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A Drop in Drought

Memories of Hong Kong
Water Rationing in the 1960s
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Foreword

The childhood memories rushed upon my mind when
| picked up my pen for this foreword. In the 1960s, with
limited reservoirs in the city, residents literally looked
to the sky for rain, yet when rain fell they could only see
the valuable water resources slipping away — wasted. Of
course, people began to use different containers for water

storage.

| remembered the time when | was a 12- to 13-year-old
fresh form one secondary student with white uniform, as
well as white tennis shoes for the physical education, that
doing the laundry in my family required a great deal of
water. As | recalled, back then my just-married sister-in-law

helped me every two days to shoulder buckets of dirty
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clothes with a carrying stick to wash them at the Aberdeen
Reservoir, a 20-minute walk from home and over the hill.
Afterwards, | would definitely bring home buckets of water
for reserve. As per the water rationing once every other
day, it was undoubtedly something for every family to
worry, yet the challenge has united many neighbourhoods,
that families offered help to each other, and thus closer

and more harmonious relationships were built.

This book can only be launched thanks to the interviewees
for sharing their own experiences in the drought era. All
these can be traced back to our project - “The Hong Kong
Observatory Historical Tour Docent Training Course”,
funded by The Hong Kong Jockey Club Charities Trust
and co-organized by The Conservancy Association Centre
for Heritage (CACHe) and the Hong Kong Observatory.
Began in November 2014, the five-month course had
recruited a group of enthusiastic volunteers who are
interested in providing heritage docent service, and
provided them with comprehensive training consisted of
lectures, demonstrations, evaluation and practicum. Upon
completing the course, the volunteers became the new

blood in heritage conservation, promoting community



cultural heritage. Our older docents are very generous in
sharing their past experiences and old Hong Kong stories,
which are both precious and unique. With the support
of "Jockey Club Community Project Grant — Community
Heritage Conservation Project”, we are able to record
these personal stories about water restriction which, |
believe, will serve not only as the nostalgic reminiscence
and anecdotes, but also as the messenger of knowledge

and memories between generations.

Stephen Chan Chit Kwai, BBS, JP

Chairman of the Conservancy Association Centre
for Heritage

March, 2015
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Preface
The Voices of Time: Everyone is a Narrator

Time leaves traces of memory, and the memory belongs
to a city or a group of people. People living in the city or
individuals in a group tell stories, and their stories become
echoes of the old times. This book focuses on the theme
of water rationing in the 1960s and includes oral history
interviews of fourteen people who experienced life in
those days. By recording and interpreting these people’s
stories, we hope to preserve their memories before the

tides of time wash them away. '

What do the interviewees remember about the days of

water rationing in the 1960s?

In terms of daily life, they remember keeping an eye on the
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level of their water vats at home, and treasuring every drop
of water. They recall their older family members teaching
them to save water, and passing on their water-saving
tricks; the mutual understanding between people living
on the lower and higher floors; and neighbours sharing

precious water resources with one other.

In terms of trades, they remember the old barber’s trade
offering shaving and massage services. They think of
people working on construction sites, making use of on-
site wells; homes that operated as hardware processing
factories; and people scrambling for water buckets of all

shapes and sizes.

And when they look back at Hong Kong, they remember
that 50 years ago, the US army soldiers stopped for respite
at the harbour. They see the heavy smoke rising from riots
on the streets. They describe the wells that contained a
mixture of fresh water and salt water, used for constructing
buildings. And they talk about the many different types of

family-run factories that were appearing.

What meanings do we give to these memories?
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By remembering the old days of water rationing and
looking from a distance at what they once experienced and
felt, the interviewees have been given the opportunity to
reflect on themselves. They are all very expressive people
who were generous in sharing their life experiences.
Through telling their stories, they may have deepened
their memories of the past and built a more distinct and
rounded self-image. One might as well say it is a process

that elevates the self and enhances one’s confidence.

At the same time, the memories of water rationing do not
only belong to the fourteen interviewees, but are shared
by the 3.5 million people who lived in Hong Kong in the
'60s. These shared memories help to reconstruct a bygone
Hong Kong society, and every story is an epitome of the
old times. The joys and sorrows belong to the people, to
society and also to the era. Those times might have been
the times of drought, but they were not dull, and they
have left a profound and lasting mark on the people who

witnessed them.

The first step in passing on our heritage is in the act of

sharing. People who lived through a certain time share



firsthand accounts with those without experience of the
era in question. These accounts are not only factual, but
also reflect the values of the narrators, whose stories and
learnings will be passed on to future generations. When
a number of people share their stories, therefore, their
collective expression becomes the voice of the time, one

that will resonate for years to come.

1 The interview of Ms Chen Yuet Ying, one of the interviewees, is not included
in the stories because she was very young and had few memories during the
period of water rationing in the 1960s. However, her participation and support
is genuinely appreciated.
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Introduction

Nowadays, water is not a concern for Hong Kong people
as it seems there is always a steady flow of water supply.
However, 50 years ago, people had a keen awareness that
water was of the utmost importance in their lives. In the old
days, people lined up on the street holding their buckets
to collect water, a phenomenon not unlike the long queues
for the latest model of mobile phone these days. After
collecting water, every adult would at least carry buckets
with them. A bucket contains 4 gallons of water (a gallon
is about 4.55 liters), which is equal to two large bottles
of water used on water dispensers these days. Everyone
was busy with collecting water, even children had to help.
Whenever the water supply became available, the sound

of running water from the public standpipes was mixed
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with higher floor residents yelling to their neighbours
downstairs, “turn off the tap!” During the time of drought,
a few raindrops could make the news headline. Everyone in
town kept an eye on government notices and checked the
water supply time every day. Shops tried to use ‘water” as
a gimmick to boost their business, when in fact they could
barely manage to survive. Although all these occurrences
seem inconceivable today, in the time of water rationing

they were part of the day-to-day life of Hong Kong people.

Population Boom Brought Challenges for Water Supply

Since Hong Kong was established as a colony, it had
always faced the problem of insufficient water supply and
the government had implemented measures on water
restrictions consistently. In the 1960s, Hong Kong was
experiencing a population expansion together with rapid
industrial growth when the disastrous drought struck. In
1963, the situation described as ‘five lacks’ once occurred
in Hong Kong, a term which included the lack of housing,
water, schools, hospitals and graves. At the time, there
was not enough available housing to accommodate for

the large number of people moving into the city, and many
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people were forced to sleep on the street. People had
to struggle over every drop of water in the time of water
rationing. Countless children could not go to school, people
with illnesses had nowhere to go to see a doctor, and even

after they died, they could not find a place to rest in peace.

The population growth put pressure on the water supply
and Hong Kong had to rely on rain stored in reservoirs.
According to government statistics, in 1963 there were 3.5
million people in Hong Kong, and based on the estimation
that each person would need 17 gallons of water each day,
the water required for the whole year would be 217 hundred
million gallons. The Tai Lam Chung Reservoir was finished in
1959, and in 1963 the Shek Pik Reservoir was in construction
and the building of Plover Cove Reservoir had only started.
The total water capacity of the reservoirs was just 105
hundred million gallons, so if it didn't rain for some time, it

would be near impossible to maintain a steady supply of water.

Severe Drought and Water Restrictions

Even if all the reservoirs were full, the water storage

would not be enough to satisfy half of what the public
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needed. To make matters worse, Hong Kong was faced
with an unprecedented drought in 1963. The total rainfall
recorded for the whole year was only 901 millimeters, the
lowest that had been recorded since the establishment
of the Hong Kong Observatory. The typically rainy spring
and summer were extremely dry; the soil became parched
and resulted in a poor crop harvest. The rainfall in April
had dwindled to 10 percent of the amount in previous
years. When May came, the shortage of drinking water in
Hong Kong reached a critical point — it was only enough to

provide for the public for 43 days.

Faced with these urgent problems, the Hong Kong
government further tightened the water restrictions from
mid-May in 1963. The water provision people received was
shortened from 3 hours every day to 4 hours on alternate
days. On the 1st of June, the government declared that
it could only supply water to the public for 4 hours once
every 4 days, and the restrictions would remain in force for
a year. In 1967, water restrictions were again enforced in
Hong Kong. Water supply was only available for 4 hours
every two days starting from the 27th June, and from

the 12th July, the public was only allowed water every 4



days. Fortunately, the reservoirs were filled with water in

September and the water supply was then resumed.

Collective Memory: Reflect on the Present in the Light
of the Past

After the 1960s, people did not have to worry as much
about water. The Plover Cove Reservoir and the High
Island Reservoir were completed and Guangdong province
began to provide Dongjiang (The East River) water for
Hong Kong. Since the 1980s, the Hong Kong government
has not implemented any water restrictions and people
have enjoyed running water 24 hours a day. The arduous
times of water rationing are unimaginable for the current
generation, but for the older generation, the memories of

those days are unerasable.

Focusing on the common people in the time of water
rationing in the 1960s, this book records the anguish of
those who experienced the water scarcity, the hardship
they went through to find water, and their wisdom of
their frugality and resourcefulness. The elderly people

interviewed lived in different areas of Hong Kong at that



time. They worked in different trades, resided in different
types of housing and relied on different types of water
supply systems. Their stories reflect the development of

communities and the old way of life in Hong Kong.
The history of water rationing is engraved in the memories
of the older generation. The future of water resources,

however, is in the hands of every Hongkongese today.

Therefore, let's treasure every drop of water.
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A Girl in the New Territories
Collects Water from a Well
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"l remember | was very young at the time and the drought
was quite severe. | climbed down a metal ladder into the
well to collect water. Squatting at the bottom, | waited for
the ground to ooze some water and scooped it up into a
water bucket... | remember waiting for a long time and
the ground oozed only a tiny bit of water; it was mixed
with mud and sand.” When she looks back at the drought
in Hong Kong in the late 1960s, collecting water at the
bottom of her village well is the most enduring image in

Tang Woon Yu's memory.

At the time, Tang Woon Yu lived in a village called Sheung
Yat Tsuen around the Shing Mun Reservoir. Villagers lived

a simple and peaceful life, and made a living on growing
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vegetables and raising chickens and pigs. In the 1980s,
when the government started to implement a charging
scheme for sewage services, villagers gradually gave up
the high-cost pig raising industry, while some of them
went to look for job opportunities in the city. Though
Shing Mun Reservoir was built in 1939, the government did
not provide tap water in the nearby villages. In order to
find a reliable water supply, the first-generation villagers
in Sheung Yat Tsuen dug a well in a valley. This provided

residents with well water for their daily necessities.

Woon Yu was a second-generation villager and her parents
earned a living by growing vegetables and fruits. Woon
Yu would help them sell vegetables in town during her
leisure time. Later, in order to save the trouble of carrying
water, villagers installed water pipes with their own money,
allowing well water to be transported to households in
the village. In the early ‘80s, the government began to
improve the infrastructure in rural areas. As a result, tap
water started to become available in Sheung Yat Tseun,
and villagers gradually reduced their use of well water.
Nevertheless, the old well was not forgotten; it provided

for villagers for generations, and played a significant role
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during the drought of the 1960s.

At that time, the well was located on vacant land, and
surrounding it, villagers lived in squatter huts constructed
from iron and wood. Every day, families would come to
collect water with their buckets and containers, and around
the well was a scene of a constant activity. Later, when the
population of the village increased, the residents dug a
few more wells at the front and rear of the village grounds.
These wells sufficed for the whole populace, and when the
rainy season came, villagers only needed to lean over the

well to scoop up some refreshing well water.

Tang Woon Yu recalls one time when the well had
completely dried up during the drought. Adults were busy
earning a living, and so the responsibility of collecting
water fell to the children. Once, as a child, Woon Yu was
tied with a rope and lowered into the well. She grabbed the
iron ladder and descended into the hole. After climbing
for more than 20 feet, she finally landed on slightly moist
and muddy ground. It had not rained for a long time and
there was no groundwater. Holding her scoop, little Tang

Woon Yu squatted at the dim bottom of the well, gazing



attentively at the ground with the light coming in from the
well entrance. After waiting for a long time, a little water
oozed out from the ground and she immediately scooped
it up and put it in her iron bucket. Scoop after scoop,
she gradually filled up her bucket until she had enough
to return. When she emerged from the well, a long time
had passed. The scoop, the bucket, and the experience
of spending more than half a day in the well, appear now
as fragments of Woon Yu's memory as she recollects her

childhood in rural Hong Kong.

Many years later, as an adult, Tang Woon Yu shared this
childhood experience with her friends. Only then did she
come to realise what had been happening in the cities
due to the water restrictions. Her friends recalled quite
different experiences — some of them waited in queues to
collect water, some bought water, and some were issued
a water ticket from welfare organisations. Woon Yu has a
unique story, and she is always happy to talk about her

descent into the well as a child.

Time went by, and in the 1990s Tang Woon Yu moved out

from the Shing Mun Reservoir area. Nowadays, the well is



abandoned and it seems that no one cares about the old
water supply that the villagers once relied on to live and
farm. Whenever Tang Woon Yu comes back to visit her old
village, she cannot resist going to see the well. Generation
after generation, the well played a role in raising the
village's children and witnessed its development. Although
Tang Woon Yu has now lived over half a century, she still
sees herself collecting water as a child whenever she looks

at the well.
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[t was a cold winter, and water was limited. Her teeth
chattering, Lee Fung Tuen held a small basin of boiled
water as she walked to the wooden shower cubicle outside
her home. The cold wind blew in through the cracks of
the wooden boards of the cubicle. Inside, little Fung Tuen
quickly dipped her hair into the warm water, boiled with tea
seed cake, then swiftly dried her hair before she scooped
up the water from the basin and cleaned her body. After
being out in the ice-cold weather, Fung Tuen trembled all
over as she walked back home from the shower. During
her childhood in Tsuen Wan, taking a shower in the open

and with limited water was a part of life for Lee Fung Tuen.

In the year of 1963, Hong Kong was faced with a severe
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water shortage. Being near to the Tai Mo Shan mountain,
however, the urban area of Tsuen Wan had sufficient water
resources and attracted a lot of cotton-related industries,
such as cotton mills and dye-works, to build their factories
there. As a result, Tsuen Wan became a centre for textile
industries in the 1950s, and the channel that transported
water from the mountain to the city was named Tai Chung

Road ("Tai Chung” literally means “huge river” in Chinese).

Although Tsuen Wan was a thriving and developed
industrial area, the part in which Fung Tuen lived (known
as Hoi Pa Resite Village, now the Tak Wah Park) was in a
rather humble and bare condition. Fung Tuen lived with
two of her relatives in a rented stone hut built with bricks
and soil, and the hut was also shared with the landlord and
two other families. Both stove and shower were outside
the hut. Though living in a humble place, Fung Tuen did
not think of it as a hard life. “I did not feel self-pity because
almost everyone lived in the same way and we were equal”,

she reflects.

Like other women and children in the village, Fung Tuen

had to go to the public standpipe in the village to collect
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water, due to the unavailability of water supply at home.
During the time of water rationing, further restrictions were
imposed that the supply of water from public standpipes
was only made available every two days. However, Fung
Tuen did not see how she could reduce her water usage
any further, as she was being as sparing as possible in
order to avoid the long journeys to the public standpipe.
Seeing the laborious work in a positive light, Fung Tuen
smiles and says that at least her body became fitter from
carrying two buckets of water, balanced as they were upon
her shoulders with a pole. She also recollects how she
would take her clothes to be washed on the cement floor

near the public standpipe with other villagers.

The villagers lived a simple and frugal life, and water
buckets were in scarce supply. Fortunately, living near
to flourishing industrial areas like Chai Wan Kok made
life easier. Many factory owners transformed their dye
containers into water buckets and sold them to residents.
Fung Tuen used to buy these buckets from Chinese Dyeing
Factory; she remembers how they came with plastic lids

and were good for the storage of water.



Fung Tuen'’s relatives worked in a small weaving factory on
Fu Yung Shan (a mountain situated north of Tsuen Wan),
and Fung Tuen would spend the night in the factory when
her relatives had to work overnight. Huddling up her small
body, Fung Tuen would sleep in a big cardboard box on
the floor. She remembers looking down to the downtown
area from the weaving factory on the mountain. At that
time, there were fields of watercress in the area around
Tsuen Wan Section of Castle Peak Road. Benefited from
the stream water from the mountain, these fields could
still be grown despite the water restrictions. In the 1960s,
the farmland was developed into Fuk Loi Estate, as well
as Tsuen Wan Government Secondary School, the school

where Fung Tuen later attended.

Time passed and circumstances changed. As a young
woman, Fung Tuen went to Northcote Training College
and lived in the student dormitory during her studies.
Later, she moved out from Tsuen Wan, and Hoi Pa
Resite Village was officially demolished in the ‘70s. The
neighbourhood where she grew up is now drastically
different. Nonetheless, the days of taking a cold shower

outside the stone hut, and the continuous running back



and forth to the public standpipe, are indelible memories
for Fung Tuen when she thinks of Hoi Pa Resite Village. As
for the frugal way of life Fung Tuen developed during her

childhood, such has remained unchanged.
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“Water was the most important thing. People asked for
leave from school and work in order to collect water...
There was a water vat which provided water for tenants,
and the landlord would stare at the level of water all day
long. She was almost like a supreme figure.” In the days of
water rationing, Yung Ho Sang lived in the Sham Shui Po
district. Before moving to a shared flat, he lived in one of
the wooden rooftop huts that were common at the time.

When talking about 1960s, he always had a lot to say.

While families rushed to buy the last of the water buckets,
businesses like restaurants and eateries, which had a high
demand for water, would use giant petrol barrels to store

water. There was such a strong demand for water buckets
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that a new industry emerged as a result — the water bucket
recycling industry. People collected all shapes and sizes
of containers and made them into water buckets. The
process of the production was as follows: firstly, the
manufacturers would buy cooking oil packaged in two-
feet-high rectangular tin canisters; then they would empty
the oil from the tins and cut the tops off with a saw before
sanding down the sharp edges; lastly, they would nail a
piece of rectangular wood to the tins to make a handle.
A water bucket like this was held by a pole and used to
carry water. By balancing the buckets on either end of the
carrying pole, a person could carry two buckets of water
at a time. The recycled water buckets were produced in
factories and sold to restaurants, eateries or barber shops.
According to Yung Ho Sang, during the time of water
rationing, an increasing number of these factories were
appearing on Nam Cheong Street in Sham Shui Po, and
also on unoccupied land in the New Territories. When the
industry was at its peak, these factories took up all of the
vacant land on Nam Cheong Street. They produced such
a high number of water buckets that the finished products

reached as high as the first floor.
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In 1962, when Typhoon Wanda hit Hong Kong, Yung was
living in a wooden hut on the roof of a tong lau? in Fuk
Wing Street. The typhoon destroyed the four walls and the
roof of Yung's wooden hut, and the Yung family was left
with nothing but a few valuables. After that, the family
spent 50 Hong Kong dollars to have a metal hut built on
the same spot. Since there was no running water at home,
Yung Ho Sang, who was in the sixth grade at that time,
had to go to the public standpipe nearby to queue up
for water and carry it home. The water supply began at 4
o'clock in the afternoon, and if you only just picked up your
water bucket and headed out at 3.00 p.m., you would be
surprised to find the queue of water buckets was already
many streets long. There were all kinds of containers for
water on the street — kerosene tins, galvanized iron buckets,
plastic buckets and other such varieties crammed closely
together. To avoid coming back empty handed, many
people even started queuing up with their buckets as early
as noon. When the water supply became available from
the public standpipe, the street went into tumult. Bucket
after bucket, whole families came to the public standpipe
to collect water. The area in which the public standpipe

stood was the busiest of every street, and the sounds of



water running, containers crashing and people shouting
mixed together and filled the air. When the water supply
stopped, the area surrounding the standpipe quietened
down, and the odd patch of water on the ground was all
that remained. Those who were too late to catch any water
could only stand there on the quiet street, holding their
empty buckets and sighing as they realised they had been
queuing up all day for nothing.

In the summer of 1963, when the scarcity of water was at
its most extreme, Yung Ho Sang and his family moved
into a sublet flat in a tong lau in Sham Shu Po. Most Hong
Kong people lived in sublet flats in those days, and a
kitchen with a dozen kerosene stoves and assorted water
containers was as common as a back staircase filled with
water buckets. When it was eating hours, the kitchen was
always packed with tenants who were busy cooking. In
the time of water rationing, a landlord would make some
space in the kitchen in which to place a water vat. The
water in the vat was allocated to each household in the flat
by the landlord, and she was there to see how much water
the tenants used throughout the day. Tenants usually had

to work during the day, and so the job of collecting water
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fell to the landlord. When the day for water supply came,
tenants would hand over all their water containers, big or

small, as if putting their lives in the hands of their landlord.

In that era, poor material conditions forced everyone to
learn to live frugally and find a way to survive in difficult
situations. When water was scarce, people used all the
containers they could possibly find to collect water. When
buckets were in short supply, people made do by recycling
everyday items. And when homes were destroyed by
natural disasters, people stood strong and rebuild their
homes. Although the space inside sublet flats was limited,
people still found a way to laugh and stay positive. This
was Yung Ho Sang’s childhood, and it gives us a glimpse
of life in Hong Kong in the 1960s.

2 Tong lau refers to tenement buildings built between the late 19th century and
the 1960s in Hong Kong. They were designed for both residential and
commercial uses.
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“Our neighbour's house also functioned as an electroplate
factory. Because it required a lot of water to operate, they
dug a well. We were on good terms with them, so we often
went over to collect water. We relied on that well to take
showers and do laundry.” As Mak Ping Wan recollects his
experience with the drought that took place fifty years

ago, he still feels grateful for his neighbour’s generosity.

In the '60s, when Mak Ping Wan was only a primary school
student, he lived in a two-storey brick house on On Ning
Lane in Shek Kip Mei (now Pak Tin Estate) with his parents,
two brothers and younger sister. The Mak family ran a small
hardware products factory. They lived on the ground floor,

while four other families living upstairs. There used to be
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a lot of small factories in the area, such as rattan factories,
galvanized iron factories, electroplate factories and so on.
From a young age, together with his two brothers, Ping
Wan learnt to help his father with the simple processing
of hardware products. Over time, the brothers acquired
a variety of skills, including the polishing and drilling of
handles and brackets for steel windows, among others. In
this way, the father and the three sons formed a sort of

production line and managed to provide for the family.

In times of need, some people began selling water in the
market. Given the family’s fortunate financial situation,
the Mak family was able to hire a Hakka woman to carry
water back from the market when the children were young.
According to Ping Wan, collecting water for people was
a common occupation in those days, and people who
worked as water carriers were mostly strong and resilient
women. They would go to different districts, knocking on
doors to ask if people needed to buy water — an approach
that could be likened to today’s electrical appliances
recycling business. However, when water rationing was at
its tightest and the water supply was only available once

every four days, many people went to collect water by
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themselves. In addition, water carriers were hard-pressed
to find a water supply and had to resort to queuing up
for water at public standpipes. As a result, the business

opportunities for water carriers decreased dramatically.

The stone house neighbouring the Mak family home
functioned as an electroplate factory that specialised
in the processing of silver whistles. Houses back then
were very spacious, measuring about 1000 square feet.
According to the description by Ping Wan, the front half
of his neighbour’s house was used as a factory, and at the
rear was the living area. In it, a well had been dug to meet
the demand for water required for electroplating. The
diameter of the well was about three to four feet’s length
and the depth of the water level fluctuated depending on
if it was a rainy or dry season. During rainy days, a rope tied
to the bucket had to descend only three to four feet before
it could reach the water in the well. "We were really lucky
at that time. The well next door solved our shower and
laundry problems. We only had one big water vat at home,
but the water contained in it was enough for the six of us
in the family.” To Ping Wan, the well in the electroplate

factory next door was like a good rain after a long drought,



bringing immense relief to the family.

Not long after the implementation of water restrictions,
the government started to demolish the nearby squatter
huts in order to construct what is now the Pak Tin Estate in
Shek Kip Mei. The Mak family moved into a public housing
estate in Tsz Wan Shan, where the supply of tap water was
sometimes available. Finally, Mak Ping Wan could wash,
cook and do laundry when he turned on the tap. Who
would have thought that fifty years ago, during the water
rationing period, he had to go to the standpipe on the
street to get water for cooking; he had to go next door to
get water for showers and laundry; and when he wanted to
go to the toilet, his only option was the public toilet on the
street or sometimes in the resettlement area? Life was not
easy back then, but now when Mak Ping Wan talks about it,
he does not seem to mind. There is more of the yearning
for the old days in his tone as he traces his memory, and he

often says, "It was lucky that the neighbour had a well..."”
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“"There was free water from construction sites, and of course
people would not miss out on the opportunity. Residents
living nearby would come with water buckets and queue
up for water.” Tse Kwok Choy, who is now an old man,
was at the peak of his youth and worked in construction
sites in the times of water rationing. It was during the
1960s when he met and later married his wife, Lo Mei
Yuk, and together they overcame some tough challenges.
“Our lives depended entirely on the weather. When there
was a typhoon, we felt relieved and yet also worried. We
were glad because it meant we would have plenty of
water to use; we were worried because the typhoon might
destroy our roof.” To Mei Yuk, the only good thing about
typhoons was that they brought an ample supply of water,

and the water restrictions would be suspended because
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of them. Although their lives were adversely affected by
either water rationing or heavy rain, the couple remained
loving and respectful towards each other despite all the
difficulties in life. More than fifty years have passed since

they started a life together and they are still going strong.

In the year of 1963, during the drought, Tse Kwok Choy
worked on a construction site. Since he did not have a family
and there was a purpose- built well on the construction
site, he never had to worry about water for himself. At the
time, there was always an on-site well on construction sites.
Before the sea was reclaimed near Shanghai Street, a lot of
wells in that area had salt water. But to the north of Nathan
Road, for example on Fa Yuen Street, the wells gave fresh
water.” The construction site Tse Kwok Choy worked at was
on the border of Tong Mi Road and Prince Edward Road,
and the water from their wells was slightly mixed with salt
water. He explains that the salt water inevitably corroded
rebars and cement, and as a result, the integrity of a
building’s structure would be affected. This lead to what
so-called ‘salt water buildings’. However, because fresh
water was in short supply during the drought, there was no

other option but to use salt water.
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In those days, Mei Yuk worked at a factory that produced
knitted gloves. Mei Yuk recalls, “If water supply came in
the afternoon, | would come home at noon to wait to
collect water. If the water was still in supply after | collected
enough water, | would hurry up and take a shower. Most of
the time you could just about wipe your body clean. The
only times you could take a proper shower was when the
tap water supply was available.” Mei Yuk migrated from
Mainland China to Hong Kong in 1956, and rented a place
with her brother. There were a lot of restrictions in renting
a place at the time, for instance, people with children and
spouses were not welcome, and cooking was forbidden.
When Mei Yuk was single, she ate out most of the time.
She still remembers a meal of rice with roast pork cost only
30 cents during those days. Mei Yuk still remembers the
living costs at the time. “An ordinary worker worked 12
hours a day and would get paid four Hong Kong dollars.
At the time, earning seven Hong Kong dollars a day was
considered ‘well-paid’. The profit from selling a gallon of
water from a water truck was one Hong Kong dollar, and
washing your hair in a salon would cost a few Hong Kong

dollars.”
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RE - on our wedding day.” After getting married, they rented
a room in a new building on Bute Street. When it came to
decorating their room, there was little space for anything
other than water storage. “Water containers filled the
entire room and all containers were filled with water, even
glasses were full.” Looking around, one would have simply
seen a bed, a cupboard, a machine for knitting gloves,
water buckets on the floor and plastic water bags hanging

on the walls. They were always careful not to puncture the

bags, otherwise water would be spilt all over the room.

There were frequent droughts in the years following their
marriage. During the Leftist Riots in 1967, the couple and
their children moved to live temporarily in a wooden hut
in King's Park, where the Oi Man Estate is now situated.
Mei Yuk vividly remembers what life was like under the
conditions of water scarcity: “| washed my baby a few times
a day, and then | would use the bath water to wash its
diapers, which were made from worn-out cotton clothes at

home.” The most enduring image in the couple’s memory



is of the nighttime journey to find water. After waking up at
4 o'clock in the morning, while their child was asleep, they
would set off in darkness towards the public standpipe
at the bottom of the mountain. Deep in the quiet night,
the two of them would be busy collecting water under the
streetlights. They could hardly catch their breath while
they carried their buckets full of water home. When they
came home to see their baby in deep sleep in the bed,

however, they would forget all about their tiredness.

Kwok Choy and Mei Yuk spent most of their lives together,
and throughout their years they witnessed unpredictable
typhoons, droughts and floods. However, the optimistic
couple never complained and never took water for
granted. Even now, they still keep to the habits of the old
days: using the same water to wash vegetables and water
the plants, and using shower water to mop the floor. “We
did not feel it was a hard life at the time because everybody
else lived under the same conditions. Now when we talk
about it, it might sound funny. But if | really think about it,
the hardship we endured brings me to tears.” While Lo
Mei Yuk chokes with sobs and wipes her tears, Tse Kwok

Choy smiles with his eyes moist.
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From a Girl in Kowloon City to

a Teacher Schooling her Students
in Saving Water
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As the Sun rose, Lee Yuen Ping and her brothers and sisters
competed to get up early and wash their faces. There was
only one basin of water and nobody wanted to use the
‘second-hand’ or 'third-hand’ water to wash. In calligraphy
classes in school, Yuen Ping would be holding her brush
with great care, making sure the ink would not splash on
her white school uniform. Otherwise, she would have to
scrub her clothes arduously on the washboard. She used
to come home from school and help with the cooking. She
recalls, "I always put a little more salt in the water when
| washed vegetables, so the worms on the vegetables
would float to the surface of the water and | would not
have to wash them as many times. In that way, you can

save water. If you want to save more water, you can use
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the salt water to clean the windows.” During the dinner,
the eleven members of the family would gather together
and sit around the table to enjoy a meal. Because of water
rationing, the family made less soup in order to conserve
water. Occasionally, however, they could still enjoy the
soup made by Yuen Ping's grandmother and feel the
warmth that it brought.

These recollections were part of Yuen Ping’s growth diary
when she was in her first year of secondary school. The
days of water rationing helped the girl learn how to live

resourcefully and taught her to cherish life.

Yuen Ping’s family lived on the rear block of a four-storey
modern building on 171 Boundary Street (now opposite
St. Teresa's Hospital). Her father and uncle ran a rice shop
together, so the family’s financial situation was not bad.
However, the family did not have an easy time while the
water restrictions were in place. Yuen Ping’s conventional
grandmother insisted on teaching her grandchildren to do
basic housework, so Yuen Ping gradually became familiar
with all kinds of chores at home. At the time, most people

needed to wash clothes and cook rice manually, but Yuen
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Ping's home was already equipped with a semi-automatic
washing machine and a rice cooker. The two electrical
appliances, which were not yet popular at that time,
helped the family a lot. Yuen Ping remembers, “We had
a washing machine in the 1960s because we had eleven
people’s bed sheets and bed linens to wash. The washing
machine was semi-automatic and we had to pour in the
water manually. Still, it saved us a lot of water and effort. As
for the rice cooker, it needed to be switched off manually.
It was the kind of big rice cooker that you can find in
today’s Cantonese restaurants. As water buckets were in
short supply, it was very useful for storing water when the
water restrictions were in place.” Yuen Ping's family often
relied on the washing machine and rice cooker, and both

appliances saved them water, time and effort.

The time of water rationing came and went. When Yuen
Ping grew up, she finished her teacher training and
committed herself to the teaching profession. After living
through the time of the drought she was fond of sharing
her experiences with her students, and never forgot to
promote the idea of saving water. Yuen Ping recalls, “When

| was still teaching, the topic of water was covered in the
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‘nature’ and ‘society’ classes. For instance, the 'nature’
classes covered the rain cycle and the ‘society’ classes
looked at the water supply. Later, these subjects were
integrated into the subject of ‘general knowledge’, and
the issue of fresh water scarcity in Hong Kong was often
brought up.” Furthermore, Yuen Ping once used 'water
rationing in Hong Kong' and 'High Island Reservoir’ as
examination topics in primary school exams. She not only
taught her students ways of saving water, but also took
them to visit the part of the giant Dongjiang water ducts
from Sheung Shui to Sham Chun River. She remembers
that, in the 1960s, there was a territory-wide competition

to design a poster promoting water conservation.

Before the water restrictions were tightened, Yuen Ping,
who was still a small child, loved to play with water. “We
really knew how to have fun with water. My sisters and |
would play near the flower bed on the ground floor,
splashing water onto each other and getting all soaked.
We had so much fun then.” Later, however, Yuen Ping's
lifestyle changed as a result of the newly enforced water
restrictions. She used less water to wash clothes and

vegetables. She gave up wiping windows with water, and



used damp cloths and newspapers instead. And yet after
cutting down so much, she still managed to save some
water and keep the windows bright and clean. Over time,
the importance of saving water became deeply rooted in
Yuen Ping’s heart, and she even passed on this knowledge

on to her students.

From the clean and fresh smell of Yuen Ping's white
school uniform when she was a student, to the spotless
windows at home, and her students’ understanding of the
importance of saving water; all of these reflect Yuen Ping’s
effort, care and thought. To her and many other people
who are her age, water rationing was a challenge, and also

a part of life; saving water was wisdom, and also a habit.
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Life in To Kwa Wan
Making Good Use of the
‘Scientific Well’
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Around sunset, Ng Lik Bor walked from the kitchen to the
toilet and removed a piece of wooden board to reveal the
water tank underneath. Lik Bor scooped up some water

and started to prepare dinner for his family.

This water tank was originally a bath tub, and it was
converted after the family moved into the flat in 1960. Ng
Lik Bor, who was nine years old at the time, was the eldest
child among the four in the family. His parents had to work,
so he bore the responsibility of the eldest son and took care
of the housework. As a result, he used the water tank very

often.

Fortunately, because there was running water at home,
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Lik Bor did not need to go to public standpipes or spend
time in queues to collect water. In the year of 1960, after
working hard to save up some money, and borrowing
some extra from friends and relatives, Lik Bor's family
managed to buy a third floor flat on 8 Wan Fuk Street in To
Kwa Wan. They moved out of Cooke Street in Hung Hum
and settled in the ‘Eight Wan Streets’ area of To Kwa Wan.
Before, the family of six lived in a room in a shared flat and
had to queue up or fight with other residents just to use
the toilet and water supply. After moving into their new
place, however, the family was not only able to enjoy an
independent water supply, but also a flush toilet that was
operated by a system using half fresh water and half salt
water. In addition, the real estate developer incorporated
the design of a ‘scientific well’ when they began constructing
buildings in the area. It involved water pipes that extracted
underground water and pumped the water to households
to use as flushing water. Lik Bor recalls his parents telling
him that this was a very popular and advanced design
for new buildings constructed in the 1940s. The design
was very useful during the time of water rationing - it did
not only help save water when flushing the toilet, but the

underground water could also be used for showers when
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the water shortage was at its worst.

The scientific well served the family well, however the
Ng family also had other ways of saving water. Lik Bor
recollects, "We only used one basin of water to take a
shower. We would use scoops to throw water on to our
bodies and scrub them with towel and soap. Back then,
people did not take showers every day, especially during
winter. We had to boil water to take a hot shower at that

time!”

Unlike Lik Bor, most of classmates lived in squatter huts
near the Valley Road or shared a small space with their
neighbours. Faced with the difficult challenges that came
with water rationing, people waited in long queues to
access public standpipes. When there was nowhere else
they could find water, they were forced to buy it from
their neighbours. Lik Bor felt that his life was easier in
comparison, and he did not consider housework like
cooking and doing laundry hard work. Since he knew how
to save water, life during the time of water rationing was

not too difficult.



The area of To Kwa Wan underwent rapid development.
The area was once occupied by a number of squatter
huts, but they were gradually replaced by the new model
of tenement buildings (i.e. tong lau) that Lik Bor lived in.
Meanwhile, the small street shops gave way to knockoff
plastic manufacturers. Since the trade did not involve much
use of water, it was barely affected by water scarcity and
the business was flourishing, offering many opportunities
for entrepreneurs as well as common people to earn
money. Lik Bor still remembers how his grandma used to
take semi-finished products from the factory and finish
them with some simple pasting work. Sometimes Lik Bor
would help out too, and they earned a lot of extra money

this way.

Times changed, and Lik Bor went to Guangzhou to study in
the September of 1963 and did not go back to Hong Kong
until he graduated in 1972. Coming back, he realised that
Dongjiang water was supplying Hong Kong and the whole
of society had changed with tremendous speed. Today,
with the soon-to-arrive MTR station, To Kwa Wan is going
through a rapid urban renewal. Many buildings in the

‘Eight Wan Streets’ area are forced into compulsory sale;
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the area on which they stand will soon be used to build
new large-scale residential clusters. The architectural style
will become out-dated and the original appearance of the
city will gradually fade away. Despite this, the apparent
miracle of the scientific well in the times of water rationing,
and the legend of the light industry in To Kwa Wan, are
precious memories for old residents like Lik Bor, who once

lived here and witnessed the changing faces of the area.
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Riots and Water Shortage
the Story of a Barber Apprentice
Working in North Point
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“Well, they fired tear gas and the five of us immediately
dunked our heads into five petrol barrels filled with
water!” In the year of 1967, 15-year-old Yim Him Man was
a barber apprentice on Chun Yeung Street in North Point.
It was a typical Shanghaiese barber shop on the first floor
of a tong lau. Yim recalls the time that a riot had broken
out on the street outside, and during their break, he and
four fellow apprentices went on to the balcony to peek
at the scene. Right at that moment, tear gas was fired on
the street, and the thick yellow smoke invaded their noses
and throats, causing them severe stinging pain. Finding no
relief, the five of them had no option but to plunge their
heads into the precious water reserves contained in the

shop's barrels.
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“The boss did not find us in the shop and so he came to
the balcony looking for us, but unfortunately the tear gas
had not yet cleared. As soon as the smoke hit his face, he
ran to the sixth barrel, and plunged his head into the water
just like us!” As Yim Him Man remembers the scene, it is
obvious how hilarious he finds it — six barbers with painful
expressions bending over six barrels with their heads

submerged in water.

In the 1960s, increasing numbers of people from Shanghai
and Fujian began to inhabit North Point, and a lot of
Shanghaiese and Fujianese restaurants emerged as a
result. Yim Him Man, whose family was from Shanghai,
went out to find work as soon as he left primary school. He
chose to train as a barber, one of the three occupations that
were most representative of the Shanghaiese community
(the other two being chefs and tailors). As Yim remembers
his days of being an apprentice, the riots and the water

shortage crisis seem to cast a shadow over North Point.

Yim Him Man worked at the barber shop by day and slept
there by night. He put out his canvas bed in the evening,

and dismantled it after waking up in the morning. His
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life was always centered in North Point. He remembers
walking around the area during the Leftist Riots of 1967,
when he would often see signs reading “General Public—
Stay Away”. It was a time when home-made bombs
and fierce battles put people’s lives at risk, and having
witnessed these dangers, tear gas became something that
was not particularly shocking to Yim. Another common
feature of everyday life was the rows of water barrels on
the street, due to the severe water restrictions that were

then in place.

In the year of 1964, the Hong Kong government signed an
agreement to import water from Dongjiang, China over
to Hong Kong in order to relieve the drought. However,
since the amount of rainfall in Hong Kong was not steady,
and there was no water supply from Mainland China
between July and September of each year. As a result,
water rationing was still enforced in Hong Kong from
time to time. The barber’s trade was one that required a
lot of water to run successfully, and it inevitably suffered
from the widespread water shortage. Mobile water supply
trucks turned up as late as at 7 or 8 o’clock in the evening,

and only came once every few days. Whenever the trucks
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came, the barbers would immediately rush to collect
water, connecting the water pipes from the truck to the
six petrol barrels on the balcony. This would allow them
to collect just enough water for the coming few days. Not
only did the barber shop need a large supply of water,
but so too did the eateries downstairs. In order to exploit
every business opportunity they would take turns to collect
water. Occasionally, they would end up quarrelling when
both parties were in a rush to get water for the running
of their own business. Fortunately, they both valued
harmony and would not haggle with each other when the

water supplies sufficed.

Hong Kong was in turmoil, but life went on and the barber
shop that Yim worked in was still crowded with customers.
The high-class haircut and styling service provided by the
Shanghaiese barber shop required a lot of water, and 6
barrels of water was all the shop had for the running of
a few days’ business. Yim was a trainee at the customer
service section for men, providing a first-class one-stop
service for the shop's distinguished customers. Once
a customer walked in, Yim would offer the gentleman a

warm towel to clean his hands; he would then strike a



match and light the gentleman’s expensive cigarette, so
the customer could enjoy a smoke whilst having a haircut.
When the customer finished his last puff, the haircut
would be finished just in time. Then Yim would help the
customer to lie on a bed and give him a shave; after that,
Yim would wrap a warm towel around an electric massager
and massage the customer’s face. As for the other parts
of his body, Yim would give the customer an acupuncture
massage as well as a foot massage. He would even collect
snacks for his customers and earned nearly 30 cents of tips

for picking up a takeaway from the eateries downstairs.

A barber shop was a rather profitable business. However, it
was not guaranteed that barber shops would always have
enough water to keep their business running, even though
they never missed the queue whenever a water supply
truck came by. No matter how prosperous a barber shop
was or how refined its service was, the quality of its service
would eventually be adversely affected by the shortage
of water. When the water supply was tight, barber shops
would cease to provide warm towels for customers, and
the hair washing times were minimised. Worse still, when

water supply was at its most severe, barber shops could



do nothing but suspend their business. To tackle the water
shortage problem in a way that would serve everybody's
best interest, barber shops would agree among themselves

to take different days off.

The days of being an apprentice were difficult, but the
memories of the old days are nonetheless precious
to Yim. He was able to earn his own living and became
independent with the job he had. The kind of autonomy
and freedom was and still is what young people yearn for.
The turbulent social environment, and the ups and downs
of the legendary barber’s trade that came with the days of
water shortages, has become a vivid part of Yim's memory
of his teenage days. For Yim, the experiences he had in
those days were not only eye-opening, but an integral part

of his youth.
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“There was news about the US army navy vessels stopping
by in Hong Kong at that time. Not only bars, but a lot of
shops, including tailor shops, bought beer and soft drinks.
They ordered extra-large ice blocks to cool down the
drinks in order to serve the soon-to-arrive distinguished
guests.” Ma See Ham, who lived in Wan Chai during his
childhood, remembers the é0s as a time of drought. While
street shop owners splashed out on precious ice blocks
and earned a good profit from US army visitors, grassroots
residents were working hard on the street, making water
buckets from pig iron and preparing long rows of empty

buckets to catch water from public standpipes.

The '60s was a period of severe water rationing. Ma See
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Ham had his time of painting over rusty metal buckets
in order to reuse them for the storage of water. Those
metal buckets were a few feet tall and seemed like giants
to Ma See Ham, who was only a ten-year-old at the time.
Nevertheless, See Ham and his family were relatively lucky
compared to other families. The seven of them had an
entire mezzanine in a tonglau to themselves, and could
sometimes enjoy the supply of tap water without having
to wait by public standpipes. When they turned on their
tap, they would occasionally hear the neighbours upstairs
shouting, “turn off the tap!” The Ma family was careful
never to collect too much water, though, as the storage
of water would otherwise intrude into their living space.
As there was a hose in the patio behind where the family
lived, they decided to utilise the space by setting up a

canopy in which to cook, do laundry and take showers.

In front of the Ma family’s home was an old well. In order
to save tap water, they would use water from this well for
taking showers and doing laundry. The well was 10 feet
deep and provided stable water supply throughout the
drought. At that time, the roof of the tonglau was packed

with families living in huts, and because of the low water
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pressure in the higher levels of the building, many of the
households suffered a great deal from the inaccessibility of
tap water. In a situation of such scarcity, apart from waiting
in long queues to get water from public standpipes, the
neighborhood could only rely on the well water for doing

washing-up and taking showers.

In the 1960s, many US soldiers who fought in the Vietnam
War stopped at Hong Kong for respite. After docking
at Fenwick Pier, they would visit Wan Chai and seek
amusement. Over time, Lockhart Road became a popular
street for tourists. As a result, market trends changed
and See Ham'’s father decided to sublet his ground-floor
garage business, which was then turned into a tailor shop
as well as a dwelling for the shop owner’s family. Being
neighbours to one another, the two families got along
very well. The Ma family, living in the mezzanine, came
downstairs and left through the front door of the shop
every day, and they shared water from the well. The shop
owner would send his employees to climb down the ladder
to the well so they could clean it and put some potassium
alum into the well to clear the muddy water. During the

period of water restrictions, the neighbours shared the
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limited water resources and persisted through the hard

times together.

See Ham recalls that both the demand for water and
the amount of water usage were far lower compared to
today. In the past, there was less dust on the street and it
would not be a problem to wash one’s hair once every two
days. Also, in the old days, people washed themselves
using water from a bucket, which was much lower in water
consumption than showers. See Ham reflects, “We did
not use much water, so we did not suffer badly. At that
time, many of the neighbours were newly arrived Mainland
refugees, who never complained or fought, and we always

shared food with one another.”

As the Chinese saying goes, “A drop of water is hard
to find"”. This was exactly how Wanchai's residents
experienced life in the 1960s. But despite all the odds,
by working together as a community and helping one
another, they managed to live through and endure the

water shortage crisis.
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“The neighbours would make red bean soup with the
drinking water they managed to save. They shared the
soup with people living in the neighbourhood.” Lam
Yin Hung smiles as she recalls her days of saving water in
Sheung Wan when she was a teenager. Although it was a
challenge for her to run the household with limited water,
she recalls with tender feelings how the neighbours used

to watch out and care for one other.

The beginning of the ‘60s was an extremely difficult era,
and people were doing everything they could to save water.
In the summer of 1963, the water supply was becoming
increasingly tight, and during the most severe days, water
was only available to the public for four hours once every

four days. At that time, Lam Yin Hung was only thirteen years
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old and was still in primary school. She lived with her parents
and two elder brothers on the ground floor of a four-storey
building on Bridges Street, which was in the area formerly
known as “Sam Sap Kan” in Sheung Wan. The building was

rented by and shared with more than 10 other households.

Lam Ying Hung's father was a western clothes tailor
and her mother earned a living by stitching buttons. At
that time, her mother was not able to take care of the
housework due to health issues, so the responsibility of
taking care of the family was passed on to Yin Hung. Apart
from studying, Yin Hung had to do all the housework, from
cooking, cleaning to collecting water. Luckily, there was an
independent water supply in the tong lau they were living
in, which saved her a lot of time on queuing up to collect
water from public standpipes. At the time, water bills
were charged by capitation. Yin Hung was always the first
to collect water as soon as the supply became available.
By using the water hose to fill the buckets outside her
home, she managed to avoid the hard work of carrying
water. On the lane next to the building in which they lived,
Yin Hung and her neighbours would store rows of water

buckets and large bags made of thick material (these were



GRA-BERBINRRARKEN N HLEAE
2 AL BRKBERNBE - BRREEE
ERELU EMZRMUTHOREZRE - MER—ATHEER
REIEEE - ERBUENAEREFBNILR - THER
NNEBEGTRE  BRANRASRRES R —RFREMNK
MOREAR  EAZHRE SN FREEENALAE

SNEARIERR ©

ABEF B FHRER - AERETFREEES KD
B A - REEF 2 FORAREAIEE  BERFRE
A EXRBESAMZESFE - HETE < BFKR - =2
BRAZHLELEGRIR o [BIERAKRIER - KK
BAERE - FHRRLEXAERE - B AFAAKRERML

08 EUBEBREZEOEE o | BAKKR -

made especially for water storage during the period of
rationing). Yin Hung recalls that the neighbours maintained
a harmonious relationship and incidents such as stealing

water did not occur.

Housing space was crowded and the neighbours lived in
close proximity. By sharing the same stoves and resources,
the neighbours built a unique bond among them. During
her childhood, Yin Hung learnt how to save water from
the older residents around her. It was common to wash
vegetables with a bucket of water, then reserve the water
for washing fish before using it again to wash the dishes
after dinner. In those days, plastics were not widely used in
producing household items except for water buckets, and
most products were made from wood, making them easier
to clean. As for washing clothes, people would use warm
water mixed with soya powder. In this way, the clothes
would become smooth and straight, giving even better
results than ironing. The drinking water that Yin Hung
saved was enough for her to make soup for the family
every Sunday. Also, the neighbours would take turns in
making sweet soup as a late night meal, and everyone

would sit together and share the dessert.



At the time, most children grew up in difficult circumstances,
as did Lam Yin Hung. As Yin Hung recollects, boys would
collect water from mountain streams every day after
school, earning five cents for each bucket they carried to
the local eateries. Next to the mountain stream, between
Bonham Road and the footbridge in Sai Ying Pun, there
were often children squatting and washing clothes. Yin
Hung's classmates could often be seen waiting in the long
queue outside the public bathhouse on Second Street or
Shing Wong Street. Among them were many others who
were holding their towels and a change of clothes, waiting

for their turn to take a shower.

Yin Hung is now in her 60s, and the difficult times of water
rationing have become distant childhood memories.
Nevertheless, the values of frugality she acquired in her
youth have stayed with her and will always remain. To
her, clean water is an invaluable and precious resource.
“Although there is plenty of water these days, | never
waste it. For example, the water | use to wash rice | also
use to water the plants. Also, | never spend too much time
washing my hair. These are the habits that | can never get

rid of,” says Yin Hung as she smiles.
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“How many times did we reuse a basin of water? First we
used it to wash rice, and then vegetables. After that, the
slightly cloudy water would be used to either water plants
or wash clothes. After a few rounds of recycling, the dirty
water was just right to be used to mop the floor or clean
the kitchen. At the time, it was reported in the papers that
someone used clean, fresh water to water flowers and was
then fined hundreds of Hong Kong dollars!” The news
story might be from a distant past, but Cheng Ping Chuen'’s
memories are still fresh. The days of water rationing, which
took place 50 years ago, has never faded from Cheng Ping
Chuen’s memory and he still recalls every detail whenever

he talks about it.
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In the 1960s, on the third floor of a tong lau on 18
Square Street in Sheung Wan, Cheng Ping Chuen lived
in a family of eight. On the same floor there were more
than a dozen other households. At that time, people in
trades that involved the use of water to operate were all
struggling to make their ends meet. Ping Chuen’s father
worked in a barber shop called ‘United’ on 2 Tai Tat Tei
(now Hollywood Road Park). This was a trade that had a
hard time operating in the times of water rationing, and
business dropped more than 20 percent. Ping Chuen’s
father was very clever and he started to provide ‘mobile
hairdressing services’ in order to help out with the family’s
living expenses. Carrying his toolkit with him, he would
visit Tung Wah Hospital and provided haircut services for
patients. According to Ping Chuen, in order to save water
on hair washing, a lot of women firmly requested for their

hair to be cut short and neat.

Ping Chuen was the fourth eldest child among five brothers
and sisters, and that meant he would be the fourth one to
use the same basin of water to wash his face. Ping Chuen
says, "It was not a big deal for boys, but my elder sister

was in secondary school at that time and she liked to
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be clean, so she had a hard time because of the water
restrictions.” Although there was tap water at home, water
could not reach the household because of the insufficient
water pressure. As a result, Ping Chuen, though still an
eight-year-old at the time, had to share the family burden
and help to collect water from outside. The small, thin boy
dragged a huge bucket of water, using all his strength
and staggering as he walked. Feeling a strong sense of
responsibility, the little boy tried his best to ensure that
the essential resource reached the family, and did not let
up. "I carried too much water at that time. That is why | am

not tall”, says Ping Chuen jokingly.

According to Ping Chuen, there was a mountain river near
Po Hing Fong, not far from Square Street. The water flow
was high, and the water was very clean and drinkable. A
lot of residents living nearby would go there to collect
water, and even people from other areas came for the
same reason. People lined up for hours to collect water; it
was mostly women and children waiting in the queue that
reached as far as Tai Ping Shan Street. The mountain water
was from Tai Ping Shan, passing Po Hing Fong and going

into the sea from Possession Street. “At the time, the water
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flow was ample and stable, enough to provide for all the
residents living in the Tai Ping Shan district”, Ping Chuen

recalls.

A Chinese saying goes, “Drink water, but remember the
source”. Every drop of water was precious back then. “I
still do my best to save water, because | have experienced
water rationing”, Ping Chuen says as he emphasises that
water is what sustains life. Many years have passed and
Ping Chuen has now retired. The fresh, sweet taste of
the mountain water he drank when he was a child is now
hard to find. However, the cherishing of water has become

a creed that he never deviates from. His creed is like the

limpid mountain water in Po Hing Fong, forever flowing on.
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A Neat Trick in Getting Water in
a Tong Lau in Sheung Wan -
Locking the Water Tap



[SRsEmy | FI/KMRI | | —RIRAZEE —{E [7KMRsH ]
= 2ma B THENORPA - BT - BTBRA
MG - At ERMITRM - ARBB/AZHT —ER
¥ AIHEKEESEL  2F LA —EE - @2 BE
EERWBUKEBGER - 8L HANKEFERITHK
BERE - BAUKIRIRIRAUKEL - AR T ¥ — #8807 $Z AV {I8L
A o BERE  RKBOEER B TAREZZECE
TEHIK - FRIAAREAEEA T P R K BE SR /K AT H & B F3% 0
AIEKIE A EFIME [KMER | RRR AR B
2 HEEEEEEHKE o

1963F 8 » AEZEHRE=FH  —RtOFELREEN
o KIOE - ERNMEEEREBRKBETNZHME -

196

“Time's up! Turn off the tap!”, shouted a woman holding
a tap lock, running from her home on the third floor to
her neighbour’s home downstairs, knocking on the door.
Though unwillingly, the neighbour on the second floor
opened the door. The woman then took out a box-shaped
objectandflippeditonto the water tap. There was alock on
the box and when she turned the key, the tap was locked,
declaring that the water supply time for this household
was over. Upstairs, the woman’s oldest son turned on the
tap immediately to let the water flow into their water vat,
and then began another 80 minutes countdown began
before they were forbidden to turn on the tap. “Tick-tock,
tick-tock”, it was the sound of water dripping, and also

the sound of the clock ticking. Downstairs, people looked



BRI/ NG 2 ) B ERBTEFHE - BEREEKX
800 - AFER - ZEREWAKK - [HRIIPHEE
BENRIE - ZATHIEE - 2R XMER - | AFRHE
FOK - RITHL—AR - DR BF - (T E R IR L&
TRK - MREE » A - KEETEHE -

KFRESR - BORESR - BARESEHAL - JUKA - A
A ANBRMEK o BIRH R ME R - [RARERT
B - LR T K - BEETHESREIENE - T&5
NEEFOK - eiE—2B=—2 - | #HEHIEHE B8
M0 EE - BHIE—EATHEOA  BRERKES -
FKFKTHAHER - AR R EEEERIREHHE
MRAEE S HLIKESK KB -

RP AR - BEFKHRR - BRITEHN R RARNRE
HE o ER DKRE] 28 XAEA#EBERT AKX
KL - PSR RRETEE - RER—ENA - BRI —E
FmIR - 0L AR BTN » AP ARG B2R
B BHAEE  EORZER - SAEKFHEAE/NM
WD ERFAE -

198

at the water they had collected, starting to contemplate
how to make it last for four days without any additional
running water. The ‘water tap lock’ was designed and made
by Chow Chim Piu's father, and from floor to floor it was
used to lock the water taps of the other households in their

tong lau.

In the summer of 1963, Chow Chim Piu was in the third
year of secondary school. The family of seven lived in a
three-storey tong lau on 4 Wa Lane in Sheung Wan near
Possession Street. The tong lau buildings at that time
often faced the problem of insufficient water pressure,
and water could not reach the higher level when people
living in the lower level turned on their taps. When the
availability of the water supply was reduced to four hours
once every four days, people in the higher floors and lower
floors reached the agreement that every floor was allowed
only 80 minutes to collect water. To be fair, the three floors
of people would take turns in turning on the tap. “People
whose turn was in the middle were most stressed. People
before them kept delaying and people waiting after them
kept urging.” Chow Chim Piu describes how the process

of collecting water was like being in a battle, because
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every minute counted. It was as if what came out from the
water tap was not water, but money, and at the time, water

was indeed a precious commodity.

Even a drop of water was hard to obtain during the time
of drought, and people would do anything to find water.
There were seven to eight households on every floor, and
inevitably, there were people turning on their taps secretly
when it was not their turn to collect water. To tackle the
problem, Chim Piu’s father, who was an ironsmith, came
up with a neat trick. Chim Piu says, “My father made a lock
to prevent people living on the lower levels from taking
water when it was not their turn. Sometimes neighbours
living downstairs would lock their doors to stop people
from going into their homes and locking their water taps.
They tried to postpone their taps from being locked for as
long as possible.” Although there was a lock to make sure
water was distributed justly, the water collected was still
far from enough for every household, provided that there
was only 80 minutes’ time allowance for each floor and
there were more than 50 people living on each floor. When
there was not enough water at home, the Chow family and

the neighbours would have to go to seek more water from
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the public standpipe in Tai Tat Tei or the mountain water

in Po Hing Fong.

Water containers were necessary for storing water at
home. Chim Piu’s father, the ironsmith master, once again
displayed his remarkable skill by making a huge water
vat using thick galvanized iron. He put two iron sheets
together with nails to make the wall of the vat and secured
a canvas sheet to make the bottom. He then painted a
layer of tung oil mixed with lime on the canvas sheet to
make sure the bottom was impermeable. In the kitchens
of other households, one could find plastic water buckets,
porcelain holders, plastic bags and other water containers

of all varieties.

Inthe 1960s, radio started to become popular and the water
supply times would be announced to the public through
radio broadcasting. Of course, the newspaper would also
publish the water supply schedule. Chim Piu recalls that,
in order to find out about the water supply arrangement,
people would turn on their radios during their leisure time
and listen to the broadcast on Rediffusion. Otherwise, they

would buy a newspaper package (two different newspapers



sold together for a lower price) in the evening, taking note
of the next water supply time. People who had to work
would start wondering whether they should call in sick to

get a day-off on the water supply day.

At that time, who didn't cherish water as if it was gold? Who
didn't reuse water? Who didn't have a water container at
home and who did not live their lives watching the water
level in their vats? Chim Piu says, "Water rationing was
such a normal part of life at the time, and later when the
24 hour water supply came, | felt as if it was a gift from
God.” Considering this, how could we not treasure water

as if it was God's gift?
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Epilogue

Although the twelve stories in this book date back 50
years ago, they might help us to reflect on the current
circumstances in Hong Kong. The water crisis has been an
issue of global concern for a long time, and Hong Kong
is not exempt from this concern. 50 years ago, there were
3.5 million people in Hong Kong and one person typically
used 17 gallons of water every day; today, there are 7
million people in Hong Kong, and the daily use of water per
person is 28 gallons. The total water usage today is more
than 3times the amount recorded 50 years ago. Population
expansion has led to an increase in the demand for fresh
water. Also, a large amount of water is wasted by industries
and in domestic life. What is more, the increasingly serious

water pollution problem is accelerating the water crisis.
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However, many young people who have never experienced
water rationing think that the water resources in Hong
Kong are rich; they are not aware that most of the fresh
water in Hong Kong originates from Dongjiang and is
bought with a lot of money. It has remained controversial
whether we should buy fresh water from elsewhere or if
we should produce our own by desalinating salt water.
While we concern ourselves with the policies regarding
fresh water, have we also paid attention to the way we use
water in daily life? As the Chinese saying goes, “There is
no river without small streams”. After all, the issue of water
conservation begins with the taps in each household.
Saving water should start from our reflection on our
habits of water usage. Only then will our ambitions not be

reduced to empty talk.

Adverse situations help people to grow. In the 1960s, there
were several natural and man-made disasters, and people
atthe time overcame the difficulties with determination and
solidarity. How can we inherit the frugality, industriousness
and resilience of the older generation? What can we learn
from their wisdom in saving water? Though people yell

“turn off the tap” at their neighbours, people also worked
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together to find and save water. How do we preserve that
warm human relationship between neighbours in today’s

communities?

Time flies and the era of water rationing has become part
of history. However, the story of water conservation is to

be continued.
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The Hong Kong Jockey Club Community Project Grant:
Community Cultural Heritage Plus

This project is funded by The Hong Kong Jockey Club
Charities Trust and organized by the Conservancy
Association Centre for Heritage. The project includes a
series of programmes to promote heritage conservation. It
aims to strengthen public understanding on our history and
community cultural heritage, so that every stakeholder can
enjoy and involve in conservation activities that enhance
local identity and community cohesion. Launched in 2005,
this project provided our partners with grants in three-year
cycles, in order to deliver appropriate community services

and support the underprivileged.
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