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Though different generations,
Chef Stephen Kan and Chef
Roger Fok from Hong Kong’s VTC
International Culinary Institute
share the same passion and goals
for nurturing the next wave of
culinary talent

Chef Stephen Kan

FT(Foodtalk): When did you discover your
passion for baking and how did you get started
in the industry?

SK(Stephen Kan): | loved desserts and cakes
when | was young! | bought cookbooks and
practiced baking at home, and when | was about
17, my uncle, who was a pastry chef at a hotel,
helped me get my first job. I've never looked
back, after more than two decades.
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FT: What do you enjoy about being a pastry chef?

SK: The satisfaction when people enjoy my creativity and
imagination ... also when | get the freedom to explore and
create without limitations.

FT: How does teaching compare to working at a hotel?
SK: With teaching there is more freedom and time to try
new things and experiment with the students. It is also
wonderful to see students run with their ideas, and
armed with skills they've learnt here, create something
completely new.

FT: Why did you decide to move into a teaching career?
SK: After being in the industry for years, | wanted to

give something back. | also found more satisfaction with
teaching because of the two-way relationship with the
students, and seeing them develop and hone their skills
and techniques. It's very different from climbing the career
ladder in the hospitality industry.

FT: You were tasked with creating the first pastry and
baking course here at VTC. How did you go about
doing that?

SK: We had a basic food preparation course as an outline,
so | developed it from there, adding new information and
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€ € Have a concrete foundation of knowledge and skills, but also a positive
attitude and forgiving heart. Be a team player and do everything with heart 9 9
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personal experience from the industry. | wanted elements
beyond just baking and pastries, so you will see sections for
wedding cakes, desserts and more.

FT: You encourage students to participate in culinary
competitions. Why is that?

SK: Because by taking part in these kinds of events, you can
learn so much and see new things you may not otherwise
be exposed to. Especially at international competitions,
where you can learn techniques from other cultures as well.
These experiences will equip you for the future.

FT: How do you feel about hiring local versus foreign
talents in Hong Kong’s industry?

SK: Due to the popularity of western cuisine, specialists
in this area are often in demand. Yet as all employers
value performance, so if you can show you have the skills
and talent, as a local, you may still be hired and given

the opportunity to develop. We prepare our students
through talks and competitions to keep them inspired
and well equipped.
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FT: What would you say is more important, technique
or creativity?

SK: Getting the fundamental skills right is very important,
and will help you adapt more quickly to new elements.

FT: As a chef, what have you created that you were most
proud of?

SK: When | was still working at a hotel, | created a nine-tier
wedding cake for my general manager, something | had
never seen before. The height almost reached the ceiling!
It was nine tiers because in Chinese culture nine is a lucky
number symbolising longevity.

FT: If you had the opportunity to work with any chef, who
would he be?

SK: Thomas Lui, one of Hong Kong’s most awarded and
celebrated pastry chefs. He's demanding about every
detail and won’t accept any fault or mistake but it would
be a wonderful experience to work with such a creative
local talent.

FT: What advice can you pass on to younger chefs?

SK: Have a concrete foundation of knowledge and skills, but
also a positive attitude and forgiving heart. Be a team player
and do everything with heart. Have patience and

be modest.

FT: IRAMENAEA—HNSE - CEREE?
SK: REIEIE Thomas Lui - BAMES ERARTBEHEK
I — - AT — RS 4 Ts - EXSHNTE
5% - WABANBABES - BRREREH— BB
TENFMOHETEE - HEE—RRTSGEEH -

FT: SHFE—-BNEMEEEM ?

SK: fERHM—HEH - HAELENFNZEERENER - B
ZRFEENEEMERN0 - 15 - BEEEMEEE - MO
BrAMSERENTE - THREMEE 2 +DEEM -



Chef Roger Fok

FT(Foodtalk): What made you fall for baking?

RF(Roger Fok): I've liked cooking since | was a kid. | fell in
love with pastries when | realised that they were as delicious
as they were aesthetically pleasing! The artistic elements
drew me in. | decided to make a career out of it and
absolutely love it.

FT: What made you decide to make a career change from
working in hotels to teaching?

RF: Skills and technigues should be passed on to the next
generation. Within the industry, 80% of the people we
employed were graduates from VTC courses, so the school
plays a big role in shaping future industry talents.

FT: How is it different now compared to your previous
hotel career?

RF: The priority of the school is the education of students,
who are the ‘product’. By learning technigues and skills,
our students are prepared and inspired for great careers
in the industry.
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FT: You’re known for working with chocolate, but how do
you fare with other aspects of baking?

RF: When | was working at hotels, my role was as a pastry
chef, and not a chocolatier. | tell my students that even if
they choose to specialise, they need to have a grasp of
general baking technigues. | chose to focus on pastry, but |
can bake other items as well.

FT: So how did you become a chocolate specialist?

RF: It was very natural. When | joined the industry and
first explored chocolate, | became intrigued with making
sculptures and showpieces. As | gained knowledge
through practice and experience | joined the World
Chocolate Masters competition, which put me on the map
as a chocolatier.

FT: What were your winning creations from that
competition?

RF: The theme of the competition was inspiration from
nature, and | chose to focus on flight, how observing birds
led to the invention of airplanes. My creation has elements
of this story, with airplanes and birds.

Aviator
(World Chocolate
Masters 2015)
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FT: You enter a lot of competitions. What is the most
important thing you have learnt from them?

RF: My takeaway is that there is always room for
improvement. Team members share their insights and
experiences with younger members so we can maintain the
standing Hong Kong has in the international world of baking
and pastry.

FT: Would you say joining competitions is an important
element in the profession?

RF: They have definitely been an important part of my
career and | have devoted a lot of time to competitions.
Before entering though, | would advise pastry chefs to
master all the basic technigues, as this helps enormously in
dealing with the unexpected challenges that invariably arise
at these events.

FT: What influence have competitions had on your career?
RF: Competitions and other culinary forums, along with
social media, have made building relationships and
connecting with chefs all over the world much more
convenient. In the past chefs tended to be more secretive,
but now there is a culture of friendly competition and
sharing between fellow chefs, which benefits everyone and
helps us improve.

FT: Are you an artist first, or a chef first?
RF: | am a chef first. Technique, then creativity.

FT: Any final words of wisdom?

RF: Pastry is an art form, and demands time to perfect.
Success does not always come at the first attempt. Every
chef must practice, so believe in yourself, but also remember
that there is always room for improvement. That is the key.
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