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LocaL
   Escapes

The 
Kings of 
Cantonese 
There’s a new kid on the block in 
Abu Dhabi’s Chinese food scene 
– but this one is the real deal. 
The RosEwooD HoTEl’s 
DAi PAi Dong on Al Maryah 
island is giving us a reason to 
restore our love for the cuisine. 

if truth be told, Cantonese cuisine is daunting 
to the uninitiated. Perhaps it’s the visibly hanging 
ducks and chickens in the open kitchens that flip the 
stomach? Or the foreign textures or that meats are 
lusciously drenched in mystery stock. 

Chinese food is one thing, but the concept of  
Hong Kong street food conjures all sorts of  ideas. The 
latter has a more authentic, casual association – far 
from the orientally generic takeaways we’re used to. 

The name, Dai Pai Dong literally means 
‘restaurant with a big license plate’ or to put it in 
common speak, ‘open-air street food’ – sounds familiar 
enough now, right? Last year when in downtown 
Hong Kong I suspended my inhibitions and heartily 
tried everything – but I couldn’t tell you what any 
of  it was, but each unknown stirred discussion. My 
friend however, was not won over. “It’s the textures I 
can’t deal with. Some things are unexpectedly hard or 
chewy,” she said. Luckily for me, if  there’s a gush of  
flavour, I could be eating the most obscure part of  any 
animal, and my gag reflex would remain undisturbed. 

The atmosphere at Dai Pai Dong doesn’t 
disappoint – there are chickens: raw, marinated 
and BBQed, dangling in an assembly line in the 
preparation room (for all to see) on the side of  the 
main restaurant – the real deal. 

The dining area has a dimly lit elegance to it 
without all the noise you’d get in an actual street food 
set up. That said the open plan kitchen has the hustle 
you’d find in Hong Kong, with billowing steam, chefs 
on overdrive and electric energy. If  anything, it serves 
as an enhancement rather than a distraction.  

We started off with some beautiful morsels of  
Dim Sum – minced beef  balls, Har Gow shrimp 

dumplings, BBQ chicken puffs (with their golden 
crunch) and the shrimp balls parcelled in crusted 
almonds – an absolute table favourite. As is the 
case with Cantonese, the portions are shareable 
and sizeable. 

The staff were willing and well versed in the 
complex amalgamation of  each dish. They were 
also excellent in providing a ‘tastes like such and 
such’ for the more indistinguishable items on the 
menu that needed a closer-to-home equivalent for 
us to access. 

All at once our spread came, in an exotic 
sizzle. Among them were: honey roasted pork 
neck, wok fried scallops with Chinese leeks and 
XO sauce (an emperor of  a condiment, has a 
smoky intensity), cuttle fish with black pepper, 
garlic and soya sauce, braised eggplant with ginger, 
garlic and chili sauce, wok fried asparagus with 
water chestnut and gingko nuts and a generous 
mound of  Dai Pai Dong’s fried rice with shavings 

of  shredded duck and egg. The fortifying flavours 
were so mouthworthy, we ran out of  superlatives 
to describe how delicious it was. But the braised 
eggplant just had to take the top prize: its glossy 
starch coat and honey sweet taste was out of  this 
world good. 

Of  course the desserts were equally as 
interesting – the fried black sesame balls with red 
bean mushed up on the inside is one of  the great 
joys of  ethnic eating - it was wonderfully different. 
As too was the Hong Kong egg tart, velvety and 
pastry perfect. 

Although touted as a great casual eatery, there’s 
still a chicness about the set up - especially if  you 
take your post meal wind down into the speakeasy 
inspired bar. The drinks menu fuses favourites with 
Cantonse ingredients. Go for the Gin & Tonic with 
green tea. Dai Pai Dong has restored our faith in 
reassuringly good Chinese food. 
For more information or reservations call: 02 813 5550.


