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The prosperity of Hong Kong is paralleled by the active and rapid
development of its tourism industry. In the last decade, Hong
Kong has been facing with a dual challenge: it needs to attract
international tourists to stay longer, to shop more and to do
more sightseeing, and it also has to provide local attractions for
domestic excursionists so that they can enjoy weekend breaks
and day-trips at home instead of travelling to Macau or Shenzhen.
Despite the dominant metropolitan image of Hong Kong, the
government has devised different strategies to encourage
cultural tourism, one of which is through the efficient utilization of
cultural resources of the local community. In cities such as Berlin
and Paris, tourists can enjoy the well-planned walking tours to
explore the various landmarks. With our Knowledge Transfer
Project based on the local Sheung Wan neighborhood, we
are exploring, from an anthropological angle, the possibility
of knowledge transfer from community people to visitors
for their better understanding of Hong Kong. In other words,
making use the holistic approach in ethnographic field research,
visitors will experience an in-depth understanding of a local
neighborhood in the context of modernization and globalization.
Through the establishment of the user friendly website with
comprehensive information in June 2012, we expect to educate
our visitor relevant history and production of a wide range of
commodities such as dried marine products, Chinese herbal
medicine, and salty fish. It is believed that the experiences gained
in those tours can enrich the visitors” knowledge of Hong Kong
and its socio-historical relations with Asia in general.
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Many neighborhoods in Hong Kong are full of histories and
cultural aspects that are worthwhile for citizens and tourists
to explore. The neighborhood that we choose, Sheung
Wan is the one that made Hong Kong a successful and
important trading hub over the last century, in which the
traditional trade characters are still visible today. Since the
mid 19" century, through the network of overseas Chinese
in Thailand, Nam Pak Hong was established to facilitate the
importation of various dried products into Hong Kong for the
purposes of trading throughout Chinese societies in Asia.
When Hong Kong was still a fishing village, the geographic
location had made Sheung Wan a very active center in
trading, and its traditional businesses practices has
somehow preserved and remained this way since.
Nowadays, Sheung Wan is still seen as the place
with clusters of streets full of dried marine products
importers, wholesalers, retailers, and modern
mini dried seafood supermarkets. This creates
an exotic and unique impression for anyone who
visits there for the first time. Again, these traders
handle dried food commodities from all over the
world, e.g. abalones from Japan, sea cucumbers
from Indonesia, salty fish from Bangladesh, herbal
medicines from mainland China, local harvested

preserved shrimp paste, aged tangerine peels,
fish maws, ginseng, birds’ nests, etc. They also
witness the evolution of the time machine and
have stories to share as part of the oral history
of the community. As these food items are a part
of the Chinese cuisine, we consider this a unique
experience for inbound tourists and excursionists looking for
culture and history of Hong Kong. Even the younger generation
of Chinese can gained from this type of experience to better
appreciate own culture.
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Des Voeux Road West looking west from the “Triangle” Wharf (now Wing Lok Street),
c. 1912. Next to the crossed-shape utility pole was Bonham Strand West famous for
south-north trade. In front of the tram lies Queen Street and Ko Sing Street.
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HCE'meE is dried and dehydrated seafood.

Dried shrimps, oysters and scallops are important
and common ingredients in Chinese cuisine. The
production and trade of hoi-mei have a long history
in Hong Kong. In mid-19" century, Hong Kong saw
an influx of refugees from mainland China due to civil
disorder. Among them there were quite a number of
businessmen, who established numerous Nam Pak
Hongs (“South-North Trading Houses”) in Sheung Wan
and Sai Ying Pun, and traded dried seafood with their
Southeast Asian and Mainland Chinese counterparts.
Dried seafood shops abound around Bonham Strand
West and Wing Lok Street. Des Voeux Road West
is renowned as “Dried Seafood Street” for its great
number of shops along both sides of the road.

Instead of dried seafood, the major trade
on Des Voeux Road West at first was salted
fish. It was a specialized wholesale market of
salted fish in early 20" century. Each building (3
or 4 storeys high) on the street was a functional
salted fish workshop and shop - the shop on the
ground floor, family-sized factory and dormitory
in on the second and third floors, and the roof
was for drying salted fish. Salted fish was still
very popular in 1950s, and there were once over
200 shops of its kind around Sai Ying Pun. As
time passes, these old buildings were demolished
and reconstructed into high-rises. With dwindling
local fish catch, many shop owners shifted their
business from selling salted fish to dried seafood.
The rise of dried seafood industry reflected
decades of development and changes of the city.
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Mak Ching-po (Uncle Po), owner of Hoi Cheong Ho.
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Pricey dried seafood nowadays dominates every corner of the shop.

BARAN—BERS
Trading in the old Salted Fish Hood.
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Uncle Po entered the business at the age of
17 and is now a veteran of dried seafood. Dried
seafood is not limited to pricey items such as
abalones or fish maws. Uncle Po remembered
that abalones, shark fins or sea cucumbers were
too expensive for most people to afford. Squids,
dried shrimps, octopuses and flounders were
more to their taste. It was till 1960s and 1970s
when Hong Kong experienced rapid industrial
and commercial development that shark fins and
dried scallops became affordable. Dry fruits and
groceries were also sold in dried seafood shops.
Nowadays these shops sell a much greater array
of products: frozen seafood, salted fish, cured
meat and Chinese medicine.

The majority of dried seafood shops on Des
Voeux Road West caters for both wholesale and
retail businesses, and Uncle Po’s “Hoi Cheong
Ho” Seafood is no exeption. The dried seafood
industry adopts a “ninety-eight commission”
system under Nam Pak Hong’s rule - if the good
is sold at $100, $98 would be the actual proceeds
minus the commission. But the net amount
depends on the agreement made with the other
shops. Some trading traditions are also seen in
today’s dried seafood business. For example,
merchants would make secret negotiations when
dealing with each other by using bottom-tight
abacuses. Dried seafood business relies heavily
on regular customers, as some of them would
only make purchases from the salesmen they
know. Some of Uncle Po’s customers live near,
while some of them live in the New Territories.
During the interview, from time to time, Uncle Po
greeted his old customers and helped them to
choose what they wanted.
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The relationship between employers and
employees in this industry is very close. Each
employee at Hoi Cheong Ho has worked there
for over 20 years, a few even 60 years. Most of
their lives are spent in the same shop. Normally
the owner and all staff have dinner together in the
shop, just like an ordinary family. There are some
special times in the year which they would gather
at the table, such as the 2"¥ and 16" days of the
month in the Chinese calendar (when they offer
sacrifices for the God of Wealth), Mid-Autumn
Festival, Dragon Boat Festival, Winter Solstice,
Chinese New Year’s Eve and Chinese New Year.
In the past the feasts were prepared in kitchen at

the shop, but now they usually go to restaurants.

Dried seafood plays an essential role in
traditional festive dishes, as some of their names in
Cantonese pun on auspicious phrases. The most
notable dish is “Fat Choy Ho See” (black moss
with dried oysters), signifying “good fortune and
flourishing business”. Days before Chinese New
Year are the peak season for dried seafood shops,
including Uncle Po’s. Winter Solstice, Dragon
Boat Festival and Mid-Autumn Festival also bring
abundant business. However, for the past 8 or 10
years, less people are buying dried seafood for
Mid-Autumn Festival, not to mention Dragon Boat
Festival. It somehow reveals a changing festive
culture in Hong Kong.
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In retrospect, dried seafood industry emerged in early
1900s, but it did not took shape until after the Second
World War. Thanks to rapid economic development in
1960s-70s, Hong Kong people had greater consumption
power and hence increasing demand for dried seafood.
1980s was the golden age of the industry where trade
grew steadily - the gross revenue of the whole industry
reached HKD$1 billion in 1980 alone. Dried seafood
trace saw its heyday in 1980s-90s, but over-expansion
(e.g. chain stores) and keen competition marked its
subsequent downfall. At the same time, the shift of Hong
Kong'’s economy from industry to finance and commerce
marginalized entrepdt trade. The hurly-burly of Bonham
Strand West gradually dwindled. Slow economic growth
and high inflation so hammered general consumption
power. From 1980s onwards, Hong Kong Tourist
Association (now Tourism Board) marketed streets of
dried seafood shops as must-sees for visitors in Hong
Kong, and since 1990s these local sights became popular
to tourists. In the last decade, visitors from the mainland
China are reliable source of income for the industry. The
golden days of dried seafood industry has passed, but
it still sustains in its own ways.

Dried seafood is almost parallel with changes of
the Hong Kong economy. Sheung Wan and Sai Ying
Pun were Hong Kong’s earliest business (especially
entrepdt) hubs, and naturally dried seafood trade began
here. The development of the business throughout the
years is closely related to entrep6t trade between China
and the rest of the world, consumption power of local
residents (and hence industrial, commercial, and financial
development of Hong Kong), and even tourism. This
transition is exactly what Hong Kong has experience
over the century.

By studying the business styles of dried seafood
shops, we appreciate the customs as well as human
touches in a traditional industry. The significance of dried
seafood in local festivities also unfolds the transforming

festive culture in Hong Kong. »‘@’
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