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[Begin Frank Ma Interview] 

 

00:00:04 

Kate Medley:  This is Kate Medley interviewing Frank Ma in the living room of his home in 

Dunwoody, Georgia. Today is May 9, 2010. And so Mr. Ma, I’ll get you to introduce yourself 

and I’ll just hold this [microphone] right in front of you. 

 

00:00:22 

Frank Ma:  Yeah, my name is Frank Ma. I came from Taipei, Taiwan, in 1972, and settled 

down in Atlanta, Georgia. The reason why I came here because 1970, 1971, I was on a business 

trip here. I fell in love, this is a relaxing place, so that’s the reason why I decided to immigrate 

here.  

00:00:45 

 In Taiwan I was doing an import/export business for 10 or 11 years and very successful. 

But when I came to here, as far as the buyer, how am I supposed to make a living here? So I 

decided to go into the restaurant business and so I was lucky at the time. I had the first northern 

Chinese restaurant to open in Atlanta in 1973. It’s called Peking Chinese Restaurant in the 

northeast part of Buford Highway. I went there and applied for a job. They said what you can 

do? What do you know about a restaurant business, the owner asked me? I said, well I don’t 

know nothing but I can do a lot of things. He looked at me and said well you’re pretty honest. 

And he took me. And it take(d) me a little bit – one day I was working as a dishwasher, mopping 

floors, kitchen help, do the fryer, do lots of kinds of work and then about six or seven months 

[later], moved me to the front as a waiter. That’s the reason why I learned the whole system of 
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the restaurant and how it worked. Otherwise I don’t know nothing before that.  That’s where I 

got my start. [Laughs] 

 

00:02:01 

KM:  Let’s go back. Tell us again where and when you were born. 

 

00:02:07 

FM:  Yeah, I was born in Northeast China. It’s called in Kailu, a kind of small village in--now 

it’s the Liaoning Province. Our family lived in the area that’s called Inner-Mongolia. That’s what 

it is. And I was born there. I went to first grade over there and then the Civil War started and we 

have to run because my father was working for the Chiang Kai-shek government staying over 

there, a big shot, so we had to run. So we run to Cheng De City small hometown to Beijing City 

and lived there for a while and then run to Tienjing and then Shanghai and then to Nanjing who 

is the capital at that time. So I had been living there, studied there, go in the second grade over 

there. All the sudden the Ho Minh in China – it fell apart. So we have to run all the way to Taipei 

Taiwan. I was nine years-old and got in Taipei Taiwan.  

00:03:19 

 Unfortunately my father went back to China for the government to do some work. I don’t 

know. Quite honestly I was too young to know that. On his way back to Taiwan the ship 

wrecked. He died from there. So— 

 

00:03:37 

KM:  What was your father’s profession? 
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00:03:39 

FM:  Actually I haven't quite understand. He was just working for the government doing some 

kind of budget control or something. And worked for the legislature. It’s like the same as 

Congress or something like that. 

00:03:59 

 So in 1949 he passed away, January 27th. 

 

00:04:05 

KM:  And you were how old? 

 

00:04:06 

FM:  I was nine years old, almost, actually eight and a half. And I got one brother, two years 

older than me, and then three younger sisters. So the family all the sudden just – pango – it’s a 

disaster. So my mama at that time probably was only 32 years old. So we really had suffering 

and then we have to – all four of us, the younger ones just still holding – mama still feeding, 

breast feeding at that time, so we all went to the orphanage. 

 

00:04:45 

KM:  You went to the orphanage? 

 

00:04:47 

FM:  Yeah, for five years. 

 

00:04:49 

KM:  All five of you? 
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00:04:49 

FM:  Four. The younger one was too young.  

 

00:04:53 

KM:  Four of you. 

 

00:04:55 

FM:  Well for four years until me and my brother all graduated from the orphanage. It’s like an 

elementary school graduate--but living there, boarding there, everything is in there. 

 

00:05:04 

KM:  Where did your mother go? 

 

00:05:08 

FM:  My mother, I don’t know. She was fighting and she tried to get some kind of money from 

the shipping company, whatever line company – tried to get the money and didn’t get it. They 

were just little at that time. That’s almost no government. [Laughs] It just was a chaotic period 

of time you know. So we been suffering in Taiwan for a lot until we all graduated from the 

orphanage school, me and my brother, and then the other two sisters were pulled out. 

 

00:05:42 

KM:  What do you mean pulled out? 

 

00:05:44 
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FM:  They won't stay there no more because me and my brother were graduated from there and 

we go to the regular school. At that time it was government a little bit assistance kind of granted, 

yeah, so we just started. Mama started at that time. Chiang Kai-shek was in charge of the 

government and then put my mama working for the Congress – start of it, the whole thing is 

going to get better, that’s it, but the whole young childhood, it is terrible, yeah. [Laughs] 

00:06:21 

 After I graduated from National Taiwan University. I was majoring in Economics; that’s 

the number one university, just like Harvard here. So I graduated from there. I was doing an 

import/export for 11 years. I’ve been traveling around the world, been to Saudi Arabia, 

Indonesia, Thailand, everywhere just about.  

 

00:06:48 

KM:  What were you importing and exporting and who were you—? 

 

00:06:51 

FM:  Import PVC to make the electric wire and cable and that kind of things and some sundries, 

toys, all that kind of things that do the export – electric fans, it just about everything you can 

make money. That’s what I was doing there for 11 years. And then we find the chance to come 

to the United States. That’s why I decided to come because I had been here twice, I loved it. I 

had been to San Francisco, Chicago, New York and everything but I don’t think I like the place, 

so we just picked up Atlanta and we came to the here and settled down. And at that time [in 

1973] it’s the first time Taiwan was [taken] out of the United Nation. That was Taiwan’s big 

shock. They said, oh lord, we were not born there. The Taiwanese come to consider me an 

outsider, so we have to run at that time. That’s when we came to here. It’s a political region a 
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little bit. Actually Taiwan is pretty nice now. It’s hard to tell if you made a good move or not. If I 

was in Taiwan now I might be a billionaire, big shot. If I was coming here and working my butt 

off and tired, exhausted, you know the restaurant business. Yeah, even I keep it now it’s okay. If 

that’s the way you’re doing it’s okay. But compared to the people living over there the level, you 

know, just different. You don’t have to work that hard in Taiwan – the homeland and it’s 

different. 

 

00:08:35 

KM:  Tell me more about your mother.  

 

00:08:38 

FM:  Yeah, my mother is a high school graduate. At that time and her age that’s not--that’s a 

[inaudible]. Most of the Chinese housewives are just stay at home and not educated, just 

illiterate. My mama is pretty good. So she got married to my father and they had five children 

and then she lost her husband early – at 32 years old.  It was just rough for her. Plus Taiwan at 

that time entered the Civil War period of time you know. It make it very rough at times for her. 

So we respected her a lot. She was buried. A few years ago she passed away in 2006. 

[Emotional]  We buried her over at Green Lawn over in Alpharetta over there, way out by the 

[inaudible] up there [inaudible] around her.  

00:09:44 

 As a matter of fact, Saturday morning, yesterday morning we were there for Mother’s 

Day. We obviously remember her. [Emotional] I miss my mama. She sacrificed. She could of 

remarry some other big shot in Taiwan to have a better life. She didn’t do it. The reason why she 



Frank Ma 
  

©Southern Foodways Alliance                                                                           www.southernfoodways.org 
 

8 

didn’t do it is because [my father died]. [Emotional] Her darling she said she—her children 

[inaudible].  

 

00:10:47 

KM:  She came over here to the United States? 

 

00:10:50 

FM:  Yeah, I was the first one. They all followed on my heels, my brother, his wife, my three 

younger sisters, they all came after ’78, ’79,’92. They all come here and become—. My second 

sister she is married to a Chinese guy in Hong Kong, so she’s been living in Hong Kong for 20-

25 years until 1992 because they feel the pressure of the 100 years of Hong Kong being returned 

back to China possession so they decided to come here. So I filed the immigration paperwork 

and got them here in 1992. So from then the whole family is all here. 

00:11:49 

 So and my mama always wanted them to come over here, so I do the paperwork to get 

them all here, so she was happy with what I was doing for the family. That’s all the immigration 

– your first one comes here and then they all follow the first ones here – all come over here. 

Yeah, that’s it. I’ve been sacrificing a lot. When they got here – they take everything for granted. 

I got to take care of them.  

 

00:12:15 

KM:  Your brother and sisters? 

 

00:12:15 
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FM:  Oh yeah, that was very rough. The second sister, I don’t have to take care of her because 

her husband was pretty rich in Hong Kong and got a lot of money here, so she’s okay. The rest I 

have to take care of. The Hunan Restaurant I have to open in Sandy Springs in 1975 was very 

successful. And then when I opened the China Royal and close to the Buckhead area on Roswell 

Road, I just gave the restaurant to my brother. A lot of people offer big money to buy it but I 

can’t because my brother – they got to have a place to make a living. My mama depended on 

that. That’s what I did. 

00:13:04 

 My other sister was training in the restaurant and I said you’ve got to go out to work. If 

you’re here, you work here. You just have to be a part of the boss, you know and that makes it 

pretty hard. That’s the way I run the business. You come in here, I train you for three months and 

then you got to go out. You’re my sister or what, I don’t care about that. But you go out and if 

you want to, open a restaurant, do something, asking for some technical support, yes, no 

problem. I fully support it, even financially, so that’s what I did. I lent them money to open it and 

when they make money, they pay me back with no interest, no problem. That’s what I did, yeah. 

 

00:13:41 

KM:  Family. 

 

00:13:41 

FM:  Yeah, family that’s what it’s been to. Chinese are kind of family-oriented and very close 

and very tight. Even right now we have four brothers and sisters all here. The younger one is 

living a partial time in LA because her husband is working for the big Chinese kind of movie 

director, so he got to travel to China a lot. So she’s living there. We’re four here. At least once a 
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week we get together and eat and talk. Yeah, because for this age – the youngest one is 63 now 

of my brothers and sisters.  

 

00:14:17 

KM:  And how old are you? 

 

00:14:18 

FM:  I’m 70. 

 

00:14:20 

KM:  You’re 70. 

 

00:14:20 

FM:  My brother is 72. And then two years apart, so we all get together. I said well I get all the 

children because it’s a blessing. Our age, brothers, sisters you know stay in one town and got 

good relationship and always chatting and eating together. That’s nice. It’s nice. We enjoy it. 

 

00:14:45 

KM:  You were talking about y'all coming together and eating together regularly. Can you tell 

me a bit about the food traditions in your home as a child? 

 

00:14:55 

FM:  Yeah. I was born in China, Northeast China, so my food traditions is said to be Northeast 

Region food. It’s called Peking style. Peking style, the area is pretty big. It is the whole part of 
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Northeast China. That’s where we grow(ed) up. Everything is overcooked, just about 

overcooked. We don’t like sugar, not nothing sweet. That’s the reason we never had a very good 

sweet dessert in Chinese food. Only glazed banana or that kind of thing, which that’s the family 

way over there. We eat(ed) that. After I married and get in Taiwan the whole thing is different 

now.  

 

00:15:45 

KM:  When you were a child would your mother cook or would you—? 

 

00:15:48 

FM:  My mother cooked. Mama cooking is the family tradition. Mama is pretty creative. She 

does a lot in the Northeast regional kind of food. She’s a very smart lady and good gourmet 

cook. Yeah, we just learned from her. I never got in the kitchen, no, to be honest with you before 

I started my restaurant business here. I never going into a restaurant before, no. 

 

00:16:15 

KM:  What was your mother’s specialty in the kitchen? 

 

00:16:19 

FM:  Well just my family cooking really to be honest with you— pastries number one. The 

Chinese pastry, the noodles, the dumplings, excellent. We all love it. Always--mama’s cooking is 

always the best, always the best. We love it, yes. 

 

00:16:38 
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KM:  Would your family have dinner together each night? 

 

00:16:40 

FM:  Not tonight. We’re going to have dinner together this coming Tuesday. 

 

00:16:45 

KM:  But when you were a child? 

 

00:16:46 

FM:  Oh yeah, yeah, always. 

 

00:16:50 

KM:  And so tell us what might have been a typical dinner. 

 

00:16:52 

FM:  Typical dinner is – we’re talking about typical dinner or we’re talking about the 

Chinese New Year dinner? That’s a family – we all get together and eat together. For a 

typical dinner, you got to have the dumpling. It’s a boiled dumpling. The reason why you 

have to boil your dumpling – it’s good luck, a good sign – the shape of the dumpling is like 

a Chinese old time currency. That mean you’re eating your money. You got to get all the 

money in you. You get all the money you can. And also the New Year’s Eve everybody got 

their watch the day over – the midnight because at midnight January 1st and then you got 

to eat all the dumplings. The family together eats the dumplings and the next year you’ll be 

rich. That’s family tradition.  
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00:17:40 

 So families at New Year’s – mama always makes it trying to fried the kind of 

meatball and make the big soup and also have fresh ham, fresh ham and that’s a soy sauce 

– simmered and it’s very over-cooked, soft, very nice. To whatever Chinese napa is the best 

vegetable we can feed in Chinese food. We--we-- 

 

00:18:08 

KM:  What is it? 

 

00:18:10 

FM:  Because see the napa is the king of the vegetables. We love it. No matter how you cook it 

it’s delicious.  

 

00:18:15 

KM:  Napa? 

 

00:18:18 

FM:  Napa, you know the Chinese cabbage, the big one? Yeah, that’s what we love. So that’s 

about it. 

 

00:18:26 

KM:  Where would your mother get the food for your dinner? Did she go out to the market each 

day? 

 

00:18:29 
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FM:  Oh yeah, you have to go to the market, not each day. No, you don’t have – that’s not 

convenient. And in Northeast China it’s pretty cold. We don’t have refrigeration. Everything 

you’re making, we always put it in the cellar down in the basement. That’s nice and cool. 

Whatever you cook they put in there. That’s a natural refrigerator. All frozen solid [Laughs]. I 

remember that, yeah. I remember that kind of thing, yeah. 

00:19:02 

 We eat a lot of grain food, not the white rice. No, you can't afford to eat that kind of rice 

there but in the Northeast China if you eat the rice it’s during the holidays.  

 

00:19:17 

KM:  Special occasions? 

 

00:19:19 

FM:  Yeah, right and the rest of it we eat some kind of different grains. I don’t know how to call 

that type of grains. And after I got in Taiwan the whole thing is different. You got your culture 

mixed – other regions. In Taiwan that’s everybody from Shanghai, from Southern, from 

Northern, you know. Everybody gets together and we eat whatever it is.  

 

00:19:42 

KM:  You went to Taiwan for school? 

 

00:19:45 

FM:  Yeah, I started second grade. 
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00:19:47 

KM:  Okay. 

 

00:19:49 

FM:  And then in Taiwan we eat a lot of different regions’ foods. And the Northeast China is 

Szechuan, spicy Szechuan. The Hunan it’s very spicy. And then the Shanghai and the Zhechiang 

Province that’s the east coast area. That’s a Shanghai cuisine and then in the South they have a 

Phu Cantonese cuisine. The Cantonese cuisine is a very famous Chinese cuisine. It is well in Can 

Tho Province anything with four legs, two legs, anything on the ground you can eat except the 

table and chairs. [Laughs] 

 

00:20:29 

KM:  Except what? 

 

00:20:30 

FM:  Except table and chairs [Laughs]. They’ll eat anything. Lots of things I can't handle that. I 

was in Hong Kong one time, my sister took me to eat and [she said] oh this is good. Here why 

don’t you try it? Don’t ask me, go try it, it’s delicious. After that she told me – it’s snake. Oh my 

lord [Laughs]. Well it’s delicious but I can't handle that. Everything, porcupine – everything, on 

the street. You can see they killed it right behind the market – fresh. They’re selling that –

interesting. 

00:21:06 

 As a matter of fact, I have a friend who just went back to China about two weeks, this 

American Jewish, it’s Steve Drucker anyway. He went back there for business. Before he go into 
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China he asked me where should I eat? I told him where to go. Oh he loved it. So, that’s in Hong 

Kong and Quang Chow the same thing – or that same kind of thing. So that’s interesting. In 

Shanghai cuisine it’s more on the sweet side, more on the – what’s called – braised, the braised – 

stewed, yeah, like salty, sweet. That’s my wife’s family. I cook a lot of Shanghai cuisines for her 

because I learned it from my father-in-law. My father-in-law is a great cook. 

00:21:55 

 When we married, the first year we always eat(ed) with their family – with my mother 

and my father-in-law – my parents-in-law. Every night we’d go there to eat. I enjoyed it so I 

started to learn from there. I enjoyed the cooking, you know that’s fine. I love it. 

 

00:22:12 

KM:  Where did you meet your wife? 

 

00:22:14 

FM:  In Taiwan. As a matter of fact at a Christmas celebration, the Christmas. In Taiwan, China, 

the Chinese celebrate the Christmas – ask a girl to go out for a dance overnight.  

 

00:22:27 

KM:  You asked her to the dance? 

 

00:22:28 

FM:  Yeah, and then it started from there. We started dating. [Laughs] Interesting. I was a senior 

in college. She was a freshman at that time. Not at the same school, not the same school, yeah. 

 



Frank Ma 
  

©Southern Foodways Alliance                                                                           www.southernfoodways.org 
 

17 

00:22:42 

KM:  So how did you get introduced to her? 

 

00:22:45 

FM:  Well I was in love with dancing. I was a good dancer you know at that time. [Laughs] So 

she loved that. 

 

00:22:57 

KM:  She had her eye on you on the dance floor? 

 

00:22:58 

FM:  That’s right and it start from the day after we met and we danced overnight and got a pretty 

good, you know, atmosphere, you know hey. I thought it was just a one-night stand and that kind 

of thing. Well two or three months later she called me, hey. I said no, no, no. I’m scared to call 

you. I thought you might turn me down or that kind of thing. I was very shy at that time. I said 

okay. And we started from there. We started to keep dating. We dated eight years to get married. 

So from this year it comes – after I get acquainted with her and then marry and now this year it’s 

exactly 50 years. 

 

00:23:38 

KM:  Congratulations. 

 

00:23:41 

FM:  Same one girl. Thank you. [Laughs] Interesting. 
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00:23:44 

KM:  So you were 20 when you met? 

 

00:23:46 

FM:  Twenty-one. Almost twenty-one. Not quite twenty-one yet. 

 

00:23:51 

KM:  And she was? 

 

00:23:51 

FM:  She was not quite 17 yet. Yeah she was a very young lady, a charming lady. She had a 

great outgoing personality. She enjoyed dancing and I was dancing. You know, at that time 

they considered me a king of dancing - of ballroom dance you know. Now I don’t do that 

very well but as a matter of fact now, every Tuesday night we go to the restaurant called 

Bo-Bo Garden on Buford Highway.  Every Tuesday night we have a bunch of people, 

probably 20 or 30 people will get together eating, singing karaoke and dancing every 

Tuesday. 

 

00:24:28 

KM:  Wow. 

 

00:24:30 

FM:  That’s a big part of our social life and it’s good exercise and that’s what we’ll be doing. 



Frank Ma 
  

©Southern Foodways Alliance                                                                           www.southernfoodways.org 
 

19 

 

00:24:39 

KM:  And where in China is your wife from? 

 

00:24:41 

FM:  She was born in Shanghai. She considers herself a native of Zhejiang Province, the same 

hometown as Chiang Kai-shek was born. Yeah, the same hometown. 

 

00:24:53 

KM:  And you said that you admired her family’s cuisine? 

 

00:24:57 

FM:  That’s right. Their family cooking is considered the Shanghai and Zhejiang Province 

region cuisine. And it’s kind of on the sweet side but I love it. I love it you know. And you—

periodically you would change your appetite, you know, change your taste. That’s been changed. 

I mean I can take all kinds. I love spicy food also. Now she doesn’t like it. She hates garlic. She 

hates ginger and that kind of thing. But I will be married almost 50 years and she says okay, now 

I can take a little bit [of spice] now. I love spicy. She doesn’t like it too spicy but she can take it a 

little bit right now. It’s getting better. [Laughs] But it’s hard for two families to get together. 

You have to compromise from somewhere and take a lot of tolerance really. Not easy, not easy.  

 

00:25:50 

KM:  Who was the cook in her family? 
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00:25:51 

FM:  Mom and father, they both cooked. They both cooked. Since her father retired, her father 

does all the cooking. Mom is very religious. She goes to church almost every day. Yeah, very 

religious. 

 

00:26:13 

KM:  Where do they live? 

 

00:26:16 

FM:  They both passed away now. They both passed away. Her mama passed away a year 

before my mama, in 2005, age 94. My mama died at 90, 91, yeah. Her father passed away in 

[nineteen] ’85. Yeah, ’85 that’s been a long time. 

 

00:26:45 

KM:  In 1985? 

 

00:26:45 

FM:  Nineteen eighty-five, yes.  

 

00:26:48 

KM:  Did they also move to the United States? 

 

00:26:49 

FM:  Yeah, they all moved here. They all passed away from here. So now the upper generation 

is all gone. Now all the five brothers and sisters are here and her brother, one brother moved 
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back to Taiwan again because his wife is Taiwanese so they would like to move back. I don’t 

blame them. And the big brother passed away two years ago. He had a diabetes problem – 

failure. He’s gone. The younger brother retired from the University of Florida in Pensacola, 

Florida. He’s okay, yeah. 

 

00:27:42 

KM:  When you first came to the US what year was that and where did you come? 

 

00:27:45 

FM:  That was 1970. 

 

00:27:54 

KM:  And where did you come? 

 

00:27:55 

FM:  I come from Taiwan. I was doing business trips to San Francisco, Chicago, LA, New York, 

and came over here with a small buyer and I said, god. While I’m in the airplane I started 

looking down here, wow, it’s all green. I said where’s the city? I got here I know all, the Gone 

with the Wind, the big city.  Wow that’s a very famous book and famous movie. I love it, and so 

we—. 

 

00:28:26 

KM:  You had read it? 
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00:28:27 

FM:  Yeah, I didn’t read the book. I didn’t read the book but I watched the movie. Oh I love it.  

 

00:28:35 

KM:  You saw Gone with the Wind. 

 

00:28:37 

FM:  In Taiwan, yeah, so we love it. So in [nineteen] ’71 I came down here again. Wow, lovely. 

 

00:28:47 

KM:  What did you like about it? 

 

00:28:49 

FM:  Well I just liked the trees. And it’s not as big as New York and Chicago because I’ve been 

in New York’s Chinatown area, because the Chinese are always looking for Chinese food. And 

when they get in you’ll see they’re always looking for Chinese food and they go to Chinatown. 

All my friends, they took me all directly to the Chinatown. My eyes fell and said golly, such a 

mess. I was shocked. So we got in here and wow, nice. And why I decide to move to the United 

States, move to here, my decision is this. I don’t want my children to hang out with all the 

Chinese in the United States. The reason I did it first of all, they will learn English better. They 

will stay away from the gangs. That’s my purpose. I get— 

 

00:29:49 

KM:  The gangs? 



Frank Ma 
  

©Southern Foodways Alliance                                                                           www.southernfoodways.org 
 

23 

 

00:29:49 

FM:  Yeah, the gangs, because the Chinatown gangs at that time, so I hated that. To be honest 

with you, when I was young in Taiwan I was in a gang for a couple of years. I was just curious. I 

didn’t kill nobody. I didn’t, no, I didn’t hurt nobody. But after being in there for a couple of 

years, oh I know the whole thing about it, so I stayed out. 

 

00:30:12 

KM:  That was a common—? 

 

00:30:13 

FM:  Not a common but I was curious for boyhood you know. Hey we challenge everything. I 

was a guy. [Laughs] That’s why I was in there for a couple of years, just a couple of years. So I 

pulled myself out and said no more. And that’s the reason why I decided to come to the United 

States and pick up in a Southern city just because I was trying to protect my daughter. My first 

daughter was born in Taiwan and she came over here at about two years old. 

 

00:30:43 

KM:  Two years old? 

 

00:30:44 

FM:  Yeah, she was two years old. 

 

00:30:45 
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KM:  So what year was that when you moved to Atlanta? 

 

00:30:51 

FM:  That was October 1972. I believe so, October 8th. I remember it’s right on my first 

daughter’s birthday, right on her birthday. So we were here and the younger daughter was born 

in Northside Hospital here. Jodie, her name is Jodie. The first one is Sandy. Jodie was born in 

Northside Hospital; yeah. But all of my grandchildren were born in Northside Hospital. 

[Laughs]  

 

00:31:22 

KM:  Were you nervous to come to the United States and leave your siblings and family? 

 

00:31:27 

FM:  I’ll be honest with you. I wasn’t nervous because first of all I know the language. So I feel 

much – my wife was kind of shocked but I know the language. I can speak English. That’s 

because I have been traveling and doing the import/export business. So for me it’s okay. So the 

reason why I can start my own business so quick is because I know the language. It makes it a 

whole lot easier. If you have a language barrier it can be hard. It can be very rough. Just my 

brother, even now, his English is still very broken. He has broken English. [Laughs] 

 

00:32:07 

KM:  Did you have a plan when you came to the US? 

 

00:32:11 
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FM:  No. I was doing import/export, to be honest with you, because that was my business. 

That’s what I first said, you know, where is the buyer? How am I going to start it? It’s pretty 

hard. But be realistic, go into the restaurant business.  

 

00:32:27 

KM:  And so you went into the only Chinese restaurant – 

 

00:32:32 

FM:  Beijing Chinese restaurant, we call it Northern Chinese style Chinese restaurant in 

Atlanta, because at that time that’s the only one. Before that [it was] all chop suey, the old 

Cantonese chop suey restaurant, whatever— the chop suey, I don’t quite understand at 

that time. Now I know what chop suey is – it’s whatever the leftover makes – that’s it. 

That’s a chop suey. [Laughs] Interesting you know. I asked the owner of the Peking 

Restaurant and he’s pretty young, about 26 years old. He’s from Northeast China but he 

came from Korea. So I asked him about it and he said I don’t know nothing about that. 

And finally I read a book and go search and studied a little bit and I found out that the 

chop suey is kind of – whatever Cantonese pronunciation chop suey – is kind of whatever 

the leftover makes and that’s it. Chicken chop suey, chicken, all the different vegetables – 

boom. Also there is no white dish, all soy sauce dishes – dark brown. That’s not right. 

That’s not what we eat. So that’s the reason why the Beijing Chinese Restaurant was the 

first to open up and the Atlanta people learned how to eat Mushi Pork, potstickers, 

Mongolian Beef, Garlic Chicken. That’s where it started.  

 

00:34:01 
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KM: Where was this restaurant and what was it called? 

 

00:34:04 

FM:  It’s called Peking Chinese Restaurant in Northeast Plaza Shopping Center off Buford 

Highway close to North Druid Hills. Yeah, it’s not existing anymore. No, it’s gone. That’s been 

a long time. They opened September 1973, so—. 

 

00:34:28 

KM:  So tell us about your time there. 

 

00:34:30 

FM:  I was the dishwasher in the kitchen, do the fryer, do the pastry stuff, the potstickers, doing 

that kind of thing for six or seven months and then the owner find—. Oh there’s an interesting 

story here. Nobody speaks English in the back of the kitchen. And the owner didn’t know I 

spoke English at that time. I was working in the kitchen. One day after lunch, 2 o'clock, the 

owner went out shopping for the kitchen odds and ends. All of the sudden, the Health 

Department Inspector came. Uh-oh. The kitchen don’t understand [English] and I’m the only one 

that can speak English. So I said, oh okay, I’ll deal with the whole thing. I showed them and did 

a very high score.  

00:35:28 

 Until 5 o'clock the owner came back and said wow, I saw the score. He said who did 

this? They said well Mr. Ma did. And he turned and you know what he asked me? Hey, why 

didn’t you tell me you speak English? What’s the big deal in the United States? Everybody 

speaks English. Oh okay, you’re okay. After that he moved me to the front as a waiter. So I 
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started in front as a waiter. That’s where I prepared to explain to the customers what is chop 

suey. I have the pressure to learn. You have to explain to your customers and make sure they’ve 

got things right and know what it is. You provide the knowledge with the dishes, how it can help 

them, you know, that’s a problem.  So I start from doing a little bit of research of what kind of 

food it is. What’s in there and get all the name of the vegetables, all the things. That’s a totally 

different field of what I always learned in China, you know totally different. So I start from 

there. So the Beijing Restaurant was very busy, the first one. Everybody, they’d line up every 

day. 

 

00:36:36 

KM:  Who were the customers? 

 

00:36:36 

FM:  From all over the town, all over, but mainly the Jewish. They got the same taste bud of the 

Chinese. [Laughs] And you know they’re just [inaudible] family. The Chinese will do that every 

weekend we take the family out for dinner. That’s family tradition. They have the same thing. 

The funny thing is, when their family is big, and they were young, and got a lot of children, they 

will come every day – bam, bam, bam, every weekend, every weekend. When the children are 

grown up, all of the sudden disappear. But eating Chinese food – first of all, I think it’s very 

healthy. I bet you couldn’t find a very fat Chinese in town. They’re all slim. Second of all, 

budget. Price is very reasonable. Family for two, dinner probably two or three --a family of three 

you can share it with no problem, definitely not. All the rice you can eat, all the tea you can 

drink. You’re free to drink, yeah that’s a good part of it. And also Chinese food it’s getting better 

now in different cuisines, kind of all different, so different flavor. Even my wife with one dish, 



Frank Ma 
  

©Southern Foodways Alliance                                                                           www.southernfoodways.org 
 

28 

so since I retired I hardly go out with just my wife because it’s hard. You order one dish –

Chinese one dish is too much for both of us. I like the varieties, so when I go out I like to order a 

few more dishes for taste, but leftovers, forget it. I don’t want to take it home because I’m never 

going to eat that. Afterward, it’s in the refrigerator and then take it out the whole thing is 

different now. That’s why I don’t like it. We like to eat. We like to eat. 

 

00:38:27 

KM:  Did you have customers that came into that restaurant in the [nineteen] ‘70s that had never 

eaten that kind of Chinese food before? 

 

00:38:33 

FM:  Oh yeah. They would ask you what’s that because a lot of people didn’t know what a 

Mushi Pork, the pancake or different things or the potsticker. What is potsticker? In Chinese it’s 

traditionally called guotie; the potsticker are two different names. Guotie is pan-fried. 

 

00:38:51 

KM:  How do you spell that?  

 

00:38:52 

FM:  G-u-o-t-i-e--guotie, yeah; guotie, like a guotie--and also steamed potsticker. That’s called 

cheng jiao. Okay, there’s a difference. What are boiled dumplings; shui jiao. There are three 

ways to cook those things. They’re all different, yeah. I know how to make that. That’s the 

reason the owner of the Peking Restaurant, the owner was surprised. When they may get too 

busy on the potsticker stuff I volunteered to help them. They said, wow, how you can do that? 
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Well that’s what our family did traditionally. When doing dumplings all the kids with mama 

altogether making that kind of thing. I know how to do that. But they were surprised. 

 

00:39:43 

KM:  When you came to the US in the ‘70s, to the American South, what did you think of 

Southern food? 

 

00:39:54 

FM:  Uh-hm, you know what? No matter what kind of food, the first time you try you’ll 

love it –  Boston baked beans, turnip greens, collard greens. I love it, I love it. Even the first 

time we tried it but you can't have that [food] every day. You know that. I love the Waffle 

House. I love the Southern accent when you’re there, howdy. Oh I love it. And I was at a 

one-time convention in Las Vegas, a big convention. I don’t know what kind of 

organization took me up there. I was there and you had to stand up and introduce your – 

where you’re from and what you stand for. I said I’m from Atlanta and I’m the President 

of Atlanta Chinese Restaurant Association. I live in Atlanta, Georgia. They said wow, 

you’re the first Chinese with a Southern accent. [Laughs] I was laughing. I don’t really 

know but I do have that kind of Southern accent, yeah. I’ve been living here almost 40 

years now. [Laughs] Interesting. 

 

00:41:01 

KM:  What do you order at the Waffle House? 

 

00:41:04 
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FM:  Toast and grits, scrambled eggs. That’s why I love it. When we were in the restaurant 

business, every morning because we don’t have a Chinese breakfast in here, every morning 

I would take – with my wife – go to the Waffle House and have our breakfast and then go 

into the restaurant, every day just about every Waffle House I’m going to try. [Laughs] I 

love it, I love it. Even my daughter and my granddaughter, they all love it. They all love it. 

Interesting.  

 

00:41:36 

KM:  Okay; so you were working at this one restaurant on Buford Highway? 

 

00:41:41 

FM:  That’s right. That’s the only first job and my last job up there. Well after almost two and a 

half years, the chef asked me to joint venture and open the first restaurant in Broadview Plaza. 

Now it’s called – now what is it called? What kind of plaza, I don’t know.  

 

00:42:04 

KM:  Where is it? 

 

00:42:05 

FM:  Off Piedmont. It was called Broadview Plaza. Well over there we opened the first Chinese 

restaurant under my name called Tienjing Chinese Restaurant. Very good.  

 

00:42:18 

KM:  Taixing? 
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00:42:20 

FM:  Taixing, it’s another city about 30 minutes away from Beijing.  

 

00:42:25 

KM:  And why did you name it that? 

 

00:42:27 

FM:  That’s a restaurant with Northern style cuisine. So the reason why I named it because the 

other guy is from Northeast China anyway. He insisted, you know, but he works in the kitchen 

and I’m in the front so I got to respect the kitchen. That’s why I did it. It doesn’t matter the 

name. The food is good and the business is good. And then a Jewish customer said Frank, this is 

not that the number one location. The number one location got to be moved into the north, Sandy 

Springs. So I sold that one and moved to north to Sandy Springs and opened in Sandy Springs 

called Frank Ma’s Hunan Chinese Restaurant. So from there everybody called me Mr. Hunan. 

[Laughs] All the land is mine; I own all the Hunan – that’s not, but ever since then my brother, 

my sister – everybody just comes in bam, bam, but that restaurant is doing great. 

 

00:43:34 

KM:  You’re saying after you opened that restaurant your siblings came over from China? 

 

00:43:37 
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FM:  From Taiwan. They’re all from Taiwan. My brother, mother – from Taiwan – sister, 

everybody come so that restaurant helped the family and then I leave that restaurant with my 

brother. He run it for a few years and he didn’t make it. He sold it. He just said forget it. 

 

00:43:58 

KM:  Did you still have Taixing? 

 

00:43:59 

FM:  No, no more, and then after that I opened the China Royal Restaurant over Roswell 

Weiuca area. That’s not very close to Buckhead. That restaurant is doing very good for about 11 

years until I fell off the roof. I was up there, I was saying I’m a handyman – well handicapped. 

But I fell off the roof and had a compound fracture. 

 

00:44:27 

KM:  What were you doing on the roof? 

 

00:44:28 

FM:  Well I was repairing the motor for the exhaust fan. You know what [it was] three days after 

my big daughter’s marriage in Baltimore, she graduated from Johns Hopkins.  God I was lucky, 

three days after [the wedding, I fell]. If it was two days before it would be terrible. [Laughs] I 

got to ruin the whole marriage.  

 

00:44:51 

KM:  Terrible either way. 
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00:44:52 

FM:  Yeah, I know, but I fell off the roof to fix that and I picked up a lousy ladder. It’s been a 

ladder from the street you know because – I remember the Friday night, Friday afternoon May 

24th.  [It was] so hot. My wife said the exhaust fan is not working and the kitchen can't work 

anymore. You got to go fix it. So I went to the ACE Hardware Store and bought something –

bam.  

00:45:23 

 Finally it took me a couple hours to fix and then I fell – slippery. You know, you step on 

the grease and it’s slippery. I was in the Northside Hospital for an operation. Even now I still got 

two pieces of steel here and 14 screws still here. [Gestures] I got a stainless steel ring here. That 

hurt me, so I sold the China Royal. 

 

00:45:49 

KM:  And you had also sold your location in Sandy Springs? 

 

00:45:50 

FM:  Well, Sandy Springs is still there. My brother still runs that restaurant. So I just sold that 

restaurant and recuperated for six months because I was on crutches for six months until 1995, 

March. I said, wow, that’s a good time to open a restaurant. I told my wife. I was still hurting but 

I said it’s time to get back in the business. I pick up and run the restaurant – a chain restaurant 

called Chop-Chop. You’ve probably heard about it. They went out of business. I went to the 

location in Midtown Promenade off Monroe Drive. I loved the location, close to the Virginia 
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Highland and loved it. That’s the only two places in Atlanta; one in Buckhead and one in 

Virginia Highland, 24-hour business area. So it had potential. 

00:46:43 

 So I went there and looked around. I said okay. I find it, the restaurant was a store 

repossessed by the bank. So I run to the bank. I said well I’ll make a deal with you. I want to pay 

$30,000 to buy this restaurant. What do you think? The manager in there figured out and he said 

okay. That’s what I did. I paid $30,000. I spent another $20,000 to renovate it a little bit. With 

$50,000 it opened up again. The reason why I picked [nineteen] ’95 is because I was born in the 

Year of the Dragon. The Year of the Dragon you can see there is the King of the Dragon. It’s the 

Emperor. 9-5 in Chinese calendar is the sign of an Emperor. We considered that. So that’s the 

year of good luck for me. I know that. I’m not a very believe anything psychic, no. But I have a 

strange feeling that’s the year I should open the restaurant and did just like that – perfect. 

[Finger Snaps] 

 

00:47:55 

KM:  It paid off? 

 

00:47:58 

FM:  Yeah, three years later, sold it and retired. 

 

00:48:02 

KM:  Wait, wait, wait, tell me about what you were serving at Chop-Chop. 

 

00:48:08 
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FM:  Same old menu as the Peking Restaurant. 

 

00:48:11 

KM:  Did you keep the name Chop-Chop? 

 

00:48:11 

FM:  No, I changed the name and called it China Express because it was a little bit small. 

Delivery, fast going, restaurant pick-up, dining, got about 50 seat-capacity of dining. Very easy 

to run. And that’s the only time in my life I was in the kitchen for about almost three years.  

 

00:48:36 

KM:  And were you still educating your customers in Atlanta about your style of Chinese food? 

 

00:48:42 

FM:  Uh-hm, yeah. Whenever they asked me – we’ve attended lots of gatherings, seminars, 

foods and that kind of thing, I always explain those kinds of things. If they ask questions – all 

kinds of things. I tell them what the cuisine is. They ask what is this, what is that? I always say, 

you know give them very satisfactory explanation. I always do that and also after my retirement I 

was doing the Asian restaurant consulting work. I didn’t establish it in an office or that kind of 

thing. I just did it personally. 

00:49:28 

 When they needed to call me and I was the first one on the Georgia Health Regulation – 

what it’s called – on the Board I was first, the only one on the Board with the State. That make it 

very hard on me because the meetings were at 7:30 in the morning. I don’t get up that early, 
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good lord. So I was trying very hard for the first six months and then I quit. I said well it’s no 

need for me to stay here. Whatever you’re making – the new Ordinance that’s all been gone 

through, all the specialties, the scientists, or whatever they asked, there’s no way I can do any 

kind of advocating for my own field. I just listened. Mister, yes, ma’am, yeah. I told them very 

honestly, well whatever is right because that— [Laughs] – I just walked away. But they still 

send me all the information. But I did learn a lot, so all the Health Department in Fulton County, 

DeKalb County especially, Gwinnett County, when they have run into problems they always call 

me. I go there and fix it. A restaurant has been closed doors because due to health inspection 

failed, they’ll call me for help. I do a lot of this kind of work. I charge them very reasonable – 

my time and gas compensation and that’s it.  

00:51:05 

 The reason why I don’t want to put my sign out and set up office because I don’t want to 

be locked in here just waiting for a call. I hate to do that. That’s what I’m going to do freely, you 

know, if they ask me, I feel I just go and I would do it. I don’t feel like going, sorry I don’t have 

time. I can do that because I’m not in business right now. [Laughs] 

 

00:51:31 

KM:  Back to Midtown Promenade right? 

 

00:51:34 

FM:  Yeah, Midtown Promenade. 

 

00:51:40 

KM:  That restaurant was – ? 
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00:51:41 

FM:  China Express. 

 

00:51:42 

KM:  China Express. 

 

00:51:43 

FM:  Right. 

 

00:51:44 

KM:  And you had it for three years? 

 

00:51:45 

FM:  Three and a half years, yeah. 

 

00:51:48 

KM:  Why did you close it? 

 

00:51:50 

FM:  I think I’m at that time ready to retire. And my younger daughter graduated from college 

and did work and I had no more education fees I got to pay for. I got the house paid off. I don’t 

have to work that hard anymore. 

 

00:52:06 
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KM:  Time to relax? 

 

00:52:07 

FM:  Yeah, time to relax. 

 

00:52:07 

KM:  So what did you do? 

 

00:52:10 

FM:  I do Asian restaurant consulting work, do that and this, fix the problem and I take the job 

as food consultant for, it’s called Jade Buffet Restaurant over in Lilburn for a couple of years. 

They paid me $1,200 a month just – I don’t have to go to work. When they need me I go there 

and help them to remember and that kind of thing. They will need a new menu I help them, a 

new sign, I go there, I’ve been doing that a lot. I do lots for that. And then I do for another 

Japanese restaurant called Midori Restaurant in Loganville. I did that. Yeah, let me help them 

and I tried to help the food restaurants like in the Food Court in the mall. That’s a Chinese guy 

that wants to do that but he has no connection with the manager, general manager managing the 

company so I do. I called him and set it up. I helped sign the lease and all that kind of things. I 

even helped the other restaurant start new owners and tried to get the lease signed up and all the 

license –everything set up. I did that. 

 

00:53:19 

KM:  So when you first came here in the 1970s there was just the one Chinese restaurant? 
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00:53:24 

FM:  They got five Chinese, all chop suey.  

 

00:53:26 

KM:  Okay. 

 

00:53:27 

FM:  Five Chinese, Shanghai, Jimmy Chong, I couldn’t remember the rest –oh Won-Ton. That’s 

right, only five Chinese restaurants at that time. 

 

00:53:36 

KM:  But by the late ‘90s you were helping –? 

 

00:53:41 

FM:  Early [nineteen] ‘90s I was the founder and the President of Atlanta Chinese Restaurant 

Association. At that time the Chinese restaurants in Atlanta was probably – now almost 600.  

 

00:53:55 

KM:  In the [nineteen] ‘80s? 

 

00:53:56 

FM:  Late in the [nineteen] ‘80s. So almost 600, so I been running that for a few years until I got 

injured. I resigned but I’m still on the Board. And in the end of the [nineteen] ‘90s we formed the 

Asian Restaurant Council in Georgia. I’m the Board Director. The name is still here. I don’t 

know who runs that. I’m not an active member anyway. And in 1999 I was hired and took the 
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job about Executive Director of Atlanta Chinese Community Center.  In charge of that for 11 

years. That’s a big major job because you’ve got to host all kinds of major events, [inaudible] 

with the Taiwan and ROCs, Republic of China, National Holiday Celebration, I got charged with 

that, the New Year’s Banquet, Gala Dinner, all kinds of things, field trips and all kinds of things. 

I [was] in charge of 11 years, so I was one big shot in the Chinese community here. [Laughs] I 

was the Vice President of Financial Affairs of OCA that you just saw the picture of downstairs 

for about a couple of years. Lots of work. Just in your own community you try to help your own 

community.  

00:55:29 

 And also I helped a lot of the Chinese restaurants in town. Whenever they have problems 

they’ll call me and I’ll go there to help them. Sometimes I don’t charge at all because I think I’m 

obligated to help them, my own colleagues. That’s it. I’ve been doing that a lot. Until right now 

I’m ready to enjoy my life with my grandchildren a lot. I don’t want to go out anymore you 

know. I hate it. [Laughs] 

 

00:55:53 

KM:  But your restaurant in Midtown Promenade that wasn’t your last restaurant right? 

 

00:55:58 

FM:  The last owned. That’s not the last owned but after that I have two projects. One is called 

Frank Ma’s Gourmet in Chinatown. The reason why I did that is because that restaurant was 

going under. The owner is a good friend of mine. It’s a PhD degree he holds. He doesn’t know 

how to run the restaurant. He came to me, Mr. Ma you’ve got to help me. That’s the reason why 

– only got to put one-third money down there for – I’ll only promise for two years to help you 
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build the business. So I go in there and made the business boom in Chinatown off of the New 

Peachtree area. You know where the New Peachtree--the Dinho Supermarket. Actually as a 

matter of fact the Dinho Market, the owner of the Dinho Market he’s one of the shareholders in 

the Frank Ma’s Gourmet. For two years, times up, they pay me the money back plus the money I 

make. That’s it.  

 

00:56:56 

KM:  Was your role to help design a menu or – ? 

 

00:57:00 

FM:  Oh yeah, I designed it. That’s a real authentic Chinese menu, pork belly, chitterlings, that 

kind of things, all the pastries, steamed pork, juicy dumplings, pan-fried pasta, chive dumplings, 

scallion pancakes – that’s very, very Chinese. That’s the reason why the business boom[ed] for a 

couple of years and then I quit.  

 

00:57:27 

KM:  Why did you quit? 

 

00:57:27 

FM:  I’m tired. You know I was very tired. Just too busy. I’m too old, that’s it.  

 

00:57:37 

KM:  Did the restaurant continue? 
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00:57:39 

FM:  No, after I quit, the restaurant fallen under. [Gestures] And they sold it to another guy. 

Another guy took that restaurant [at the] end of 2007 I believe it – he came to me. He respected 

me – called me uncle. He said Uncle Frank I need your help. With what? I took the restaurant 

over. Wow, where you had the [inaudible]? I want to ask you to help. Well how can I help you? 

You didn’t have to put any money. Well, definitely I wouldn’t do that. They said well why don’t 

I use your name. Well if you’re going to use my name you got to listen to me. He said okay. So 

that way it picked up the name Dah San Yuan and run the ad under my name and my influence to 

– I redesigned the menu – close to the one at Frank Ma’s Gourmet – the menu. But I added the 

lunch buffet line. It’s Chinese pastry. Free, all you can eat, scallion pancake, and that kind of 

things and plus eight main courses, Taiwanese menu and the Sitchuan-style combination. That 

buffet lunch was very successful. 

 

00:58:57 

KM:  Where was this and what was –? 

 

00:58:56 

FM:  Same location. Let’s see, 5381 New Peachtree Road at the corner of the shopping center 

where Chinatown Square is next to the Ding Ho Supermarket right in Chinatown. The name of 

the square is called Chinatown Square about a couple blocks away from the Chamblee Marta 

Station on New Peachtree Road. Yeah, I stayed there twice. 

00:59:31 

 The second time I was there and their name was called Dah San Yuan. Majong is one of 

Chinese gambling games and it’s kind of people – well known the name, so I give it Dah San 
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Yuan because Frank Ma’s Gourmet the name I already gave to somebody else. I don’t want to 

take it back, it might hurt somebody else. So I stayed there and made it a go until about five or 

six months later. The owner’s attitude had been changed. He didn’t want to listen anymore. I said 

well that’s no reason for me to stay. I said well, okay. 

 

01:00:07 

KM:  And you were just consulting? 

 

01:00:08 

FM:  Yeah, just consulting to try to help. He used my name to run the business and you don’t 

listen to – uh-um, no I can't do that. Right, so I pulled my name out of there and that restaurant –

shew – that’s it there. And then he couldn’t stand it no more and he sold it to somebody else and 

make it Hot Pots, Fondue concept called Hot Pots. If you’re going to make a sauce, you don’t 

have to have a master chef and it can save you lots of you know money. But later on, all year 

around, over the summer, how you can do the Hot Pot? You don’t go into eat Hot Pot sweaty. I 

told him, you can't do this. He won't listen. Now he’s stopped working. He called me again about 

a couple months ago. He wanted me to help him sell the restaurant. I said no, I don’t know 

nothing about it. I’m not in the real estate business and I’m not in the broker business. No, I can't 

do that. [Laughs] So that restaurant is suffering now.  

01:01:07 

 The owner of the shopping center called me for help and wanted me to go in there again. 

He knows if I go in there I can make it go. I said no, I’m too old. I’m 71. I don’t want to do that 

anymore. That’s it. I decided not to. 
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01:01:23 

KM:  You decided to retire? 

 

01:01:24 

FM:  That’s right. That’s it, I had enough. That’s enough. 

 

01:01:26 

KM:  Now you also had a restaurant called Frank Ma’s South, right. 

 

01:01:33 

FM:  That is a funny story. Let me explain it to you. Atlanta Magazine tried to write on me. 

They all decided the article was already approved by the editor – everything’s come out. They 

tried to write about [Inaudible]. And that’s the time I quit. They said, well how you can do that? 

That’s a problem. Coincidence, at the front, a customer of mine, he owned the Wing [Nuts] 

Chicken Wing business off Briarcliff. They came to me. I said well I got a problem now. They 

explained the whole – they said well come in here and help me.  

 

01:02:22 

KM:  Wait, wait; I’m confused. 

 

01:02:23 

FM:  That Briarcliff – 2088 that’s the number. 2088 Briarcliff. 

 

01:02:30 

KM:  So Atlanta Magazine had written an article about you? 
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01:02:34 

FM:  That’s right because they used, at that time, that’s a Steve Drucker named Frank Ma’s 

South over there. I was there and helped them set up the business and get a chef in there. They 

used my name, boom the business is good. And then I told the lady owner, I said well now—I 

stayed about three and a half months. And I said well now the business is stable now, so you can 

run it, okay? I decided to retire. They just used my name. It’s okay. They had been patronizing 

my business a lot and now it’s time for me to pay you back and so that’s why I did it. 

01:03:09 

 And Atlanta Magazine was there and showed my picture and it was put in the Better 

Morning Show and all kinds of things. I was talking—the whole story, that’s it, and ever since I 

left there the business – because the chef would say if I’m not there the chef that was working 

there for another six months and then he quit and the business just not the same.  

 

01:03:33 

KM:  How long was it there? 

 

01:03:34 

FM:  I was there three months. The chef stayed there about seven, eight months. That’s it. 

 

01:03:41 

KM:  And the restaurant? 

 

01:03:42 
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FM:  The restaurant, I don’t know if it’s there or not. I haven't been back because I don’t want to 

go there and interfere with their business. Well I have a good habit, when I go in a restaurant I 

don’t want to go direct to the kitchen because they might have a very sensitive kind of secrets 

and I don’t want to go there and make the people mad. I’d never do that. So unless they ask me 

for help, otherwise I wouldn’t go there.  

 

01:04:10 

KM:  Has your style of cooking and the menus that you’ve designed, has the food changed since 

the 1970s? 

 

01:04:17 

FM:  Oh yeah, that’s changes dramatically. The whole thing is different now. 

 

01:04:21 

KM:  How? 

 

01:04:23 

FM:  Because you pick up partial – the home cooking part. You learn over the years – I’ve been 

on a trip to China, let’s see 2001. Oh no, it’s not 2001—1992 I led a gourmet tour of China, eight 

Americans and four Japanese and the four Chinese – 16 people went to China and ate all the big 

fancy food in China for two weeks. We loved it. I remember they were crazy about it. So we 

learned a lot from there – add them to the menu. But I like to do that. We enjoy doing that. 

We’ve been traveling to China a lot, Taiwan, China, Hong Kong a lot to learn all the food. You 

don’t learn how you can do it in here. That’s where I learned. And then we add it on the menu. 
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That food is just totally different. It’s a family tradition. It tastes great you know, the Peking 

duck. I was the one to hold the Peking Duck Show in Atlanta teaching them how to do the Peking 

duck. And now the duck and you got to make the braised duck and the crispy duck and smoked 

tea duck, all kinds of different ways, and then Shanghai soy sauce duck. You got to study to 

learn how to make all different – develop, be creative. You know that’s what I was doing. 

 

01:06:01 

KM:  After living and working and eating in the South for 30 years, have you picked up or 

incorporated any Southern cuisine traditions in your Chinese? 

 

01:06:21 

FM:  I don’t think so because it’s just a totally different concept, two different ways to cook the 

food. So I use bacon to cook a lot of food. I adopt the bacon because there’s a Chinese called 

sesame cake.  It’s the roast – bake in the oven, actually in China you use a pork belly, chopped, 

sweet, put some salt and we chop green onions, mix it together and wrap it up. Actually in 

between the wrapper there’s a few layers that – and after you roll it, it’s crispy and so delicious. I 

made an easy way to just use the bacon instead of pork belly, chopped, and with green onions 

and make that’s good. That’s the only thing I’ve adopted. And the country ham, I use that to 

make a soup for Shanghai kind of soup. That’s two things I use.  

01:07:29 

 Like the squash and that kind of thing, we never had in China, and I started eating it here 

and squash, when you do the cooking produces a lot of juice, to mix so wet it’s so hard. 

[Laughs] We seldom use that, no. I tried several times and it didn’t work, [Laughs] too much 

water in it. Yeah, the bacon and country ham we love. We use that a lot. Egg dishes is very 
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popular you know. We cook lots of egg dishes. Sometimes at home, me and my wife, the two of 

us, will just cook some egg dishes because they’re very easy to clean it up. Easy to clean up –

that’s what we’ve been doing.  

 

01:08:16 

KM:  Who would you say has been influential in your life in regards to food? 

 

01:08:25 

FM:  I’m thinking my mother. I lost my father when I was eight years old, so my mama 

really just the first place. I admired her to be working so hard to keep our family and she’s 

a single mama and got to work and the cooking and take care of five of us – it’s not easy 

especially during the chaotic time in the transition by China to Taiwan. Now that’s pretty 

hard. So she [was] pretty strict, very strict when we were young at that time. When we 

were getting older and get in college, get to high school she respects us a lot to your own 

way – very harsh kind of lesson to come to know. All five of us – four are college graduates 

now. One is married too early to the Hong Kong fellow. She didn’t go through the college, 

so we all did great. And mama is very happy about it with us. Even the last restaurant I 

owned, China Express, at that time she was 80-something. She still wanted to come to the 

restaurant and help me. We worked on the potsticker together. It’s fun. Yeah, it’s great. 

It’s a good memory to get to working together with mom. She makes a great potsticker. I 

learned from her. Noodles – great. The way to be creative on the cuisine, the cooking, 

mama gave me lots of influence really. I learned a lot from her. 

 

01:10:29 
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KM:  I should say we are talking about her on Mother’s Day. 

 

01:10:32 

FM:  Yes.  

 

01:10:36 

KM:  I appreciate you sharing. 

 

01:10:38 

FM:  Sorry Kate. Yeah – [Emotional] every time like yesterday we’re at the tomb site. We 

always talk about – all my brothers and sisters, they all want me to do the talking. I talk a 

lot because she’s my family. [Emotional] We do miss her.  

 

01:11:13 

KM:  So you have lots of great memories. 

 

01:11:16 

FM:  Yeah, it’s pretty hard. Very touching, yeah. With mother gone, passed away, 

probably the whole family will fall apart. Most of the families would happen that way – 

brothers, sisters just lost touch. Their mother has died. But we didn’t. That’s the good part. 

We stayed together and at least once a week we get together. That’s the nice part.  

 

01:12:00 
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KM:  I bet it was special for your mother to come to the US and see the cooking that she 

had taught you. 

 

01:12:11 

FM:  Yeah, I remember 1974 – that’s the year I started – the second year I was working for 

the Peking Restaurant. I invited her from Taiwan to come to Atlanta and live with me for 

about three months. She saw golly, how you can start the restaurant? How you can work in 

the restaurant? She was surprised because I was in Taiwan doing the self import/export 

business. I managed 700 workers and I was a big shot over there. Come here and such a big 

change. I said, Ma, it’s different. Different country, different pay. Do whatever you can. 

She said, well you’ve got a positive attitude, a good attitude. She encouraged me a lot. 

01:13:02 

 So she went back there and come with my brother and come to her [to the United States]. 

I filed a petition for her, for the whole family to come over here, one after another. That’s right.  

 

01:13:16 

KM:  You helped to bring your mom here? 

 

01:13:18 

FM:  Right, mama came here, and said wow. She said this makes me feel like Northeast China, 

big country, big neighborhood. She told me that was her first impression of here, which I have 

not too much about Northeast China, until the 1980 I went back to China because China, Premier 

Deng Xiaoping opened the door, December 6, 1979. China opened the door to the world. In 
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1980, June, I took my wife, and we were the first couple that went back to China, just me and my 

wife from Atlanta, June 1980.  

01:14:06 

 I landed in Hong Kong. My second sister still lives in Hong Kong. I stayed with her. She 

said you’re not scared to go to China? I said no problem. I’m an American. I’m a naturalized 

American now. It’s okay, so that’s when we went back to China. The first time getting to China 

it was a carrier called Air China from Hong Kong to Shanghai. Me and my wife was sitting there 

going there and nobody talked.  [It was] so quiet. My heart bing, bing, heartbeat. I said 

something could be happening. It was nothing, but the lunchbox on the Air China was so 

delicious. Shanghai’s home-cooking is so delicious.  

01:14:58 

 Got into Shanghai I was totally shocked. God the whole thing was so poor, backwards. I 

remembered 30 years ago I left here – not the same without none new beauty. Failed, backwards, 

dirty.  That was [nineteen] ’98. But we were there two weeks traveling around. They were 

watching carefully for two of us, the Chinese Security Department, one guard was, every 

moment, all the conversations conducted in the hotel was monitored - I haven't seen them for 30-

some years, my colleagues. They all had been recorded while I talked. That’s 1980. Without 

your permission nobody can come close to me. That’s interesting story for me.  

01:16:03 

 When I came back to the United States my mother was so anxious to know the whole 

story. I explained to her no problem. And the next year she flew to Hong Kong with my second 

sister, gone back to China. We left 30-some years the first time.  

01:16:27 
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 The funny story, when we go into China the first time, you landed, passport stamped, and 

then they can check your luggage, which you bring things they can report. I reported everything I 

bring in there. By the time we get out of Quang Chow going back to Hong Kong, they [said] 

where did [it go] because a lot of things I gave to my relatives. I’m missing them. They 

investigate them. At that time I told my wife, do not speak Chinese. Let’s speak straight English 

okay. They couldn’t understand. There’s no way we can communicate. They’ll set us free. That’s 

a story. [Laughs] Oh wow, that was scary at that time because they might charge you a lot of 

pain and that kind of thing. No English, no Chinese, I don’t know. Every words I would say 

[Laughs], that’s a strategy I got. It’s funny but that’s the only way you can handle it. 

01:17:40 

 After that 1986, 1988, 1990, 1990, I was officially invited from Atlanta but at that time I 

was in charge of a big title in Chinatown, Chinese community. I was invited back to China by the 

government. What a reception, good lord. Hundreds of relatives all come to welcome me, that’s 

very, ha – that’s 1990. Nineteen ninety-two I led the Gourmet Tour for China. 2001 I led 24 

people from Atlanta of the Chinatown Convention to China for three weeks. In 2006 I went back 

again and stayed about two and a half months. And that’s it. And then we planned to go back to 

Taiwan this upcoming October for a whole week we’ll stay there because I haven't been back to 

Taiwan since 1998. It’s been a long time. So I got to go back there to search for what happened. I 

was graduated. I was educated in school, high school, college. I got to go there and search for the 

roots one last time. And then probably the next trip we’ll go to Shanghai, probably next year, and 

then that’s it. We’re not going to make any overseas trips anymore. It’s so exhausting, so that’s 

my plan. I’ve got to try to spend more time with my grandchildren and try to help my daughter 

out. We spend a lot of time with my daughter because the both of them are working. Who is 

going to take care of the grandchildren, you know? Yeah, that’s what we’ve been doing. I’m so 
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lucky that my son-in-law’s family is living in Atlanta Country Club, pretty close to where they 

live. They’ll help a lot. We share. We take three days a week and they take two days a week 

sometimes. Sometimes the whole week is ours. But we enjoy doing it. It help them 

tremendously. 

 

01:19:49 

KM:  And so at this point you don’t have your hands in any restaurants? 

 

01:19:56 

FM:  Yes, when they ask me. But I don’t own the restaurants. I don’t want any piece in the 

restaurant anymore. If they ask me I will help. I wouldn’t join the business anymore. I wouldn’t 

because after 70 years old you shouldn’t do that you know. How much time I have?  How many 

years? So I’m counting the years, [I’m] able to free move and being active because the last few 

years of your life probably, you know how that it is. For everybody – so that’s why I say well 

when you’re able to move and able to do for yourself freely, let’s enjoy life for a while. How 

much is enough money, you know? When you’re up to 80 years old, $1,000,000, $2,000,000? 

It’s all the same. How much can you need? How much can you climb anymore and you can't run 

anymore. It don’t mean nothing, so that’s my point. 

 

01:20:57 

KM:  Well it sounds like you’ve helped to usher in a new generation of Chinese restaurateurs in 

Atlanta.  

 

01:21:05 
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FM:  Right. 

 

01:21:07 

KM:  How are the Chinese restaurants in Atlanta? 

 

01:21:08 

FM:  I love the Chinese restaurants.  Right now I will use the word flood. It’s just everywhere, 

every new shopping center because the first – even the first time in the United States only place 

you can start is your own restaurant business because that’s all you know. Just a little language, a 

little bit of English you can start your own business. No matter they don’t ask you you’re a legal 

immigrant or illegal, they don’t care about that as long as you pay tax. That’s what they hear. So 

lots of illegal aliens they still open the restaurants. They own the restaurants.  

01:21:51 

 As a matter of fact, the restaurant owner was deported. The wife is an illegal alien still 

runs the restaurant. That’s what’s happening right now. And that kind of cooking doesn’t rupture 

[inaudible] the Chinese food cuisine, they are just family cooking. I don’t say it’s bad. I don’t say 

it’s good, but any restaurant they have a right to survive. That’s why I always tell the food 

critics, don’t kill the business. If you don’t like it that means there’s no business. They still got 

patrons though. They still got their own business. They’ve got to make a living and we got to 

understand that. 

01:22:31 

 You’re good, you can write – those don’t write. That’s the way I look at it. I go to help 

them and I will go there. They can do that.  I wouldn’t say that, but you ask me, I’ll show you the 

solution. I tell the solution, how to run the business. But most of the Chinese restaurants, the 
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kitchen should be okay, the way they do the cooking. The problem is the service. It’s very hard 

to find a front man that can speak better English, fluent English to help get people what they 

need and to understand what they have because most servers there’s no English. Just like Korean 

restaurants, the same thing, no English, so that’s a problem. The worst part of a Chinese 

restaurant is the language barrier. There’s no service.  

 

01:23:23 

KM:  What’s the dominant style would you say of Chinese cuisine in Atlanta? 

 

01:23:32 

FM:  Actually there’s no style dominant. Cantonese is still very strongest one and then Szechuan 

style cuisine. Sitchuan style cuisine like Kong Pau chicken is spicy. You don’t want to go to a 

Cantonese restaurant and you order Kong Pau chicken you’re going to make a hell of a mistake. 

You got to eat their specialty. You’re going to go to the Cantonese restaurant you order the roast 

duck, delicious. There’s no question about it. They know that’s their tradition, you know that. 

You go to Sitchuan restaurant you get hot, spicy, Kong Pau chicken, it’s good. 

01:24:07 

 But now the general restaurants, they sell General Tso chicken, the sesame chicken, 

Orange Peel Flavored Beef, Orange Peel Flavored, I was the first one to put it on the market. 

That’s supposed to be very spicy and typical Sitchuan style but we make it sweet taste because of 

the Americans. So now everybody’s is sweet now. The Mongolian beef, now the more general 

restaurants make the Mongolian Beef so sweet. Actually it’s not. They’re not supposed to be 

[sweet] just because Americans love sweet. Well you taste the sweet nothing will go wrong. Too 

salty, they can't handle. Too sour they can't handle. But sweet they can handle. That’s the way 



Frank Ma 
  

©Southern Foodways Alliance                                                                           www.southernfoodways.org 
 

56 

we like our Chinese. We never go to Publix or Kroger to buy the cake. That’s too sweet. They 

kill us. We never go there. [Laughs] That’s interesting, just taste buds are different, yeah. 

 

01:25:04 

KM:  General Tso chicken? 

 

01:25:05 

FM:  General Tso chicken is a General in Q’ing Dynasty. He was assigned to fight in the west in 

rural area, very wealthy. That’s very in the country yard, you know, they couldn’t find any good 

cooking. General Tso, he’s a Hunanese native. Every day there they couldn’t find nothing. All 

they can find is ginger. Okay, sugar and soy sauce, of course, and chicken, there’s nothing else. 

He created the chicken over there, the recipe over there. It was very spicy, delicious, but now 

they make it all sweet. 

 

01:25:55 

KM:  Do they make it that way in China? 

 

01:25:55 

FM:  No, if you go to China, all the General Tso chicken is going to be totally different. Yeah, 

they’re different. The orange peel, the way they do it is delicious but they make it too sweet here. 

I’ll tell you honestly, it’s too sweet. [Laughs] That’s just not a very authentic Chinese food, it’s 

not.  

01:26:14 
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 But in Atlanta there are lots of Cantonese restaurants that are pretty authentic, very good. 

The dim sum is very authentic and very nice. No matter how good the food is, you can't have it 

every day. You’ll get sick and tired of it, so that’s human nature. You’ve got to try all the 

different, right.  

 

01:26:34 

KM:  Do you still enjoy cooking? 

 

01:26:35 

FM:  I’m doing cooking here and sometimes they ask me to do the family food demonstration. I 

do that for good friends when they ask me, like my in-laws. They asked me to do North Atlanta 

Women’s Club or something like that. I did one time for them a food demonstration. But it’s 

hard to teach. I used to be the instructor for the Atlanta Dinner Warehouse over East Cobb for 

two years. And the Pots and Pans Cooking Instruction Class for a couple of years, I did all the 

recipes. That made it hard on me to do the recipe because I hated to write a recipe because the 

amount of – I never measured the amount of ingredients I put in there. It’s just personal 

experience and personal taste. That’s the reason why when I do the cooking instruction class I 

always tell them, don’t believe what I told you on the recipe. You just taste. Maybe one teaspoon 

of salt too much for me and maybe not enough for you. That’s the secret. Yeah, the personal 

taste difference, what personal preference does, yeah. 

01:27:54 

 I don’t do that anymore. You know sometimes my daughter has got a lot of friends and 

you know she’ll ask me—what— she will ask—. Well no excuse for me March, I was doing the 

demonstration for her friends, about six families. I do that kind of thing. I do some of the partial 
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Korean beef barbeque ribs and some scallion pancakes – teaching them how to do that. I keep 

too busy for too many courses, too busy to keep talking and I don’t think they learn a whole lot. 

[Laughs]  

 

01:28:39 

KM:  Are you going to teach your granddaughters? 

 

01:28:41 

FM:  Well when they grow up I don’t know. I’m still alive here or I see here I will do that. 

[Laughs] I don’t know. Yeah, she’s lovely. She loves to go to the Waffle House. She loves good 

sushi. Oh, she loves good sushi, yeah, interesting.  

 

01:29:01 

KM:  I think I’ve asked all of the questions that I have. Are there other things that you want to 

share with us? 

 

01:29:07 

FM:  Well I don’t think, but you know what? Atlanta Chinese restaurants – got so many but the 

good restaurants, there are a few restaurants I’d like to point out for whoever has the craving of 

Chinese food in Atlanta. There’s the dim sum Place in Chinatown, Oriental Pearl. 

 

01:29:41 

KM:  Orange Pearl? 
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01:29:41 

FM:  Oriental Pearl Chinese Restaurant, they serve great dim sum over there. That’s Cantonese 

style. There’s a Northern style pastry stop called Yin Jing Restaurant on Buford Highway. I 

don’t know the exact location but I’ve been there a few times. It’s very healthy, no MSG, 

actually monosodium glutamate it’s not going to hurt you, just too much, anything too much is 

no good anyway. I personally, when I cook vegetables I might put a little bit of MSG in there to 

flavor, otherwise it’s too bland unless you just letting the water boil in the vegetables. That’s 

different. I’m not that kind of person. If I put too much it’s no good. For a party you can have the 

monosodium glutamate anyway so the lousy chef will make too much, the lousy chef.  

01:30:35 

 Yeah, in the late [nineteen]‘70s, early [nineteen] ‘80s a lot of chefs just came jumping 

ship. They just come here and applied for jobs at the restaurants to be a chef. They don’t know 

nothing. They used MSG a lot. That’s bad at that time. Now that don’t happen anymore.  

01:30:59 

 The Oriental Pearl Chinese restaurant that’s a good Cantonese restaurant and Chef Lu 

does a good pastry business. See Chef Lu used to work for me for two years at Frank Ma’s 

Gourmet. I taught her how to do all that kind of thing. And my chef, he worked for me for Frank 

Ma’s Gourmet and now he’s with Chef Lu right now. He’s a good chef. That restaurant became 

very dependable, you can trust him, yeah.  

01:31:31 

 There’s another Chinese Cantonese restaurant over Sandy Spring inside I-285, called 

China Cook. That’s a good Cantonese. We family loved that a lot. We love it a lot. But that’s 

Sitchuan Restaurant, Café 101 on Buford Highway, that’s a famous restaurant. The only problem 

when you have a bigger group to go in there the portions, the dishes are too small, even not 
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enough for two or three persons to share, so we decide not to go there. [Laughs] Flavor-wise it’s 

okay. The main chef over there and my chef are working for Chef Lu the same. They are from 

the same area, same master chef. They’re okay.  

01:32:19 

 The Chinatown lunchtime business, it’s okay because all the Chinese gather in there to go 

in there having lunch. Dinner, everybody comes back. All the Chinese that live in the Northeast 

over Johns Creek, Alpharetta area, Gwinnett County, that’s where all they moved now. Dinner 

time, so in the night, the Chinatown business it’s quiet unless it’s weekend. They go in there 

shopping, food and all that kind of thing. But there’s a trend. The Chinese are moving to the 

Northeast, but eventually the Chinatown business is going to be up. I would say my time going 

down a little bit further because it’s lots of Hispanic, a big Hispanic population over there. Lots 

of people don’t feel safe in that area in the evening, even though the street lights are very bright 

but in the evening a lot of people don’t want to go in there. 

 

01:33:27 

KM:  Earlier you mentioned Bo Bo Gardens. 

 

01:33:31 

FM:  Right. 

 

01:33:31 

KM:  You go there every week? 

 

01:33:32 
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FM:  Every week. Well Bo Bo Garden you get the very low price policy. Lunchtime $4.95 per 

dish, which I like, the whole fish is $4.95. Can you believe that? In our restaurant when I was 

serving, the whole same thing was $13.95 or $14.95. They’re only $4.95. That’s a price to draw 

a big crowd over there. As a matter of fact, last night we tried to go in there and it was lined up. 

We switched to another restaurant. We can't go in. I hate to be waiting in line because the price is 

right. The food is good. That’s a Cantonese restaurant, a good restaurant.  

01:34:09 

 The same shopping center, Pine Tree North Shopping Center where Chef Lu is, they do 

mostly great over there. And every Tuesday night we’ll go in there and we’ll have 30 people, get 

three tables. We eat what we want and you just go Dutch. Whatever total, we split the bill and 

there you got free karaoke and dancing. That’s why we love it. [Laughs] They got a very 

generous owner to give that kind of permission.  We can do that. They love it. 

 

01:34:40 

KM:  It sounds fun. 

 

01:34:40 

FM:  Yeah. So that’s about the Chinese restaurants in the Chinatown area. They got to think 

about their future. I don’t think the night business will do any better in the next few years, that’s 

what my feeling is. It’s just, there’s no comparison like it used to be. 

 

01:35:01 

KM:  Okay, anything else? 
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01:35:03 

FM:  I think that will be it. 

 

01:35:06 

KM:  Well thanks for sharing with us. 

 

01:35:06 

FM:  All right Kate. It’s my pleasure.  

 

01:35:08 

[End Frank Ma Interview] 


