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The  Grill  At 
The  Mandarin  Oriental,  Hong Kong

O.K.  Be  A  Devil --  Stuff  Yourself

There was a time, not too long ago, when, if one wanted to dine at The Mandarin Grill, especially on a Friday night, one had to book in
advance – sometimes, one week or more in advance.

As for luncheon, unless one had a friend, close to Management of Mandarin Oriental, Hongkong, forget it: There was never a table at this
outlet.

Even the Coffee Shop at The Mandarin was packed between the hours of noon and 2:30 p.m., just about every day, even on Sundays.

But, as I said in the first paragraph, that was ‘a time’; and, now, that time has passed.

Today, while room at the inn, so to speak, is available at any time, just about, few people seem to frequent The Mandarin Grill. At least, not
the way they did just a few short years ago.

Nothing much has changed there, over the 30 decades that this critic has been frequenting the restaurant, and, in fact, it could be said that
the present chef de cuisine, Mr Wan Kwok Chung, is an improvement over some of his predecessors.

In an attempt to ascertain the reason that this classic restaurant is not as well frequented as it was in the past, I went to eat there, on a
number of occasions, during the last fortnight of August.

These visits culminated in my asking the chef if he would like to prepare a menu, to his liking, and to which I would have no say as to
what dishes I would eat (with the 2 exceptions, that no Kiwi fruit or avocados would be included in the dishes, or their preparation, because
I am allergic to both fruits).

This was the menu that Chef de Cuisine Wan Kwok Chung decided to prepare for me on August 31, 1999:

 

Dinner For Raymond Sacklin and Guests Mandarin Grill

Roasted Pigeon Breast Fillet with Gooseliver
On Sauternes Apple Gelee

***

Demitasse of Mushrooms Consomme

***

Pan-Seared Lobster Mignon in Basil Butter with Tomato Coulis

***

Grilled Dutch Veal Fillet on Braised Red Cabbage with White Pepper
Corn Sauce

***

Gratinated Mixed Berries with Grand Marnier Sabayon and Vanilla
Ice Cream

***

Coffee and Tea
Petit Fours

Tuesday 31st August 1999

 

I shall not dissect all the dishes, one by one, but highlight only those which I thought were exceptional, unique, and which, if I can twist
the chef’s arm, I shall have him create for me, again.

The First Course:



The Roasted Pigeon Breast was just that, but unless one was told, exactly, what it was, one would never have known in any detail.

In fact, to be absolutely honest, I had to look at the special menu on more than one occasion, during the meal, in order to determine,
precisely, what I was eating.

To say that it was delicious would mean nothing to anybody. Better to say that it was superb!

The goose liver was cleverly concealed beneath an envelope of pigeon breast and oozed out from the folds as ripe Brie oozes out from its
white, soft crusty shell.

If you like froi gras, as I do, then this is your dish because one had the succulent taste of the fresh pigeon breast, mixed with the soft and
smooth texture of goose liver.

The apple gelee was an interesting complement to the goose liver and the pigeon breast. It was a complement, not a garnish, mind you, that
I would never have considered
(then, again, perhaps that is the reason that I am not a chef and Mr Wan Kwok Chung is a master at his art).

The apple gelee was such an interesting accompaniment to the other ingredients: One had the soft, slightly gamy flavour of the pigeon and
the goose liver, with the underlying fresh, and slightly chewy, apple tidbits, augmenting the dish (the apple was fresh, by the way, not
poached).

The Mushroom Consommé:

When the ‘demitasse’ was put in front of me, at first, my guests and I wondered at the reason that we were being served coffee, right after
the first course.

It had all the appearances of being a demitasse of café au lait, but everything stopped at appearances.

This was a soup, which, clearly, had had a loving application of one who knew the importance of detail.

As a lover of mushrooms, nothing could have been more delightful to me, following the first course, to have a semi-crème soup whose
pungent mushroom essence seemed to permeate the atmosphere of The Mandarin Grill (a little exaggeration here, but only a slight
exaggeration, mind you).

This was a delight to the eyes, a delight to the nostrils of he who was sufficiently close to the cup in order to be able to sample the invisible
clouds of mushroom fragrances, which floated from the demitasse.

It was, also, I should quickly add, a pure delight to the taste buds.

Perhaps one criticism is in order at this point: It was not enough – at least, not for me.

The Lobster:

In this scribe’s opinion, South China Sea Lobster is among the best in the world.

Boston Lobster is good, mind you, but it can tend to be tough, at times.

The Mandarin Grill serves Boston Lobster, probably because its patrons demand it.

The Boston Lobster dish, which comprised the third course of the 5 courses, prepared by Chef Wan Kwok Chung, was not in the least
tough and, to boot, it had been sautéed just sufficiently so that the flavour of the lobster meat had not been saturated by one or more of the
ingredients, used in the cooking process.

There were just 3 pieces of lobster, all carefully having been prepared, so that, with the slightest movement of one’s fork, the meat popped
out of the pieces of the crustacean’s shell.

The basil and butter, in which the lobster had been sautéed, was not overpowering so that the 3 individual flavours were clearly present
without any single flavour, tending to mask the other flavours.

Again the criticism: Perhaps, 5 pieces of lobster, next time around, Chef, if you please?

The Veal – The Entremets:

I’m overweight.

I admit that.



It is difficult not to be overweight in the company of an expert chef, the likes of which, clearly, is Chef Wan Kwok Chung.

And the Dutch veal, the way it was cooked and presented, is one of the reasons that I shall remain overweight.

The veal could be cut with a fork (and this is not an exaggeration).

Dutch veal has to be among the best in the world, although the Canadians would, probably, disagree with that statement because Canada
does grow some great cattle, the meat of which is a pure delight.

However, Canada is not particularly switched on to international trade in the manner of the Dutch, and so the Hongkong Special
Administrative Region (HKSAR) of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is apt to import Dutch veal in preference to any other country’s.

Having said that, the ability to have the best meat in the world is only part of the game - - because one has to have the expertise, the flare,
and the courage to be able to take the simplest ingredients to turn out a dish, par excellence.

The way in which Chef Wan Kwong Chung delicately prepared the veal at ‘my’ dinner was an amazing feat; and, a credit to any ethnic
Chinese cook who is determined to master the art of the preparation of European cuisine.

In spite of the braised cabbage and the peppercorn sauce, the veal’s flavour overrode the essences of the otherwise strong accompaniments.

I shall not comment on the desert because, although it was good, it did not rank with the other 4 dishes that preceded it.

Perhaps, The Mandarin Grill might like, one day, to install somebody who is an expert in the preparation of deserts because, clearly, this is
a weakness of this outlet.

Still, nothing can be perfect.

The Chef Extraordinaire:

I cannot sing the praises, too highly, of Chef Wan Kwong Chung; and, I am absolutely certain that Management of Mandarin Oriental
knows of his value, too.

While other food outlets in other HKSAR hotels have cut back in order to save costs, or, alternatively, freeze salaries of existing senior
cooking staff, Chef Wan Kwong Chung, quietly and somewhat shyly, continues with his work at The Mandarin.

His Curriculum Vitae indicates that he is 39 years old and, although he is not exactly an academic, in the strict sense of the word, his on-
the-job training, round the world, may have elevated him to the honourary doctorate level in the discipline of chefistry. (I have just coined
this word)

He got his first taste of cooking, Western style, at the Haking Wong Technical Institute in Hongkong in 1985. And, from there, he was off,
round the world – literally.

He has worked at Hotel Bulow Residenz, Dresden, Germany (he was Sous Chef, there), Hyde Park Hotel, London (he was Sous Chef –
Main Kitchen there), The Landmark Hotel, London (he was Senior Chef de Partie to the Banqueting Sous Chef, there), Zoe Restaurant,
London (he was Sous Chef in this high-class eatery), and, in The Balmoral Hotel, Edinburgh, where he was Sous Chef at The Grill
Restaurant.

There are other credentials that this writer could mention, but the above is more than adequate.

Quite a resume!

Chef Wan Kwok Chung has only been in his present position since May this year, and, in this critic’s opinion, he has the right job and is
well deserving of his present position.

The Mandarin will tell you that ‘Reservations are almost always necessary’.

Don’t believe it, folks, because, until this chef is ‘discovered’, there will always be room in The Grill.

But, be warned!

Aside from one getting very fat if one eats in this outlet, too often, one has to be careful of the Manager of The Grill, a Mr Matthew
Thomas, an Englishman.

The trouble with this very affable gentleman is that he knows a great deal, about food, and, sadly, about wine – which is my undoing.



While I never look at menus (what can a menu state that I have not, already, tried?), and Mr Thomas is only too happy to assist me with
suggestions, it is a guarantee that he will start to suggest a wine, or wines, with the meal.

I have a weakness for food, wine … and that other vice, too … so that, when I smell a good Pomerol, a Margaux, or a Blanc de Blanc
Champagne, my resolves crumble.

As I said to Mr Thomas on August 30: ‘My doctor is going to kill me if he knows how much wine I am drinking here – and that is the
reason that I am not going to stop, tonight. Bring me a bottle of Taittinger Blanc de Blanc, Vintage 1989, if you please.’

That shut him up and, with a laugh, he was off the cellars.

Watch out for those cellars, readers, because The Mandarin has quite an extensive wine cellar – but stuff yourself of Chef de Cuisine Wan
Kwok Chung’s delicious cooking. RMS

--      E N D      --
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