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Passionate, talenfed and beautfiful fo boot, Candice
Chan Chao proves that natural elégonce ne\)er goes
out of style. She shares with Precious the plans for her
design firm and how motherhood has transformed her.
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Candice Chan Chao is a young force fo be reckoned with. Barely thirty
years old, this recent mother is also the founder and creative director of
J.Candice Interior Archifects, a firm specializing in spatial planning and
design, which she launched in 2009. She has since then taken the reigns
tfo expand the company from a one- man band (herself) to a fully
fledged team of fifteen staff. “We've done almost 80 projects in the
past four years,” she shares, “there are always about 10 projects going

on at any one time so it's quite stressful.”

It would seem that the firm's forte is in developing bars and restaurants,
with well known brands/outlets such as Café de Coral, Common Room,
Liberty Exchange, The Spaghetti House, Kishoku and Masu under their
ever expanding portfolio. While Chan Chao claims to prefer commercial
projects due to their faster paced nature, she is equally as keen to tap into
residential projects and hotels for a new challenge.

Despite a packed schedule, this talented maven ensures she oversees
each of the firm's projects, where a typical day would comprise of
communicating with clients, creating concepts, sketching out designs
and site supervising. Since becoming a mother however, there has been
a shift in her priorities and sentiments, to which she explains, “a year ago,
a typical day for me would be 10-12 hours non-stop, working and working.
| felt that was the most important thing. Nowadays, it's more about the
baby, so | usually spend the morning with him and then head to work in the

afternoon and take things from there.”

How does she manage to balance it allz Chan Chao credits this fo a very
supportive system and her family. “My parents help out a lot as well as my
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mother and father-in-law who flew back from South Africa for several months
after Logan was born,” she shares. “So jumping back to work two months
after giving birth was not difficult, as | had good help | could trust,” says
Chan Chao, “though it was a drastic change which | did not expect. You're
suddenly responsible for another person so | had to learn to relax myself.
Motherhood has given me a completely new perspective and | really tfreasure
that.”

The proud mother describes 15-month old Logan as an easy, adaptable
baby but also very serious. "He looks very intense, and loves reading, so
also heralds the nickname ‘very serious baby' in school,” she reveals.
“In terms of appearance, Logan looks like a mini Leonard [her college
sweetheart and husband Leonard Chao], but character wise, he resembles
me.” Though she and her husband both have full -fledged careers
[Leonard is the director of property and investment firm Lechare, as well as
the founder of organic lifestyle group Kelly and Moss] they are completely
hands on when it comes to raising their son and bring him out with them on
weekends to gatherings with their friends. Recently, they also brought him
on a trip to Paris with no helper nor stroller, to which Chan Chao recalls with
a laugh, "He really enjoyed it and we did likewise, (the time with him). You
see things differently now when you fravel - two years ago, I'd be happily
exploring all the beautiful spaces and restaurants, but since becoming a
mother, you are just completely in touch with the baby's needs. Whether
the place is kids friendly or whether it has high chairs will frump over its

décor nowadays,” she observes.

It's this unparalleled experience that has also encompassed Chan Chao
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with the sensitivity needed to revamp Café de Coral's outlets. “The goal
was to incorporate a design that would make it appeal to a wider range
of people, from the working class, sfudents, young children or even the
elderly,” she shares, so the design had to be workable and adaptable
whether it was located in a residential estate building or a shopping mall.
“This wasn't an easy task but | learnt so much in the process.”

While she has clearly spread her wings and grown from sirength fo
strength since graduating from New York's Syracuse University, this talented
aficionado was actually inspired by her father, Michael Chan, to become
an interior designer when she was ten years old. As the chairman of
Café de Coral Holdings, he would bring her to the restaurants’ empty
construction sites and ask her to envision what she would do with the
space. "From a very young age, | was intrigued by this type of feeling,
designing and creating,” she shares. "With that in mind, my mother
also encouraged me to do something different. I'd spend a summer in
Shanghai, learning mandarin or an art class in Paris or New York, all of
which helped to hone different skills. So both my parents really contributed
to who | am today,” Chan Chao reminisces. The most important lesson they
taught her was to set up goals and always abide by a set of principles —
namely to be humble and hardworking. “Being humble is key, as it means
people will always be willing to feach you things. In the design industry, this
is crucial as you should always have a mentor to guide you.”
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Fresh upon graduation with a bachelor in fine arts from Syracuse University,
Chan Chao was hired by a mid-sized architectural firm that was heavily
involved in the historical preservation field. She and her advisor were in
charge of the interior design of a mulfitude of interesting projects, ranging
from renovating a Broadway Theatre, revamping a fire station into a radio
station and an abandoned warehouse space into a recreational centre.
“My superior was very hands off and frusted me with many of the decisions
in the design and choice of materials,” Chan Chao recalls. “| was deeply
inspired by these works and would love the opportunity to take on similar
types of work — preserving and redesigning historical landmarks.”
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Contrasting the design style of New York and Hong Kong, Chan Chao
muses, "Here, things are more commercial. Hong Kong people fravel a lot
and pick up what they like from trends in different cities so you have to
think of new ways to always excite them.”

While she cites Andre Putman as an inspiration for her designs with
clean classic lines, if Chan Chao's portfolio is testament, she is clearly
doing a great job in making a fast name for herself locally and abroad.
Current exciting projects at her firm include several restaurants in
Shanghai, a five-level high incubator office in Korea and a four-
storey high restaurant complex at The Mira's new boutique hotel
establishment together with the Privé Group.

Despite this exciting lineup and Chan Chao's lofty ambitions, she insists that
J.Candice Interior Architects will remain a boutique design firm. “I've seen
a lot of firms over expand to the extent they lose the personal touch — the
director will not have time to oversee all the projects they undertake,” she
says. "l really like to be able to talk with my clients and be in touch with the
process and all the details — that is my vision and | really hope to be able to
keep that promise.”
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