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The culT of  

Mrs so’s  

Xo sauce

a life-long passion for cooking, a healthy curiosity and  
an entrepreneurial spirit led hong kong octogenarian  

chau so yim-ping on her quest for the ultimate xo sauce,  
and a way to bring families together around the shared table. 
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s itting in her tiny but smart XO sauce shop in the rapidly 
gentrifying district of Sai Ying Pun in Hong Kong, Chau 
So Yim-ping, better known as Mrs So, invites me to get 
comfortable in the plush armchair opposite her as she tells 
me about her childhood. The 87-year-old is perched on her 

chair in a perfect posture, dressed simply in an elegant cardigan, suit 
pants and pearl earrings – in other words, the very model of a retired 
Hong Kong businesswoman from a well-to-do family.

She grew up in a comfortable environment, where her father  
loved to entertain. “He would invite his friends over to our house  
to eat and drink, and he was very particular about the food he served. 
My father was the kind of man who would have the cooks at home 
prepare separate dishes to go with his drinks, then sit down for  
a proper dinner afterwards. He loved to eat. I was raised to have  
this sensitivity towards food,” she says. 

Mrs So eventually took charge of a stock exchange-listed printing 
company, and even became a politician, receiving a Bronze Bauhinia 
Star (an award given in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region) 
for her contribution to society. 

On top of all her professional achievements, she was an avid cook 
and continued her father’s tradition of generously feeding her family, 
friends and business associates.

“She always made sure we ate well at home,” says her daughter, 
Patsy Cheong. “As a child, I loved eating my mother’s tripe congee. 
She insisted we all sit around the dinner table every evening, and we 
would chat about how our day went. This was how we communicated 
and connected – through food. Mum hates seeing people poking at 
their phones at the dinner table!”

Mrs So adds, “These days, people eat too much fast food and 
everyone just chooses and eats their meal by themselves. Our pace  
of life is much quicker and people don’t seem to cook and eat  
together anymore. I just love to see people eating happily together.” 

Five years ago, with Patsy’s encouragement, Mrs So went back  
into start-up mode and launched her own line, Mrs So’s XO Sauce. 
Now known across the globe as a quintessential Cantonese condiment, 
XO sauce is, in fact, a very recent invention. Most Hongkongers 
believe it was created by Tam Shek-wing, better known by his nom  
de plume, Wang Tingzhi. He was a food writer and consultant  

previous pages, 
clockwise from top left: 
hong kong skyline and 
harbour at night; man 
mo temple in sheung 
wan; dim sum at lin 
heung kui teahouse in 
sheung wan; a food stall 
in the western district. 
clockwise from far left: 
market shopping in  
the western district; 
unloading live seafood 
at a western district wet 
market; the star ferry  
at kowloon, with views 
to the western district; 
mrs so (seated) with her 
daughter, patsy cheong.
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to Spring Moon, The Peninsula Hotel’s Cantonese restaurant, 
 which opened in Hong Kong in 1986. 

Frankie Tang, the current executive chef at Spring Moon,  
says, “When launching the restaurant, they were looking for  
a unique signature item that was luxurious, but different from  
the abalone, sea cucumber, shark’s fin and fish maw that were  
served in other high-end Chinese restaurants.” 

Nonetheless, the sauce features many gourmet Chinese 
ingredients, especially dried seafood, such as shreds of conpoy  
(dried scallop) and minced dried shrimp. Some recipes also 
incorporate Chinese ham, another delicacy, as well as shrimp  
paste and fresh bird’s-eye chillies. If the ingredients sound familiar,  
that’s because, according to Frankie, it was inspired by the Malay 
condiment, sambal belacan.

 XO is shorthand for Extra Old cognac, a beverage that was 
popular in 1980s Hong Kong, especially at banquets. Drinking it was  
a status symbol for the emerging middle class. The eponymous sauce 
doesn’t usually contain cognac – the name was given to highlight its 
prestigious ingredients, which were as rare and refined as the tipple.

Wang Tingzhi’s idea for The Peninsula worked – both the sauce 
and the restaurant instantly found fans, one of whom was Mrs So.  
At home, she would experiment with different recipes and bring  
them to the cooks at the company canteen, where they often hosted 
business dinners. “We were regulars at Spring Moon and really liked 
the XO sauce there, so I wanted to make my own version,” she says. 

She first recreated the sauce in her own kitchen and later, in  
the canteen of her printing factory. “We would serve [the business 
associates] my XO sauce. At the end of these dinners, a lot of them 
would ask if they could buy a bottle to take home,” laughs Mrs So.  
It also became a coveted prize at the company’s annual dinners,  
and one employee even asked to buy a bottle as a gift to impress  
his future mother-in-law.

XO sauce is made by cooking all the ingredients in oil over low 
heat for an extended period of time, which requires constant stirring 
and turning to prevent the finely chopped ingredients from burning. 
While some manufacturers have mechanised the process, Mrs So 
insists on small batches being made entirely by hand. In her factory  
in Tuen Mun, a district in the northwestern reaches of Hong Kong, 

Western District
mrs so’s little retail shop is 
in historic sai Ying Pun in 
the Western District – the 
northwestern district of Hong 
Kong island. like nearby 
Kennedy town and sheung 
Wan, it retains a strong link 
to the city’s colonial era. 
Possession street in sheung 
Wan marks the point where the 
british took formal possession 
of Hong Kong, an arrangement 
that lasted for more than  
150 years. before it was 
reclaimed, the harbourfront 
from sheung Wan to sai 
Ying Pun used to be docks 
where dried seafood trading 
flourished. although the docks 
are long gone, the market 
remains the largest of its kind 
in the world, sending dried 
salted fish, abalone, fish maw 
and the like to every Chinese 
restaurant in the city, as well as 
restaurants in mainland China 
and Chinatowns across the 
globe. Despite being less than 
10 minutes from Central, Hong 
Kong’s glitzy central business 
district, Western District has 
mostly avoided redevelopment. 
for a long time, locals thought 
the area was haunted, due in 
part to the bubonic plague 
that broke out on tai Ping shan 
street in 1894, and have refused 
to live there. but in the past few 
years, sheung Wan has become 
a creative hub. tai Ping shan 
street is now filled with niche 
designer homeware boutiques,  
cafes and independent art 
galleries. the district’s most 
exciting development of late 
has been the extension of the 
mtr (subway) train line, which 
has attracted a new wave 
of restaurateurs to open up. 
Kennedy town particularly is 
now packed with restaurants, 
bakeries, cafes and bars, its 
relatively low rent compared 
to the rest of the island, giving 
small businesses more room  
for creativity and risk-taking.

clockwise from far 
left: chef and owner 
peggy chan outside 
her vegetarian cafe, 
grassroots pantry;  
des Voeux road in 
sheung wan, with views 
towards sai ying pun 
and kennedy town;  
hoi on cafe, a classic 
hong kong diner in 
sheung wan.
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cooks stir the mixtures in giant woks as the ingredients 
become increasingly aromatic.

 “The standard we’re looking for can’t be achieved 
with a mechanised process, because the ingredients  
will be a little different each time,” says Patsy. The size  
of the dried shrimps, the water content of the garlic and  
the intensity of the dried scallops are just some of the 
factors that would affect the end product, so the chef  
has to know how to adjust the recipe.

The slow, manual cooking process also allows flavours 
to develop. Patsy says, “We use dried shrimp roe instead 
of shrimp paste, because roe releases its flavour slowly, 
whereas shrimp paste is too hard-hitting and can obscure 
other flavours.” To Patsy, what’s important is the different 
dimensions of flavour coming together – the umami from 
the dried seafood, sweetness from the caramelisation 
process and the heat from the chillies.

Patsy thinks that XO sauce works best to perk up  
a simple dish or as a dipping sauce; tossed through 

noodles or added to plain steamed cheung fan (rice paper 
rolls). “But really, it can go with anything you like.”

Aside from their XO sauces, which come in a range of 
spice levels, their repertoire now includes vegetarian XO; 
Sichuan spicy XO; porcini and mushroom; ginger; and 
black bean and chilli, all designed to be added during  
the cooking process, or for finishing off steamed dishes. 
They also have products that go beyond sauces, such as rice 
dumplings for Dragon Boat Festival. But, disappointingly 
for international XO lovers, Mrs So’s range is currently 
only available in Hong Kong and the UK.

For Mrs So, her products are more than condiments 
and snacks to add to one’s pantry. She says that one of  
the reasons she started the sauce brand was to encourage 
people to eat at home more regularly with their families. 

Patsy explains, “With our sauces, we want to make 
home cooking easy. A lot of problems in society start in 
the home; if people had just one meal a day with the rest 
of their family, maybe things would be better.”

clockwise from left:  
a below-ground wet 
market in sai ying  
pun; street stalls in  
the western district;  
tai chi with a view  
at the western end  
of kennedy town. 

for Mrs so, her 
line of sauces and 
fesTive foods are 
More Than jusT 
condiMenTs and 
snacks To add To 
one’s panTry. one 
of The reasons 
she sTarTed The 
brand was To 
encourage people 
To eaT aT hoMe 
More regularly.
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Eat
hoi on cafe
a cha chaan teng (Hong Kong-
style diner) once catering for 
labourers working on the docks, 
Hoi on now serves pretty much 
the same menu to students, 
office workers and local regulars. 
opened in 1952, it’s known for  
its Hong Kong-style milk tea, 
‘french’ toast (a deep-fried peanut 
butter sandwich served with 
golden syrup) and airy, chiffon 
cakes made in-house. 
17 connaught rd, sheung wan, 
+852 2540 6340

teakha
one of the first of the new guard 
to open in sheung Wan, this 
cute, powder-green bohemian 
cafe specialises in teas sourced 
from around the asia region, 
from masala chai to seasonal 

blends from taiwan and nepal, 
all meticulously brewed to order. 
Don’t forget to order some scones 
and cakes, too – they’re among 
Hong Kong’s best.
shop b, 18 tai ping shan st, 
sheung wan, +852 2858 9185, 
teakha.com

lin heung kui
it’s brighter and slightly cleaner, 
but otherwise a carbon copy 
of the original lin Heung on 
Wellington street. this traditional 
Cantonese teahouse is more than 
50 years old. Dim sum service 
starts at 6am every day – join local 
retirees who drop in after tai chi 
sessions for a cuppa and a basket 
or two of dumplings (such as the 
hard-to-find pork liver siu mai).
46-50 connaught rd,  
des Voeux rd west, sheung wan,  
+852 2156 9328

sunday’s grocery
after having opened two  
hipper-than-thou Japanese 
izakayas, Yardbird and ronin, 
lindsay Jang and matt abergel 
have continued further west 
to set up their version of a 
sandwich shop and deli, which 
means a counter that knows no 
cultural bounds – where falafel 
subs and banh mi sit alongside 
katsu sandos and chicken 
schnitzels. accompany these  
with a carefully edited selection  
of boutique wines, craft beers  
and fresh juices.
66-68 catchick st, kennedy 
town, +852 2628 6001, 
sundaysgrocery.com

grassroots pantry
this vegetarian cafe, tucked away 
in a nondescript alley, has almost 
single-handedly revolutionised 

plant-based eating in Hong Kong. 
by feeding veggie-sceptics plates 
of delicious, healthy, sustainable 
and mostly local food, chef and 
owner Peggy Chan has proven 
to this meat-hungry city that 
vegetarianism isn’t just for rabbits.
12 fuk sau ln, sai ying pun, +852 
2873 3353, grassrootspantry.com

Stay
traders hotel, hong kong
although primarily a business 
hotel, traders is sleek and 
contemporary, in an area with a 
great neighbourhood vibe – don’t 
miss a visit to the nearby shek 
tong tsui wet market. some 
rooms have full views of Victoria 
Harbour at a fraction of the price 
of other harbourside hotels.
508 queen’s rd west, sai ying 
pun, +852 2974 1234, shangri-la.
com/hongkong/traders W
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clockwise from left: a 
jar of mrs so’s famous 
xo sauce; ingredients 
for mrs so’s xo sauce 
include chillies, dried 
scallops and shrimp, 
salted fish, cured  
pork and shrimp roe; 
making a batch of xo 
sauce in mrs so’s tuen 
mun workshop.
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