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he densely packed streets of Kowloon
City have always been some of the most
active and stimulating in Hong Kong. The
areas around To Kwa Wan, Ma Tau Wai
and Kowloon Bay expose the real Hong Kong, in all
its noisy, stark unadulterated glory. These are not
the commercialised areas you'll find in guide books,
littered with tourists or sky-scraping glass phalluses
—these are the real streets and buildings where
Hong Kong first began.
Of course, one will never be able to say when
the official ‘beginning’ of Hong Kong of truly
was. However, there are many signs that link
the beginnings of modern Hong Kong with this
seemingly paltry corner in north-east Kowloon.
Formerly home to the legendary Kowloon Walled
City and the once third busiest airport in the world
(Kai Tak Airport), this special little bay has played
a big part in writing the pages of Hong Kong’s
history books. It is a gritty area of distinction where
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today one can still find living remnants of old Hong
Kong scattered amongst characteristic buildings,
interesting restaurants and all the sights and smells
of an area rooted in the past — an area with scraps
of history that deserve to be experienced.

The historical importance of the area dates back
to 1277, when the bay became the final resting
place of the last two boy emperors of the Sung
Dynasty after the Yuan Dynast took over. A rock
inscribed with the words ‘Sung Wong Toi’ (meaning
‘Terrace of the Sung Kings’) dating back to their time
can still be seen today in Sung Wong Toi Garden.

After the defeat of the Sung Dynasty, the same fort
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. Ancient ‘Two Dragons’

inscription at Sung
Wong Toi
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. Fude Temple near the
Walled City
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Walled City
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. One of the three old
cannons inside
the Park
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. Qing Dynasty
soldiers outside the

Walled City
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. In the 70s, Walled
City residents getting
fresh water from the

public pipes
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. Kowloon Bay as it was

back in the day, with
Kai Tak seen on the
bottom and the
Walled City on
the far left
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8. Traditional grocery in
today’s Kowloon City
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that the boy emperors sort refuge in was built into

a walled garrison in 1847 as a symbol of resistance
against the British by the Chinese Government, who
had colonised Hong Kong Island and part of Kowloon
However, the colony did not extend to the New
Territories until later, and with a large fortified wall and
a bamboo fence (what is today Boundary Street in
Kowloon), the suburbs behind the garrison became
a place of iniquity untouched by the Brits. Even after
the Biritish later seized control of the garrison, it was
regarded as a being outside of Britain’s jurisdiction
and it is out of these confrontational foundations
that the infamous Kowloon Walled City developed.
Over time it grew into an adult amusement park of
dark pathways where dubious unregistered factories,
unlicensed businesses and clinics all managed to
subsist until the vertical slum was pulled down and
replaced by a park in 1994.

The Kowloon Walled City held, and still holds,
the attention of many. It was a living sociology
experiment of such magnitude that will never be seen
again. In 1987, the Walled City contained 33,000
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residents within its 6.5-acre border. At its peak in the
1980s it was home to some 35,000 people — 35,000
living bodies packed into dense domino-like layers of
makeshift apartment spaces broken up by labyrinths
of corridors that rarely saw the light of day. Before

it was demolished it enjoyed a short moment in the
spotlight, heralded by fims such as Long Arm of

the Law (‘Sheng Gang Qi Bing’), Jean-Claude Van
Damme’s film Bloodsport, Jackie Chan’s Crime Story
and, more recently, Stephen Chow’s Kung Fu Hustle.
Today it lives on as Kowloon Walled City Park, where
the foundations of the former walls, gates and other
relics can be seen in the same spot where the living,
breathing slum once stood.

Built at a cost of HKD$76 million, the Kowloon
Walled City Park is easily one of the nicest parks
in Hong Kong. The design of the park is based on
the Jiangnan gardens of the Qing Dynasty, and at
the centre of the Park is a fully restored Yamen - a
declared monument as the only standing piece
of architecture remaining of the Walled City. Two
antiguated cannons, made in 1802, are positioned at
the front of the Yamen and, nearby, another declared
monument comes in the form of the foundations of
the old South Gate, where a flagstone and old granite
paving display the Chinese characters for ‘South
Gate’ and ‘Kowloon Walled City’ upon them. The park
is also home to a two-storey limestone Mountain View
Pavilion, which loosely resembles a docked boat.
From the second storey of the pavilion there are great
views of Wong Tai Sin and Lion Rock, the famous
feline-shaped rock which has been immortalised in
songs and television shows, and is said to represent
the spirit of the Hong Kong people living underneath
it. There is also an oversized chess board (without the
chess pieces) in the park, plus a lush a 300 square-
metre beautifully landscaped garden.

The Walled City is but one part of this area’s
colourful past, as the bay was also home to the most
unigue airport in the world, Kai Tak International
Airport, located 5 minutes away from the Walled

The most recently
published plans for Kai
Tak include a cruise
terminal, a sports
stadium, an Aviation
Museum and more
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Today, Kowloon City is also one of the most popular dining areas for the locals. From Top: Hong Kong’s unique ‘pineapple’ bun and ‘double layer’ milk pudding.
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City. Closed down in 1998, Kai Tak was once
the third busiest airport in the world in terms of
passenger traffic (it was designed to handle 24
million passengers per year, but in 1996 Kai Tak
handled 29.5 million passengers), and first in terms of
international cargo throughput. However, the airport
was recognised for more than just numbers. With
numerous skyscrapers and mountains located to the
north and the only runway of the airport jutting out
into Victoria Harbour, landings at the airport were
infamously difficult and provided quite an exhilarating
experience for passengers. To land there pilots had to
manoeuvre planes over the densely populated areas
of Western Kowloon and then make a 47-degree
visual right turn to line up with the runway at a height
of 300-metres above the buildings and streets below.
As a result of this flight approach the area has always
had low closely-packed architecture, which was the
upshot of a height restriction regulation. Although
a few luxury apartments now litter the area, for the
most part low height buildings remain, and the large
open spaces around the former runway do not block
the sea breezes making this area consequently
cooler and divergent from the rest of Hong Kong.
Today the pace of life in Kowloon Bay is a lot
different, and all the effervescence and exhilaration
has been replaced with an old-world charm and a
quite sense of calm. Sure the area lost much of its
notoriety when the Walled City was brought down,
and sure many businesses were lost when the Kai Tak
Airport was closed, but there is still a sense of magic
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that lives on in the form of the old-style architecture,
the low-slung buildings and the many unique shops
and restaurants that litter the area. With a large Thai
community, the appealing quarter is home to quite
a few authentic Thai restaurants. There are also a
number of other famous eateries clustered around
the San Po Kong area, with some having even
gained more fame and customers with the closure
of the airport. There is also a collection of traditional
herbalists, jewellers, tea merchants and bird shops -
many of which have also stood the test of time.
However, one cannot resist time forever, and there
are big development plans in the woodworks for
Kowloon Bay and its surrounding area. The most
recently published proposal envisions a massive
cruise terminal, a sports stadium, a public park,
an Aviation Museum and a permanent 900-metre
promenade in nearby Kwun Tong of which
200-metres has already been made. It is clear to
see nothing ever stays the same in Hong Kong, and
when the bulldozing is complete the relics and the
vestiges are all we have left — at least for now.

The quaint streets
around the Kowloon
City area are a hotbed
for good restaurants,
and there are a number
of idiosyncratic eateries
offering interesting food.
Here are some of the
most popular:
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Islam Foodi& R4 FIEE
(Halal Food {RRTMIZE)

Must-tries2 &%  Beef Bun

4PI8ABY + Veal Goulash Curry

WIYE4FE - Spring Onion

Pancake U

1 Lung Kong Road

BERB1R

+852 2382 2822

Patisserie Tony Wong
(Western Bakery

AR

Must-tries# & : Green Tea

Opera Cakef# % &% + Cherry

Napoleon Cake 2 Hk &=

#f + Chocolate Truffle Cake

LR NMBEER

74 Fok Lo Tsun Road

RIENIETAR

+852 2382 6639

Lok Hau Fook Restaurant
#OEEXR (High-end Chiu
Chow CuisineS & 31M3T)
Must-tries#%#, : Cold Cooked
Fishi® £ + Oyster Congee& {73
1-3 Hau Wong Road
REE1-35

+852 2382 7408

Cambo Thai Restaurant
SHETER

(Thai Seafood T#= i)
Must-tries# & : Fried Crab
with CurryIIVE2E
Fresh Shrimp Sashimi: $8%1 &
Shrimp BallsXF#R3R
15 Nga Tsin Long Road
EATLRIE15%
+852 2716 7318



