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Lily Wong wrote this essay in

a class she took on food and
scoiety when she was an
undergraduate student at Williams
College. After earning a bachelor's degree in history and Asian studies there,
she has dabbled in food writing, taught English in Hong Kong, and worked in a
museum conducting research and planning exhibits. This essay first appeared
in Gastronomica: The Journal of Food and Cufiure, an academic journal that
uses food as a source of knowledge about culture; it has been selected for
inclusion in Best Foad Writing 2013. Wong loves tood and cooking, and thinking
and writing about food continue to intrigue her. Here she describes her love of
dumplings eaten with a fork, a knife, a pair of chopsticks, and ketchup to
iiustrate the important relationship between food and identity.

Eating the Hyphen

Lily Wong

Fork? check. Knife? check. Chopsticks? Check. It may scem odd to
have all three of these cating utensils side by side for the consump-
tion of a single meal, but for me, there’s just no other way. Oh, and
ketchup, that's key. Definitely need to have the ketchup, pre-shaken to
avoid an awkward first squirt of pale red water. There's no place for
that on my plate, not when I'm eating dumplings. Yes, that is what
I said: [ need a fork, a knife, a pair of chopsticks, and ketchup before
I eat my dumplings.

Now P've just looked up “dumpling” on the online Oxford English
Dictionary and discovered that it is “a kind of pudding consisting of a
mass of paste or dough, more or less globular in form, either plain
and boiled, or enclosing fruit and boiled or baked.” | am definitely not
talking about whatever unappetizing-sounding food that dumpling is
supposed to be. I'm talking about Chinese dumplings, pot stickers,
Peking ravioli, jiaozi, whatever you want to call them. Do you know
what T mean yet? Maybe vou've gotten a vague idea, but let me ex-
plain, because T am very picky about my dumplings.

To begin with, the skin has to be thick. I mean really thick. Thick
and chewy and starchy and the bottom should be a hit burnt and dark
golden brown from the pan-frying. Have you ever had gyoza, the Japa-
nese dumplings? Yes, those thin, almost translucent skins just won't
do it for me. Hands-down, no question, until my dying day, 1 will
vouch that the skin is the make-or-break feature of a dumpling. Bad
skin equals bad dumpling. Those boiled dumplings that are also a
type of Chinese dumplings? The skin is too thin, too soggy, and
frankly, rather flavorless. If I had to call it names, I'd sav it was limp
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and weak and characterless. The thick-skinned dumplings that | know
and love absorb more of the meaty-flavored goodness inside the dump-
lings. Also, because they are pan-fried {a kev aspect of delicious
dumplings), the hottom gets its own texture —a slightly charred
crispiness to add that perfect smidgen of crunch. So, if you were to
eat just the skin of the dumpling, it would be simultaneously chewy
and crispy, with a bit of savory meat flavor mixed in with a burnt
taste oft the bottom — a wonderfulness that the words of the English
language are hard-pressed to capture.

But what about the filling? To me, it's a bit peripheral. The dump-
lings I'm talking about have a standard perk flling with "Chinese
vegetables.” I've never been entirely sure what these elusively named
Chinese vegetables actually are, but | imagine that they are some
combination of lecks and Chinese cabbage. They're not too salty and
they don’t have cilantro. These dumplings also have enough savory
broth secretly sequestered inside the skin so that when you cut
them open, yvou get some oil spatterings, pretty much all over vour
clothes, plate, and table. That's the sign of a good, meist, and juicy
meat section,

I should mention before you envision me slaving away in a
kitchen to create the perfect dumpling that the ones [ like come out
of the freezer. In plastic bags of fifty cach. Imported to my house
from Boston's Chinatown, It's strange, considering that most days |
tike the homegrown version of foods more than the store-bought
version, but these are the exception. Even though | know they're
hand made by a small company, so you get that same small-batch feel
as if you made them at home, they're stil stere-bought and frozen
rather than fresh.

But enough about finding the right dumplings; vou're probably still
confused as to why it's so imperative that [ have a fork, knife, chop-
sticks, and ketchup. Here is your step-by-step guide to an entirely
new dumpling eating experience.

. On alarge white plate, place six or seven dumplings {or more f
you're particularly ravenous) and add some broccoli or heans
for color and nutrition.

2. Squirt a glop of ketchup in one of the empty white spaces on
your plate (as in not touching the broceoli or the dumplings).
This is where it's key that the ketchup has been shaken a bit,
otherwise that red ketchup juice runs all over your plate
ruining everything.
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3. Take that fork and knife on the side and cut each dumpling in
half width-wise. Make sure to cut completely through the skin
and meat.

4. Take the backside of your fork and push down on the top of
each dumpling half until the meat abruptly pops out in a pool
of brothy juice.

5. Once you've finished systematically cutting and squishing,
you'll have lots of skins and meat pieces separated and you can
i)ut that knife and fork away. Grab the chopsticks.

6. Pick up a piece of the meat (just the meat now, no tryving to
get some skin in on this too) and dip it into the ketchup, Eat
and repeat. If at any point you want to indulge in that steamed
broccoli, it’s a good idea. You wouldn't want to leave it all to
the end. But don't dip it in ketchup. That's weird.

7. Now this is the best part. Use your chopsticks to one-by-one
eat every last half dumpling’s worth of skin. Savor every part
because this is what it’s all really been about. No ketchup or
meat to obscure the flavor and chewiness, just pure starchy
goodness,

And that's how it goes. Every single time. Contused? So was | the
first time I really sat down to think about how 1 eat dumplings. It sounds
a little like a grand mutilation of how a dumpling should be caten for it
to be “authentic” (using only chopsticks and with the dumpling left
whole and dipped in black vinegar, no ketchup in sight). And | have
unabashedly criticized and ridiculed Americanized Chinese food for
being fake and something of a disgrace to “authentic” Chinese food. Yet
here I am, still eating my dumplings with ketchup and a fork, uncere-
monicusly and quite literally butchering my dumplings hefore T eat
them. My grandmother meanwhile takes small bites out of whole
dumplings, careful not to lose any of that broth from inside (with a
face only three-quarters filled with disgust as I rush from the table to
grab my ketchup from the fridge).

Bottled up in this entively strange ritual is my status as a Chincse
American. Itis unclear to me where | ever came up with the ideca that
dumplings should be cut in half, or that the meat would taste better
with ketchup (particularly since this is literally the only time that |
use ketchup). Perhaps this combination has something to do with the
fact that since both my parents grew up in the States, we've em-
braced many Amcrican traditions while abandoning or significantly
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modifying many Chinese ones. But even so. | have always embraced
my Chinese culture and heritage. It gives me something larger to
cling to when I'm feeling ostracized by American culture for looking
“different.” The suburb I grew up in is mostly white, but it's not as if |
didn't have Chinese people around me: after ail, there was always Chi-
natown. But Chinatown was full of people who spoke the lan-
guage — whether Cantonese or Mandarin — who somehow just seemed
so much more Chinese than | ever could be. And perhaps that's true.
Mavbe that's why [ feel so gosh-darned American when | cat my
dumplings with ketchup while holding my chopsticks “incarrectiv.”
The notion that this somehow takes away from my ability to identify
with Chincse culture is, | rationally understand, Hawed. But in my
pursutt to try and discover who ! am, it's taken an oddly large place.

I'm not sure why I often think that to be a Chinese American
means that vou relish authentic Chinese tood — and by authentic !
mostly mean strictly what vour grandmother cooks for you — but |
do. I've told fricnds that they don't
know what real Chinese food is be- I'm not sure why | often think
cau.?“c all thcy‘know is ‘Pemdn Express, that 1o be a Chinese
I pride myself on my Cantonese hack-
ground, which leads me to look favor- American means that you
ably on pig's cars and fungus of all relish authentic Chinese
shapes and sizes. My innate territori- food—and by authentic |
alism regarding my particular defini-
tion of what Chinese food is makes
the choice e continue cating my
dumplings in such a strange fashion
shghtly fraught. I'm not even sure
that anyone besides my family knows that this is how | eat dump-
lings. In part, I think my reticence derives precisely from a fear that
it would make me “less” Chinese,

somehow, I've come to strange terms with these contradictions.
Somewhere along the way, dumplings, cut in half with ketchup on the
meat and the skin separated as a special entity of its own, have become
my comfort food. So whether or not it perverts some thousand-year-old
tradition of the “proper” wayv to eat dumplings, this is what makes me
happy. Although I sometimes catch myself overcompensating with ex-
tra delight in Chinese delicacies involving jellvfish and sca cucumber
that cause most Americans to squirm, eating dumplings in my own
style has become the hyphen between Chinese and American in my
dentity,

maostly mean strictly what
your grandmother cooks for
you—but | do.



