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Chow: Acquired tastes ?7?7?

Hong Kong’s restaurant landscape hasn’t always been as cosmopolitan as it is today.
Co-founder of the city’s earliest Chinese-owned French restaurant, as well as the Maxim’s Group,
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Dr James Wu traces the evolution of the local F&B industry and explains why professional training

has been crucial to success. $AEBER LIS
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By Carol Chow &%

Hong Kong is predominantly populated by Chinese people, and yet this
culinary capital’s vibrant F&B scene serves up flavours from across the
globe, embracing cuisines ranging from Europe and the United States to
Southeast Asia and ever-popular Japan. Dr James Wu, who co-founded
Maxim’s Group in the 1950s, has witnessed the Hong Kong boom in
international dining over six decades, describing the phenomenon as
“second to none”.

Before a plethora of foreign influences was introduced to Hong Kong's
dining scene, dishes here were categorised simply as Chinese or Western.
“Back in the '50s and '60s, the Chinese knew only one generic type of
Western food - there was no difference between French and Italian,” says
Wu, who was also interviewed for culinary history book The Taste of Old
Hong Kong, published by the Chinese Culinary Institute.

Hong Kong had become a treaty port under British colonial rule in 1841, and
Western food culture was gradually introduced into the city. According to
Cheng Po-hung’s Early Hong Kong Eateries, Zetland Hall - built in 1845 at
the intersection of Queen’s Road Central and Zetland Street - housed the
first famous Western restaurant, and hotels built in the latter half of the
19th century, including Wah Yeung Hotel, Hong Kong Hotel and Stag Hotel,
as well as the upscale Peninsula Hotel, Gloucester Hotel and Repulse
Bay Hotel that opened in the 1920s and ‘30s, boasted Western eateries
headed by Western chefs.

Back then, dining in such establishments was a privilege only the rich could
afford. A Western dinner at a hotel might cost as much as HK$10 per
person, while the average citizen’s meal would set you back just 10 to 20 cents.

In 1937, Tai Ping Koon Restaurant of Canton opened a branch in Sheung
Wan'’s Tung Shan Hotel. The venue became renowned for its “soya sauce
Western” cuisine — a Hong Kong-style interpretation of Occidental fare.
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The city’s first Tai Ping Koon Restaurant was more affordable than typical
Western eateries, and more accessible to the masses.

Throughout the early 20th century, Western restaurants also sprang up along
Des Voeux Road Central and Queen’s Road Central on Hong Kong Island,
and along Nathan Road in Kowloon. Understandably, their clientele mainly
consisted of foreigners — predominantly taipans from trading companies and
bankers. It was an era not short on discrimination, however, and the handful
of Chinese patrons, mainly Shanghainese who had moved south, did not
enjoy equal treatment, despite having the wealth to dine at such eateries.

In advance of opening his own restaurant in 1956,
Wu and his elder brother, ST. Wu, worked as assistant
manager and manager at Queen’s Theatre, and
they often treated foreign stars and producers at
the most celebrated Western hotspots in town. Wu,
now 93, recalls how restaurant managers believed
Chinese customers couldn't afford the prices, and so
they were seated next to the washroom.

Feeling mistreated, Wu and his brother decided to
open their own Western dining venue, and their
French restaurant-cum-nightclub, locatedin the old
Lane Crawford Building in Central, quickly became
a must-visit venue for entrepreneurs, bankers and
taipans keen to impress their clients. In the 1950s,
French cuisine, hailed for its meticulous cooking
techniques and elaborate presentation, was gaining
ground on the global gourmet scene. Julia Child's
classic cookbook Mastering the Art of French
Cooking, published in 1961, further reinforced the
international supremacy of French gastronomy.

Not only was it bold and risky to open such a

restaurant when Western dining was still a niche market in Hong Kong, but
it was also difficult to recruit experienced chefs and service professionals,
with talent generally hired from abroad or headhunted from hotels. With
war underway in Vietnam at the time, and many culinary professionals
leaving that country for Hong Kong, Wu's restaurant hired a French chefand
a French band to supply the music. The influx of Shanghainese immigrants
was another source of manpower. “Chefs from several of Shanghai's top
hotels moved to Hong Kong,” says Wu, who to further impress guests
lured staff trained in etiquette and service from Hong Kong Hotel and the
Peninsula Hotel.

The exclusivity of Western restaurants in the middle of the 20th century
was comparable to that of five-star hotels today and directly correlated to
social status. They were reserved only for the elite. Not only did restaurant
staff have to pay strict attention to their personal presentation, but patrons
did, too, and it was expected that diners always be formally dressed.

Consequently, Wu sought out a Hollywood tailor to make more than two-
dozen suitsin various sizes for loaning to customersin need. Such attention
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to detail extended to washrooms, which were fitted with top-quality Italian
fixtures, while the ladies’ room boasted a small lounge with a telephone.
Washroom attendants were paid as much as HK$200 a month, compared
to the prevailing average for wait staff of HK$160 a month.

With the opening of the Hilton, Mandarin Oriental, Hyatt and other five-
star hotels in the 1960s came a new Western dining experience: the
steakhouse. Such venues offered live entertainment as well as food, and
one prominent society couple — Mr and Mrs Chow Kai-pong - once opined
that while every steakhouse had its signature dishes, the most remarkable
experience was to be enjoyed at the Eagle’s Nest at the Hilton, which
invited a famous Filipino band to perform for diners, allowing them to
squeeze in a dance or two during an evening of wining and dining.

Diners were always immaculately dressed, with some coming along
primarily for the entertainment. The addition of a live
band and dancing led to great competition for the
Maxim’s Western restaurant. “We had to change our
business focus to operate as small Western-style
diners, similar to the coffee shops of today,” Wu says.
“From one big restaurant we grew to become many
smaller-scale restaurants.” Later, students returning
from abroad made Western dining more popular in
Hong Kong.

The 1960s also kicked off an influx of Japanese
business investments and department stores into
Hong Kong. It was said that more than 100,000 people
visited Japanese department store Daimaru on the
day after its opening day in Causeway Bay in 1960.
Following suit, Matsuzakaya and Mitsukoshi, both
department stores from Japan, also opened branches
in Causeway Bay in the 1970s and '80s, respectively.

Thedistrict became known as “Little Ginza”, and at the
same time Japanese food started becoming popular
inthe city. Early Japanese restaurants in the '60s such
as Yagyu in Central catered only to fine dining. During
the '70s and '80s, Japan’s famous Kanetanaka and
Nishimura restaurants arrived in Hong Kong, followed
by the opening of locally owned Suishaya.

Toward the end of the ‘80s, the introduction of the sushi train made
Japanese cuisine more common. In the past two decades, all sorts of
Japanese speciality restaurants have blossomed in Hong Kong, each
catering to a specific style of cuisine such as ramen, sushi or teppanyaki.

A key factor influencing the development of food culture in the city
has been the changing age of diners. Today, people dining out tend to
be younger than before, and the industry has diversified to meet their
demands. “Around 1985 and 1986, there were mainly just British, American
and French restaurants,” Wu says. “Italian came much later, becoming
popular around 1995, and is still much loved by Hong Kong people.”

PubishegsyPV TCAnstitutional Repository, 2016

Chow: Acquired tastes ?7?7?

(36 | believe in recognising talent. That is how
you grow your staff’s passion to serve your
customers better, which in turn will lead to

more returning customers and more business

BREARBTIAEREENEE AR TS ALK
(LSRR I - A2 @B RBEEMEZ AR DY

L

FitteR - SR TERAAEENH S BRENAZABEA B2 MET R  £A
EEABRIRMEHURS S RE WARETEROHEERS FERZA B
BTEERETIFEER SABNEARKER KELHERAEARNEE -
R LEHBRE T AR EHEMKRN BB RTES AT T4ET
FRIEHTEE L FRENTAEGR - B E — M - @ AFRAEETAE
ERL BARERNEATZE LRMR)NEE NZRTEZ BEKEA
BERET -MEAR ERNERGE—MNAFcoB T BEEFETEAFHEN
ZIHANB008THE -

1960F R B BEEE  XEBERINUBEE—EK BEAREREA I\ F]

PPTERE  EAERERERIGRE - M XBAARARBERBEDHPRR

HEVEEINE RSB RERN TERESTFRELEEEEMRE (Eagle's Nest)

MR- BRERER LEERIFRELFRESER REATRAFINZR &
AIABK SRR I - FTARA TmBLEBLTHRE  TOAER R T IENRE
EREME -5 FONEREBENENANBF TSN =R -
mEERTR: [HAFA TSR S R ENmERE  BOIREN I
B oA RAEREBRLTAR/EE - 1960FREM ARBINEEER
IR SERERRIR B RIE R MERER T AERRIULEBE &

GETTY IMAGES

Wu adds that popularity of Southeast Asian cuisines has grown significantly
in the last decade.

“In the past, diners were mainly the elderly and families because in the '50s
and'60s young people did not earn much, so they rarely went out to eat,” Wu
says. “A waiter was only getting about HK$160 a month and had a family to
support. Today, wages are much higher so young people can afford to dine
out more often. Just take a look at Hollywood Road now; there are all sorts
of restaurants. The hospitality industry in Hong Kong has really diversified.”

In order to maintain variety in Hong Kong's restaurants, professional training
is crucial, and Wu stresses that “good training is good management”, along
with the importance of understanding marketing. Talent, he believes,
is a restaurant’s greatest asset. “Some restaurants think accumulating
customers is the most important thing,” Wu says, “but | believe in
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recognising talent. This is more important because that is how you grow
your staff’s passion to serve customers better, which in turn leads to more
returning customers and more business.”

The range of culinary courses offered in Hong Kong will also play an
important role in the continuing development of the hospitality industry.
For example, the International Culinary Institute, which is under the
Vocational Training Council, provides a variety of courses specialising in
assorted cuisines as well as comprehensive training facilities. “Not only do
you teach students how to cook but also about marketing and accounting,
which are very important to the business,” Wu says, also advising young
people hoping to enter the industry to have true passion for hospitality -
and to recognise the joy of working over making money. &
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