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Chow mein — Photos by IC

Kung pao chicken

General Tso’s chicken with rice

 The cuisine viewed by the vast majority of people in the 
United States and many other Western countries as 

“Chinese food” is, despite being Chinese in origin, much 
different from what can be seen on menus in China itself.

The first dish to become 
widely popular was called 
“chop suey,” or zasui (杂碎) in 
Mandarin, essentially mean-
ing random bits and bobs of 
different things chopped up 
and cooked together.

Despite this kind of dish 
perhaps sounding unappetiz-
ing to most Chinese palates, 
it caught on overseas in the 
early 20th century with eat-
eries known as “chow chow 
houses” specializing in the 
dish popping up in numer-
ous cities and towns. These 
shops boomed in the early 
1900s, but by the middle of 
the century, attitudes and 
international relations had 
started to cool, and innova-
tion and popularity in the 
culinary space did as well.

Former US President Rich-
ard Nixon’s visit to China in 
1972, however, reignited a 
spark and set ablaze a new 
fervor for China’s delicacies. 

New restaurants began to 
pop up, featuring a much 
wider variety of foods from 
provinces like Hunan, Sich-
uan and others. Many of these 
foods were quite authentic in 
their origin, but some altera-
tions were made, including 
often toning down the spici-
ness a bit and enhancing 
the sweetness to suit local 

appetites. Also, some veg-
etables native to China but 
more difficult to obtain in the 
West were replaced with more 
readily available options  — 
the Chinese vegetable jielan (
芥兰) was often replaced with 
broccoli, for instance.

However, regardless of the 
degree of steadfast adher-
ence to Chinese culinary 
principles or whether the 
dishes might have suited the 
tastes of folks in China, the 
new cuisine flourished in the 
West, especially in the US. 
One of the new dishes that 
appeared at that time that is 
now the single most popular 
Chinese-style dish ordered in 
the US today is called General 
Tso’s chicken.

The dish, consisting of 
diced, fried chicken tossed 
in a savory, sweet-and-spicy 
sauce, was named after Qing 
Dynasty military leader Zuo 
Zongtang (whose surname is 
commonly spelled “Tso” in 
the dish’s name). General Zuo 
(1812-85) hailed from Hunan 
Province and is a revered fig-
ure by many there to this day. 
The chicken dish, though, is 
essentially nonexistent here 
in China and is only found on 
menus in the West, a fact that 
invariably shocks uninitiated 
first-time travelers to China 

upon their arrival.
It is, though, ironic that 

despite the fact the general 
was a huge proponent of the 
importance of preserving 
Chinese culture, most West-
erners have no idea who he 
was and only know about the 
food that was posthumously 
named in his honor.

Aside from this dish, 
though, other dishes popu-
late the menus of these 
restaurants; some of them 
familiar from China, like 
kung pao chicken (宫保鸡丁) 
or chow mein (炒面), and oth-
ers not recognizable at all, 
like cashew chicken or or-
ange beef. These menu items 
have generally been altered 
or outright invented to be 
a bit sweeter and starchier 
than their counterparts in 
China.

Although I much prefer 
the diversity of flavors in 
local food here in China, I 
must admit that, at times, I 
do yearn for a bit of the Gen-
eral’s finest that I ate growing 
up.

A restaurant serving this 
exact fare opened in Jing’an 
District in 2013 named 
Fortune Cookie, after the 
bite-sized semi-sweet treat 
popular in Chinese restau-
rants in Western countries. 
While it did whet my ap-
petite while it was open, it 
unfortunately was unable 
to maintain momentum and 
closed in 2016.

I recently discovered a 
small spot in the Pudong 
New Area called Chick Rice, 
owned and operated by chef 
Will Zhang, that just might 
be the last place in Shang-
hai still offering this style 
of food. Since I found it, I’ve 
ordered it a number of times, 
and have rediscovered the 
taste of the General’s dish. 
The chef does a masterful job 
recreating the taste that was 

a treat for me as a youth.
Zhang told me that the vast 

majority of his customers are 
either people from the US or 
people from China that ei-
ther studied or lived there 
for a period of time. Many 
of them didn’t particularly 
care for this type of food at 
first but, in time, it grew on 
them. After their return to 
China, they miss it from time 
to time, as I do.

It is tasty indeed, but I’ve 
always found it humorous 
if not a bit ironic that what 
people back home consider 
to be Chinese food is what I 
order to get a nostalgic taste 
of the US.

As we move further into the 
21st century, the buffet-style 
and takeaway-only restau-
rants with stereotypical 

names like “Jade Palace” or 
“Golden Dragon” are slowly 
being replaced by eateries 
with more genuine Chinese 
cuisine as consumers seek 
the authentic experience 
rather than one tailored to 
their presumed sensibilities.

As the decades have passed 
and intercultural commerce 
has expanded, many con-
sumers seek to enjoy foreign 
cuisine as it was originally 
intended to taste.

However, I think there 
may always be a place for 
this particular type of fare. 
It exists somewhere betwixt 
the realms of true Chinese 
cuisine and that in Western 
countries, particularly the 
US. For as long as it persists, 
it will occupy the space in 
between.


