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Breathing life into urban history
What should we use historic buildings for? We want to preserve built heritage, but not keep a structure empty and lifeless. People often make vague suggestions, like saying an old building should become a museum or a tourist attraction. But you cannot push a button and turn a place into something special.
I know from my work as chairman of the Antiquities Advisory Board and the Advisory Committee on Revitalising Historic Buildings that people can have very different ideas about how to use valuable historic sites. My own feeling is that we should focus not simply on function but on the vision of the people concerned.
A good example would be Michelle Garnaut, who worked her way up from the kitchen to become a trained chef and then restaurant owner and entrepreneur. She opened M at the Fringe on Ice House Street in 1989. The surroundings of the former Dairy Farm Building combined with the cuisine produced a restaurant with a unique personality.
She went on to do the same with a restaurant and bar on the Bund in Shanghai and just a few months ago in a Beijing location with a view of Tiananmen Square.
Note that these locations are iconic: colonial Hong Kong, 1930s Shanghai and the center of the nation's capital.
A fast food chain might ruin them, while someone with originality and flair can give them new life.
It takes commitment too: it is not surprising that Garnaut is heavily involved in charitable and cultural affairs in the communities she works in.
Sadly, M at the Fringe closes at the end of the month. I am sure it will be back, and I can't wait to see where.
