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As told to Anna Lilly
e sole reason 1 decided to
build Aberdeen Centre was
because of a gut feeling.
Asian immigrants started com-
ing to Greater Vancouver in sub-

stantial numbers in 1984 and 1985.
I anticipated that as more and more

government policy was encourag-
ing more of the skillful and rich
immigrants to come here, there
would be a demand for an Asian-
themed mall. I thought that it

would be a totally new concept —
an enclosed mall as an alternative
to Chinatown in Vancouver.

In 1986, a friend of mine who
had been in the bowling business
for a while came up from San Fran-
cisco to visit. He told me that I
should think of getting into that
business here and that he could
help me out. 1 said, “No, I'm not fit
for that business ar all,” but after he
left I had second thoughts. He
actually gave me the inspiration for

Thomas Fung's Aberdeen Centre Asian-themed mall

changed not only the look of Richmond, but how all of
Greater Vancouver looks at itself. Before its launch, the
idea of a mail existing almost entirely on business from
Asian customers seemed incomprehensible — as Fung

found out when he tried to find investors and tenants

Aberdeen; a bowling centre to-
gether with entertainment, restau-
rants and one-stop shopping. You
wouldn't find it anywhere elsein
the world.

I chose Richmond because the
land costs were relatively low and
because of its proximity to Vancou-
ver and the airport. We did the land
assembly in 1987, purchasing two
properties on Hazelbridge Way for
just below $10 million. The site
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was close to main streets and public trans-
portation and there were vacant sites adja-
cent to it, so if we were successful we could
expand further.

Some people were skeptical of the project.
They asked where it would be located and

they couldn’t find it on a map — Hazelbridge

wasn't even on the map. Originally, the pro-
ject was to be financed by private investors,
some of them my friends. They

million. The bank also had a hard time with
the concept and it really took time to con-
vince them. They wondered how we would
survive because we didn’t have any national
tenants or international tenants for the mall.
But the most frustrating moment came in
1989 when I put out a call for an agent to do
the leasing. No one was interested. They all
thought it was going to be a flop and they
didn’t want to ruin their reputations. So I had
to be the salesman and the land-

had liked the idea when they -mev all lord. But I couldn’t find any ten-
found out it was to be an Asian- ants, even though I placed ads in
_themed mall and had agreed to put tl'lOllg'lt it Vancouver, San Francisco and
in money. But when Ibr_ought Toronto. Then I approached non-
el musc eyt was gaingto A58 e nd ey g
strictly because Vancouver’s Asian be a flop and would wait until it was open to see
population at that time was quite P if it was successful. By the time we
I(_Jw relative to Toronto, San Fran- didn’t want started construction we had no
cisco, New York and Los Angeles. tenants. That was frustrating and
ghe 1_n_vest0rs‘ told me, “Even those to ruin their kind of scary, too.

ig cities don’t have such a mall, so I said to myself, there are two
how can one o”f those malls survive reputations ways to approach this: either sell
in Vancouver? the land to someone else and they

It wasn’t until the Tiananmen
Square incident in Beijing in 1989 that Van-
couver started to see a rapid growth in immi-
gration. By then, Aberdeen was under con-
struction.

1 ended up doing the project on my own,
with the help of the Hongkong Bank of
Canada. I put up about $7 million in equity,
and the entire project.cost about $12-$13

can build it; or, I have to act as the
landlord as well as the tenant. [ ended up
choosing the latter. I actually set up the busi-
nesses as turnkey operations; For the herbal
tea shop, the bowling centre, the restaurant,
the cinema I went into contract with the
suppliers, did the interior improvements, got
the merchandise imported and hired the staff.

At the same time [ was making

prit
martinis & ch_i:l__u‘a'ilsf;

1154 Robson Street (between Thurlow & Bule) 688-

proposals to potential investors to
buy the businesses. But those
investors wanted more insurance;
they wanted me to take part in the
equity. So we set up the condition
that if they were successful they
would buy back my shares at original
cost — no interest, nothing. For
about 50 per cent of the shops in
Aberdeen we made this arrange-
ment, and for the average deal I
would put up about 20 per cent and
the investor would put in 80 per cent.

This allowed me to designate
each unit to a particular type of
business, to control the tenant mix.
So when we did a secand approach
to other potential operators we
could tell them exactly what kind of
shop was going to be next to them.
It gave them more confidence.

The grand opening of Aberdeen
centre was June 30, 1990. It was so
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crowded that one or two customers
almost suffocated. They fainted
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because they couldn’t move and we
had to call an ambulance. But no
media picked up the opening and I
ended up writing some editorial
myself in the Chinese newspapers
to do my own promotion.

Initially, we heard that Aberdeen
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was working out well for everybody,
the tenants as well as the consumers.

convenience of the Asian malls.
The area around our neighbour-

It was something new and it catered  hood has developed into the

to the Asian tradition. The customers  “Aberdeen district.”

liked to hang out on the weekend, We've had people come to us
walk around the mall with their from other provinces and the U.S. to
families, having dim sum and then ask us if we would franchise the
having banquets in the evenings. concept or enter into joint ventures

with them to build other centres. We
didn't because we were focused on

Eventually, though, we got some
negative coniments. Some people in

the community complained that planning the second phase of
Aberdeen was catering more to the Aberdeen at the time. But we've
Asian community, but in fact that seen similar Asian-themed malls
wasn't my intention in the first place.  come up everywhere in North Amer-
I thought the ideal mix of tenants ica — San Francisco, L.A., Toronto
would be 50 per cent Asian and 50 and even others in Vancouver.
per cent non-Asian, but unfortu- 1 treat Aberdeen as a flagship,
nately no non-Asian tenants and try to maintain our
wanted to try it out. And reputation in it. Even
there wasn't much we could The area has during the early 1990s
dotoreiyhesuaion  goveloped  yhenihe oo e
commitments to all the : . _ America, we were still
tenants. Most of the com- into the ‘Aber doing very well.
pans pebonle o doondiswior | Sometie
tenants were recent immi- away from the project
grants and were not equipped to originally have returned to Hong
facilitate English-speaking Kong and Taiwan. Now, we don’t
customers. People also told us they really talk about it. I don’t want to
wanted to see more English signage. ~ embarrass them. o
To a certain extent I believe
some of Richmond’s new residents  Thomas Fung is chair and CEO of
moved into the city because of the  Fairchild Holdings Ltd.
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