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Paulo Pong’s region-
specific shops are  
the latest additions to  
a vibrant and growing  
wine scene. 
by elin mcCoy

hong kong 
trendsetter

Importer and restaurateur 
Paulo Kin Yee Pong has been foment-
ing change in Hong Kong ’s rapidly 
evolving wine world for more than a 
decade, since he was 24. Now 35, he 
recently launched another innovative 
venture: regionally themed wine shops 
named Bordeaux Etc and Champagne 
Etc that are one more indication of what 
a sophisticated wine destination this 
city has become.

“The Etc stands for my idea of what 
a wine store should do: endear, tease, 
cultivate,” Pong said when I stopped 
by his high-rise office in November. In 
a hand-tailored dark suit and black-
rimmed glasses, Pong was getting 
ready for the December opening of the 
shops. Afternoons were spent on-site, 
tweaking architectural plans, check-
ing plastering and choosing which 
wines from his own extensive collec-
tion he would add to the inventory.

Want perfectly stored 1921 Pol Roger 
Champagne (HK$44,090, or US$5,680) 
or 1869 Chateau Lafite (HK$285,990)? 
Pong’s sleek, minimalist shops have 
them, along with in-house sommeliers, 
informational touchscreens and flasks 
with different types of wine scents, 
from violets to mushrooms to plums, 
for educational sniffing.

Hong Kong has long had a cote-
rie of Bordeaux collectors, but many 
bought their wine in London. When 
Pong started Altaya Wines, his import-
ing and distribution company, in 2001, 
the city was mostly about commercial 
wine brands, he says. “Not many whole-
salers featured small family estates 
from other regions” besides Bordeaux, 
he says. “That’s where I saw room for 
a new guy.” He began by sourcing top 
bottles exclusively for private clients.

Today, the city is Asia’s wine auc-
tion hub. And over the years, Pong has 
helped along some other wine-related 
trends: the popularity of New Zea-
land bottlings, the addition of Italian 
and California wines to restaurant 
lists and a boomlet in wine bars.

While studying engineering at Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology, 
Pong bought Bordeaux futures and set 
up wine tastings with his roommate. 
Later, when he met London wine critic 
Jancis Robinson and shared his inter-
est in getting to know more about the 
wine business, she recommended him 
to Christian Moueix of Bordeaux’s fa-
mous Chateau Petrus. During the 2000 
harvest, Pong got up every day at 5 a.m. 
to pick and sort grapes. A stint at Cha-
teau Cheval Blanc, another Bordeaux 
superstar, followed. He jokes that he 
learned the wine business from the 
dirt up.
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By 2003, Pong had signed exclusives 
with several brands such as Salon Cham-
pagne, making him the only source for 
the wines in Hong Kong. Altaya now has 
more than 100 exclusives, including 
Napa Valley’s Harlan Estate, among its 
inventory of 600,000 bottles. He sells 
mostly to private clubs and restaurants, 
though he still has some individual cli-
ents in both Hong Kong and on the 
mainland, where he’s opening an office.

“What really allowed us to expand,” 
Pong says, “was the abolishment of all 
import taxes on wine in February 2008 
and the rise of Chinese millionaires.” 
Since then, Altaya’s revenue has grown 
an average of 145 percent annually.

Pong keeps his own collection at 
Crown Wine Cellars, Hong Kong’s pio-
neering wine storage facility that 
opened in 2003. Created in underground 
bunkers that served as an ammunition 
depot during World War II, Crown helped 
devise the world’s only wine storage cer-
tification program, which verifies that 
proper temperature, humidity and 
management systems are in place.

Hong Kong’s lack of casual Euro pean-
style brasseries and wine bars where 

people could inexpensively sample a 
wide variety of wines prompted Pong 
and two friends to get into the res-
taurant business in 2006. Their Press 
Room Group now has five restaurants—
several with shiny Enomatic self-ser-
vice wine dispensers and one with a list 
of 100 whiskies—plus a chain of seven 
cafe wine bars that serve everything 
from breakfast to late-night snacks.

The day before my visit to Pong’s 

office, I stopped by PRG’s first Classified 
bar, on Hollywood Road. Sipping a rose 
from Provence, I checked out the quiet, 
rustic cheese room upstairs, where  
a group of 30-somethings were sharing  
a bottle of 2010 Argiano Non Confun-
ditur (HK$490) and a plate of cheeses.

Classified and the Press Room res-
taurant next door have triggered an 
influx of wine and spirits bars to this 
colorful road, which is home to antique 
shops, galleries and the Man Mo Tem-
ple, and to the surrounding neighbor-
hood in the city’s Central district.

Pong likes to share some of his oldest 
bottles with a small group of friends who 
call themselves the Monday Night Sup-
per Club. He wowed them a few years ago 
by serving a 1907 Champagne salvaged 
from a shipwreck off the Finnish coast.

Pong predicts that the wine scene in 
Hong Kong will get even more special-
ized. A shop focusing on Burgundy, the 
city’s latest craze, will be next. “When 
you do business here, you open Bor-
deaux,” he says. “When you entertain 
friends, you open Burgundy.”

hot sPots

berrys’ Fine Wine reserve at  
alFred dunhill  
(10 chater road, central)
exclusive and traditional; bespoke tastings
bbr.com/about/berrys-dunhill

bordeaux etC and ChamPagne etC 
(77 leighton road, causeway Bay;  
19 lyndhurst terrace, central)
900 bordeaux wines; 300 Champagnes
etcwineshops.com

la Cabane a vin  
(97 hollywood road, central)
Charming and passionate; the city’s first 
organic and biodynamic wine specialist
lacabaneavin.com.hk

shops

amo eno 
(1 harbour View st., central; 852-2954-9922) 
interactive touch tables; 80 by-the-glass 
wines, including screaming eagle; also has 
a retail shop

ClassiFied  
(seven locations)
Casual cafe atmosphere; cheese room; 
eight-page wine list
classifiedfood.com

tastings  
(27 and 29 Wellington st., central)
Cozy yet modern, with lots of blue neon;  
40 stellar wines, including harlan estate’s 
the maiden 
tastings.hk

Wine Bars


