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A CULTURAL

Concoction

-

Exchange scholar,
cook, consultant brings
East, West together

By KATHY LAUER-WILLIAMS
Of The Morning Call

rom the slow fluid grace
of Tai Chi to the pound-
ing r of aerobics,
from basic smplicmr
of the wok to the multi-
use complexity of a
Cuisinart, the cultures of
the United States and
China are as different as
Yin and Yang.
But to Pingjian Zhao,
they also are cultures
that can work together and learn from
each other,

It's a philosophy Zhao demonstrates
in everything she does — in her cook-
book which interprets western cooking
for Chinese cooks in her native China;
in her hotel management system which
blends elements of Chinese and western
styles and in her classes at Northamp-
ton Community College where she in-
troduces American students to her
unique hotel management style as well
as Chinese culture through cooking and
Tai Chi, an ancient Chinese exercise
emphasmng balance and breathing
techniques.

Mygoallstobringthetwocultures
together,” says Zhao.

Zhao, 40, has been teaching at
Northampton Community College since
1995 as part of a scholar exchange pro-
gram with Tianjin University of Com-
merce, about 80 miles from Beijing,
where Zhao is an associate professor.

An avid student of American ways,
the bi- lingtu:ljozga&;vas eager for the op-
exchange program.
t's been an experience she’s glad she
didn’t miss.

“I knew a lot of Jbackground [about
the United States),” she says. “I thought
Americans would be different. But I
learned all people are the same.”

Growing up in China in the 1960s,
Zhao didn’t attend elementary or high

school as a child be-
cause many
schools were closed
during China’s Cul-
tural Revolution.
She began working
at age 16 doing a
variety of different
jobs.

“Nobody was
teaching,” she
says. “We did labor
work. I started
from the very ba-
sics.”

Despite her lack
of early formal
schooling, when
she was 22, Zhao ;-
went to Tianjin |
Teachers’ Universi-
ty where she gota
bachelor of science
in physics in 1980. She began teaching
physics at Tianjin University of Com-
merce.

For Zhao, eve
when China opened its doors to the
West, Suddenly the country was build-
ing hotels for the new influx of tourists.
However, the Chinese, unfamiliar with
hotels, didn’t know how to manage the
new busmesses

“China just opened to the outside
world,” says Zhao. “There were new ho-
tels being built, but not a lot of people
had that kind of knowl ledge.”

Zhao realized the boom in hotels of-
fered new opportunities for the Chinese
and educated professionals would be
needed to run the hotels. “It was some-
thing[knewlrea]!ywantedtoleam

she says.

Zhao, who meanwhile had gotten her
MBA through Oklahoma City Universi-
ty, had become fluent in English, which
enabled her to learn hotel management
topics from American sources.

rything changed in 1987

e e

"[started doing research and real-
ized it was based on a totally different
organization system,” she says.

Meanwhile, the government was re-

_ lyiltﬁ;nforeigngmupstomnthenew

Acbmﬁing to Zhao, the cultural dif-
ference between the foreign en-
trepreneurs and the Chinese govern-
ment caused a lot of problems.

‘The foreisn groups were always
co R a P»”
some of the differ-

"It wasn’t worldng“' sha saxs "Tha
sYuld ull the t'c rset man
couid p m T. up a
agement systenrmh:as more eﬁcxent
and the hotel became successful.”

Zhaoalsowtars;askedtnconm};lﬁiolx;
management strategy at Bangc -
land Hotel.

Since there were no textbooks on ho-
tel management in China, Zhao began
writing one herself.

“Everywhere hotels were importing
expensive equipment, but they didn't
know how to use it,” she says.

Her textbook on Hotel Equipment
and Facility Management was pub-
lished in 1993. She admits much of what
gehohi:ged was from actually working

At University of Commerce,
Zhao Tialmni:lm division director of
h , teaching class-

es inhotelm:;l:ﬁmmant, hotel informa-
ment. She also became vice president of
the Yan taiPaninsula Holiday Resort.
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Zhao lectures to a class at Northampton

Mcum At left, a dish of bean sprouts and mushrooms.

“It is n that students have
the knowled, theynaedbefoxethey
work in a hotel,” she says.

Meﬂnwhﬂa Zhaowhohadalwaysm-
joyed cooking, got her master chef certi-
fication in 1989. Her desire to be a mas-
ter chef was sparked by her work in ho-
tel management. -

“The head chef is one of most diffi-
cult to control,” says Zhao. “If you don’t
have the education, he won't obey you.”

Zhao's specialty is Beijing cooking.
Shasaysofthefourmah:styles of Chi-
nese cooking — Szechuan, Shanghai
and Cantonese — Beijing cooking most
relies on traditional recipes.

“It is not spicy, but solid strong
food,” she says. “It's mostly basic with
rice, fish, shrimp from the capital of
China. Many are very old traditional
d]shes ”n

Zhao says the biggest difference be-
tween American cooking and Chinese
cooking is the number of implements.

“You use a lot of things,” she says.
“Weuseonewnkforeverythingandona
steamer. We don’t use a lot of utensils.”

The dilemma of cooking western food
with few utensils ) Zhaoto
write her cook ‘Methods of
WesﬁamFood Preparation." in which

she redesigned Western recipes using
condiments.

“l‘hereisalotofinterestmwmem

oookmg so my book sold very well,” she
says. “I had to change some
mmstcan'tmldin(}b!na,anﬂa

double boiler is unheard of."”

In addition to her hotel management
classes, Zhao says she enjoys teaching
AmMcanstudan:ts about Chinese cook-

“In Chinese cooking, wekeepa]lfood
on the table unifominsize"shesays
“We cut everything the same. The bro-
ken surfaces cook more easily and get a
different taste.”

She says many students are familiar
with food from Chinese restaurants, but
she explains most are Chinese-Ameri-
can and the original recipes have
changed.

“I cook the Chinese way,” she sa
“All the foods I use are traditional.
different taste, but the students like it.”

She says cooking has a strong cultur-
al meaning in China as well.

“On Sunday we got up early, shop,
and then chop the food,” she says. “We
make dumplings and they take a long
ﬁme Thewholefamﬂyworkstogather

Zhaowh,osedaughter.l{ingfu()hen.
is in China, says she misses her family,
but talks to them frequently on the
phone. Despite the separation from her
family, she says her stay in Bethlehem
‘has been a good experience.

“The people are very nice here,” she
says. “Many of my students are already
worktnsmtheﬁeld sowacandiscuss
what they’ve learned

Zhaowmr.aeteachjngclassesat

Northampton Community College
through the spring semester of 1997.
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