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“Abalones, sea cucumbers, shark fins, fish maws” - no matter how we sequence
the “4 luxurious sea products” in Chinese cuisine, abalones always come first,
as saying goes, a bite of abalone is a bite of gold”. Crowned the finest delicacy in
Chinese food culture for centuries, abalones are sold at hard prices. The economic boom
of China since 1990s had increased the demand for abalones and brought a much wider
consumer spectrum. Southeast Asia is currently a vibrant abalone trading network, selling
abalones caught from all over the world. In this sophisticated trading network, Hong Kong
has the geographical and financial advantage to become the most important abalone trading
hub of the world, taking charge of most of the re-exports. At “Dried Seafood (Hoi-mei)

Street” in Sheung Wan, you get the most updated news and price flow of all kinds of dried
seafood. The street scene here reveals world’s economic changes.
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Abalones was a noble food since the ancient times. One of its admirers was Wang Mang, a courtier
in Western Han dynasty (206BC-AD25) who usurped the throne. In the Book of Han, when his was
besieged by the restoration troops, he was too distressed to eat but still craved for wine and abalones.
In Ming and Qing dynasties, abalone was one of the “eight treasures from the sea” (others being sea
cucumbers, shark fins, fish maws, mussels, dried scallops, fish lips and squids) - the top-graded imperial
food unshared by people other than emperors and high-ranked officials. “All-abalone banquets” were held
at the Qing palace. Officials from coastal cities paid tribute to the emperor by presenting dried abalones
along with other treasures. Higher officials would present larger abalones. For instance, first-rank officials
would present “1-headed” abalones, while the seventh-ranked presented “7-headed” abalones. (The
size of abalones is counted by “heads per catty”, while “1-headed” means that one catty contains one
abalone, “7-headed” is thus 7 times smaller. The former could be more than ten times pricier.)

Why is abalone widely treasured, despite the great disparity in Western and Chinese medicine?
Western medicine regards an abalone as protein-rich as an egg with no exceptional nutrition or beneficial
element. Chinese practitioners think quite the contrary. They highlight the morphology of the four
highly-priced seafood: sea cucumbers and shark fins symbolize male, which strengthen the aphrodisiac
organs; abalones and bird’s nests are feminine and may nourish the womb. In Chinese food culture,
abalones have long been praised as a precious food supplement, and an icon of authority and prosperity.
“Food is the god of life,” says the Chinese. Eating is not just for filling the stomach, but holds quite a
lot of cultural and symbolic meanings. That is why abalones are seldom absent from important Chinese
banquets. Ordinary families cannot afford to consume abalones daily, but when it comes to major feasts,
abalones are served on the table. Abalones are cooked in exquisite ways which may involve a few days
of preparation. They can be eaten raw, stewed in soups, steamed, deep fried or sautéed. Many hoi-mei
shops give out booklets with cooking instructions for consumers’ reference. However, fewer families
nowadays cook abalones by themselves. Instead, they consume canned abalones or simply enjoy the
chefs’ culinary art at hotel restaurants.
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From sea to shop
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In the shops of Hoi-mei Street in Sheung Wan, abalones are closely jostled on the shelves, and

you may sniff out a blended aroma of assorted hoi-meis and other dried foodstuffs. Abalones are
mainly gathered from Japan, South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, Korea and China. Yoshihama
“Deluxe” abalones and Amidori “Net” abalones from Japan top the wholesale price list by HK$10,000
to HK$30,000 per catty (~600gm), followed by wild abalones from South Africa at HK$3,000 per
catty. Australian abalones come third at HK$2,200 to HK$2,500, and the Chinese ones cost only
around HK$1,000.
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Yoshihama “Deluxe”
abalone with pierce holes
at front and at the back.
One vertical line is also
clearly seen in the middle.

BEMA
BEENS
Korean abalone
with distinctively
lifted shell muscle.
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South African abalone which is larger than common abalones.
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Both natural and farmed abalones are sold at Hoi-mei Street. Abalones caught in the wild are
mainly from Australia and South Africa. Wild abalones grow in 30-metre deep sea, on bedrocks

behind sea currents and fed on underwater algae. Their rarity and quality are reflected on the price.
Wild Australian abalones are slow-growing - it takes 8 years for an Australian abalone to grow to the
size of 1 kg. The Australian government is very concerned with their sustainability, and hence lines
up with stakeholders and imposes limits on catch volume. The yield of Australian wild abalones are
now stable at 5,000 tonnes per year, most of which are exported to Hong Kong and China. Yet in
many other countries abalones are overfished driven by lucrative profits. As a result wild abalones
are falling in numbers in recent years. Ecological disruption forges the toughest challenge to the
whole abalone industry.
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The lucrativeness of abalones has attracted more and more investors and traders. Apart from
buying and selling wild abalones, they also tap vigourously on rearing. Most of the imported farmed
abalones in Hong Kong are from China, where abalone rearing industry began after the economic
reform. Abalone aquaculture first succeeded in 1987 in Dalian, China. Since then, the abalone

yield multiplied instantly. The major abalone breeding grounds lie within Fujian and Dalian. With
winding coastline, healthy sea

and technological innovation,

B3R EMIRME R -

Attractive display of various dried abalones.

Fujian is a promising
abalone producing capital.
Innovative and experimental

RTEENSENRR -
hybridization improve the Abalones off the shelves are sold directly on the floor.

survival rate. 40,000 tonnes

of cultured abalones are now output by Fujian annually. “Five years
ago, it was Australian and New Zealand abalones which rule the
street. Chinese abalones only raised its flag in the last few years.
Now more than half of the abalones in my shop are from China,” an
abalone wholesaler in the Sheung Wan Dried Seafood Street told
me. According to Hong Kong’s Census and Statistics Department,
amount of Chinese abalones entering Hong Kong have increased
10 fold during the decade of 2001 to 2010.
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Dried abalones ready for sale in a wholesale shop; on top is a

traditional bottom-tight abacus used in the Hoi-mei industry. 087
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The popularity and prices of different kinds of abalone changes
over time, so does the entire dried seafood industry. “Change” is the

catchphrase of hoi-mei shop owners in Sheung Wan. Fifty years ago in the
same place, hoi-mei traders play more well-defined roles of importers, wholesalers and retailers.
Now almost all shops operate multiple business modes. Most of them are retail shops, with doors
wide open and goods tidily displayed to attract customers. Only a few large shops still attach to
the old operation style.

Agents were the great commanders on the Dried Seafood Street in the 1970s. They had control
of the product source, so they could stock up huge amount of goods and distribute to wholesalers.
Since sellers in different countries make much more contacts with each other in the information age,
sources of goods are how accessible to importers and wholesalers. They build up commercial channels
directly with overseas producers or even establish their own factories over there. An abalone shop
owner said, “Larger shops on this street have their own abalone-raising factories in the mainland.
The abalones are then sent to Hong Kong for processing.” Increased market demand brings keener
competition in this industry. Operators have to make frequent visits to the yielding grounds to
familiarize themselves with the local market in search of good abalone producers, or to supervise
the production processes. Owners on the
Hoi-mei Street are all experts. They have
many insightful stories about the industry
to tell. Besides changing operating
modes, how we consume abalones
have also changed over time. Operators
need to research and work out on new
products, for instance, tightly-sealed cans
or preserving freshness in pre-packed
abalones.
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Hoi-mei wholesalers cluster at W A N
Bonham Strand West.
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Lunar New Year is about to come, and Hoi-mei Street welcomes
its annual peak with waves of people.

Market competition never ceases. The
shopkeepers’ race never stops. What remains
unchanged, however, is the bondage in the
community and “faith”. Nearly half of the shops
are family business in which sons succeed fathers. They are passionate when talking about what they have gone
through on this street. Uncle Cheung, in his 70s, is still hired as the Sales Manager. “I have worked in this street for
more than 40 years, and my boss had known me when his dad started the shop,” said Uncle Cheung. Most of the
staff are over 50 years old. They had devoted their golden years to this street. It is a common for staff of the entire
shop to have lunch together at one table. They are proud of their professionalism, with “credibility” always on top
priority. “I grew up on this street and used to watching my father doing business. How we do it is as simple as one
word: Faith.” It was “Faith” that anchors the Hong Kong abalone market in the decades of volatility, and holds firm
the industry for its steady growth today. »‘é’
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In the morning with only few pedestrians, abalones

are bathed under the sun on the road before the shops.
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