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The Lions Stare
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MMark Pi came to the United States in 1972 with $50 in

his pocket. Today, he overseas a Chinese food empire

that's exploring nevw culinary territories.

Doesnt it seem bke Mark Pi's
been rather quiet baeh? After all,
it's been quite awhile since
Codumbuis has seen him doing his
world-record I1I1|N.|]Edfl115tirlﬁ
sung on the news. Bot this bowoer
profile has allowed him o con-
centrate on strengthening his
nbche in the restaurant business
like never before: He's exper-
menting with new Chinese restau-
mant concepts, furlously franchis-
ing the one he's almady perfec-
&d, and forging into new markets
Dot be surprised if a Mark Pi's
Express opens on 4 COMEr NEar
you, or if you suddenly find his
food in, say, an airport 0 ancther
part of the country,

Sure, he admis, when the -
wation calls for it, he'll don the
kitchen uniform and defend his
record for the cameras. (T per-
form like a tmined monkey in a
chef's hat,” he jokes. “Anything
for the business.”) But dght now,
those antics will haove to wait, The
man |5 riding a wave of populari-
1y that's seen Asian fast-fooxd unis
increase pationally st an annual
clip of 20 percent, one of the
fastest in the inchastry,

Pt came to the United Stages

with the modest ambition of mak-
ing enough money as a chef o
send for his wife and new son,
but soon adjusted his goal. He
wasn'l @ neweomer 0 the busi-
ness; he'd worked in restaumnts
in Korea, Talwan and Japan
before arriving in Chicago in 1972
with $5%0 in his pocket. Pul none
of that experence hinted 3t what
lay ahead, Fi's tenacity, willing:
ness po gamble with new kdeas
and knack for gening people 10
talk about him has resulied in o
chain of more than 70 franchised
Chinese restaurants i e fasg-
food, camyout, buttet and formal-
dining markets and a fast-growing
manufacturing and instirutional
food divisin. Total system sales
m 1992, according o the private
company, were more than $44
mllic.

1 came 0 America because
my cousin said there were oppor-
pities unlike any known in
Taiwan or Korea,” says Pi. "My
dream wis 0 OWn 4 festaurant,
bt afler 1 came o II:IL'i-::lm el
saw {chains} with thouwsands of
restxirans under the same nadme,
I believed there were posailyilities

0 make Chinese dining svailable

on a big scale, if [ could make
the cooking process easher From
location to location. The compa-
ny is sl only 4 small percentage
of all Chinese restaurants in
Amefica, bur some day it will be
the McDwonald's of the business.”

A wiilitarian conference mble
in his simple Hilliard office
sharply contrass with the beight
red gates and gold lions that
adorn the China Gate dining
room on the other side of the
wall. But the 48-year-old Pi, who
ofternt pokes fun of his fracoped
English, brings the rmom 1o [#e as
he pecalls the wps and downs of
turning 3 oosely managed fmily
COMpAnY into 3 Gghler organiza-
thon that now oversees ceniralized
manufaciuring Tacilities and
licensees in five states

Life on the Move

Pi's knowledge within his
industry comes from years of
sampling kitchen management
and menu styles domes Asin and
the Undied States. Bom n Korea
i Chinese parents |.|p|'ru1|HI .
ing World War [I, Pi was
emdowed A‘.I..'|!|' with a strong

COLeMBES C.E O

work ethic
of his
FuAingE
trade, and be began peeling garlc
nnd onions in 0 restnurant in
Seoul at sge 2. A reliable and
mnovative  worker, he =on
worked his way up to noodle
mzker—a boring job be says e
made interesting by challenging
himsell to produce more than the
day before.

Pi stayed in Seoul, practicing
cooking and karae (he holds 2
thind-degree black bel) until he
wis 21; then he moved o Osaka
Japan, and later to Talpel,
Taiwan, whene he served a three-
year apprenticeship and achieved
his rrester chel s He doesnt
have a format diploma from a
prestigiows culinary instinatbon:
*Apprenticeship and hard work
makes a better school,” he says,
*Learning karate tagght me disci-
pline and enjoyment i mastering
something. 1wy 1o approach
cooking, and then business, from
some of those lessons.”

In 1972, Pi's beother-in-law,
Frank Roo, convinced Pi b move
1w Chicago and help with his

Althoagh Ti lost both
parents when ho was
posking was the Tamilvs

restaurant Pi left his life savings
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arid voung son m wife Lily's care,
hoping to send for them soon
When he arrived, he found the
Mandarin House on Clark Streel
struggling. Pi encouraged Roo o
replace the usual Americanized
fare like chop suey and egg foo
vong with his own Mandarin
recipes. The immigrant also

“(Our) company is still only a small

percentage of all Chinese restaurants in

1erica, but some day it will be the

McDonald’s of the business.”
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Within three months, sales had
improved, and with $14,000 bar
rowed from friends and a local
bank. Pi bought the place. He
exiended the restaurant's hours,
improved the service, and, in
another three months, tripled s
business and paid back his loan in
full
Yet Pi wasn't satisfied. Within
10 meonths, Mandarin
House, which seated
40, was too small, so
be mowed into u lag-
er establishment fur-
ther north, nedr
Skoloe. Relying large-
ly on word-of-mouth
endorsement, the T-
seat spol flourished
He then staned 2 sec-
ol restaurznt, which
segited 1), in Sprimg-
foeld, TH., and says he
slept about three
hours a night while
managing hath sites,
But he couldnt stay busy
enough to squelch missing his
family. He admits be was tempt-
ed to move back 1o be with
them, but was driven to stay by
a Chinese: proverb that remains
his primary business lepet
‘Master the job and dont come
b il e wonrk s done,” Pi

says, “A man loses face If he
leaves the job unfinished.” When
the family was reunited in Chicago
in 1977, Pi says. 1 Felt relieved. |
had done what | was expeded o
do”

Shordy afier they arrived, Pi
sold both restaurants and took his
family on the road, scouring the
United States for the right location
1 launch & new restaurant chain
Thiey coversd 40,000 mades in eight
months, Pi says, ale in every
Chinese establishmient they could
find and coffected “a wurnk full of
menus.” They wanted & market
with affordable real estate and a
population apen 10 new food con-
cepts; they finally settled on
Todedcr as the siie of the first Chira
Gate: gounmet restaurant in 1975,

An Ohio Dynasty

With very few Chinsse restau-
rants in 5 200-mile radius, Pi says,
nngl Lily working hard al his side,
business boomed
were go long that | had o put o

“Whaiting lines

ILlLI.!Lﬂl.lI.‘ﬂk:L'I.’ m ﬂlE‘ restrooms o

customers could hear thelr names
called,” he laughs. “There are
always new challenges 1o ninning
the company, and that doesn't
albow me 0 think much abow the
old davs. (But) | remember i was

v work.”

In addstion to referrals from
happy customers, Pi brought anen-
thon 1o his company by per
forming what he calis his
'|r||_||'|k|:-5' s == har

15, the noodle-making

Mg He firss exrmed

a  place In

Guinness Book of

World Records for
noodle-making {mose

the




liked the old China Gae's extensive menu.
The changes just didn't work, and the compa-
ny had borrowed a lot for remodeling and
restruchiring. [hllilnlhm‘d:!pn:ﬁ:lnd
get Invaolved In the day-to-day operations
again 1o show customers that the old China
Gate was back " He even spert $10,000 for a
new fish pond. It was a oostly miscaloulation,
and 1989 was 4 rebullding yesr—one that's
dhanged the way Pi looks 2t growth today.
“Even though the compsny moves more
aggressively than ever, [ sy muach coser o
company direction,” says PL <] am more con-
servative &t watching overtsead. cash low.”
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S aﬁm
His S
mw'tmﬂnllrﬂmrlﬂh
his yupples. altogether. A reorganized marage-
ment team incledes new blood that brings
experience within the industry. Newcomer
Larry Ul Pi's direcior of marketing, brings
mawe than 10 years' work with Godfather's
Pizza and Seanbe-based Skipper's seafood
restsurmnis; Bill Dolin, who worked his way
up through the Rax sysiem. stasied with Mark
Pi a8 a consubtant and & now vice president of
[franchise sales. Executive Vice President Keith

Lowery, however, has been with Mark Pi for

Is what he means,” says Ul “When he gets
an idea, he will not forget i anifl he's tried "
Il it doesn’t work, however, he's not afradd o
sxy 80 and move on o another peoject.

And PFi's entrepreneurial success hasn't
gone unnoticed. Endraprensur magarine bas
recognized his chain = g top franchise oppor-
funity, and he was a fralia for ene of Be.
Mmugarine's ﬁ'ﬁmﬁm—dﬂh:-'{'m awurds
in june. Most recenily, be was named Role
Model af the Year at The Ohio Smle
I'niversity during the celehration of Astan
ok,

In 1977, Pi and his
family covered
40,000 miles in eight
months, ate in every
Chinese restaurant
they could find,

and collected “a

trunk full of menus.”

Dytsde work, Pi enjoys deep sea Tehing
and reading mystericsin  English nmd
Chingse, Time with his feslly is abso s prios
tr. Although his dosghter; Re-Rely, nnd
yomnger son Ko-MNan, are b young to know
whiat they will pumsse when ey ger older,
lirst-bom Kogen, now & junior at QSL, is
majoeing in hotel and restaurant management
“Hie has alwuys uken an interest in the resiau-
rani busiress and works mone and more with
the company,” siys his dad.

Fi maintains ties with his Far East horftage
by making af least ane wrip back o Konea
each year io [ast for two weeks “Ws an age-
old way to cleanse the hody and mind,” he
says. "It allows you m get fd of the old con-
cerns that limit you and stan again with @
dean view and a new discipline 1o gt the job
in yoour life accomplished "3
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than 4,000, by handd, in less than
8 mimse) in 1961, and has offi-
clally defended the title several
times. He's spun the noodles on
Japanese natlonal televislon,
taken on a team of Quisenan-
wiehding chefs (snd won) and
hroke his own recond at the
Empire State Building  last
Outisher, He's also whipped up
eyt Polls srmaller than an inch and
ax g 3 9 pounds. Whether in
i of the cromads, or mingling
with painns m his dindng pooms,
Te's o shwwmmin,

Behind the scenes, Pi seadily
e restaurants in other cities,
often entering bocations where
other restaurants had fafled. By
1962, he had opened China Gates
in Monroe, Mich., and Findluy,
Ohio, and ==t his sights on what
would booome his new and cur-
rent headguaners, “The Hilliard
site was available in H2," sys
“and the whole Columbus area
didn't have a Chincse mestaurant
serving gourmet Mandarin food. 1
saw the advantage of being M
in town and opened lite that
year. By 1984, | had opened two
more China Gates in Columbus,
and Columbus Monrbly had
alrecy voled s Test’ tao times,
We madde it our permanent busi-
ness home by 1985.°

Since then, Pi has cxperiment-
ed with different niches, Bunch-
ing, among other concepts, his
first Fast-food ventune, Mark Pis
Anclent Wok, and Mark Pl's
Casual [Muing. Alhough the |-
ter, aimed a1 winning the TGI
Frichy's crowd, fuiled 1o mie off
in 1968, the fast-food skde, with
fits simpler menus and lower
prices, has quickly oupaced his
other restaumnts. There are now

45 Mark Pi Express undis, 26 full-
service China Gates, and four
Feast of the Dragons—Pi's new
buffet-style venture—scattened
throughoot Ohio, Indiana,
Pennuylvania, Michigan and
Virginia. With the exception of
the wholly owned Hilliand China

Gate, all restauranis are elther

“They didn't like the new
direction at all,® says PL “They

franchised, licensed
or joinl venfures. Pi
capects units o
open in Missouri
and Minnesota by
the end of this
mwrih,

Pi's experiment
with the casual din-
ing concept in 1968
proved 1o be the
toughest time for
the young compa-
ny. *1 wok a step
hack from the busi-
ness  and  hired
some  others 1o
bring China Gate
maore  into  the
funsre,” he soys, His
new flock of man-
agers—yupples, as
he calls them—oon-
cluded that diners
were intirmidated by
China Gate's fuxe-
doed walters and
white tablecloths,
They redesigned the
Hilliard  dining
room, removed the
trackemark fish pond
and simplified the
once-slately hard-

¥ .
Cooking Up Efficiency

“Food manufscTuring 8 the secret wespon of our business” says Mark Pi of
the centralized kitchen system that serves mary of his restsrants and burgeon-
imyz imstitutional food sales, *Cooking authentic Chinese from scratch is tme-con-
surning and an an for real chefs that s lmied by the number of Chinese chefs
in any city.”

Pi began his caneer as @ chef specializing in dishes of northemn and contrl-
western China, and he continues o oversee the recipes for his gourmet, fast-
food and buffet restavmngs. And to make & casier for his owners and managens,
restaurants are supplied largely by a central company-owned commissary thar
prowides better quality control. A 22, 000-square-foot Eacility houses 60 employess
who prepare and pack met products, sauces and egg molls,

“We do it for consistent flavor from one Mark P’ 10 another,” sy B "No
other Chinese chain does or is ahle 1o do this, becase no other chain has my
recipes, Al our Expresses, we cun tmin o new oook quickly because the ingredi-
enls heave no guess work A liihe more sali? No, A Hile more garic® No, At
China Gate, whene cooking s more involved, the oook still has a varety of hase
sauces and meats from our commissany o make for 3 shomer leaming ounve.”

Success with the commissary |s opening new markets for the company,
Gordon Foods and Sysoo, major whokesale food distibutons to the restaurant
incustry, are having Mask Pi producs put under their own labels; Hallmark, a
coniract international food service that focuses on college campus dorms and
cifeterias, i sl incofporiting Mark Pi products, Add 1o that P negotiations
with Marriott, a major supplier to hotels, sirports and aidines, and you begin i
see the vast potential for Mark Pi International’s supply side. In addition. ARA
Services-owned Supreme Court, which focuses on superstones like K-Man and
Wal-Mart, will soon include Mark P as Orbental supplier to it ethnie food couns,
which include Godfather's Phom and Chi-Chi's. And 1o reach diners and con-
sumers simubtaneously, P recently announced constnsction of Mark Pi's Expres
units insicde two local Big Bear siores. The smaller, 12- o 15-seat undis will camry
a line: of refrigerated Mark Pi products, in addition 1o the Express menu ilems, &
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