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Dr. James Tak Wu
The Rotarian of Hong Kong Restaurant Legend
By Herbert K. Lau (%¥]#xl=2) (Rotary China Historian)
15 May 2021

Dr. James Tak Wu (‘Z;546# <) (1922 - 29 October 2020), GBS, HonDBA (Lingnan),
HonD (Sun Yat Sen), HonD (Springfield), BA (Lingnan), was a senior member of the Rotary
Club of Hong Kong (% /% #* #4+) holding the Classification of “Travel Service”.

James Tak Wu, commonly known as James Wu, was a Hong Kong businessman who co-
founded Maxim’s Caterers in 1956 alongside his older brother Wu Shun-Tak ( iz % ¢ ),
transforming it into one of Asia’s largest catering groups with operations spanning
restaurants, bakeries, and fast-food outlets. Born in the United States to parents from
Toishan of Kwangtung (B 4 > @), Wureturned to the Republic of China (* # % &) as a child
and graduated from Lingnan University ( = 4 % + §) in Canton (Guangzhou) (% V') in
1947 before emigrating to the British Crown Colony Hong Kong.

Wu'’s entrepreneurial journey began with the establishment of Maxim’s as a Western-
style restaurant in Central. Under his leadership, the company expanded dramatically,
serving over 630,000 meals daily by the late 2010s and becoming a household name
synonymous with quality dining in Hong Kong and beyond. Maxim’s Group (% = & ®) is
jointly owned by Dairy Farm International Holdings Ltd. (£ ¥ R "% % 7 *12 ) and Hong
Kong Caterers Ltd. (% i&# & % 3 ¥ = # ), and encompasses diverse brands including
Starbucks franchises in the region and luxury cake shops.
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In addition to his business achievements, Wu was a noted philanthropist who
contributed significantly to education and community welfare, endowing scholarships and
facilities at institutions like Lingnan University and the University of Hong Kong (% & < §).
The company remains under family influence, with his daughter Annie Wu Suk-Ching ( iz
7#) involved in its operations. His societal contributions earned him prestigious honours,
including the Silver Bauhinia Star (42% %" % % ) in 2001 and the Gold Bauhinia Star ( £ % #*
% %) in 2009, recognizing his impact on Hong Kong’s economic and social development.
Wu passed away peacefully on 29 October 2020 at the Hong Kong Sanatorium & Hospital (%
=¥ I+), leaving a legacy as a pioneering figure in Hong Kong’s hospitality industry.
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Early Life and Education

James Tak Wu was born in 1922 in the United States to parents hailing from the Toishan
County of Kwangtung Province, Republic of China (¥ #x ®A K 4 5 L gk). His family’s
roots were deeply embedded in Toishan, a coastal area known for its significant overseas
Chinese diaspora, reflecting the migratory patterns of many from that region during the early
20th century.

At the age of two, Wu returned to his ancestral home in Toishan with his mother,
immersing him in the cultural and familial traditions of his Cantonese heritage while carrying
the imprint of his American birthplace. This early relocation shaped a bicultural identity,
influenced by the Sino-American dynamics of a family divided between continents, where
overseas remittances and connections to the United States played a role in sustaining ties to
both worlds.

Wau received his early formal education in Lingnan Primary School (4 = | &) in the
British Crown Colony Hong Kong. Wu later pursued higher education at Lingnan University
in Canton, an institution known for its liberal arts curriculum during the post-World War II
era. He graduated from Lingnan University in 1947, completing his undergraduate studies
amid China’s turbulent reconstruction period following the war.

Business Career
Founding Maxim’s

In 1956, brothers S. T. Wu and James Wu co-founded Maxim’s Catering, initially
operating as Hong Kong Caterers Limited, by opening the company’s first outlet---a high-end
French restaurant combined with a nightclub---in the basement of the old Lane Crawford
Building in Central, Hong Kong, in December. The venture was inspired by their personal
experiences of discrimination in existing Western establishments, where Chinese patrons like
themselves were often relegated to inferior seating near restrooms and treated as low-value
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customers. Drawing on James Wu’s background in theatre management and S. T. Wu’s
accounting expertise, the brothers aimed to provide a premium European dining and
entertainment experience tailored to local Chinese clientele, hiring Hong Kong’s only French
chef at the time and sourcing luxury ingredients such as Norwegian salmon and Kobe beef.

The initial business model centered on upscale Western cuisine and late-night
entertainment, with the nightclub featuring live performances to attract crowds. For the
opening, they secured The Platters as performers, drawing such large numbers that 20 police
officers were needed for crowd control. Operations ran until 2 a.m., supported by a staff of
64, though financial constraints meant James Wu personally drove some employees’ home
due to the lack of funds for taxis. Innovations included merit-based hiring to break from
nepotism, individual contracts for cooks to foster competition, and hosting events like Hong
Kong’s first food festival with Air France in 1957, which helped establish the brand’s
reputation for quality and inclusivity.

Amid the post-War economic recovery in Hong Kong during the 1950s, the Wu brothers
faced significant challenges, including limited high-quality Western dining options and
pervasive biases against Chinese customers in the industry, which viewed them as
unprofitable. The Colony was still rebuilding from World War II devastation and the influx
of over a million refugees from the Chinese mainland amid the Civil War, leading to resource
shortages, rationing, and high unemployment that complicated business startups. Despite
these hurdles, the brothers’ determination---bolstered by James Wu’s education at Lingnan
University---enabled Maxim’s to thrive as a symbol of entrepreneurial resilience in a
developing economy.

Expansion and Leadership Roles

Following the founding of Maxim’s in 1956, James Wu played a pivotal role in driving
the company’s rapid expansion across Hong Kong, diversifying into multiple food and
beverage formats to meet growing consumer demand. By the mid-1960s, the business had
grown to include its first café under the Maxim’s Boulevard brand, opened in 1966 at Ocean
Terminal (% i& + /&) in Tsim Sha Tsui (% ) =), which laid the groundwork for a chain of
casual dining outlets. This period saw the introduction of cake shops in the mid-1960s, with
the Maxim’s Cakes brand establishing its presence by 1972 and eventually becoming a staple
in high-traffic locations like MTR stations by the 1980s. Further diversification came in
1972 with the launch of the company’s first fast-food outlet in Central, targeting quick-service
meals amid Hong Kong’s urbanizing population. Maxim’s also entered institutional
catering, exemplified by the 1980 establishment of Beijing Air Catering Company Ltd. (# ».
#27 @ &3 T2 ) as China’s first Sino-foreign joint venture, providing airline meals and
highlighting Wu'’s vision for regional outreach.

Strategic alliances in the 1970s and 1980s solidified Maxim’s growth trajectory and
integrated it into larger corporate structures. In 1972, Hongkong Land (% #» = @), a
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subsidiary of the Jardine Matheson Group (1}>4ri {7), acquired a stake in the company,
providing capital for further scaling. This partnership deepened in 1986 when Dairy Farm
International Holdings---another Jardine Matheson entity---formed a collaboration with
Maxim’s, culminating in Dairy Farm taking a 50% ownership interest. —Under this
arrangement, Maxim’s operated as a key component of Dairy Farm’s portfolio while retaining
operational autonomy under family leadership, enabling expansion to over 900 outlets by the
2010s and serving around 630,000 meals daily across approximately 760 venues as of the
late 2010s. Wu'’s oversight ensured the company’s adaptation to market shifts, including
diversification into franchised brands like Starbucks in Hong Kong and Macao starting in
2000.

Wu’s executive influence extended beyond Maxim’s internal operations to prominent
public roles in Hong Kong’s business and tourism sectors. Effective 2003, he was appointed
to the Hong Kong Tourism Board (% i& *< %% & % ), where he contributed to promoting the
city’s culinary and hospitality landscape as a member during that term. By 2015, Wu had
transitioned to the position of Honorary Chairman of Maxim’s Group, a role he held until his
death amid the company’s continued evolution under Jardine Matheson ownership,
reflecting his enduring legacy in steering its strategic direction.

I

® 1956  First Restaurant - Maxim’s Restaurant was opened in the basement of Telephone

The Milestones

House (also known as Lane Crawford House) at No.14, Des Voeux Road Central, Hong
Kong.

® 1966  First café - Maxim’s Boulevard was opened in Ocean Terminal, Tsim Sha Tsui,
Hong Kong.

® 1970 Maxim’s hosted the Hong Kong Pavilion restaurant in Osaka World Expo, Japan.

® 1971  First Chinese Restaurant -- Jade Garden was opened in Star House, Tsim Sha
Tsui, Hong Kong. A series of Chinese restaurants with various focus cuisines are
developed from this success.

® 1972 A holding company, Maxim’s Caterers Limited, was formed in October 1972 to
acquire the Maxim’s and Jade Garden restaurant brands. Hongkong Land of Jardine
Matheson Group became a shareholder. First fast food outlet was opened in Central
District. By early 1973, the group operated 15 restaurants.

® 1980  First Sino-Foreign joint venture in China -- Established Beijing Air Catering
Company Ltd.

® 1982 Maxim’s Cakes became the first bakery chain in Mass Transit Railway (MTR)

4



stations in Hong Kong.

1986  Formed partnership with Dairy Farm of Jardine Matheson Group.

1998  Established m.a.x. concepts, which managed restaurant brands including MAX,
Cellini, Mecca, Thai Basil, eating plus, Mezz, café Landmark, Emporio Armani Caffé,
and modern restaurants Kiku and Miso.

2000  Maxim’s partnered with Starbucks Coffee International, Inc. to form Coffee
Concepts Ltd., holding licenses for both Hong Kong and Macao.

2003  Established Maxim’s first food factory (now named Maxim’s Branded Products
Factory)

in Tai Po, Hong Kong, spanning 250,000 sq. ft.

2004 The Group opened the French-Vietnamese restaurant chain Rice Paper. In the
same year, Maxim’s Fast Food began producing ready meals and appetizers to be sold
in 7-11 Convenient Stores and Wellcome supermarkets.

2005  Appointed by the Hong Kong Government Hospital Authority to implement the
“Public-Private Partnership Project on Patients” Food Services” in the New Territories
West Cluster and Queen Elizabeth Hospital. Opened Mei-Xin Cakes bakery plant and
flagship in Guangzhou. Hosted Plaza Inn, a Chinese restaurant, and Market House
Bakery in Hong Kong Disneyland. Maxim’s rebranded most of its restaurants as MX.
2006  Operated Genki Sushi and sen-ryo in Hong Kong. Introduced the American
restaurant chain Lawry’s The Prime Rib to Hong Kong. Maxim’s and Australian chef
Geoff Lindsay opened the restaurant “Pearl on the Peak” in the Peak Tower at the
Victoria Peak.

2007  Started up Simplylife Bakery Cafe in Queensway Plaza, Admiralty, Hong Kong.
2008  Acquired Arome Bakery Hong Kong.

2010 Hosted a 20,000 sq.ft. massive food hall at Shanghai World Expo and was the
only Hong Kong catering representative. Simplylife Bakery Cafe entered the Chinese
Mainland under the brand name xing méile [ % % . ].

2011  Introduced IPPUDO from Japan to Hong Kong.

2012 Setup Maxim’s Cakes & Bakery Factory in Tai Po, Hong Kong, spanning 150,000
sq. ft.

2013  Entered Vietnam as master franchisor of Starbucks.

2014  Established Maxim’s Food Factory in Tai Po, Hong Kong, spanning 100,000 sq.
ft.

2015 Opening of Maxim’s Centre in Hong Kong, the new headquarters of Maxim’s
Group.

2016  Acquired the franchise of the Italian patisserie and restaurant COVA in Hong
Kong and Macao. Introduced the famous American brand The Cheesecake Factory to

Shanghai Disney Resort. Opened flagship store in Cambodia as a master franchisor of
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Starbucks.

® 2017 Announced licensing agreement with American brand Shake Shack of operation
in Hong Kong, Macao and East China regions. Established joint venture with
SHINMEI Co., LTD. to develop Japanese restaurants in Southeast Asia. Entered into
licensing agreement with Starbucks to fully operate and develop Singapore market.

® 2019 Formed ajoint venture of Starbucks with Thai partner.

® 2020 Established Maxim’s Food Factory in Jiangmen, Guangdong Province, China,
spanning 1,000,000 sq.ft. Entered into licensing agreement with Starbucks to fully
operate and develop Laos market. Announced licensing agreement with Shake Shack

of operation in South China.

Personal Life
Family

James Tak Wu was married to Eugenia Wu (% 1. # ), and together they had six children,
including eight grandchildren and two great-grandchildren at the time of his passing.

His eldest daughter, Annie Wu Suk-Ching (Z7 ), SBS, JP, is a prominent Hong Kong
businesswoman who has held leadership roles in the catering industry, serving as vice-
chairman or managing director of more than 20 airline catering and food-related companies
across Hong Kong and the Chinese mainland. She is also recognized for founding Beijing
Air Catering Ltd., the first joint-venture catering enterprise between Hong Kong and the
Chinese mainland, and for her contributions to education as the founder of the Chinese
Foundation Secondary School (® ## & ¢ #).

Wu maintained a close familial and professional relationship with his older brother, Wu
Shun-Tak, who served as his longtime business partner in the early ventures of their family
enterprises

Philanthropy

James Wu was a prominent supporter of education in Hong Kong and the Guangdong
region, focusing on nurturing management talent and community service through various
institutional roles and donations. In 1988, working with alumni, he helped convince China’s
State Education Commission to re-establish Lingnan (University) College (i & + & ¥ F2) in
Guangzhou (now part of Sun Yat-Sen University # .+ #), and over the following years,
including post-1997 handover, he supported its development, including building
collaborative programs with universities in the United States, France, and China. He served
as Chairman of the Lingnan University Hong Kong Alumni Association (4 & ~ £ 4 it ¢ &
¢ ), contributing to the University’s development initiatives. Additionally, Wu held the
position of Honorary Chairman of the Board of Trustees at Lingnan (University) College, Sun
Yat-sen University in Guangzhou, where he advised on strategic directions for global business
education and talent cultivation in Southern China.
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In 1998, Wu and his wife established the [Dr. and Mrs. James Tak Wu Awards for
Outstanding Service] (154812 L Feilf # 11 pR 72 &) at Lingnan University in Hong Kong
through a generous donation, recognizing students and staff for exemplary contributions to
the University and broader community. The awards, valued at HK$5,000 plus a trophy,
honour recipients for outstanding service to professional, academic, or general communities,
as well as strong interpersonal relationships, and have been presented annually since
inception to promote civic engagement.

Wu’s philanthropic efforts extended to supporting communities in Hong Kong and
Guangdong, aligning with his commitment to educational advancement. He also endowed
scholarships and facilities at the University of Hong Kong (4 & ~ ).

Honours
Government Awards

James Wu received significant governmental recognition for his contributions to
business and community development in Hong Kong and the mainland. In 2001, the Hong
Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) Government awarded him the Silver Bauhinia
Star (SBS) (4% 3" % %) for his public and community services.

In 2003, the Guangzhou Municipal Government named him an [Honorary Citizen of
Guangzhou], honoring his ties to his birthplace and his efforts in fostering economic and
cultural links between Hong Kong and the region.

In 2009, the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) Government awarded
him the Gold Bauhinia Star (GBS) (£ % 3" % &%), one of the highest honors bestowed for
distinguished service to the community. This accolade specifically acknowledged his
substantial contributions to the development of Hong Kong’s catering industry through his
leadership at Maxim’s Group, as well as his significant participation in public and community
services that promoted economic growth and social welfare. These awards underscore Wu’s
pivotal role in elevating Hong Kong’s business landscape, including aspects of tourism
promotion via innovative catering ventures that attracted both local and international visitors.

Academic and Civic Recognitions

James Wu received in 1995 an honorary doctorate from Springfield College in
Massachusetts, U.S.A., acknowledging his contributions to international educational
exchanges and leadership development. He also was conferred an honorary doctorate by
Sun Yat-Sen University in Guangzhou in 2005 for his longstanding support of educational
initiatives in Southern China.

In 2006, the University of Hong Kong conferred Honorary University Fellowship upon
James Wu in recognition of his contributions to Hong Kong and academia.

In civic capacities, Wu held key leadership roles focused on education and talent
cultivation. He served as the inaugural Chairman of the Board of Trustees for Lingnan
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(University) College, established in 1989 under Sun Yat-Sen University in Guangzhou,
guiding its development into a prominent institution for liberal arts education. Later, he
became Honorary Chairman of the Board of Trustees and chaired the Development &
Planning Council at Lingnan University in Hong Kong, with initiatives emphasizing the
nurturing of professional management talent across Southern China through collaborative
programs with institutions in the United States, France, and other regions.

In 2009, Wu was conferred Doctor of Business Administration honoris causa by Lingnan
University, Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China.

Wu’s efforts in professional management training were recognized through his oversight
of cross-border educational partnerships that trained executives and fostered business
acumen, contributing significantly to talent development in the Greater Bay Area.

Death and Legacy

Rotarian Dr. James Tak Wu, the longtime leader and co-founder of Maxim’s Caterers,
died peacefully on 29 October 2020 at the Hong Kong Sanatorium & Hospital, at the age of
98. His death occurred amid a challenging period for the family business, which had faced
significant backlash during the 2019—2020 Hong Kong protests (also known as the Anti-
Extradition Law Amendment Bill Movement).

Maxim’s outlets were targeted by protesters following inflammatory remarks made by
Wu'’s daughter, Annie Wu, who publicly criticized the demonstrations and expressed support
for the Hong Kong government and Beijing. This led to widespread boycotts, vandalism of
stores, smashed windows, and graffiti attacks on Maxim’s properties, including its Starbucks
franchises, resulting in substantial business disruptions and financial losses for the Group.
The public announcement of Wu’s passing was made by Maxim’s Group on 19 November
2020, stating that a private funeral service had already been held.

James Wu’s legacy endures through his foundational role in transforming Hong Kong’s
catering landscape, where Maxim’s Caterers, co-founded in 1956, grew into the territory’s
largest restaurant group with over 1,700 outlets and more than 60 brands spanning Chinese,
Asian, European cuisines, fast food, bakeries, and licensed operations like Starbucks and The
Cheesecake Factory. This expansion not only solidified Maxim’s as a daily provider of over
630,000 meals but also elevated the catering industry’s standards, blending Western
innovations with local preferences to support Hong Kong's vibrant food culture and tourism
sector.

In education, Wu established the [Dr. and Mrs. James Tak Wu Award for Outstanding
Service] at Lingnan University in 1998, funded by his generous donation to honour staff and
students for exemplary contributions to the institution and community, fostering a culture of
service and excellence that continues annually. As the inaugural chairman of the Board of
Trustees for Lingnan College at Sun Yat-Sen University in Guangzhou---re-established in
1988 as a premier economics and management school---Wu played a pivotal role in nurturing
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management talent across Southern China, drawing on his own 1947 graduation from the
original Lingnan University to bridge educational traditions with modern needs.

Wu’s broader influence extended to strengthening Sino-Hong Kong economic ties,
exemplified by Maxim’s pioneering Beijing Air Catering Company Ltd. in the 1980s, China’s
first Sino-foreign joint venture, which opened doors for cross-border business collaborations
and investment in the mainland's burgeoning service sector. His efforts were recognized as
one of the “Top Ten Outstanding Contributors in China’s 30 Years of Reform”, underscoring
his lasting impact on regional economic integration and talent development.
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University ## Hong Kong

39th Congregation
30 October 2009
Dr. James Tak Wu, GBS, SBS, HonHD
Doctor of Business Administration honoris causa
CITATION

A native of Taishan, Guangdong, Dr. James Tak Wu was born in the US and returned to
his home country when he was a child. He studied at Lingnan Primary School in Hong
Kong, Guangzhou Lingnan University Affiliated Secondary School and Lingnan University.
Dedicated to furthering Lingnan’s educational goals, Dr. Wu served as Chairman of the
Lingnan University Hong Kong Alumni Association, a member of the Lingnan University
Council and a member of the Lingnan Education Organization. In 1987, Dr. Wu submitted
an application to the State Education Commission to reopen Guangzhou Lingnan University
at its original location, so as to fulfill his wish of “reviving Lingnan education at Kangle
Village”. Lingnan (University) College was established in 1989, and Dr. Wu became
Chairman of the first Board of Trustees, leading the College on its path to become one of the
top business schools in China.

Professionally, perhaps Dr. Wu’s most celebrated achievement is his founding of the
renowned Maxim’s food and beverage kingdom. In 1956, Dr. Wu and his brother Mr. S. T.
Wu opened a French-styled Maxim’s Restaurant in Central, which was the first step for
Chinese businesses in Hong Kong to get a footing in Western catering. In 1970, Dr. Wu won
acclaim for providing Cantonese dishes and dim-sum for the Hong Kong Pavilion at the
Osaka World Expo, laying the foundation for Maxim’s to operate Chinese cuisine business

in Hong Kong. With “Triple-Win” as his business mission, Dr. Wu developed Maxim’s into
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a top catering brand in Hong Kong. Today, Maxim’s serves more than 540,000 people every
day through more than 70 brands and over 590 shops.

In 1979, when China and the US reached an air transportation agreement, there was a
need to provide catering services on direct flights from Beijing to San Francisco. China’s
Aviation Authority solicited Dr. Wu's support through the Xinhua News Agency in Hong
Kong. At that time, China did not have any experience in Sino-foreign joint ventures.
Travelling back and forth between Hong Kong and the Mainland, Dr. Wu set up Beijing
Aviation Food Company Limited in partnership with the Beijing’s Aviation Authority, the
tirst Sino-foreign joint venture in China, receiving the first joint venture certificate, “Wai Zi
Shen Zi [1980] No.1”, from the China Foreign Investment Regulatory Commission. Dr. Wu
introduced a production line operated by US-made machines, and the flight catering service
was launched in May 1980 as scheduled. The successful experience he gained in Beijing was
subsequently applied to airports in China, including Shanghai, Dalian, Qingdao, Xiamen,
Shenzhen, Chengdu, Nanjing, Ningbo and Lanzhou. This helped China’s aviation industry
progress along the path to modernization.

For the remarkable achievements, Dr. Wu was honoured as one of the “Top Ten
Outstanding Contributors in China’s 30 Years of Reform” by China Enterprise Reform and
Development Institute in 2008. He was also awarded the Silver Bauhinia Star and the Gold
Bauhinia Star by The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region in 2001
and 2009 respectively, in recognition of his outstanding achievement in enhancing the
catering and tourism industries in Hong Kong.

Over the years, Dr. James Tak Wu has been committed to practicing Lingnan’s motto of
“Education for Service”. He has made voluntary contributions to our country, to Hong
Kong and to Lingnan, and is a truly distinguished model for Lingnanians. Mr. Chancellor,
may I present Dr. James Tak Wu to you for the conferment of the degree of Doctor of Business

Administration honoris causa.
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1997 — James Tak Wu (left) and S. T. Wu (center) celebrate 25 years of cooperation with Jardine Matheson,

posing for a photo with Jardines Director Simon Keswick.
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1972 # — Zw - REELLFAEBERE -
1972 — Maxim’s first fast food outlet opened in Central District, Hong Kong.

1971 # — 4 - RP ER—FHF -1 v 4 £FFF -

1971 -- First Chinese Restaurant -- Jade Garden was opened in Star House, Tsim Sha Tsui, Hong Kong.
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2008 # —— BFEIHHXZFCF - FEEIF o K25 FT 3o
2003 -- Established Maxim’s first food factory in Tai Po, Hong Kong, spanning 250,000 sq. ft.

2005 & —% wBH 2 PELEREATH L5 MY e

2005 -- Maxim’s rebranded most of its restaurants as MX
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1995 # — L5 X EE B @i & V50 Fragd EEELE >
1995 — James T. Wu was conferred Honorary Doctorate by Springfield College, Massachusetts, U.S.A.

LR (5 fred ) dfd (8) FREFTE LEL N L g BE 10 AR HE

1998 # 6 0 E A o

J. T. Wu Hall (Lingnan Administration Centre) was donated by the Honorary Chairman of the Board of
Directors of Lingnan (University) College, Dr. & Mrs. James Tak Wu, and was completed in June 1998.
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2005 # - ZiERELEESBRANF P L FpeT FEE Lo

2005 — Dr. James Tak Wu was conferred Honorary Doctorate by Sun Yat-sen University, China.

P——

-

uversity of

vorary Univer ships |

2006 % —p|REFRFFELAZFERFRT LR PEL () #EEFrd e
2006 -- Pro-Chancellor Dr. the Honourable Sir David Li Kwok-Po, University of Hong Kong,

confers Honorary University Fellowship upon Dr. James Tak Wu (left).
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