dish when she encountered it in a restaurant in Syracuse: “Is it edible?”

Watch what the workers in American Chinese restaurants eat. In general, it is not what they are serving to the customers. It is, however, more representative of the Chinese diet. For instance, you will often find a soup—and not egg drop, wonton, or sweet-and-sour. It will be thin and simple, usually with seafood, pork bones, or melon in it. There will be lots of dishes with single vegetables.

Periodically a fervor erupts over whether or not Chinese food is healthful. The Center for Science in the Public Interest shocked the Chinese-restaurant industry in 1993 when it published a study saying that many Chinese dishes, like kung pao chicken and egg rolls, were high in fat and sodium. But Chinese food, cooked in a Chinese style for Chinese taste buds, is actually relatively healthy: lots of vegetables and seafood and low in sodium, with few deep-fried ingredients. The problem is that most Americans prefer American-style Chinese food to the real thing.

How did General Tso’s chicken come to be? It seemed America must have had a hand in it. Chinese food in China is a diverse lot, but once it came to the United States it developed a few central characteristics.

First of all: Chinese restaurants in America tend to shy away from anything that is recognizably animal. Mainstream Americans don’t like to be reminded that the food on their plate once lived, breathed, swam, or walked. That means nothing with eyeballs. No appendages or extremities (no tongues, no feet, no claws, no ears). Secondly, opacity. That means nothing transparent or even semitransparent (this eliminates certain kinds of fungus and all jellyfish). There is also a limit to the textures Americans will allow in their mouths: nothing rubbery or oddly gelatinous (no tripe and, again, no jellyfish or sea cucumber). There is also an acceptable color palate. Nothing organic should be too black (no black seaweed or black mushrooms). Nothing made with flour should be too white (steamed white buns have the undone look of the Pillsbury Doughboy; toasty brown is better).

But perhaps most important in American eating is the idea that what goes into the mouth should never come out. That is, there should be nothing where you have to chew on something and then spit out an inedible part. This means no chicken feet, no fish with bones, no shrimp with shells. Peanuts come shelled, and even watermelon is preferred seedless.

In China, however, the aftermath of most restaurant meals is a pile of bones, shells, and other detritus on the table at every place setting: the casualties of a personal battle between the diner and the items on the plate. In particular, much of the debris is due to the Chinese love of seafood, and the love of that seafood in its God-created entirety. Chinese buy their fish whole. When she was in America, my friend Wei bemoaned the difficulty of getting a whole fish. “They cut it up into these clean little pieces,” she said. “If fish doesn’t have bones, it’s not tasty.” And shrimp? My friends like to eat their shrimp with the eyes and tails still on. You can tell if a shrimp was cooked dead or alive by how the tail splits.

The meat nearest the bone is the most tender and most flavorful. So Chinese people like chicken feet and legs (lots of bones) and are confounded by Americans’ preference for chicken breast (boneless and bland). Following the law that says something is worth only as much as someone is willing to pay for it, in China, the tender feet and legs are the most expensive part of the chicken; in America, they are almost worthless. This creates arbitrage opportunities to buy low and sell high. A Chinese customs official confided over dinner in Changsha one night that one of the biggest, most frequent illegal exports from the United States to China is chicken feet—along with pigs’ ears, cows’ stomach, and assorted other animal parts. International rings of organized smugglers bring the goods into Hong Kong, and then over the border on slow boats to China. “They wait until the middle of the night and sneak in,” he explained to me. “It goes up during New Year’s, when demand is greater.”

Officials have intercepted as many as ten ships a night, each carrying tons of animal products. In two separate incidents in 2006, lumbering ships crashed into shore, strewing thousands of pounds of chicken and pork parts along the sandy beaches and rocky headlands.

Why do the Chinese mine so much of an animal’s body? The original Chinese food philosophy is one designed for shortage and storage, as the food historian E. N. Anderson noted in The Food of China. Despite the opulent images of the country’s emperors, much of China was traditionally poor, so everything on an animal was eaten: ears, feet, tongue, intestines, liver. Since refrigeration did not exist for much of Chinese culinary history, food had to be dried or pickled to make it through the winter. With cooking fuel scarce, stir-frying was a popular technique because it used little oil and consumed energy efficiently. Many of General Tso’s family still burn dried branches for their woks, a device that, with its rounded bottom, evenly distributes high heat along its surface. In contrast, the Chinese historically had little use for baking, one of the least energy-efficient ways of cooking. American Chinese food developed under few such constraints. Refrigeration aided a fundamental shift in the American diet. Oil, necessary for deep-frying, was readily available. Refined sugar was easily accessible. Meat, much demanded and made plentiful by our agricultural-industrial complex, has become incredibly cheap by historical standards. Americans like chicken, sweetness, and deep-frying. These three desires converged in General Tso’s chicken.

I finally found a promising lead in my hunt for the general’s chicken in Changsha: Tang Keyuan, the general manager of the Xinchangfu Restaurant, who had been in the hospitality business for over two decades.

I first showed him a picture of corpulent pieces of General Tso’s chicken laid on a bed of broccoli. He squinted. “Is that oxtail?”

No, it’s chicken, I said. It’s a dish in America called General Tso’s chicken—Zuo Zong ji—which is exceptionally famous.

His eyes lit up. “Ah! Zuo Zongtang tuji!” he said, using the long form of the translation of “General Tso’s chicken.” My heart skipped a beat. Finally, I’d found someone in Hunan who knew of the dish!

“But that is not how you make it,” he sniffed. “It’s totally different. The pieces are too big. You have to cut the pieces of chicken smaller.

“My brother knows how to make this dish,” he added.

Where had he learned of it?

He thought. The dish had been introduced in Changsha by a Chef Peng in the 1990s. (The 1990s? I thought. That’s more than a decade after the dish had already made the greatest-hits list in America.) Chef Peng had featured the dish when he opened up the Peng Yuan restaurant in Changsha’s Great Wall Hotel. But the restaurant hadn’t lasted.

Why had it closed down? I inquired.

“It didn’t keep up with the market.” He paused. “He didn’t innovate enough.”

Was Chef Peng even still alive?

Four men had helped redefine American cuisine in the early 1970s. Three of them were Chinese culinary greats who worked out of New York City; the fourth was Richard Nixon, whose historic state visit to China in 1972, the first since the Communists had taken over the mainland, sparked an instant frenzy for all things Chinese. Suddenly, Americans learned that there was much more to Chinese food than chop suey and chow mein. A Chinese restaurateur who has owned more than twenty restaurants in Louisiana told me, “Lines formed overnight.”

The three China chefs had much in common. As youngsters, they were classically trained in kitchens in mainland China. When the Communists took over the mainland, they fled to Taiwan. After a few decades in Taiwan, they ventured to the United States. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, they began opening restaurants in New York City. Chef Peng opened Peng Yuan on the East Side. Chef T. T. Wang opened Hunam and the different Shun Lees. Wen Dah Tai, also known as Uncle Tai, joined forces with David Keh and opened Uncle Tai’s Hunan Yuan on Third Avenue and Sixty-second Street. As they innovated and introduced new dishes, the American media fawned over them. But even though Henry Kissinger loved Peng Yuan, Chef Peng closed it down and moved back to Taiwan in the early 1980s. Owning a restaurant in America was too stressful.

Both Uncle Tai and Chef Wang had passed away. A friend helped me locate the number for Peng Yuan restaurant in Taipei. I called and held my breath. The woman who picked up the phone got the manager, Chuck Peng, Chef Peng’s son. Yes, he said in mellifluous English, they served General Tso’s chicken there. And yes, his father was still alive, though mostly retired. At that moment I had to taste that chicken.

I flew into Taipei on a Friday morning and made my way to the newest Peng Yuan, in the eastern part of the city—a sleek, modern restaurant on the fifth floor of a newly constructed high-rise. Chuck Peng joked, “If General Tso’s chicken had been patented, my father would have prospered.” He ordered a small plate of General Tso’s chicken for me. A sweet-faced waitress arrived carrying the dish.

There it was! General Tso’s chicken! In the flesh! Big chunks of chicken drenched in a rich, caramelized brown sauce, with chili peppers seductively tucked in between the pieces. It even had a sprig of decorative broccoli.

I took a breath. At last, the original General Tso’s chicken.

Disappointment soon followed. First, the “broccoli” was not broccoli at all, but some kind of flimsy decorative herb that also happened to have florets. It was like looking behind stage scenery and realizing that the castles and trees were all flat.

I picked up a piece of chicken and examined it. The thick sauce had disguised the fact that the chicken still had the skin on it.

Skin?

I took a bite. The dominant flavor was soy sauce. That was followed by chopped garlic and a kick from spicy chili peppers. The chicken was appropriately chewy, but there was no crispy, fried-batter coating.

Where was the sweetness? The tanginess? Instead, it had a strong salty flavor.

It was good. And it was chicken. It just wasn’t General Tso’s. Or at least not the General Tso’s I had come to know and love.

As we left the restaurant, I glanced at the menu. It listed the dish as “Geojeol Tso’s chicken.” That may have been the most comforting and familiar part of the meal.

If this was the original General Tso’s chicken, where had the sweetness and crispy coating come from?

The answer, perhaps, lay back at home: New York City. Over lunch at Shun Lee, which had survived past the glamorous 1970s Chinese-cuisine era, Michael Tong recalled a little friendly chicken-general rivalry between his partner, Chef Wang, and Chef Peng back when Hunan cuisine was becoming popular.

“I think there was a lot of so-called competition between the chefs,” said Michael.

Before Chef Wang opened Hunam in 1972, he and Michael had visited Hong Kong and Taiwan, where they’d been inspired by the General Tso’s chicken dish at Chef Peng’s restaurant in Taipei. (When Michael said that, I knew I was getting closer: this was two decades before Peng had opened his restaurant in the Great Wall Hotel.) In response, Chef Wang had created his own general’s chicken dish, but with an American twist, Michael told me. “Once you are serving the American public, you change the texture,” he said. The key, he added, was to crispy-coat things. Chef Wang used that concept on several dishes in that era, including Hunan beef and Lake Tungting shrimp. But ultimately it would be the chicken that would really capture America’s popular imagination.

Chef Wang needed a name for his chicken dish. “We all wanted to use the name of a renowned general from Hunan in the Qing Dynasty,” said Michael. But one esteemed general was already taken. “The idea is that one guy used Zuo Zongtang. The other wanted to use another general, General Zeng Guofan.” The very same General Zeng who had been our General Tso’s mentor.

So in this great man’s honor, Chef Wang introduced General Ching’s chicken—another Hunan chicken dish in tribute to a Qing Dynasty military leader. (How Zeng, also spelled Tseng, became Ching is another one of those mysteries of Chinese-English transliterations.)

Which means that today, according to Michael Tong, the dish we are eating is actually closer to General Ching’s chicken.

So what happened to General Ching? Why was he vanquished by his former protégé and his chicken recipe stolen?

General Ching’s chicken did conquer some territory beyond Hunam in the late 1970s, with a few scattered appearances on other restaurant menus, but he never seemed to establish a beachhead. Today his name is rarely mentioned. In contrast, General Tso’s ubiquity is likely due to his embrace of modern technology: television. All great military men know that in the modern age, war is fought in the media as well on the battlefields.

In 1974, the local ABC news station in New York did a segment on Chef Peng’s restaurant. Reporter Bob Lape, the Eyewitness Gourmet, visited Chef Peng in his kitchen and taped the making of General Tso’s chicken. After the segment ran, about fifteen hundred people wrote in and asked for the recipe, Mr. Lape remembered. “It was a serenade to the mouth. It’s that kind of dish. It’s a one-time instant love affair.”

Television is perhaps how General Tso’s name achieved recognition, but somewhere along the way General Ching’s recipe became more popular. The name of one dish got merged with the recipe of another. Had the pupil conquered the master?

I finally met Chef Peng during an afternoon mah-jongg game in his apartment building in central Taipei. He was a tall, patrician man with white hair carefully combed in neat parallel lines. At eighty-eight, he was hard of hearing, so the conversation mostly consisted of me yelling into his ear in Mandarin. He spoke slowly and methodically, the way some elderly people do, as though operating in slow motion.

He recounted that he had created the original dish in perhaps 1955 or 1956, on the island of Taiwan, after the Nationalists had been ousted by the Communists. He had named it after the general because he had wanted to use a symbol of Hunan; the other great Hunan figure, Mao Zedong, was obviously persona non grata.

In carefully enunciated Mandarin, I told him that the dish known as General Tso’s chicken was now perhaps the most popular Chinese dish in all of America. In fact, I had also seen his version in Korea, the Philippines, and the Dominican Republic.

His curiosity piqued, Chef Peng asked me if I had tried General Tso’s chicken at his restaurant and if the versions in America were similar.

Unsure of how he would react, I hesitated before answering. “The American versions are sweet,” I finally said.

“Sweet?” he asked, his eyes growing wide. He waved his hand. “The dish can’t be sweet. This isn’t the taste of Hunan cuisine. The taste of Hunan cuisine is not sweet,” he said emphatically.

I had brought numerous pictures of General Tso’s chicken on my laptop, accumulated over months of travels across the States and beyond. I began to scroll through them, showing the rich range into which General Tso’s chicken had evolved.

All of a sudden he pointed his finger at my screen accusingly. I looked. He was indicating the lush bed of green broccoli under the chicken. “This isn’t right,” he said. He was perplexed and asked, “What is that doing there?” His son and I explained that the single most popular vegetable in American Chinese cuisine is broccoli. He shook his head and said General Tso’s chicken should just be served as is. It doesn’t need to rest on a bed of broccoli.

He criticized the next picture because the chilies were red instead of black. But that was a minor crime compared to the travesties in some of the other versions he saw. One was clearly made of tasteless cubes of chicken breast, instead of the succulent dark leg meat. He shook his head when he saw the baby corn and carrots in a version from Dover, New Hampshire. He would never use baby corn, he said. He barely recognized the version that uses sesame seeds—one I had tried at a food court in the Minneapolis–St. Paul airport.

“What is that?” he asked when he saw the gooey brown chicken pieces decorated with pale flecks.

I pointed at the sign that read “General Tao’s chicken.”

He waved his hand again. “That’s not right. This isn’t authentic.”

At the end, he spoke again. “Chinese cuisine took on an American influence in order to make a business out of it,” he said. “If you give them real authentic Chinese cuisine, Americans can’t accept it.” As he left, he told me that this was all moming-qimiao. Nonsense.

Then he shuffled away.

 



CHAPTER 6

The Bean Sprout People Are in the Same Boat We Are

Once teeming with opium dens, brothels, and gambling parlors, Ross Alley, in San Francisco’s Chinatown, has been cleansed of its lurid past. Today, the sweet, heavy smell of opium has been replaced by the fragrant scent of vanilla, luring tourists rather than sin seekers. The alley’s number one draw: the Golden Gate Fortune Cookie Company, which shares the narrow path with a one-seat barbershop and a florist that sells orange trees before Chinese New Year.

Day after day, two elderly Chinese women fold hot fortune cookie wafers, their fingertips toughened by years of sticky heat. They each sit next to a fortune cookie machine, and the scene is strictly Willy Wonka meets Dickens: spigots squirt out circles of batter, which are then whisked on a conveyor belt into a dark tunnel lit by blue gas flames. The women pick up the toasted wafers emerging from the tunnel and pinch them into the familiar crescent shape as they tuck the fortune neatly inside.

Generations of San Francisco schoolchildren have fond memories of this shop. Whenever I mentioned my fortune cookie research, my friends who grew up in the area often piped up with “Oh, have you been to the fortune cookie factory in that alleyway?”

On my first visit there, one of the women, Vivian, looked at my hands. Without slowing her tempo of stab-fold-tuck, she observed in thick Cantonese-tinged Mandarin, “Those are not a laborer’s hands.”

I examined my hands, which were holding a green steno notepad and a pen. The only callus I have on either hand is on one middle finger, from where the pen rests as I scribble my notes. “You are lucky, because you speak English,” she murmured. “We can’t speak English. What can we do but work with our hands?”

I thought of my grandmother, whose hands were stubby and cracked from years of working along the sea, in the fields, and selling dumplings in the night markets in Taiwan. The last time we had seen each other, a decade earlier, she had held my young hands in her thick callused ones. “You have an educated person’s hands,” she’d said proudly.

A sign sternly informs visitors that they must pay fifty cents before taking a picture; the bucket next to the injunction is filled with the quarters and dollar bills of tourists eager to comply. Despite its quaint appeal, the little shop is an anachronism. In reality, fortune cookies are rarely folded by hand anymore. Sleek industrial machines bake, stuff, and fold the cookies, then wrap them in plastic, with little human intervention. They can churn out 6,000 per hour, compared to 1,000 an hour each for the women in Ross Alley.

The process was revolutionized in the early 1980s when Yong Lee, a Korean-born engineer, invented a fully automated fortune cookie machine at the request of a Boston restaurant owner, then started a business selling contraptions. Later on, Lee unveiled the Fortune III, a compact Rube Goldbergian machine that could churn out 1,500 cookies an hour. This 2,500-pound, six-foot cube of hot steel, fans, conveyor belts, and robotic arms needed only to be fed: five pounds of flour, twenty-five pounds of sugar, a few gallons of oil, a quart or so each of vanilla and water, and one hundred egg whites. The Fortune III was followed by bigger and better machines. Sensing a lucrative market, competitors inevitably followed. Now the largest, fastest fortune cookie machines come from Japan, made by the Kitamura company in Osaka, which markets an extensive line of confectionery devices. The long, sleek yellow Kitamura machines can make 6,000 cookies an hour.

Thirty years ago, a cookie could be sold for the wholesale rate of just under a penny and a half. With automation, and adjusted for inflation, the price of a fortune cookie has fallen more than 75 percent.

As a result, a decade-long shakeout in the fortune cookie industry has squeezed the mom-and-pop cookie manufacturers. Even the company started by the Chinese-American truck driver who turned fortune cookies from a regional oddity into a mainstream product has been driven to the edge.

Edward Louie, an immigrant from rural Guangdong Province, in southeast China, established Lotus Fortune Cookie Company in 1946 with his father and brother. An artist and a tinkerer convinced that he could always build a better mousetrap, Edward earned his place in cookie history with a machine he introduced in 1967. The increased production allowed him to sell the cookies at cheap enough prices to propel their popularity as complimentary desserts in Chinese restaurants.

The machine would slip the pieces of paper into the hot wafers as they were being folded, an improvement on the practices of the day. Up until then, Louie family members would flip and fold the cookies themselves, using a combination of fingers and chopsticks. Grandfather, grandmother, uncles, aunts, and grandchildren all pitched in with the labor-intensive work, napping under the stairwell when they were exhausted. Five-year-old children were taught to fold. A good fortune folder could do 17 cookies a minute, or about 1,000 per hour. The workers put tape on the tips of their fingers to insulate their nerve endings and protect against developing tough calluses.

The cookies became a supermarket-shelf product. The hexagonal Lotus Fortune Cookie boxes informed customers that the cookies, “from the storied courts of the Mandarins,” had been “smuggled into San Francisco” and “baked from a still secret imperial Chinese recipe.” As Edward admitted at the time, “We make up stories for what they are worth. That’s part of the romance.” Among his fortune cookie innovations was the risqué fortune, which drew national media attention to Lotus. Confucius, it turned out, could say some very naughty things.

Edward never retired; returning from a visit to China in 1990, he headed straight to work, and died of a heart attack.

When I visited the Lotus Fortune Cookie Factory on Otis Street, a cavernous San Francisco machine shop, sandwiched between a glazier and an industrial rug seller, it was nearly silent. The machines were oiled, but there was no customer demand to power them.

In contrast to the lively bustle of two decades ago, the front office now had but two people: Greg Louie, Edward’s son, and a woman who helped out with administrative duties. Greg’s cherubic uncle Chang was visiting at the time.

Lotus had almost been closed the day I visited—and shortly after my visit the factory would shut down permanently. But at that point the company still sporadically made custom fortune cookies, which are more profitable than the generic ones. The mass market had moved past Lotus, which was unable to match its bigger competitors’ prices.

The company’s risqué fortunes still remained one of its most popular lines. But Greg no longer even printed his fortunes himself. Instead, a man named Steven Yang, who also worked out of San Francisco, printed and cut the fortunes for Lotus.

Greg—with his bald head, wire-rimmed glasses, and flat American accent—resembled a wiseass, clean-shaven, updated version of Confucius. During the Vietnam War, he’d been drafted into the army—a hazardous occupation indeed for a Chinese-American. One time another soldier in Greg’s company mistook him for a member of the Vietcong and assaulted him. Greg tried to dissuade him, saying, “Relax, guy. I’m American. Easy, easy.” When that didn’t work, he spoke in language that any American would understand: “Goddammit! Don’t shoot, motherfucker!”

Greg watched over an atrophying family business. As I interviewed him, I realized that once he retired, the company that had given birth to the mass-produced fortune cookie might cease to exist.

The culprits? The noodle companies that had become the Wal-Marts of the Chinese-restaurant-supply world. Greg lamented, “If you are just a cookie manufacturer, you are competing with noodle people.” He said noodle companies, like Brooklyn’s Wonton Food and Los Angeles’s Peking Noodle, had moved aggressively into the fortune cookie sector, forcing razor-thin margins on the rest of the players. The noodle companies were using fortune cookies as a loss leader, he argued.

“They started making fortune cookies to add to a product line when they deliver to a restaurant. They sell the cookies at cost. We can’t.”

Then Greg’s uncle piped up: “The bean sprout people are in the same boat we are.”
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