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Every child loves snacks. Leung Ka-kuen, who is well known as the ‘commoner
gastronome’, is no exception - his affection for snacks began in childhood. After taking
his very first sip of mock shark’s fin soup at the age of ten, Leung was obsessed with
street snacks. Though having tasted countless delicacies in different corners of the city,
he still feels regrettable when talking about boiled broad beans, a lost street food.




orn in an ordinary family, Leung
3 served apprenticeship with his

father to help the family make
ends meet. He would never have imagined
this was what brought him to the journey
with delicious foods. “Then | had to carve
metal nametags for coffins and deliver
them from Mong Kok to the Kowloon
Funeral Parlour in Tai Kok Tsui. While my
father would give me change for bus, |
usually saved the money and went on
foot. Sometimes | got tips for my delivery
too. With several tens dollars in my hand,
| would search for something good to
eat along my way home. | still remember
the hotspot for street snacks near the
Ying King Theatre and the Golden Crown
Theatre, as this is where | tasted my first-
ever bowls of mock shark’s fin soup and
fish paste with lettuce in soup.”

Tasting History Began from
Childhood

As he grew, Leung went beyond his
delivery destinations to look for foods. He
sampled all the street foods farther from
his home area. What impressed him most
was Temple Street, which he described as
a showplace of local street snacks. “You
can see whatever you wanna see there:
deep fried intestines, fish balls and pig’s
skin, stinky tofu, sweet potato in soup.
Claypot rice was considered a high-class
cuisine back then. There were also stalls
selling pickled shallots and pickled papaya

stored in big glass bottles. They scarcely
exist now.”

In Memory of Lost Local Snacks
Delicacies we tasted in childhood can be
unforgettable, though they may already be
nowhere to be found or their tastes may
be scarcely comparable to the past. To
Leung, boiled broad beans remain close
to his heart. “There was a stall selling
boiled broad beans near the United Pier
when | was working for the Wah Kiu Man
Po (“Wah Kiu” evening post). At that time,
| often went to Central by ferry instead of
cross-tunnel bus, so that | could buy a
pack of boiled broad beans at the pier. It
was warm in winter times with a pack of
steamy hot beans in my hands.”

Deep fried intestines is an example of
delicacy that no long tastes as good as
they have been. “The intestines were
slowly fried from their raw state in the
past. But now, they are already cooked
before frying to save time. And snack
shops usually use the same pot of oil to
deep-fry all their snacks, filing the foods
with a stale smell of reused oil.”

Leung explained, with a sigh, why snacks
of the past are so unforgettable - old
food stalls were very specialized and they
believed that “patient work makes fine
goods”. “A stinky tofu stall, for example,
would only offer stinky tofu, unlike today’s
stalls that sell anything you can name.
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What makes this difference is a stall’'s
choice between quality and quantity.”

Top Three Local Snacks

A wide spectrum of local snacks can be
found in the tiny city of Hong Kong. And
our street snacks are often featured in
foreign tourist guides. Among the dazzling
range of snacks, Leung counts the
following among the “Hong Kong’s top
three local snacks”:

e Curried fish balls

Every Hongkie should have the
experience of eating curried fish balls
on the street. In Leung’s eye, fish balls
is a great invention of Hong Kong and
it forms a perfect match with intensely
flavored curry sauce. “Bite-sized fish
balls are very convenient to eat,” he
added, “but whether a fish ball is full of
fish meat is no big deal, as it is just a
‘carrier’. Whether a fish ball is tasty or
not depends on the curry sauce.”

* Egg puffs
You can see long queues outside
some famous stalls selling egg puffs,
a local snack classic. Experiences tell
Leung that the best puffs are made
of egg batter half filling an iron skillet.
Too much batter would make the
puffs glutinous and not crispy. Egg
puffs are best served fresh and hot.
This explains why puffs selling at stalls
with long queues are often delicious,
because their puffs are made to order.

Egg puffs served with flavors such as
strawberry, green tea and chocolate
are in vogue now. Not very fond of
these new breeds, Leung remarked,
“These are nothing but gimmicks. How
many of them are really made of real
strawberry jam or green tea powder? |
would rather stick with the plain flavor
than taking these unknown additives.”

* Mock shark’s fin soup / Cart

noodles

Leung has a special feeling towards
mock shark’s fin soup, which, as
mentioned above, was his first
encounter of street snacks. He
reminisced, “My very first bowl! of
mock shark’s fin soup was not
something easy to get. | desired to
try it out every time when | passed
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Write about Local Delicacies in Local Language

/

As a veteran journalist, Leung had devoted years of attention to politics and current
affairs. Somewhat by chance he wrote an article featuring a combination of ordinary
food with personal recollection. The title of this first piece of Leung was “In Search of
the Long Lost Pineapple Bun with Butter”, which later became the name of his first
book. His other books about his affection for Hong Kong street delicacies include
Mock Shark’s Fin Soup without Chinese Vermicelli, Egg Tarts En Route, The Clinging
Recollection of Malt Syrup, Sugared Plums - Savior to Bitterness, and Beef Balls
under the Flyover.

Over the years, Leung’s articles have always been big hits, thanks to his very own
style and standards on eating and writing. “Taste is a very personal thing. Something
wonderful to me may be just so-so to you. This is why readers may not be interested
if you simply give a great deal of hype on the taste and texture of a food.”

Taste comes not only from the food itself but also from emotions and environments.
The same food tastes differently if you eat in another place or with another friend.
With this in mind, Leung seldom describes flavors directly but tends to stress the
feelings and process of eating. “I like to pen more on my expectations before and
feelings after eating, hoping that | could interact and resonate with my readers
through my words.”

Leung insisted on using the local dialects in his writings. “l write about local foods,
so my readers should mostly be Hong Kong people, right? | intentionally fuse spoken
Cantonese into written Chinese to make my articles more lively, so that it feels like

| am chatting with my readers.”




by seeing people enjoying it. | had to
deliver goods on foot so that | could
save up for it. It was indeed a no pain,
no gain process. But it was a pity
that | added too much red vinegar.
By doing this, | ruined my first, long-
expected mock shark’s fin soup.”
He continued, “In the past, the soup
mainly contained Chinese vermicelli,
but now it comes with selected
ingredients: besides replica shark’s
fin, there are also shredded chicken,
shredded mushrooms, etc., which
enrich the taste of the soup.”

When it comes to cart noodles, Leung
prefers the plain style in the old times
to the modern fine style. “Today there
are many, many noodle toppings, and
cart noodles are more pricey than
wonton soup noodles or plated rice
combos. In the old days, however, cart
noodles were made with sub-prime
foods. The toppings were mainly fish
balls, pig’s skin, radish, and some bits
and pieces of beef briskets; also, the
noodles are coarse. The cook would

only briefly cook the noodles and then
serve them in a ‘rooster bowl’. As
the noodles were indeed not cooked
thoroughly, you would find them a little
hard to chew on at first. But as you
continued, the noodles would became
softer and the texture would be just
right.”

When being asked where is the best place
to sample local street foods, Leung did
not give common answers like “Mong
Kok” and “Causeway Bay”. Instead,
he recommended, without hesitation,
vy Street in Tai Kok Tsui. Though
inconspicuous, vy Street is indeed a food
paradise for commoners. “You can always
feast yourself with lovely delicacies around
vy Street. Noodles with pork rinds,
claypot congees, mock shark’s fin soup
with bamboo fungus... You can even find
authentic pan fried pork buns and pot
stickers made by Shanghainese cooks.”

Leung, who has almost been to every
corner of the territory in search of great

street snacks, is a natural-born food radar.
“l have been gluttonous since | was a
child. I can tell good from bad, and | can
tell whether a cook has made good efforts
from his food. | write two newspaper
columns about foods now. So, looking for
delicacies is both my job and my life.”

Even foods as simple as rice can be
impressive, if you pay good attention to it.
“We are lucky that Hong Kong is a well-
off city; our eating is not just to satisfy
hunger but to take delight in the taste.
So it is a waste if we eat cursorily. If we
can appreciate foods, we can find that
a bowl of rice, though simple, can give
out amazing fragrance and a sweet taste
when it is made with superior grains.” €p
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