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Mark Choon’s career in the hotel industry 
is of humble beginnings. 

The son of Korean immigrants to the 
U.S., Choon grew up in Seattle, where his 
parents operated several American restau-
rants. Following a brief stint in real estate 
after attending university, he moved to a 
small town in Wisconsin to join his father, 
who had just ventured into the hotel indus-
try by purchasing a franchised Best West-
ern there.

“The town had a population of around 
9,000 people,” Choon said, speaking to The 

Japan Times from The Peninsula Suite, 
which overlooks Imperial Palace gardens. 
“The town was so small that when you say 
take a right turn at the stoplight, and some-
one asks which stoplight, you have to tell 
them there’s only one.”

After learning the ropes of hotel man-
agement for four years at his father’s hotel, 
Choon decided to set his sights on big-
ger career prospects. He thought that if 
he wanted to elevate his career, he would 
need to align himself with larger, premium 
brands. That was when a college friend in 
Chicago reached out to him and suggested 
he look for opportunities in the Windy 
City. 

Choon sent his resume to The Peninsula 
Hotels, which was in the early stages of 
opening a hotel in the city. He was offered 
a position as night manager, a position he 
was initially reluctant to accept. “I couldn’t 
see myself committing to that, but after 
speaking with several people working 
there, I decided to take a chance and join 
the company.”

Choon worked at The Peninsula Chi-
cago for nine years in a variety of positions, 
further learning the ins and outs of hotel 
management. Commenting on his long 
stay there, Choon noted the vast oppor-
tunities for new knowledge that kept him 
there. “My philosophy is that if I wake up in 
the morning and feel there’s nothing left to 
learn, then it’s time to move and try some-
thing new,” he said. “I never had that feeling; 
there was always something new I could 
learn.” 

Choon was presented with the oppor-
tunity to work overseas at The Peninsula 
Bangkok. The assignment marked his first 

time living abroad and entailed a significant 
transition. Nevertheless, he tried to always 
keep an open mind and learn to apply The 
Peninsula’s service philosophy to his new 
cultural context. “I went in with the notion 
that, while I’d be serving in a similar role, I 
had to go in with an open-minded perspec-
tive because I didn’t know what to expect,” 
he said. 

His second international assignment 
brought him to Tokyo, where he worked 
as hotel manager. He had visited Tokyo 
before in 2007 during a delayed honey-
moon trip through Hong Kong, Japan and 
South Korea. The city had captivated him 
and his wife during their short stay, and 
so he was excited by the opportunity to 
work there. “We fell in love with Tokyo and 
how old, traditional architecture butts up 
right against something that’s completely 
contemporary.” 

Choon only stayed in Tokyo for a little 
over a year before moving to the Philip-
pines to take over as general manager of 
The Peninsula Manila. However, he would 
return four years later in 2019 to assume his 
current post as The Peninsula Tokyo’s gen-
eral manager. 

Little did Choon know at the time, 
his arrival would precede the COVID-19 
pandemic, which would go on to shake 
the very foundations of the hospitality 
industry. As a hotel that generally caters to 
international travelers, the travel bans that 
accompanied the outbreak struck at the 
core of the hotel’s business. “When I left in 
2015, it was really exciting to see our hotel 
— and Japan’s hotel industry in general — 
which had developed to accommodate a 
large base of international customers, ride 

a wave of growth,” he said. “But the pan-
demic flattened everything.” 

Despite these setbacks, Choon said the 
pandemic presented opportunities for his 
team to refine their business model and 
expand their range of customers. “We had 
to learn to do things in a completely differ-
ent way,” he explained. “Our customer base 
used to be 10% Japanese, 90% international, 
so we had to reach out to our Japanese cus-
tomers and ask what we can do better.”

In particular, Go To Travel, a campaign by 

the national government that offers signifi-
cant discounts on domestic travel with the 
aim of boosting economic activity in the 
wake of the pandemic, played a significant 
role in helping the hotel expand its brand 
to a domestic base of customers who were 
previously unreachable. 

In addition to reaching out to more 
customers, Choon and his team are con-
tinuing to pursue the hotel’s philosophy 
of sustainability, building upon their repu-
tation as a leading hotel in sustainable 

luxury, as reflected by their attainment of 
the internationally recognized EarthCheck 
Gold Certified status awarded to sustain-
ably minded organizations in the tourism 
industry.

A recent example of their sustainabil-
ity initiatives is the introduction of a new 
line of ecologically minded amenities. 
The amenities’ packaging is 99.9% free of 
single-use petroleum plastics, and shower 
caps, toothbrushes and razors that previ-
ously used petroleum plastics have been 
replaced with more sustainable alterna-
tives made from corn starch, wheat, wood 
and recycled metal. 

Reflecting on the past year and his goals 
going forward, Choon is reminded of his 
personal motto: “Expect the unexpected.” 
“This motto makes life interesting,” he said, 
“and makes you want to seek out things 
that are a bit different instead of just stay-
ing in your comfort zone.” 
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Mark Choon is the general manager of 
The Peninsula Tokyo. 

He grew up in Seattle and studied 
communications at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison, later obtaining his 
Certificate in the Essentials of Hospitality 
Management from Cornell University. 

He first joined The Peninsula Hotels 
in 2001 at The Peninsula Chicago, where 
he served in various capacities for nine 
years. In 2010 he was transferred to The 
Peninsula Bangkok, his first time liv-
ing abroad. He has since served as the 
hotel manager of The Peninsula Tokyo 
and general manager of The Peninsula 
Manila. 

Choon likes to stay active and enjoys 
working out and cycling. He is also a 
music lover, and his time in Tokyo has 
rekindled a passion for vinyl records. One 
of his favorite places in Japan is Hakuba, 
where he recently had the chance to stay 
at a chalet with his family, try his hand at 
snowboarding and admire the Northern 
Alps.
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Name: Xxxxx xxxxxx
Title: General Manager, The Peninsula 
Tokyo
URL: www.peninsula.com/en/
tokyo/5-star-luxury-hotel-ginza
Hometown: Seattle, U.S. 
Years in Japan: 2.5

From night manager to general manager, 
Mark Choon has bt The Peninsula Tokyo since 
October 2019.   HIROMICHI MATONO

in front of the assembled fortunate few 
guests.

While crab forms the main focus of 
Kataori’s attention through the winter 
months, for a short span in autumn he 
sources matsutake pine mushrooms 

directly from local foragers. When the 
two prized ingredients overlap, that has 
become the ultimate moment that is 
awaited with keen anticipation by the 
fortunate few who manage to secure their 
place at his seven-seat counter.

ROBBIE SWINNERTON
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

When it comes to depth of flavor and 
intense regional focus, there are few din-
ing destinations that can rival Kataori. 
Located discreetly on the left bank of 
the Asano River in a quiet corner of 
Kanazawa, Ishikawa prefecture, chef 
Takuya Kataori’s intimate restaurant has 
only been open for three years but is 
already one of the most sought-after res-
ervations in all Japan.

All the best chefs search out the finest 
ingredients, but Kataori takes this quest to 
the ultimate extreme. 

Rather than relying on middlemen, he 
drives out early each morning to the fish-
ing ports on the Noto Peninsula north of 
Kanazawa or to his hometown, Himi, in 
neighboring Toyama Prefecture, where 
he rigorously selects the pick of the catch 
directly from the fishermen, even before it 
has been auctioned.

Because of the freshness of these ingre-
dients that have been landed, picked or 
foraged that very same day, Kataori pre-
pares them simply, in ways that highlight 
their innate flavor. The secret to this mini-
mal approach is the quality of the dashi 
stock, which is prepared at the counter 

Address
Kataori
3-36 Namikimachi, 
Kanazawa, Ishikawa 
Pref. 920-0928, Japan

https://kataori.jp/
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It is our great pleasure to 
announce that our city’s 
Japanese-style restaurant 
Kataori has been selected 
for the “Japanese restau-
rant list for people from 

around the world, chosen by Japanese 
people.”
Kanazawa has a unique culinary culture 
that has been cultivated since the feudal 
era, which includes Kanazawa produce 
and dishes and related cooking methods, 
tableware, manners, decorations and tra-
ditional high-class ryōtei restaurants. We 
would like to invite people from all over 
the world to visit Kanazawa and experi-
ence its food culture.

About Destination Restaurants 
Destination Restaurants was conceived 
based on the idea of creating a recom-
mended restaurant selection by Japanese 
experts, for people around the world. 

The country has a wide variety of cli-
mates, and a rich diversity of flora and 
fauna. The forefront of the restaurant scene 
has entered an era in which people can 
enjoy the creativity of chefs that can only 
be experienced in Japan’s dense natural 
environment

Each year, “Destination Restaurants” will 
select 10 restaurants to visit.

Kataori
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Living abroad during childhood is a life-
changing experience in many ways. While 
it can have a positive impact, it may also 
leave a child with difficulties in both the 
mother and local tongues, plus put at risk 
self-esteem, identity and even daily life if 
the child fails to receive adequate education 
and attention.

Escola Nectar is a private school led by 
Principal Cleonice Goes Nishi in Aichi Pre-
fecture that has been providing not only 
education in Portuguese but also livelihood 
support to Brazilian students in the area 
for 25 years. Recognizing her efforts and 
contributions to more than 2,000 children 
who have studied at her school, as well 
as their families and the community, the 
Champion of Change Japan Award (CCJA) 
selected her as the winner of the grand 
prize in 2020. The CCJA, established in 2017, 
sheds light on female leaders in Japan who 
address pressing needs in society.

Nishi is one of about 6,500 Brazilians living 
in the city of Toyota. She came to Japan with 
her family in the early 1990s. While her chil-
dren quickly adapted to school life in Japan, 
she began to notice that they were losing 
their skills in Portuguese. “If you lose your 
culture and roots, the bond and commu-
nication with your families and relatives in 
your homeland may also be lost,” Nishi said.

That was why she started to give Portu-
guese lessons to her children at home after 
school. Since there were many Brazilian 
families in the neighborhood, it was only a 
matter of time before her living room was 

filled with school kids whose parents had 
the same concerns as she did. Many of the 
parents had come to Japan to take jobs at 
auto plants in the area, and retaining Portu-
guese proficiency was especially important 
for those who planned to return to Brazil 
someday.

She rented an apartment to accom-
modate the growing number of students. 
She also hired a Japanese teacher to offer 
weekly Japanese-language lessons to chil-
dren who did not attend their Japanese 
school or had not enrolled at all, and their 
situation is what pushed the transforma-
tion from after-school lessons to official 
school. To make it easier for students to 
transfer into schools in Brazil smoothly 
after they returned, her school became the 
first in Japan to be certified by Brazil’s Min-
istry of Education in 2001, when it officially 
became Escola Nectar. But it was not just 
schooling that Nishi provided. “There are 
children whose family situation is unstable 
or who cannot adapt themselves to Japa-
nese schools. And if such children cause 
any kind of trouble, I have volunteered to 
solve the problems even if they are not our 
students,” she said.

At the beginning of the 2000s, the school 
had 100 to 150 students from kindergarten 
to high school, and its premises were in a 
very accessible location. Nishi explained 
that academic research and discussion on 
education in the mother tongue for foreign 
children in Japan also flourished around 
that time.

However, due to unfortunate events 
that happened internally, involving one 
of the supporters of the school, and exter-
nally, such as the Lehman Shock of 2008, 
Nishi and the school faced a number of 
challenges. The school had to move to a 
different location, and Nishi had to deal 
with various troubles, relying on the little 
resources she had in terms of the Japanese-
language skills and local legal knowledge. 
Some parents lost their jobs due to the eco-
nomic slump, increasing the need for sup-
port with daily life in addition to schooling.

Through these years of hardship, Nishi 
said, she felt renewed empathy for the chil-
dren who came to Escola Nectar. “As a for-
eigner, I struggled to solve problems with 
limited information and language skills 
the same way the children did when they 
could not adjust to Japanese schools,” she 

said, warning that feelings of helplessness 
and inferiority can grow without one fully 
realizing it.

“We try to support the youths becom-
ing who they want to be and living the 
lives they want to live by unlocking their 
potential and evaluating each of them as an 
individual,” Nishi said. In that spirit, Escola 
Nectar also accepts students with diverse 
characteristics such as ADHD and autism 
and tries to maximize their potential. 
“When being a foreigner is already nonstan-
dard, such children are nonstandard even in 
other Brazilian schools in Japan, and with-
out adequate support to foster their abili-
ties,” Nishi said. She completed a master’s 
degree program on education for children 
with special needs and an online course 
about mental support for teens last year.

Nishi said she has been greatly encour-
aged by former students of Escola Nectar 
who are doing what they want to do in life 
— pursuing higher education, starting busi-
nesses, acquiring qualifications, getting jobs 
they wanted and so on. 

“The CCJA award also made me feel as if I 
was brought back to life after years of hard-
ship,” she said. “There are many women 
who are doing assiduous social activities 
behind the scene. 
I hope they do not 
give up, because 
someday someone 
is going to recog-
nize them.”

This section highlights the 
environment and a sustain-
able society. For more infor-
mation please visit www.
sustainable.japantimes.com

Care curriculum: School founder 
Nishi binds Brazilians in Aichi

Principal Cleonice Goes Nishi with students 
of Escola Nectar   ESCOLA NECTAR

Principal Cleonice Goes Nishi presents a gradua-
tion diploma to a student.   ESCOLA NECTAR

Hyperseasonal regional cuisine for the ultimate in 
destination dining
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