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Preserving myself through the foods of my elders is a tool for healing and disconnect. 

As a first-generation born in Australia, my Asian identity is deeply rooted in me partly 

through the goodness of food. From rituals, ingredients, methods and medicinal knowledge 

surrounding food, a connection to my elders’ and their lands lives on. 

This contribution to the workbook will offer recipes derived from my elders’ knowledge of 

Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) and from my family’s Chinese-Teochew, Vietnamese 

and Thai heritage. Like my elders before me, I have migrated across waters and am now 

residing alone, far away from my childhood kitchens and dining tables in Germany. With 

me, I brought my elders’ foods. 

The recipes I recreate aid me in enduring and celebrating – rage, sadness, emptiness, 

care and empowerment; which will be the focus of healing here. These sentiments are 

attached to my journey as an activist. They are tools for self-preservation as I disrupt the 

status quo and highlight how stereotypes and biases impact marginalised people, primarily 

people of Asian descent, people seen as migrants and the LGBTQIA+ community. I organise 

events, festivals, workshops and gatherings for knowledge sharing, deep connections, 

empowerment and healing in safer and inclusive spaces. In order to continue, I look to the 

tools passed down to me from my elders. 

Healing foods from my heritage hold immense power. I also encourage all to look beyond 

foods from one’s heritage and embrace all foods that have been lovingly shared from souls 

of blessing that surround oneself. I hope that you, the reader, will explore ways of healing 

through your elders’ foods. 



ANGER
When I became more active, it felt like a trigger had been set off. A clarity sank in and a crushing 
consciousness took over. Unlearning internalised -isms and patriarchy, in the beginning, was 
like burning down a rotten house. A place I made myself live in because the majority of people 
around me were convinced that the structure of it was “just the way things are”.  

RAGE RAGE RAGE! I couldn’t believe how long I had been ignorant for and while it was 
challenging enough to confront my inner biases, stereotypes and problematic norms I also had 
to challenge those around me. Being more vocal about injustices and systemic issues meant 
I had A LOT of people from family, close friends, acquaintances (whom I hadn’t spoken to in 
years) and others on ze iNt3rNeT challenge my statements and projects.
 Every. Single. Time. 

Common reaction – hot heat in my face and flames shooting out of my soul like an overheated 
furnace. Then, as one may guess, it happened. My furnace overheated… and I broke down. I 
often battle through a lot of health issues and have had to cut ties to people.

The dish that I would like to dedicate to these times of my life, and the ones to be had, is one 
whose taste I had to acquire. As a child, I forced myself to eat it. These days, every mouthful 
feels like self-care. My elders tell me that it will cleanse and cool my blood so that I can be more 
balanced. It’s also high in fibre which is great to get shit out of your system!
Anger is now my ally - it’s bittersweet growth. 

Kou Gué (bitter gourd)
harvested from my parents’
garden and being prepped



Kou Guê Néung 
 Bitter Gourd with Eggs

Prep
Wash your bitter gourd 
Cut off the tips
Slice it lengthwise and scoop all the seeds out
Get those thin slicing knife skills going perpendicular along the bitter gourd

Ingredients 
Bitter gourd
Eggs (beaten real good and seasoned with soy sauce)
Minced garlic
Chicken Seasoning Powder (my mother’s magic)

Steps to heal
Get that wok on a fire
Splash oil to coat that hot surface
Fry up that garlic (just for a few seconds)
Turn up that fire
Add the perfectly sliced bitter gourd and toss it around until it’s conquered and limp
Pour in your beaten and seasoned eggs
Give it a little time to set and then flip the bitter gourd several times until eggs are set but still moist
Serve it hot, eat it warm, balance out that rage. 

TCM: Anger is linked to having an excess of rich blood that affects the liver. Bitter gourd promotes 
the filtering functions of your liver, which helps rid the blood of impurities, and aids in eliminating 
harmful toxins in the body. 

Call for action: Cook yourself this dish or one that was taught to you by an elder. What knowledge did 
they want to share with you, but you got pissed at them and thought they were talking hocus-pocus? 
Were there traditional medicinal benefits to it? Did you push it away but now turn to it for healing? 



SADNESS

Sadness hits me hard over and over again. In activism work, I feel obliged to be strong, courageous, 
optimistic, meticulous and resourceful all the time. Sadness is, of course, unavoidable but feels 
like a huge waste of precious time and energy when you realise the state the world is in. 

I throw everything I have into my work with the optimism of a positive outcome and impact. All 
I want is to be a part of the movement that advocates for inclusive and equitable change; with a 
commitment to building new foundations for equitable structures to flourish upon them. Then, 
reality strikes and that weight that never belonged on my shoulders buckles my knees and I 
weep. I used to try and suppress my sadness but have learnt to sit with it and be kind to myself 
as it resides for however long it needs to. 

For me, the best way to heal from sadness is to validate it. The food I want to dedicate to 
sadness to is connected to my grandmother and great-grandmother. While their stories make 
me feel guilty for being sad despite all my privileges, they also teach me resilience. It wasn’t 
easy feeding a child in China. My grandma mostly lived off huang ze (purple sweet potato) 
which grew in their village Ang Eng (Teochew dialect name). She ate this sweet root vegetable 
that is known for resisting fatigue, for being anti-ageing and a refresher, simply because she 
and my great-grandmother were too poor to buy anything else. Still, to this day, despite it being 
attached to difficult memories and times, at the age of 84 years old, my Lai Ma still enjoys huang 
ze for breakfast. It connects her to her past, her mother, her land and her upbringing which 
brought her to this day. I have learnt that sadness is a form of resilience and by allowing it to sit, 
you open yourself to healing and moving forward. 

My Lai Ma used to steam huang ze for us, peel off the skin with a knife, dip it into sugar and salt, 
then feed us the warm soft sweetness. She loves to tell stories and while there is often sadness 
in her eyes, she meets my eyes with so much tenderness. 



Huang Ze 
࿊�/ Purple Sweet Potato

Ingredients
Huang Ze
Salt
Sugar 

Steps to heal
Set up your steamer and bring the water to a boil
Place the huang ze into the rack
You may need to cut your huang ze to fit into the steamer, 
it’s all good and if that makes you sad, feel free to cry
Steam for 20 minutes and let that sadness be
Check readiness with a fork – if goes in easily it’s done
Let it cool for a few minutes
Then gently peel the skin off 
Eat it by dipping it into a mixture of salt and sugar 
Let that soft, warm, sweet, nourishing veg soothe you

TCM: Grief is believed to be connected to the lungs. You can begin to understand how as you sob and 
your lungs do all sorts of deep breathing. As the lungs are believed to be one of the main sources of 
energy and Qi for being, it’s important to nourish it. Purple Sweet Potato are tonics that detoxify the 
body, and its sweetness in nature aids the lungs to produce energy. It is also neutral in nature, which 
means it doesn’t usually affect the balance in your body. 

Call for action: What sweet food do you turn to in moments of sadness? Are these foods attached to 
particular memories or certain people? Do you use food for collective healing in times of sadness? 

Huang Ze 
(purple sweet potato)
to be steamed and shared 
with my partner 



EMPTINESS

When I asked my elders for a remedy for this state of being, they all laughed saying, “if you’re 
hungry, then just eat rice and a fried egg with soy sauce… then go to bed!”. Not saying this is 
bad advice, I actually do this sometimes. However, I approached my dad again and asked him 
what he thinks could help people when they feel empty. He said that everyone is different, with 
a different balance so it’s hard to say what kind of food could be used as a tonic. For him, he’d 
want to have something he liked… and as my father, whenever I felt down, rather than speaking 
about it, he would cook and buy lots of treats for me. 

As a way to break this generational trauma response of filling voids with consumption, I want to 
promote some serious self -care, -reflection, -empathy and -love with lots of rest as my elders 
would advise. When I’m ready, I attempt to refocus, rebalance, seek support and help, treasure 
what I have and explore these feelings... and I won’t withhold something delicious from myself 
during this, of course. A treat my father always brought me was chrysanthemum tea poppers; 
a delectably sweet and fragrant drink. These days, I opt for chrysanthemum tea without the 
sweetener. 

Huang Ze 
(purple sweet potato)
to be steamed and shared 
with my partner 



Chrysanthemum Tea
Ingredients
Dried chrysanthemum flowers
Hot water

Steps to heal
Place 5g of the beautiful chrysanthemum dried daises into a teapot
Add 70mL of hot water
Take deep breaths and let it seep for 3-5 minutes
Pour the golden tea into your favourite mug
Sit with yourself, feel the warmth within you, relish the fragrance and be
You can reuse the tea for several batches by repeating the steps

TCM: This delicate tea is known to provide cooling energy, calming the nerves and clearing the mind. It 
has the ability to uplift the liver energy which may be linked to the imbalance that causes this emotion. 

Call for action: Vibe and be. This is a good initiative to begin the arduous healing work. Are there foods 
that your elders made or brought for you when feeling this way? While you fill your emptiness with 
goodness, reflect on other ways you can find the roots of these feelings; you do not have to do this alone. 

Net 250mL (8.5 fl. oz.)

Chrysanthemum Tea Drink
菊花茶

Preparing after dinner tea –
dried chrysanthemum 
flowers in a teapot.



CARE
Whenever I’m ill, my mother makes me Goi Mueh (chicken rice porridge). She says it has 
everything I need to feel better. I would curl up into a ball with a blanky and watch her prepare 
it for me. Sometimes, she would come and cuddle me in between cooking and check if I was ok. 
These days, I make this dish for myself and my loved ones around me. 

In activism work, my selflessness often means neglecting myself. After many medical issues, I 
make sure I put time aside to cook at least one meal for myself each day. Also, I sit away from my 
work to enjoy the food. To ensure that my community also withstands, feeding is my remedy. 
As food is attached to so much love in my life, I find that the same affection transforms into my 
cooking, too.

Cooking for loved ones not only provides sustenance for life but also forges deep bonds. In my 
piece Food Breaking Through Migration Barriers, I wrote, “being able to sit around a table to 
share food with people is an all senses experience that ties together cultures and friendships, 
breaks down barriers, bringing with it a certain level of intimacy; a catalyst for connection”. 

The foods shared around dining tables are tools for care. 

Homemade mueh for
a table of seven friends



Goi Mueh 
Chicken Rice Porridge 

Ingredients
150g Thai jasmine rice
0.5 - 1 litre of chicken stock
0.5 - 1 litre of boiling water
2 thumbs of sliced ginger 
Splash of sesame oil
Pinch of salt 

Steps to heal 
Delicately wash the rice until the water is clearer, about 4 times.
Place rice in a pot with the chicken stock, ginger and a pinch of salt
Gently stir to ensure it’s not sticking to the bottom
Get it all hot and snug until it boils
Turn the heat down and boil for another 10 minutes
Add boiling hot water to a consistency you like
Simmer for another 10-20 minutes
You decide on how broken down you want the rice 
Turn off the heat and let it sit for 5 minutes
Spoon out the warm rice into a bowl
Top with sesame oil
Serve, slurp and let it fill you with goodness 

TCM: Goi Mueh is known to be a healing food. The chicken broth boosts immunity. The rice porridge 
nourishes the blood and energy levels, it’s also easy to digest. Ginger is known to disperse wind-cold, 
warms the core to stop vomiting and warms lungs to stop coughing. 
 
Call for action: May we care for one another through our elders’ foods. Cook a dish that your elders 
taught you for loved ones and share the deeper meaning of it.



EMPOWERMENT
Self-empowerment, community-empowerment, empowering others. I want it all. 

I empower myself when I grow from challenging moments, such as when anger fuels me with 
power, sadness fills me with passion, emptiness brings me rest and care flourishes my soul. I 
am still learning to cherish and whole-heartedly accept these sentiments with kindness and 
appreciation. As I do… I embrace foods from my elders. I use these foods to care for my comrades 
and loved ones in order to sustain my communities. I hope that you will also find ways to do the 
same.

The recipes I share here have become tools to individually and collectively reflect on 
intergenerational trauma, social positioning and community. Consuming food from my heritage, 
often declared bizarre by the dominant part of society, is a form of decolonizing and resistance. 
Which is why I chose a notoriously pungent dish for this part. 

The dish I have chosen to feature here is attached to my great-grandmother who empowers 
me to take action. She migrated from China to Vietnam with my grandmother as a child, mostly 
by foot, and then to Australia. She was a strong woman, a devoted Buddhist, a mother of one 
daughter, grandmother of nine children and great-grandmother of twenty-four children before 
she passed. She took chances, was fiercely independent and was the best at making my favourite 
dish – Ku Chai Kueh (garlic chive cakes). She involved me in making this dish fron my bowl-cut 
hair days. This dish is not easy to perfect and you need to learn how to work the dough; I’m still 
working on perfecting it with the help of my elders. As I do, I realise how much food has allowed 
for deep connections and knowledge sharing that goes beyond sustenance.  I will utilise them in 
different ways for transforming the self and future. 
   



Ku Chai Kueh
 (Garlic Chive Cakes)
 

Ingredients
 

 
Steps to heal
For the filling, cut the chives into small 1cm pieces and mix all ingredients together
Mix the two flours together in a separate bowl
Slowly incorporate the boiling water whilst stirring with a wooden spoon
It will be clumpy and sticky. It’s ok if not all the flour is fully incorporated
Cover the bowl with a lid and let it sit for 30mins. This cooks the flour
Prepare a small bowl of room temp tap water with the salt and a spoon of the garlic oil
Dip your hands into the small bowl and start kneading the dough. You will continuously have to do 
  this whilst kneading so that the dough does not stick to your hand
Release your power into the kneading to form a silky dough. It should take about 30 minutes
To form the kuehs (cakes), you’ll need 40g of dough pieces rolled out into a circle 
Fill with the pungent filling and close the cake at the bottom
Line a steaming tray with baking paper with holes in it, and place kuehs into it
Steam for 10-11 minutes
Slather with golden garlic oil, serve and enjoy that silky, chewy, powerful ancestral goodness 

TCM: Chives are known to promote and circulate energy and regulate blood circulation. It is a source of 
heat, mild stimulant and has antiseptic properties. 

Call for action: Share foods you may have been too embarrassed to eat outside of your family’s walls. 
Embrace them further. You have the knowledge only someone who has lived your path would understand. 
Expand your sense of value and self-worth.  

For the dough…
200g rice flour
65g tapioca flour
400mL extra hot boiling water
½tsp salt
2tsp vegetable oil

For the filling…
750g of Chinese garlic chives
½ tbsp of bicarb soda
¼ tbsp salt
½ tbsp sugar
4tbsp of the garlic from the oil
1 tbsp of soya sauce/oyster sauce 

Garlic oil…
8 cloves of garlic
30mL of veg oil

Making Ku Chai Kueh
with my family in Australia.

Flour mixture in my 
great-grandmother’s bowl 
and chopped garlic chives


