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Introduction

On 30 November 2016, a ninety-eight-year-old man passed

away peacefully in a hospital in Taipei. As news of his death

spread, people from Taipei to New York, from Hunan Province

to the more than 50,000 Chinese restaurants across the United

States, mourned his passing. Major international news

organisations, including The New York Times, the BBC and the

Associated Press, published obituaries carrying remarkably

similar headlines: “Inventor of General Tso's Chicken Dies.”

The man was Peng Chang-kuei, a native of Shaping Township

in Changsha County, Hunan Province, widely celebrated as

Taiwan's “God of Hunanese Cuisine” and the founder of Peng

Yuan restaurants in the United States. He created a dish
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known as General Tso's Chicken, which became more familiar

to American diners than perhaps any traditional Chinese

speciality. The New York Times described it as a masterpiece

of stir-frying, while American documentary filmmaker Ian

Cheney explored its origins in The Search for General Tso.

The dish became a standard item on the menus of more than

50,000 Chinese restaurants across America. Peng's second

son, Peng Tiecheng, once estimated that General Tso's

Chicken generated more than NT$10 billion annually for the

American-style Chinese food industry, equivalent to more than

RMB 2 billion.

From an impoverished farming family in Shaping, Changsha, to

serving as a personal chef for Chiang Kai-shek and Chiang

Ching-kuo; from the Peng Yuan restaurant in Taipei to Uncle

Peng's Hunan Yuan on East 44th Street in Manhattan; and

from a dish created through a moment of inspiration to a

cultural symbol that helped define American perceptions of

Chinese cuisine, Peng spent nearly a century following an

extraordinary journey from the kitchen stove to culinary legend.
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Chapter 1
A Young Apprentice from Shaping: Entering the
World with a Kitchen Knife at Twelve

Peng Chang-kuei was born in 1918 into an impoverished

farming family in Shaping Township, Changsha County, Hunan

Province. Situated near the Xiang River, Shaping was part of a

region deeply associated with the development of Hunanese

cuisine. In those years, the life of a child born into a farming

household seemed almost predetermined: cultivate the land,

marry, raise a family and grow old. Peng, however, chose a

different path.

At the age of twelve, he left his hometown and travelled to

Changsha to learn cooking. As a young apprentice, he began

with the most basic kitchen duties: preparing vegetables,

washing dishes, tending fires and slaughtering chickens. He

later described his early ambition in simple words: “I ventured

into the world with a kitchen knife.” That modest statement

became one of the most fitting descriptions of his entire life.

In Changsha, Peng encountered the mentor who would

transform his future: Cao Jinchen. Cao was among the most

renowned Hunanese chefs of the Republican era and had

served as the personal chef of Tan Yankai, the first President

of the Executive Yuan. Tan was a distinguished connoisseur of
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fine food, and Cao, who presided over the Tan family's kitchen,

was celebrated as an unrivalled culinary master of his time.

Peng became one of Cao's four principal disciples and

received systematic training in the traditions of Tan family

cuisine. This culinary style emphasised savoury freshness,

spiciness and fragrance, with rich flavours that remained

balanced rather than excessively heavy. It combined the bold

character of Hunanese cooking with the refinement of

Huaiyang cuisine and the elegance of Lingnan culinary

traditions. This apprenticeship provided Peng with the

foundation upon which he would later develop his own

innovative interpretation of Hunanese cuisine.
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Chapter 2
Chef to the Chiang Family: From a Company
Commander's Kitchen to One of Hunan's Two
Treasures

In 1938, at the age of twenty, Peng Chang-kuei was forcibly

conscripted into a Nationalist military unit and assigned to

serve as the personal cook of a company commander. During

an era dominated by war and uncertainty, his future was

shaped by circumstances beyond his control. Nevertheless,

through his exceptional culinary abilities, he gradually

advanced from military camp kitchens to eventually serving as

a personal chef for Chiang Kai-shek and Chiang Ching-kuo.

In 1945, Peng joined the renowned Quyuan Restaurant in

Nanjing as a master Hunanese chef responsible for the main

cooking station. Prominent political figures, including T. V.

Soong and Li Zongren, sought his services. Even Chiang Kai-

shek and his wife, Soong Mei-ling, reportedly requested that he

accompany them when they travelled to Mount Lu for summer

retreats. In 1949, Peng followed Chiang Kai-shek and his wife

to Taiwan.

A widely circulated anecdote illustrates the extraordinary

reputation Peng acquired within the Chiang household. Chiang

Kai-shek was said to have remarked: “Hunan has two

treasures. One is Qi Baishi, who remained on the mainland;
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the other is Peng Chang-kuei, who came to Taiwan. The

Communists and I have divided them equally.”

The original source of this quotation is difficult to verify.

Nevertheless, the story captures Peng's standing within

Taiwan's culinary world. He was regarded not merely as an

accomplished chef but as a figure possessing the cultural

importance of a national treasure.

In Taiwan, Peng continued experimenting with traditional

Hunanese cooking, developing dishes such as Fuguì Ham,

Crispy Vegetarian Squares, Dong'an Chicken and Supreme

Tofu. These creations subsequently became standard offerings

at Hunanese restaurants across Taiwan, contributing to Peng's

reputation as a founding master of modern Hunanese cuisine

on the island.
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Chapter 3
1952: A Dish Born from Inspiration and a Name
Chosen on the Spot

The creation of General Tso's Chicken is fundamentally a story

of culinary improvisation.

In 1952, Admiral Arthur W. Radford, Commander of the United

States Seventh Fleet in the Pacific, visited Taiwan. Admiral

Liang Xuzhao, Commander-in-Chief of Taiwan's Navy, was

responsible for hosting the visiting American admiral and

arranged three consecutive days of banquets. Peng Chang-

kuei, already a celebrated figure in the culinary profession, was

invited to prepare the meals.

“The guests were very satisfied during the first two days, but

on the third day, I had to offer something different,” Peng later

recalled.

Having already prepared dishes using braising, oil-basting and

steaming techniques, he wanted to introduce a new flavour.

Acting on a sudden idea, he cut chicken into large pieces, fried

them until golden brown and slightly crisp, and then stir-fried

them with a newly prepared sauce and seasonings.
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Radford was reportedly delighted by the dish and asked what it

was called. Peng immediately supplied a name: “General Tso's

Chicken.”

Why General Tso?

Peng's explanation was straightforward: “The Hunan Army was

famous for its military achievements, and Zuo Zongtang was a

great general of the Qing dynasty, widely known as an ever-

victorious commander. I am from Hunan, and I was preparing

Hunanese cuisine, so I named my new dish General Tso's

Chicken.”

According to an interview conducted by Taiwanese journalist

Cindy Hsu, Peng also explained why he chose Zuo Zongtang

rather than the more famous Zeng Guofan. Zeng was

celebrated for his frugality, a characteristic Peng felt did not

suit the luxurious character of the dish. Zuo Zongtang, by

contrast, possessed a more commanding public image, which

better complemented its bold and intense flavours.

The distinction revealed the chef's subtle understanding of the

relationship between a dish and its name.
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Chapter 4
1973: East 44th Street, Manhattan, Henry
Kissinger and General Tso's Chicken

In 1973, Peng Chang-kuei made one of the most important

decisions of his life: he moved to the United States to establish

a restaurant business.

He opened Uncle Peng's Hunan Yuan on East 44th Street in

Manhattan, New York. The restaurant's location, close to

United Nations headquarters, provided a considerable

advantage. It quickly began attracting diplomats, international

business figures and prominent political personalities.

The individual most closely associated with General Tso's

Chicken becoming famous in America was Henry Kissinger.

According to numerous accounts, Peng's friend, the celebrated

architect I. M. Pei, invited Kissinger, then United States

Secretary of State, to dine at Uncle Peng's Hunan Yuan. After

tasting General Tso's Chicken, Kissinger reportedly praised it

enthusiastically and subsequently became a frequent visitor,

often entertaining guests at the restaurant and ordering the

dish at every meal.

Because Kissinger was Secretary of State, security

arrangements reportedly required the restaurant to be cleared
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whenever he visited. These precautions inadvertently became

a form of free publicity. New York journalists began asking why

the Secretary of State so frequently visited this particular

Chinese restaurant.

Bob Lape, a restaurant critic for ABC television, subsequently

broadcast footage of Peng preparing General Tso's Chicken.

Following the programme, the television station reportedly

received more than 1,500 letters within a few days requesting

the recipe.

From that point onward, General Tso's Chicken rapidly gained

recognition and became part of the American culinary

landscape.

Prominent political figures, including former American

presidents George H. W. Bush, Ronald Reagan and George W.

Bush, were also reported to have visited Peng's restaurant.

Peng consequently became one of the most widely recognised

Chinese chefs among American diners.
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Chapter 5
The Evolution of General Tso's Chicken: From
Bold Hunanese Flavours to American Sweet-
and-Sour Cooking

The transformation of General Tso's Chicken in the United

States provides a classic example of cultural adaptation

through food.

Peng Chang-kuei's original version differed substantially from

the dish commonly served in American Chinese restaurants

today.

Ian Cheney, director of the documentary The Search for

General Tso, described his experience of tasting the original

dish in Taipei: “We tasted the original General Tso's Chicken in

Taipei. It was delicious, but completely different. It was more

sour, with stronger ginger and garlic flavours, and had much

less batter than the version you find in America.”

Peng's son, Peng Tiecheng, emphasised the same distinction:

“General Tso's Chicken should not be sweet. Hunanese

cuisine does not need sweetness. It should be spicier and

more savoury.”

Nevertheless, Chinese restaurant operators in New York

recognised the dish's commercial potential. Even before Peng

opened his own restaurant, other chefs, including Tsung Ting
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Wang and David Keh, had introduced their own interpretations,

using thicker coatings and sweeter sauces to appeal to

American tastes.

When Peng arrived in New York in 1973, he reportedly

discovered, much to his frustration, that his creation had

already been transformed into a sweeter and crispier dish.

How did he respond?

His son recalled: “My father understood how difficult it was for

Chinese people to make a living overseas. If someone else

could earn a living using his name, he was willing to let them.”

This generous and pragmatic attitude allowed General Tso's

Chicken to develop from one chef's original creation into a

widely shared culinary identity. Chinese restaurants throughout

the United States could prepare their own versions and place

the name General Tso's Chicken on their menus.

By the 1980s, Hunanese and Cantonese cuisines had become

two major influences in the American Chinese restaurant

industry. General Tso's Chicken had developed into a standard

menu item, so familiar that some restaurants reportedly tested

prospective chefs on their ability to prepare it.
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Chapter 6
Returning Home and Preserving a Culinary
Legacy: Peng Yuan in Taiwan and America

In 1980, Peng Chang-kuei returned to Changsha, Hunan

Province, to mourn the death of his mother. It was his first visit

to his hometown after thirty-one years away.

During this visit, he introduced several innovative dishes to

Changsha, including red-braised lamb feet prepared in

bamboo tubes and pigeon soup served in bamboo containers.

These dishes reflected his continuing experimentation with

culinary techniques and presentation.

In Taiwan, the Peng Yuan restaurant business developed into

a restaurant group with multiple branches and thousands of

employees. The Peng Yuan Banquet Hall in Xindian District,

New Taipei City, became an important landmark of Hunanese

cuisine.

Former Taiwan leader Ma Ying-jeou and his wife, Christine

Chow, held their wedding banquet at Peng Yuan's New York

restaurant. At the time, they were still students, and the

celebration consisted of only three or four tables. General

Tso's Chicken was among the dishes served.
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In a 2019 interview, Peng's son, Peng Tiecheng, recounted the

complete story of his father and the creation of General Tso's

Chicken. He stated emphatically that the dish had been

personally developed and invented by his father, Peng Chang-

kuei.

In 2014, at the age of ninety-six, Peng personally returned to

the stove during the opening ceremony of the Peng Yuan

Banquet Hall in New Taipei City. Holding a ladle and spatula,

he demonstrated the preparation of General Tso's Chicken

before the public.

The event also featured a screening of Ian Cheney's

documentary The Search for General Tso.

For the elderly chef, who had withdrawn from active

professional cooking many years earlier, the motivation behind

this public return was simple: “I hope our guests will enjoy the

flavours of Peng Yuan.”
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Concluding Reflections
A Chef Who Translated Culture Through Food

Peng Chang-kuei's life can be summarised through one word:

translation.

What he translated was the culinary language of Hunanese

cooking into forms that American diners could appreciate.

The creation and subsequent evolution of General Tso's

Chicken represented a process of cultural translation. Peng

understood that American diners enjoyed fried chicken, sweet-

and-sour flavours and a moderate degree of spiciness. These

preferences could be accommodated within a Hunanese

culinary framework, producing a dish that combined familiar

American tastes with Chinese cooking techniques.

His choice of General Tso as its namesake reflected his belief

that the image of a victorious Hunanese military commander

would complement the bold character and cultural identity of

the dish.

What Peng could not have anticipated was that his creation

would eventually move beyond his personal control and

become a widely shared culinary brand.
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Across more than 50,000 Chinese restaurants in the United

States, General Tso's Chicken came to represent an

extraordinary variety of flavours and preparations. Some

versions used coatings so thick that the chicken resembled

fried dough. Others employed sauces dominated by a simple

sweetness more characteristic of fast food.

When confronted with some of these interpretations, Peng

reportedly remarked in a moment captured by the documentary:

“This is all crazy nonsense.”

Yet that very transformation reveals something fundamental

about American Chinese cuisine as a cultural phenomenon.

General Tso's Chicken is neither an entirely traditional

Hunanese dish nor an unchanged example of classical

Chinese cooking. It is a culinary creation shaped by the

encounter between Chinese traditions and American tastes.

Originating from the creativity of a chef from Hunan and

subsequently transformed through the American restaurant

industry, the dish acquired an identity of its own.

Its departure from traditional culinary authenticity became part

of what made it authentically American Chinese.

From a twelve-year-old apprentice in Shaping, Changsha, to

the celebrated creator of General Tso's Chicken on
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Manhattan's East 44th Street, Peng Chang-kuei followed an

extraordinary journey.

He progressed from serving as a personal chef to Chiang Kai-

shek to operating a restaurant patronised by Henry Kissinger.

He was celebrated as one of Hunan's cultural treasures, while

his most famous dish became a standard offering in tens of

thousands of Chinese restaurants throughout the United States.

Over ninety-eight years of life, Peng transformed himself from

a young kitchen apprentice into an internationally recognised

culinary figure.

His story illustrates an enduring principle of culinary history: the

most significant contribution is not always the preservation of

tradition in an unchanged form, but the ability to create

something new through the meeting of tradition and unfamiliar

cultural environments.

Through a single dish, General Tso's Chicken, Peng Chang-

kuei accomplished a remarkable act of cultural translation

between Hunanese cuisine and American food culture.



Executive Memoir of Peng Chang-kuei

彭长贵简介

References

[1] Sina Hunan. “The Ninety-Year-Old 'God of Hunanese

Cuisine' Returns to the Kitchen: Former Personal Chef to

Chiang Kai-shek.” 28 May 2014.

[2] Chinese Restaurant News. “101 Foods That Changed

America: New York Chinese Cuisine Makes Its Mark.” 15 April

2018.

[3] Overseas Network. “Peng Chang-kuei, Inventor of

America's Favourite General Tso's Chicken, Dies.” 1

December 2016.

[4] Sina Hunan. “The Elderly 'God of Hunanese Cuisine'

Returns: Former Personal Chef to the Chiang Family.” 28 May

2014.

[5] People's Daily Online. “Inventor of Famous American-Style

Chinese Dish General Tso's Chicken Passes Away.” 1

December 2016.

[6] Sohu. “Why Is the Famous General Tso's Chicken So

Popular Among Americans?” 29 October 2019.



Executive Memoir of Peng Chang-kuei

彭长贵简介

[7] China News Service. “Taiwan Portrait: Former Chiang

Family Chef Prepares General Tso's Chicken Again at Ninety-

Six.” 28 May 2014.

[8] The Paper. “The Chinese People's Attachment to Flavour

Seems to Be Innate.” 8 February 2021.

[9] Sanxiang Metropolis Daily. “Peng Chang-kuei, the Ninety-

Eight-Year-Old 'God of Hunanese Cuisine,' Dies: General

Tso's Chicken Has Been Popular in America for Half a

Century.” 6 December 2016.

[10] Guangming Online. “American Media Reveal How General

Tso's Chicken Once Attracted Henry Kissinger.” 15 August

2024.

[11] BBC. “General Tso's Chicken Creator Dies in Taiwan

Aged 98.” 3 December 2016.

[12] Dute News. “The Origins of General Tso's Chicken:

Created by the Chiang Family's Personal Chef and Loved by

Kissinger.” 25 June 2016.

[13] Dute News. “A Hunanese Dish Little Known in China

Becomes One of America's Most Popular Chinese Foods.” 2

January 2017.



Executive Memoir of Peng Chang-kuei

彭长贵简介

[14] China Times News Network. “Pioneer of Innovative

Hunanese Cuisine Passes Away as Diners Remember Peng

Chang-kuei.” 1 December 2016.

[15] China Daily. “A Final Salute to the Chef Who Brought the

World General Tso's Chicken.” 7 December 2016.

[16] China Youth Network. “Ninety-Eight-Year-Old Culinary

Master Dies: The Dish He Invented Has Been Popular in

America for Half a Century.” 4 December 2016.

[17] Baidu Baike. “Peng Chang-kuei.” 20 April 2026.

[18] National Geographic. “Who Is General Tso—and Why

Does He Have His Own Chicken Dish?” 10 April 2025.

[19] Yaku Original. Wenxuecity Blog. 3 October 2024.


