Mixing it up in Macau

A culinary crossroads for centuries, China’s former Portuguese colony lays claim to the world’s first fusion food. So why is Macanese cuisine struggling to survive?
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MACAU, China --  “Look at that pasteis! Look at how beautiful it is! You know why it’s so good? It’s because it’s made with loooooove!” My culinary guide, Joao Novikoff Sales, a hulking, chiseled giant with shoulder-length black hair stares at me intently, his dark eyes gleaming with anticipation as I reach for this Portuguese staple. But before I could plunge in with my fork… “Wait! Eat it with your hands!” he commands. “Feel it! It’s made with only the best ingredients!” Obediently, I drop my cutlery and pick up the deep-fried delicacy between my thumb and forefinger. As I prepare to bite down, Sales’ enthusiasm erupts again. “I tell you, this is the BEST pasteis in Macau! The BEST!” 

Sensing that I now would have no choice but to agree, I nervously nibble on the codfish and potato cake, hoping fervently it would be as sublime as promised. Two pairs of eyes burn into me as I chew. Along with Sales, the restaurant’s Portuguese co-owner, Maria Emilia Lopes is also eager for my verdict. A long moment’s silence as I swallow. Then: “It’s de-LI-cious,” I finally pronounce, injecting the necessary gravity the occasion demanded. Sales and Lopes smile with pride, and perhaps, a touch of smugness. There had been no doubt at all this is indeed the best pasteis de bacalhau in town. 

Not that Lopes’ version has much competition. Her restaurant, O Capitulo, which she opened with her sister four months ago, is one of only a handful of “authentic” Portuguese restaurants that remain in this former outpost of Portugal. Many establishments shut down when their owners, along with the enclave’s rulers, returned to Portugal after Macau was handed back to China in December 1999. As for the other restaurants: “They were no good,” Sales declares, waving his hand dismissively. “Here in Macau, if you’re no good, you get no customers. People here take food very seriously.”  

39-year old Sales, a half-Russian, part-Chinese, part-Portuguese, multilingual public relations executive with Macau’s Tourism Department, certainly does. Hell-bent on showcasing his hometown’s culinary prowess, he marches me through the thronged streets of this humid, compact city, pushing me past noodle shops, tea houses, rotisseries, cafes, bakeries, street hawkers, wet markets, fruit markets and supermarkets, urging me to take in every sight, sound and smell. 

“Look at this!” he proclaims at one point, gesturing expansively at a huddle of labourers slurping bowls of beef noodles at a dai pai dong in the Red Market district. “It’s only eleven o’clock and they’re eating again. These people have already had breakfast, and in an hour, they’re going to have lunch. Then they’re going to have their tea break, then dinner, then another snack before midnight…” Sales trails off, shaking his head in apparent wonderment despite his own imposing figure that suggests a similar itinerary of ingestion. Before I can comment, he turns back to me, narrowing his eyes to underline the significance of what he’s about to utter. “In Macau, we may eat six meals a day,” he says slowly. “But every one is RESPECTED.”


Respect is probably not the first word that comes to mind each time I visit this territory of nearly half a million people. Once a quaint, sleepy hamlet frequented by nearby Hong Kong residents as a respite from the cacophony of their own city, and by tourists seeking the familiar assurance of European culture on an alien continent, Macau today barely offers either. Certainly, fragments of the territory’s romantic past are still in evidence. From the crumbling chapels in lethargic Coloane village to the beautifully-restored colonial architecture of busy Leal Senado Square in central Macau; from the ancient stone walls of the Pousada de Sao Tiago to the baroque ruins of the Basilico Sao Paolo. 

But these landmarks have long been dwarfed by office towers, housing blocks, hotels, convention centers, casinos, and now, a 250-meter entertainment tower. The incessant drill of frantic economic development has deafened the enclave’s once tranquil charm. And as Macau gears up to be the gambling and entertainment capital of Asia, respect for its unique heritage is nearly all but forgotten. 

But there is hope yet. Hidden in the shifting shadows of this mutating city, a handful of establishments continues to pay homage to Macau’s exotic past… by devoutly preserving its cuisine. “Macanese food is an extraordinary story of how a culture arrived in Asia,” says Annabel Jackson, a food consultant and author of two culinary books on Macau. “Perhaps Macanese food is all they have left of their culture.” 

If that’s the case, then Macanese culture may well be a dying one. Despite the high concentration of restaurants in this food-lover’s colony, the number of “authentic” Macanese eateries is shockingly few. Like their Portuguese counterparts, most have disappeared with time, casualties of Macau’s expanding Chinese population and its increasingly cosmopolitan palate. But, as my culinary guide Joao Novikoff Sales would say, those that remain survive for a reason. 

At the popular Restaurant Litoral, the reasons are as plentiful as the items on its lengthy menu. Run by a woman whose family has been in Macau for more than 400 years, each dish is a culinary diorama reflecting the enclave’s delectably diverse history.  

African Chicken or Galinha Africana, a staple in every local kitchen, might first appear a misnomer for a dish so central to Macau’s culinary roots. But every bite of this intensely aromatic entree divulges a new aspect of Portugal’s exploratory past. The dish arrived early in the 17th century with slaves brought over from Portugal’s colonies in Africa. Over time, the Macanese added their own ingredients, many of them harvested from Portugal’s ventures into other countries around the world including India and Malacca, now Malaysia. 

“Guess the ingredients!” Sales challenges slyly, as I take a second bite of this hearty concoction. “Paprika, onion, garlic, chili, white wine…” I begin. But Sales isn’t satisfied. “You’ve missed the most important one,” he says. “Cumin? Saffron? Clove? Cinnamon?” I vainly attempt to identify the final, slightly sweet ingredient that was at once familiar and foreign. Again, Sales shakes his head. “Give up?” he asks eagerly, evidently unable to contain his own excitement at revealing the mystery. I put down my fork resignedly. He takes the cue. “It’s COCONUT!” he crows. 

Long before Western chefs began experimenting with coconut, lemongrass and ginger, the Macanese had already laid claim to “fusion” cuisine. Disparate ingredients from East and West were tossed together out of necessity rather than curiosity.  In her book, Macau on a Plate, Annabel Jackson writes, “Making the best of the available ingredients usually meant either buying goods like cloves and cinnamon, chili and saffron and seafood such as crab and prawns. Local potatoes and tomatoes didn’t have quite the right flavor so something like tamarind was tossed in to enhance colour and taste. Chinese sausage would replace Portuguese sausage. Coconut milk became a substitute for milk, cream or butter.” 

At Riquexo, a dilapidated ‘self-service’ canteen as legendary for its melancholic décor as for its authentic Macanese fare, one specialty dish tells the story, ingredient by ingredient, of how this unique cuisine evolved. Capella is the quintessential Macanese dish: It is a robust hodgepodge of finely diced pork, Portuguese sausages, eggs, pitted olives, and shredded cheese, perfumed with spices from India, Portugal and China, saturated in butter, topped with bread crumbs and more cheese and then baked. “Macanese food is the original fusion,” says 86-year old Aida Jesus, the bejeweled matriarch of this decades-old institution. 

Riquexo and Litoral are the only eateries in Macau that serve capella, which needs to be ordered one day in advance. The dish is considered too heavy, too provincial for public consumption. “Macanese food is essentially home-cooked food,” Jesus says tapping her pearly-pink, manicured fingers on the melamine. “That’s why there are so few Macanese restaurants here. Macanese food is something that’s cooked and eaten at home.” 

Jesus is considered the foremost authority on Macanese food in Macau. She has taught in restaurants around the territory and in other countries, sharing her generations-old recipes with apparently reluctant students. “What I teach them, they don’t follow,” she sighs. I ask her how she feels about that. Betraying her mixed Chinese and European roots, she shrugs languidly. “They pay me money, I don’t care!”

“People don’t see Macanese cuisine as an important cuisine,” says Hugo Banderas, assistant manager of food and beverage at Macau’s Institute for Tourism Studies. “We try to draw people to Macanese food but it’s difficult. They don’t think it’s trendy or they think it’s simply Chinese or Portuguese food with a different name.” 

The lavishly-funded institute, perched on a shady hilltop, offers classes in Macanese, Chinese, Portuguese and Western cookery. But Banderas says few students show interest in their indigenous cuisine. In fact, despite the territory’s rich culinary history, not one cookbook has ever been published on Macanese food. Not yet anyway. Annabel Jackson says she is now in the process of publishing her recently completed Macanese cookbook. “Macanese culture has been diluted by Cantonese culture,” she says, showing me the typed pages of her manuscript. “This cookbook needs to be done.” 

Ironically, it was the evolution of Macanese cuisine that brought about a similar dilution in local Portuguese cuisine. Macanese food was born not just from the marriage of new ingredients that had become available over the years, but literally, from the marriage of different races. In Macau’s early days, because Portuguese women were not allowed to travel to or live in the colonies, Portuguese settlers married women from Malacca, Goa, Japan, India and later, China. 

Lou Chi Seng, a veteran chef who served seven of Macau’s colonial governors, witnessed the gustatory results of these mixed marriages. “The Portuguese man would teach his local wife how to prepare his meals, showing her recipes that have been in his family for generations,” Lou tells me over a cup of coffee in his restaurant near Leal Senado Square. “But inevitably, once she was left alone she would alter the recipe, employ her own methods, substitute with local ingredients.” As a result, Lou adds, Portuguese food was diluted over the years. 

In a bid to preserve Macau’s European roots, Lou, who is ethnic Cantonese, opened Restaurante Platao, a modern café boasting a spacious terrace, and serving what Lou claims to be “authentic” Portuguese food. Never mind that early in his culinary career, he “couldn’t stand the smell or taste of olive oil.” Or that, when he was sent to Portugal in the 1980s for cooking lessons, he hated the local cuisine so much he bought a rice cooker and made his own meals in his room. Typical of so many Macanese, Lou gradually adapted. Today, he happily dishes out Portuguese fare in his restaurant, although he admits to toning down certain items to suit local palates. His specialty, Macau Sole, is a filet of sole topped with chunks of seafood and baked. “Very light,” Lou assures me. “Good for Chinese people.”

Lou’s heart may be in the right place, but authentic Portuguese food involves more than just the right ingredients or the right recipes. It needs the right attitude – a hands-on, raw enjoyment of food, consumed leisurely around a friendly table where time dissolves as easily as a teaspoon of sugar in hot, black coffee. 

Despite the frenzied pace of development in Macau today, there are still a handful of restaurants where the ambience is as relaxed as a seaside bar in Algarve, a place where the owner greets you by name, where every customer nods with recognition.

The most famous is Restaurante Fernando, a Portuguese restaurant sprawling higgledy-piggledy off a quiet stretch of black sand on sleepy Coloane island. Like its flamboyant owner, 48-year old Fernando Gomes, Fernando’s, as it is familiarly called, is somewhat of a legend. In fact, after downing several glasses of Vinho Tinto with Gomes, who hails from the Azores, I conclude that he and his food share similar qualities. Both are unpretentious but brash, rough yet sensual, sometimes daunting, more often alluring.

 In between bites of pork-stuffed squid in red wine sauce, which he whipped up himself that morning, Gomes regales me with graphic details of his sexual exploits the night before. “I never give them anything. I never tell them I love them. I just don’t know why they keep chasing me!” he boasts, gesticulating with a cheese-smeared switchblade that he uses instead of a knife. At that moment, as if responding to a hidden cue, Gomes’ cell phone beeps. It’s a text message. And it says, “I miss you.”       

Like his coterie of ardent pursuers, Fernando’s customers also keep coming back for more. I’d dined at Fernando’s several times over the years, being as it is, the preferred haunt of expatriate weekenders from Hong Kong. And on this day, both the original, tiny front room restaurant and its cavernous brick-walled extension in the back, are again glutted with diners. One reason could be the atmosphere: long tables draped with cozy red and white checked linen in a spacious sunlit room - tacit encouragement to talk loudly, eat noisily, drink merrily and be happy as the day is long. Another reason naturally, is the food. Sauteed prawns boldly blanketed in garlic, fresh-baked crusty bread, no-nonsense salads enlivened by the sweetest tomatoes and the most fragrant olive oil to ever come from Portugal.  

But not everyone who visits Macau can stomach the crowd and clamor of Fernando’s. Coming to the rescue, O-Manel. Small, understated, quiet, it is a haven of warm, personal service and heartwarming, superlative Portuguese food. Its 42-year old owner, Manuel Pena, who is also the host, waiter and cook, opened this restaurant eleven years ago after defecting from Fernando’s. “I wanted to prove to the world that my food is different from anything else in this world,” Pena tells me without a trace of immodesty.  

Unlike his former employer, who did not even know how to cook when he opened his restaurant, Pena spent his childhood in his family’s kitchen in Algarve, where he perfected generations-old recipes as precious as heirlooms. Even today, at least half of his menu is devoted to dishes handed down from his mother and sister, faithfully unaltered despite changing tastes. Take a textured mouthful of his stewed fresh broad beans with pork, close your eyes, and think back to a time when food was uncomplicated and cooking was honest. Bite into a supple clam steamed in lemon juice, white wine, coriander and garlic. Then sigh, “Oh, Manuel…” This is how the restaurant earned its name.

Despite the earthy pleasures they bring, restaurants like O-Manel are fast disappearing. In this casino-choked city seeking to be the Las Vegas of the East, down-home Portuguese and Macanese food is simply no longer in vogue. And although 98 percent of the population here is Chinese, even Chinese restaurants are not immune from the fickle fancies of a maturing metropolis.    

Lung Wah Tea House in the Red Market district is the type of place that invites rambling, aimless conversations and the kind of clientele who can afford to indulge in them. Opened in 1962, this airy dim sum parlour was for decades both a meeting place for geriatric men in threadbare singlets and a sanctuary for their beloved pet birds. Today, the occasional bamboo cage dangles from rails fixed along the peeling, upper walls. And in the early hours, you can still hear birdsong warbling above the clatter of teacups and the clearing of nicotine-ragged throats. But Lung Wah’s heyday is long over.

“When my father opened this place, it was the only tea house in the area,” says 42-year old Ho Ming-Tak who took over as manager after his father’s death several years ago. “Now hardly anybody comes here anymore because of all the new development around here. There’s much more competition. We used to have more than fifty chefs. Now we are down to four.” 

The customers may have fled, and the cooks dismissed. But the food here remains unchanged. Even today, Lung Wah is one of the most best places in Macau for Chinese fried noodles, namely Yuk See Chow Mein (Egg Noodles with Chicken) and Gohn Chow Gnau Haw (Beef Fried Noodles.) Flash-fried in a blackened wok jounced over an inferno, the dishes come out balanced in flavour, texture and oiliness. But noodles alone will not save this institution. Ho’s siblings, who are all in the U.S., have no interest in helping him run the teahouse. Likewise for his two children who are also in the U.S. When Ho goes, Lung Wah will likely disappear with him. Does that make him sad? “I can’t complain about anything,” he says. “Every day, my regulars, who’ve been coming here for ten years, come in to see me. We’re like old friends. We chat, the birds sing. Who could ask for anything more?”

Certainly not Margaret Wong Stow, the theatrical, 47-year old owner of Margaret’s Café E Nata. Since a well-publicized divorce five years ago, the former casino dealer has gone from broken heart to queen of tarts. Like her famous egg tarts – now sold in Hong Kong and Taiwan as well – Stow herself is deliciously palatable: slightly burnt, but warm, soft and sweet. The story of her rise from bitter divorcee to savvy businesswoman has become local lore. In the early 1990s, she and her ex-husband, Andrew Stow, opened Lord Stow’s, (“He’s no lord. He just wanted to make himself sound important,” she says wickedly, her dyed purple hair blowing amok in the breeze) their first bakery in Coloane. Soon, the pair was producing Macau’s most popular and sinful confection – creamy custard tarts quivering beneath a thin, black, caramelized crust, barely contained by the lightest, most buttery puff pastry.  

The operation expanded, and when the couple separated in 1997, Stow laid claimed to two of the three outlets, reduced the amount of sugar in the recipe, and transformed her egg tarts from a local pleasure to an international phenomenon. “Even people from Portugal come here and buy my egg tarts by the dozens to bring back home,” she boasts. On one memorable day over the Chinese Lunar New Year, Stow sold more than 10,000 tarts. She is now planning to franchise her tarts in the U.S., Canada and Europe. The secret to her success? She smiles coyly. “I’m just lucky.” 

While Stow works to export her ambrosial treats to the rest of the world, this tiny corner of the world has succeeded in importing the world’s most ambrosial food… the cuisine of Michelin-starred celebrity chef, Joel Robuchon, crowned “Chef of the Century” by France’s Gault-Millau travel guide. And in what could be the greatest culinary coup of the century, the notorious Hotel Lisboa managed to lure Robuchon to put his namesake on a restaurant inside its sprawling complex, better known for round-the-clock gambling and prostitution. 

The hookers and the desperadoes still frequent this gaudy landmark, a neon-lit constant in Macau’s swelling skyline. But since the opening of Robuchon a Galera, well-heeled gourmets and urban sophisticates have joined the mix. In true Vegas fashion, swank and seedy, gastronomic and garish now thrive side by side, seemingly oblivious of one another. 

Undoubtedly, inside Robuchon’s opulent dining room on the second floor, it is easy to forget the debauchery unfolding below. Especially as you indulge your own sins of lust and gluttony, from the caviar in aspic with cauliflower cream to the foie gras and truffles steamed in Savoy cabbage. Robuchon’s culinary artistry doesn’t just shut out the world, it transports the soul. 

“We wanted to show the world that Macau is not just about gambling,” says Alan Ho, the Lisboa’s executive director. “Bringing Robuchon here is part of our strategy to turn Macau into a cosmopolitan, gastronomic destination in Asia.”

The city has already invited two casino giants from Las Vegas to help transform the landscape. Colossal casinos, luxury hotels, trendy restaurants, cafes and bars are all planned for construction. Still, Macau’s simplest offerings have not lost their appeal. 


It is mid-afternoon and Sales has brought me to a make-shift snack bar to witness a local phenomenon. Extending from the counter of Tai Li Coffee Shop is a queue of at least a hundred people. “It’s like this every day around this time,” Sales shouts, as he steers me past the crush towards a wobbly folding table. Within minutes, a large sandwich materializes before us. “And this,” Sales says, pointing at the slab of meat sagging off the edge of the bread, “is what they’re here for.” I pick up the weighty “pork sandwich,” essentially a deep-fried pork chop (bone in) cushioned by two halves of a warm, buttered bun. Amazed, I look back at the crowd inching forward to buy this very ordinary looking snack, which costs just over 1 U.S. dollar and is only sold for about one hour starting at around 3 pm. How could something like this draw such a zealous following? “It’s not just any pork sandwich,” shop owner, Yeh Lai-Hoa later tells me as I follow her into a back shed where some two dozen chops are floating in a vat of sizzling oil. “The pork has been marinating for days in a special dressing.” 


The evolution of this secret marinade is typical of the evolution of Macanese food at its most basic. Opened more than twenty years ago, Tai Li was a convenient haunt for Portuguese civil servants from nearby City Hall. According to Sales, whenever they ordered the pork sandwich, cooking tips would be dispensed with the patacas. Yeh followed their advice and over the years, the snack became what it is today… a hybrid of Portuguese and Chinese gastronomic sensibilities.  Tai Li’s humble pork chop sandwich may not spring to mind as a classic Macanese dish, but its form and its evolution exemplifies the rooted spirit of this town and its people: the simplest pleasures rouse the greatest passions.  ENDS

RESTAURANT INFORMATION

O Capitulo – Portuguese 

Avenida de Kwong Tung, Edif. Nam San, Bloco 5,

Taipa, Macau (853) 821-519

O-Manel – Portuguese 

R. Fernao Mendes Pinto, # 90 R/C. – Taipa, Macau

(853) 827-571

Restaurante Fernando – Portuguese 

Praia de Hac Sa No. 9, Coloane, Macau

(853) 882-264 / 882-531

Restaurante Litoral – Macanese 

Rua do Almirante Sergio, 261-A, R/C, Macau (853) 967-878

Riquexo Coffee Shop – Macanese

Avenida Sidonio Pais, No. 69, R/C, Macau (853) 565-655

Margaret’s Café e Nata – Egg Tarts

Gum Loi Building and Rua Alm. Costa Cabral

(853) 710-032 / (853) 527-791

Lord Stow’s – Egg Tarts

Coloane Town Square, Coloane, Macau

(853) 882-534

Lung Wah Tea House - Cantonese 

(853) 574-456

Tai Li Coffee Shop 

(853) 827-150

Robuchon a Galera - French

3/F Lisboa Tower, Hotel Lisboa, Macau (853) 377-666

