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BACK OF THE HOUSE
BY MARY LUZ MEJIA

CLOSE TO HOME
ASIAN INSPIRED AND LOCALLY GROWN

The old adage, “like mother, like
daughter,” is almost true of Chef
Winlai Wong. From as early as she
can remember, Winlai has been de-
veloping her sophisticated palate
and love of food thanks to her fa-
ther’s “phenomenal” culinary abil-
ities.

Born in Hong Kong, Winlai
grew up in downtown Toronto,
watching her father as he cooked at
home and later helping him at his
restaurant at Spadina and College.
“It was called The Great Wall,” she
relates, smiling timidly before as-
serting, “Cooking is in my blood.”
One of Winlai’s fondest childhood
memories revolves around her fa-
ther teaching her how to wrap
dumplings — in some twenty-odd
different ways.

The frenetic pace of the restau-
rant kitchen, not to mention the flames and the heat, the dangerously
sharp knives, the hot oil and the occasional hot temper, would have
scared off most young girls, but not Winlai. “I was just so fascinated by
the woks and the flames, the food being tossed, the sound of the sizzle.
I loved that sizzle! I remember the ‘whoosh’ sound as the cooks cleaned
out [the hot woks] with water and these special brooms. It was amaz-
ing!”

Winlai’s enthusiasm for things culinary was no doubt inherited from
her father, a trained chef from Mainland China who was a stickler for
seasonal, market-fresh fare. Winlai recalls her father coming home with
live squabs or frogs for the evening meals. She would watch, with a mix-
ture of fascination and horror, the live animals being expertly butchered
by her father for the family’s meals.

In Chinese cooking, it is critical that the freshest of ingredients be
used in order to produce the best possible dishes, explains Winlai. If
you've butchered the animal yourself, chances are you know where that
animal came from, how it was raised and, certainly, how it was killed.
Asking her dad, “What's for dinner?” would irk Mr. Wong, who would
consistently answer, “I have to see what’s fresh at the market.” Winlai
pauses and adds, “It was crucial to him, and now it’s crucial to me.”

Winlai has recently returned to the award-winning Monsoon Restau-

rant and Bar following a mater-
nity leave. She is certainly doing
her father proud. Five years after
assuming the position of Exec-
utive Chef at the pan-Asian
restaurant in Toronto’s enter-
tainment district, Chef Wong
specializes in engaging diners in
a cross-continental tour of
clean, sophisticated  Asian
flavours using the freshest ingre-
dients available.

The path that led her
to the helm of a bustling big city
restaurant kitchen was not a
very straight one. After high
school, Winlai enrolled in the
hotel management program at
Centennial College, aiming to-
wards a hospitality career work-
ing the front, rather than the
back, of the house. “T've always
loved food but I never got to see my father unless I went to the restau-
rant. That's why I never really wanted to pursue a career in cooking.”

The gnawing feeling that she was denying her true passion eventually
propelled her back into restaurant kitchens by way of the Stratford Chefs
School. The tipping point came when her mentor, Chef Chris Klug-
man, pulled her aside and told her, “I think you've got what it takes.”
When asked what exactly “it” refers to, Winlai smiles and replies, un-
equivocally, “Love, passion, excitement, and stamina,” adding, “Yeah, no
kidding — my back is about to crack!”

Balancing life and work is no easy feat for the busy mother of two.
“Being a woman,” says Winlai, “working in this profession and having
a personal life means your children need you, the business needs you.
I'm physically on my feet for long hours and you have to learn to work
smart. It’s challenging to find the balance and I can see why a lot of
women at thirty-five stop doing this and go corporate — I can totally
understand them.”

During our conversation, a plate of organically raised Arctic char is
placed on the table. It’s from Ted the Fisherman (“That’s just what we
call him!” explains Winlai), who feeds the fish organic herring and raises
them free of drugs in the pristine springs around Creemore. A popular
feature on Monsoon’s menu, the fillet is perfect — delicate and flavourful.
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