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Something Sweet

In Istanbul, one can watch the dusk fall over the Eminonu
Pier with seagulls swirling overhead in a dark lilac sky. And
one can do so while having a bite of baklava, a sweet pastry of
multiple thin layers that recalls the city’s long history and its
mixture of Turkic, Islamic and Persian cultures.

Turkish confections are famous for their richness and
diversity, ranging from the traditional to the exotic, made with
such delicacies as wheat berries and an abundance of dried
fruits—crisp pancakes drizzled with syrup, custards sprinkled
with rose water, flaky crunchy homemade halva with pistachios,
and strings of walnuts coated in molasses. They are all tasty.

For the Turks, sweet foods are both a significant facet of
daily life and a deep-seated feature of religious rituals. In the
past, two popular sayings—"“The love of sweets springs from
faith” and “True believers are sweet”—were often seen on the
walls of Turkish confectionery shops. During the month-long
Ramadan, nothing can be drunk or eaten from dawn to dusk.
When the fast is broken, relatives and friends are invited for a
supper known as iftar. During the meal, borek, an alluring dough
with sesame seeds atop, is generously served.

When it comes to sweets, many cultures have made their
mark. Some people believe that the French are blessed; once
upon a time, the gods and goddesses of pastries and desserts
descended on earth and settled down in France. With their magic
spoons and ladles, they taught the locals how to make the most
delicious desserts in the world: soft meringues and mousses,
mouthwatering cakes, and heavenly créme briilées, just to name
a few. No matter how apocryphal this “sweet” story is, France
is renowned for its delectable desserts and pastry concoctions.

The word “dessert” comes from the French word
“desservir’ which means “to clear the table.” What began as a
custom of serving sweets such as fruits and cheese at the end
of a meal eventually became a full-blown art form. Over the
centuries, the French created a whole collection of sweet
treats—exquisite and tempting tarts, cakes, and pies—and
captured the hearts of those with a sweet tooth. France is a
country where eating is seen as pleasure rather than just
nourishing the body, and French desserts are something to be
savoured slowly.

In Japan, the concept of sweet food is philosophical.
Wagashi, traditional Japanese sweets, are intensely sweet and
often served with tea. Tasting them is like tasting life. The
sugar in them is tamed and subsumed by a tinge of bitterness
of the tea, so that every bite is a mix of “bittersweetness”.

Wagashi are edible works of art, delicately created to reflect
the essence of every season—blooming blossoms, green fields,
harvest moon and snowy mountains. With an incredible
sensitivity to aesthetics, wagashi artisans create sweets that
appeal not only to the palate, but also to the nose, the eye and
the ear. The ear? Yes, the ear. “River of heaven”, “Young grass
waiting under snow”, “Wind in the distance”—these beautifully
sounding phrases are actually the names of wagashi, each
representing the beauty of nature.

Wagashi are also symbols of tradition and history. In the
ninth century, Emperor Ninmyo offered rice cakes to the gods
to celebrate finding a white tortoise, an omen of good luck. This
ceremonial offering later morphed into a ritual during which
the shogun bestowed confections on his feudal lords as they
pledged loyalty. In the past, tsubaki mochi, rice cakes pressed
between camellia leaves, were savoured by the aristocrats during
hanami, the traditional custom of enjoying the transient beauty
of cherry blossoms. Even today, wagashi still play an important
role in Japan’s endless calendar of special occasions.

In China, many festivals are also celebrated with tasty
sweet foods. The consumption of such goodies is no random
occurrence, as each snack is essentially symbolic of a
meaningful purpose. The celebration of Chinese New Year sees
myriad baked treats and savoury delights being served and
consumed. One of them is nian gao, or Chinese New Year cake.
This dessert—steamed sticky-and-chewy cakes crafted with
glutinous rice flour, mixed with coconut milk and brown
sugar—is thought to bring good luck to those who eat it. Nian
gao sounds like “higher year” in Chinese, meaning bringing a
more prosperous life in the new year.

In Mid-Autumn Festival, mooncakes are served in honour
of the brightest full moon of the year. The small round cakes not
only represent the shape of the moon, but also symbolise the
unity, harmony and completeness of the family. Traditionally,
mooncakes have a dense filling made from lotus seed paste or
red bean paste, with a bright orange salted duck egg yolk. On
the evening of the fifteenth day of the eighth month of the
Chinese calendar, family and friends gather to appreciate the
moonlight, and to enjoy the mooncakes and each other’s
company.

It is said that happiness hides in desserts. Many people
love to make desserts, and love to eat desserts. When you feel
down and out, you need a pick-me-up. Nothing makes you feel
better than a friend bringing a plate of freshly baked chocolate
chip cookies. Fancy a bite now?
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Dear is both an adjective and an adverb. As an adverb, it
means “at a high cost”: They bought the house cheaply but sold
dear. The unstable political situation costs investors dear.
Dearly is an adverb and means “with great affection” (My
mother loves me dearly) and “with great eagerness” (I would
dearly love to go). It can also be used in the same manner as
the adverb dear: This jade bracelet is dearly priced. She paid
dearly for her mistake.

Can you tell uninterested and disinterested apart? If you
are uninterested in someone or something, you are not
interested in them: / was so uninterested in the result that I didn’t
even bother to look at it. Traditionally, disinterested only means
“having no personal involvement or receiving no personal
advantage, and therefore free to act fairly”: A lawyer should
provide disinterested advice. In modern English, disinterested,
however, also means “not interested”. This use, though still
not generally accepted as standard English, is widespread. So,
if you use disinterested in its traditional sense, people will
misunderstand you as they may think you mean uninterested:
I am disinterested in this matter. It is probably better to use a
word like “unbiased”, “objective” or “unprejudiced” when you
mean “impartial.”

Both repairable and reparable are adjectives meaning
“able to be fixed.” But there is a slight difference in their usages.
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Repairable is usually used when we talk about solid objects:
If the goods are faulty but repairable, haggle for a further
discount. Reparable is used for abstract things, especially of
an injury or loss: The faults of the system are for the most part
reparable.

Which is correct—half the class, half the people etc., or
half of the class, half of the people etc.? Both are correct.
What verb should you use after half—singular or plural? It
depends on the noun. If it is plural, use a plural verb: Half of
the people here are Chinese. If it is singular, use a singular
verb: Half of the room was brightly lit. You can either say a
mile and a half, a kilo and a half etc., or one and a half miles,
one and a half kilos etc. Both are acceptable. You can also use
half a dozen or a half dozen. But a half a dozen is not standard
English.

We use each other and one another when “each person
in a group of two or more people does something to the others”:
Paul and Mary never liked each other. They gave one another
a hug. Traditionally, each other refers to two people and one
another refers to more than two people, but this distinction is
disappearing in modern English. The possessive forms of these
two reciprocal pronouns are each other’s and one another’s:
We enjoyed each other’s company. They hurt one another’s
feelings in the quarrel.
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“Look, there’re a lot of chillies!” my teen brother, two
years my senior, shouted with joy.

I remember we were in the undergrowth of an abandoned
orchard on the edge of our village. Abandoned orchards were
not uncommon in the 1970s when villagers were ushered
from farming into the bustling city life. Those orchards were
like gems to us—our new playgrounds besides hillsides, fields
and rivers. One of our favourite activities in the summertime
was to scour the orchards for ripe fruits, such as lychee,
longan, papaya and plum. Our luck brought us chillies that
day. Having been around the village since we were born, we
knew every species of plant there. The peppers my brother
found were “facing heaven chillies,” and Mum, we believed,
would love to supplement her cooking with them.

It was no small number. The shrub was completely
covered with bright red crescent-shaped peppers, a beacon
standing out against the shady green background. Like
children hearing jingles blaring from an ice-cream van, we
were upon it in no time.

My brother picked up handfuls of chillies and stuffed
as many as possible into his shorts’ pockets. I, though an able
picker, couldn’t offer much help as my clothes were
“pocketless”—to be honest, they were in tatters, barely
holding themselves together. So I handed my chillies over to
my brother.

With his pockets bulging, my brother, sated with the
spoils, smiled contentedly at me. “Let’s go round the other
side and play!” he said. Always eager to get on with new
adventures, we left our sorry-looking shaved poodle behind.

A bit of taxonomy—a branch of science which gives
every animal or plant a fancy, romantic-sounding Latin name.
“Facing heaven chilli” is scientifically known as Capsicum
frutescens, rich in capsaicin which gives a distinctive pungent
smell to our nose and a hot taste to our tongue. Among the
3,000 different types of chillies, “facing heaven chilli” fares
modestly on the Scoville scale, with only 50,000 to 100,000
SHU (Scoville Heat Units), which is, however,
hot enough to send your heart racing,
increase perspiration and stimulate the
release of endorphins. Capsaicin can be
used in producing pepper sprays and
green pesticides. Also, it has long been
used in Western and Chinese medicines
to relieve muscle and joint pains through
a rubefacient effect—literally meaning
causing redness—by dilating the blood
vessels of the skin.

Little did we know then. And our
ignorance hit my brother hard!

Y BROTHER'S
OT CH)LLIES

!._

Kevin Lam
Department of Health

My brother squirmed, complaining of a tingling
sensation around the groin after we had had enough of play
and tree climbing. It then quickly turned into a sharp pain
and a burning sensation all over his upper legs. Frightened
and embarrassed, he pulled down his shorts, and two mighty
rosy pink patches appeared on his inner thighs.

We made a beeline home, shouting for Mum all the way.

Mum came soon after, looking profoundly worried. She
was no stranger to our mishaps and wounds, and nothing
could faze her. But it was different this time. Her look made
us more worried.

“Have you been bitten by a snake or something?”” Mum
asked, like a professional nurse.

“No, Mummm...” Our trembling voices were trailing
off.

“Are you sure?” Mum pressed for a true answer.
“Yes, sure,” we answered hesitantly.

“What is the stuff in your pockets?” She noticed the
bulging pockets.

“Facing heaven chillies we found in the orchard.”

My brother was in tears now. He fished in his pockets
and pulled out some mashed chillies. Mum took a look at
them and let out a relieving laugh.

In the old days when resources and accessibility were
limited, you needed to learn the art of self-sufficiency and
create your own resources. On top of her obvious talents in
mothering, cooking, hair-dressing and mending clothes, Mum
was also good at diagnosing and dispensing medicines. She
made quick work at addressing my brother’s agony—dousing
the affected skin with ample cool water to lessen the pain and
restore the normal skin colour, and completing the job by
dabbing some soothing potion profusely around the areas.

My brother was soon a happy soul again!

Oh, did we later use those chillies, which were discarded
on the kitchen floor, part-whole and part-mashed, for
cooking? I can’t remember. Maybe; maybe not. But that’s
beside the point. After the chilli incident, Mum, now in her
mid-70s, went through many more anxious moments
caused by her two mischievous sons, and has
also, I hope in no lesser quantity, celebrated
many joyous occasions with us. A knowing
smile always emerges on her creased face

whenever we recall this funny episode of our
childhood.

Memory is a wonderful thing, especially
those good and spicy ones.



“What is a beautiful sentence to you?” When asked
this funny question by one of her teachers, famous
American food writer M.EK. Fisher, then a little girl,
blurted out, “Soup of the evening, Beautiful Soup.” This
phrase, sung by the Mock Turtle in Alice’s Adventures
in Wonderland, still sounded in her ears after she grew
up. This was not only because the words sounded poetic,
but also because she always wanted to have a sip of hot
broth when she was tired and hungry.

In With Bold Knife and Fork, Fisher shares with the
reader her passion for food. In the chapter “Especially
of the Evening,” she describes the excitement and
satisfaction of making tasty soups from usually unwanted
ingredients—celery stalks, parsley stems, animal bones
and fow] skeletons—and praises the pleasure of having
soup for a simple meal alone or with good friends. Eating
a plain soup served with some bread or toast before bed
would make people sleep well, she says. And creamy
tomato soup with a sprinkle of cinnamon is one of her
favourites.

Of all the soups Fisher has ever eaten, the most
memorable is the bowl of soup she ate when she was 13.
One day in the late spring of 1921, after lying sick in bed
for five days with nothing to consume but fruit juice, she
feels terribly lonely and hungry. A big bowl of beef soup
prepared by her mother, of a colour as strong as tea with
vapour rising, comes as a huge delight. Holding the bowl
in both hands, the recovering child sucks every drop of
the dark broth slowly, noisily and blissfully. “It was the
most beautiful soup I had ever seen and smelled,” she
utters.

Do you have a strong craving for a particular kind
of food from time to time? Fisher does, especially for
those forbidden to eat. In “Once a Tramp, Always...”,
she, like an alcoholic abstaining from liquor, recalls foods
she has once enjoyed with indulgence. Simply fantasising
these cravings can make her happy. Years after, she can
still “taste-smell-hear-see” the potato chips she ate one
November morning in a hotel when she was a teenager.
As far as she can remember, the chips, uneven in
thickness and colour and with a faint aroma of chicken
or fish, were divine. As for caviar and macadamia nuts,
she, though hooked on them, thinks she can cultivate
constraint if she knows they are available in the stores
just streets away.

Cooking a tasty meal for someone you like is
romantic. But it will be a different story if the admired
one has an insensitive palate and a bit of arrogance. Fisher
knows it only too well. Hoping to win the heart of her
suitor through his belly, she invites him and his friends
to her ranch for a gastronomic frolic. For their first meal,
a simple three-course dinner, they will eat chilled
marinated green beans and tomatoes to titillate the palate
for the meat to follow. After the meat, which is lamb, a
wonderful compote of summer fruits will be served.

The menu seems perfect. What goes wrong then?
The sauce. The lamb is to be eaten with a curry sauce,
light with good consistency. The meat is succulent, the
sauce superb and every detail meticulously arranged, at
least in Fisher’s eyes. The admired one, however, thinks
differently. Haughtily, he storms into Fisher’s kitchen,
quizzing her about the dishes to be served. He then picks
up a big spoon and sips some of the curry sauce,
murmuring perfunctorily, “You don’t mind, do you?”
Without the host’s permission, he mixes a raw curry
powder and stirs it into the beautiful sauce she has
prepared. Guess what is the end of the story? As expected,
what is supposed to be a potential romance comes to a
“quiet finale.”

Have you ever noticed that there is always someone
around you who seems to have an uncanny power over
food? Every dish they cook tastes just wonderfully good.
Some of these cooks, however, vigilantly defend the
“secrets” of their recipes. As described by Fisher, “they
manage to keep to themselves whatever it is that makes
their creations subtly and definitely better than any
attempts to approximate them.” Fisher’s friend Bertie is
one such chef. Even after she has given Fisher a recipe for
her dumplings, Fisher does not know how the dish should
be properly prepared as the measurements of ingredients
can range from “some” to “alot”. And yet Fisher still likes
her friend Bertie, believing that something nice can always
be created out of the old themes, even if one doesn’t know
all the secret ingredients.

Fisher has a strong passion for cooking, which has
made her life enjoyable. Writing in a simple and succinct
style, she knows how to spin an interesting story. With
Bold Knife and Fork is a collection of food articles with
over 140 recipes, including the simple, sophisticated and
esoteric. Definitely a good read for cooks and gourmets.

Adam Mickiewicz
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We have to eat; we like to eat; and eating makes us feel good. 5.  The national dish of Scotland, a savoury pudding containing
No wonder George Bernard Shaw says, ‘“There is no sincerer meat, oatmeal, spices, and salt, mixed with stock,
love than the love of food.” Thanks to God, there are a variety traditionally cooked in a sheep’s stomach.
of tasty foods in this world, be they sweet or bitter, sour or spicy.
Read the following descriptions which are clues to some of the ] ]
foods eaten in different cultures, and see if you know any of 6. A Korean side dish made from fermented and salted
them. vegetables, most commonly cabbage and radishes.
1.  This rice-like dish, made from durum wheat, is a staple of
North Africa. 7. Anavocado-based spread or dip first developed in Mexico.
2. Ameatdish mz}de from raw ground beef served with onioqs, 8.  This popular Italian dessert, literally translated as “pick me
capers, seasonings and a raw egg yolk. It first appeared in up”’, consists of cheese, cake, coffee and sometimes alcohol.
French restaurants at the turn of the 20™ century.
9.  This spice comes from the inner bark of various laurel trees,
3. This soup, a popular street food in Vietnam, consists of rice used mainly as an aromatic condiment and flavouring
noodles, herbs and meat, primarily beef or chicken. additive in a wide variety of cuisines, sweet and savoury
dishes. Sri Lanka is the principal source of this spice.
4. This is a famous Salvadoran dish—a thick, griddled corn
cake stuffed with a savoury filling, usually accompanied 10. A dessert originating from medieval Europe, made of fruit

by a spicy cabbage slaw.

stewed with sugar or in syrup.

Please send your entry to the Editorial Board of Word Power, Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310,
High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong before 14 February 2018. Watch out for our coming
issue to see if you get all the answers right, and better still, if you are one of the lucky five to win a prize. The Editorial Board

will have the final say on the answers.

Name: M1/Mrs/Miss/Ms (delete as appropriate)
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Contributions from colleagues are welcome. Please refer to Issue No. 42 for details. T ) e - ARISE S B AE—0) o
ORI MR Y ICBM Prof. Jason Gleckman ~ Hon Chinese Adviser Prof. Fan Sin-piu ~ Hon English Adviser Prof. Jason Gleckman
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ZH Wit ZH S5t L R S Member ~ MrCheng Kin-wah ~ Member ~ Mr Nevin Yung Assistant Editor ~ Miss Lau Yuen-ying
ZE MERLL ZH WYLt Member ~ Ms Teresa Chan Member  Ms Katharine Chan

ZH EB 4L ZH REELL Member Ms Shirley Man Member  Miss Stephanie Cheung
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Word Power is also uploaded to the webpage of the Civil Service Bureau (http://www.csb.gov.hk/english/publication/2006.html). If you have any comments or suggestions about this publication, please write
to the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs @csb.gov.hk).
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