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The new Chinatown: Mall style
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For some of us,

your hometown.
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he word Chinatown evokes

for many white Canadians

the image of a hidden,
somewhat exotic gquasi-

F ctto of neon lights, narrow old
ildings and secret p geway

That's the old Chinatown. Or
myth anyway.

Our new Chinatown — the one
built up around No. 3 Road and
Cambie in Richmond — conjures
up different imagery.

he scene is suburban not inner
city, afternoon not night, bourgeois
not working class, well-dressed
couples in imported cars not old
men slowly walking down rain-
slicked streets.

The new Chinatown is a public
space based on that most modern
of architecture — the shopping
mall. A dozen of them, to be exact.

its

Shopping at an Asian-style mall
is, for Caucasians, a cross-cul-
tural experience. You step into a
world where you are the visible mi-
nority. A tourist in your hometown,

Walk into the Aberdeen Centre,
for instance, and you're inside a
mall not that different from what
you would find in Hong Kong. The
Aberdeen Centre bears the same
name as a well-known district in
Hong Kong.

Aberdeen Centre is the oldest of
Richmond's Asian malls, the cre-
ation of developer Thomas Fung,
the scion of a super-wealthy Hugg
Kong family. Fung originally tri
to secure large national brand out-
lets to the mall but the majors
balked — why compete with their
outlets down the road at Lans-
downe Mall and Richmond Cen-
tre?

Families come for dim sum at the
Tog Gun Restaurant or to bowl on
the 24 lanes at Tog Gun Bowling,
which is open until 2 a.m. on week-
ends, There's the Long Shong Cine-
ma, which shows popular Hong
Kong movies. Tea lovers can sip
black plum tea or honey ginseng
tea at Fook Po Tong Herbal Tea.

The Aberdeen has a small food
court where seniors can socialize
over lunch at places like the Fair
Jdee Coffee and Tea Shop.
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HAPP'Y TIMES: Brenda Li, Tina Tam and Teresa Cheng pose for pictures in the Deka Pri photo booth, one of many outlets at the Aberdeen Centre.

The Saint Germain Bak-
ery, part of a chain owned
by Aberdeen proprietor
Fung, offers a range of
tasty buns, There's Tung
Fong Hung Pharmacy, a
branch of a Hong Kon
chain, where you can fin
bins of dried fish maw,
dried mushrooms and
other exotica, plus vari-
ous grades of ginseng, At
Chun Tung Seafood, you
can find live geoduck,
rock cod and tilapia, a
tropical fish.

Sherman Tai, fortune
teller and geomancer, has
a small office on the up-
per floor of the Aberdeen
Centre. Here the feng
shui master is visited by
people wondering how to
plan their lives and corpo-
rate clients seeking to
harmonize their offices
with environmental energies,

Across the street from the Ab-
erdeen is President Plaza, which is
attached to the Radisson Hotel, and
is anchored by a T & T Supermar-
ket. Here you can find frozen Aus-
tralian greenlip abalone and live
fish tanks with king crabs, fresh red

YETER RAT TISTONL Vancnaver S
ASIAN STYLE: Philip Li holds a jar of fungus amid thousands
of items available at Tung Fong Hung Foods in Aberdeen Centre.

Next door is the sleek Yaohan
Centre, which is anchored by yet
another supermarket, the giant Os-
aka Market. But it's the large food
court with its Asian street food
stalls that really sets Yaohan apart.

Here you can sample Northern
Chinese cuisine, Cantonese-style

dl

snapper and white p . In pro-
duce there's gai lan, pea shoots and
matsutakes.

There's a small food court with
various Asian fast food outlets on
the second floor. Also on the sec-
ond floor is the President Chinese
Seafood Restaurant, which serves
Cantonese food with Mandarin and
Szechuan influences. Here extend-
ed families indulge in dim sum, or-
dered fried shrimp rolls, steamed
pork buns and steam vegetables
with oyster sauces,

, barb d meats, sushi,
Korean one-pot dishes and many
curries.

Upstairs at the Yaohan are a vari-
ety of small shops, including one
called Puzzlemania, which warns:
We Sell Nothing But Jigsaw Puz-
zles.

he malls reflect the massive
wave of middle-class immi-
grants from Hong Kong and Taiwan
in the "90s, a demographic that in-
cludes feng shui decoration sales-

man Sassuan Lee.
¥ “The Chinese malls are
quite different from the
old Chinatown, which is
really a community of
i early immigrants,” said
Lee, while running a
booth at President Plaza,
. selling Rocky Sung's
Guide to Chinese Astrolo-
§ gy and Feng Shui.

“The new Chinese
malls in Richmond really
reflect modern society in
Asia in terms of lifestyles,
trends, brands, even gro-
ceries.”

Still there is somerhing
very familiar, very Nort
. American, about the new
Chinatown. A mall is a
mall, after all. It's not as if
some cynical cop in a
noir movie is ever going
to say: “Forget it Jake. It's
the Aberdeen Centre.”

Most of the sheps have English
signage — a response to criticism a
few years ago that the malls were
unwelcoming to Caucasians, The
malls have the style of retail found
in many mainstream malls — cloth-
ing stores, book stores, gift shops,
supermarkets.

5till the Chinese malls really are a
world apart for many Caucasians,
The merchants are all ethnic Chi-
nese, as are the vast majority of
their customers. Indeed, the Cau-
casian security guards in the malls
seem to outnumber the white cus-
tomers.

Most products are imported
from Hong Kong or Taiwan and
there are any number of culinary
ingredients that would make Cau-
casian shoppers recoil. Frogs, for
example.

Weekend
Wine Tasting:
Anthony Gismondi
and guests sip a
half dozen from
down under.
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Officially, the Chinese malls want
more Caucasian customers. The
product range remains largely
Asian,

“Chicken claws and sweet red
bean porridge are not of interest to
maost Caucasians,” said David Lai, a
geography professor at the Univer-
sity of Vietoria

avid Baxter, a Vancouver de-

mographer with an interest in
retail markets, is a fan of the malls.
The Chinese malls, said Baxter, -}p-
peal to those who are shopping for
scmethinssmore than just con-
sumer goods.

“Somebody who is into shopping
as an experience will shop there”

“If I am in Richmond, I will go to
Parker Place or Aberdeen Centre
or the T & T supermarket beside
the Radisson Hotel.

“I'm surrounded by people who
don't look like me. But I am not
there to get a date. I'm out to get
real stuff, But I find them very wel-
c}?mizlg. They're great places to
shop.”

Baxter buys fish at a store in the
Aberdeen Centre and frequents a
small toy store in Parker Place
where he can buy small model cars.

He loves the eclecticism of the
Asian malls that is often missing in
mainstream mails with their Gaps,
Club Monacos and Suzy Shiers.
“They are what they know and
what they know is diversity and not
the rigid separation of ‘Oh, you
don't sell fresh fish in a mall.” "

Mainstream North American
malls tend to be large single-storey,
clothing-centred places with na-
tional brands heavily represented.

Chinese malls and their retail
units tend to be smaller than main-
stream malls. There are very few
national brands that would be rec-
ognizable to Caucasians.

‘The shops are frequently owned
and o same individual.
Often the owners are new immi-
grants who came to Canada through
the investor-immigrant program.

‘While space in mainstream malls
is leased from a developer, retail
space in Chinese malls is often
strata-titled. In what has been
called “condominium retail,” shop
owners purchase their unit from
the developer.




