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  DIAMOND HILL




  “Diamond Hill is an excellent and fast read for those who want an honest depiction of life for a majority of Hong Kong denizens in the 1950s–60s.”




  — The Correspondent




  “The harsh but colourful world in which Feng grew up is no more. Once upon a time, Hong Kong was one big squatter village that transformed into a manufacturing Mecca and then again into the financial centre that it is today . . . his memoir invokes a toughness and a can-do spirit that he would like the city to recapture.”




  — Asia Times




  “Feng gives a frank and candid recollection of his teenage upbringing in Diamond Hill. The stories he shares with his readers tell all, including sad stories of childhood friends whose futures succumbed to gambling or drug addiction, and the desperate ways in which the poorer townspeople went about making ends meet.”




  — Time Out Hong Kong




  “Feng Chi-shun spent his childhood coping with poverty. His memoirs show the value of perseverance, street smarts and good luck.”




  — Cairns Media Magazine




  “An interesting and authentic story told with feeling and gusto, Diamond Hill is a highly readable potted history of a part of Hong Kong and its ordinary people in the middle of the 20th century. There is much food for thought on how the challenges of adversity and worldly temptations in childhood make some men, like Dr Feng—and break others, like some of his friends.”




  — John Chan Cho-chak, Chairman, Hong Kong Jockey Club




  “It was with red, teary eyes and a pain in my stomach that I closed the last page of Feng Chi-shun’s flashback of his youthful days. Reading Diamond Hill was a roller coaster ride in a time machine: adrenalin-driven, fast and furious, and very heart-warming. A book that should be read then passed on to any person whom you think should share the treasures of Feng’s excavation of a culture long lost but not to be forgotten.”




  — Philip Chan Yan-kin, movie actor and director




  “Feng’s Diamond Hill is not just an autobiography of his childhood and adolescence. It is an insightful exposition of life in Hong Kong in the fifties and sixties. A fascinating book.”




  — Nicholas W. F. Ng, Chairman, Hong Kong Public Service Commission




  “This book is a must-read, not only for those who grew up in Hong Kong in the ’50s and ’60s, but also for teenagers in Hong Kong and indeed elsewhere today. For those my age it is a trip down memory lane—rediscovering a Hong Kong that is gone forever.”




  — Michael Sze Cho-cheung, former Hong Kong Secretary for Constitutional Affairs
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  Prologue




  MY FIRST TEN YEARS of life are a bit of a blur. I was born in Hankow (now part of Wuhan in Hubei province), even though my father’s ancestors were originally from Zhejiang. The family moved around the country a lot, as did many people during the long years of turmoil and war in China. My mother’s family was originally from Chiu Chow in Guangdong, but they too moved about and ended up in Hankow.




  The whole family fled communist China when I was a baby. My maternal grandfather was a wealthy man. When we first arrived in Hong Kong, we lived in a two-story house with a big backyard on Humphreys Avenue in Tsim Sha Tsui. My grandfather went back to China after he speculated on gold and lost his fortune overnight. (He lost a million dollars, a humongous amount of money then.) Not long after that, my mother died of meningitis and we moved to Sham Shui Po, in the same district as Tsung Tsin College secondary school where my father found work as a teacher. My three older sisters and I enrolled in its primary section.




  My father remarried, so we needed a bigger home and we moved to Diamond Hill, where the rent was more affordable. Diamond Hill was one of the poorest and most backward of villages in Hong Kong, when Hong Kong was poor and backward. We moved there in 1956 when I was almost ten. I left in 1966 when I was nineteen. During that decade I grew from a boy to a man. Those were the formative years of my life, which made me what I am today. It’s a part of my life that I remember well and cherish.




  Woody Allen, the American director, worked as a stand-up comedian in his younger days, and one of his routines was to fantasize aloud about living his life backwards. After everyone at his funeral says good things about him, he rises from the dead and goes back to live in the nursing home. He wakes up every morning feeling better than the day before until he becomes so strong he moves out of the home and returns to work. The first day at work, the boss presents him with a gold “retirement” watch. He continues to feel better and stronger every day and when he gets back to his college days, he parties hard and drinks even harder. A pampered childhood is followed by a coddled infancy. Then he turns into a small fetus in a woman’s womb, and ends his life with an orgasm.




  In spite of that pleasant prospect, I wouldn’t want to live my life in reverse order even if I could. I like the idea of feeling younger by the day, but those years in Diamond Hill were harsh and impoverished. Though it was a character-building experience, I am glad it happened in the earlier part of my life and not the later.




  This book is mainly drawn from my memory of the time I spent in Diamond Hill. All the places, events and people in the book are real, and I have no reasons to refrain from writing about them. I’ve had fun writing this memoir, and I’d like to dedicate it to all the inhabitants of Diamond Hill, past and present.
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  The author and father in Hankow, China, circa 1947
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    Ah Ho (right) assuming her usual position at the mahjong table
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Mabel, anticipating a walk in the countryside
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Michael in his favorite chair




    [image: In the front yard of the house in Diamond Hill, with stepmother and oldest sister, 1956]


    

In the front yard of the house in Diamond Hill, with stepmother and oldest sister, 1956
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Bird’s-eye view of the Walled City from Ah Fui’s rooftop, 1966




  The neighbors and the neighborhood




  NOBODY KNEW WHY it was called Diamond Hill. There were certainly no diamond mines, nor diamonds on anyone’s fingers. “Diamond” in Chinese can also mean excavation of stones or slate. It felt like a sick joke on the thousands of people there struggling to survive in poverty.




  Diamond Hill proper was not that big, but its boundaries were not well-defined, so one could keep walking in any direction for hours and could still find village life. My roaming grounds included Diamond Hill proper and numerous small nearby villages, namely, Sheung Yuen Ling towards the north, Ha Yuen Ling towards the south, Tai Hom Village and Chuk Yuen towards the west, Ngau Chi Wan towards the east, and Tai Koon Yuen towards the northwest. And the surrounding country parks had interesting flora and fauna, hills with narrow trails and streams with water clean enough to drink. The whole area was considered Diamond Hill district by the government.




  There was one main road running uphill in the midst of Diamond Hill—a narrow cement thoroughfare which barely allowed one-way traffic for small trucks.




  There was a bus stop at the entrance to this main road. On the right side was a bicycle rental shop. I wrecked one of the rental bikes when I first moved there, and hadn’t had the guts to face the owner until a couple of years later, when I had a growth spurt and became taller than he was. The first store on the left was a shoe shop. They specialized in hand-made leather dress shoes for men. Not surprisingly, their patrons were mostly from outside the area. Those shoes were not meant for the dusty roads of Diamond Hill.




  Not far away on the same side of the shoe store was the famous Wing Lai Yuen Sichuan restaurant with its renowned dan dan noodles, the cheapest item on the menu, but still the main draw for people from all over Hong Kong. Legend had it the restaurant didn’t cater for take-outs, except for one person alone—Sir Run Run Shaw, who sometimes bestowed the honor of his presence on us in his chauffeured Rolls-Royce on his way to his Clearwater Bay film studio.




  The rest of the road was lined with shops of all kinds and packed with hawkers of all trades. There was a Chinese medical practitioner who used to be a barber but hung up his scissors after he claimed to have discovered an ancestral medicine book. He had snakes and baby mice in Chinese wine on exhibit in his shop window. A stationery store was close by. A boy my age looked after the store sometimes. We used to collude on deals in which he sold me stationery with minor defects cheaply so I could pocket the money saved. All the shops were small and single-story. Narrow lanes separating them led to clusters of bungalows and shacks, vegetable fields, and small factories producing handmade goods such as straw hats, cooking utensils, batteries, and Buddhist religious paraphernalia.




  Further up was the wet market, occupying the whole road. When a car drove through, all the hawkers would pick up their merchandise and scoot to the side to let the car by. Then all would fall back into their original spots when the car passed. The hawkers guarded their territories with their lives. If a new hawker tried to occupy an earmarked spot, all hell would break loose, and there would be blood.




  In the middle of the wet market, the road forked. Bearing left the road led to the Tai Koon Yuen area via a dead-end street called Tai Koon Road with a Baptist church in a wooded area at the very end. Bearing right was a mud road that led to a square. At one corner of the square was a small footpath that turned downhill through vegetable fields and small huts and was an alternative and longer way to the bus stop. Turning further uphill would be the continuation of the Diamond Hill Road.




  This road ended when it reached a bridge which led to the Chi Lin nunnery and the Sheung Yuen Ling area where there were rows of upscale apartment blocks, three or four stories high. The one-way road then turned downhill and connected to Hammer Hill Road exiting in the Ngau Chi Wan bus terminal.




  Underneath the bridge was a wide stream lined with boulders of various sizes and shapes, but all with smooth surfaces. Households nearby did laundry and washed dishes in the stream, hence the water was not always pristine. But upstream the water was so clear you could count the number of pebbles at the bottom. The shortcut to reach the upstream area was to jump from one boulder to another for half a mile or so uphill, and only the young could manage such a feat. The stream narrowed quite a bit upstream and the boulders were smaller. At one spot, there was a waterfall and the water was deep. That became the swimming pool for boys from all over the area.




  We lived in a two-bedroom bungalow half-way up the section of Diamond Hill Road past the square.




  It took about twenty minutes to walk home from the bus stop—an inconvenience by today’s standards, but we didn’t have a choice. There were many who had to walk further and longer. It turned out to be a blessing in disguise. My father lived to be over ninety, even though I had never seen him do any other exercise than this mandatory daily walk.




  My father paid for quite a bit of renovations on the house: a Western toilet, a front yard covered by cement, and sides cleared of bushes and dead trees. There was a small back yard which we used as a chicken farm. We reared chickens for their eggs, but they were more trouble than they were worth. Apart from the constant stream of chicken droppings and the smell, the chickens were also susceptible to “chicken plague,” which would be today’s bird flu. We were soon down to just one chicken, a hardy one which had survived numerous bouts that had killed all her contemporaries. She continued to give us one egg a day for years and years, until she died of old age.




  We even had a well in the back, which supplied us with all the water we needed. We fetched the water with a bucket tied to a rope which we tugged while standing astride over the well. After a heavy rainfall, the well would be filled with muddy water almost to the top, and we could scoop water up by bending over and reaching down with an outstretched arm.




  The house was small for seven people, the original five plus our new mom and an amah. There was a partition in the kitchen big enough for a small bed for the amah, who stuffed all her earthly possessions under the bed. And I had to make my bed nightly in the living room. There was only one bathroom for all of us to share, and for showers, we used a bucket and a scoop. In winter, we had to wait for boiled water before a shower. All that would seem like unbelievable hardship for people who take modern conveniences for granted, but it was actually an improvement on our accommodation in Sham Shui Po.




  There was always some kind of odor. Not far from the house was a wine distillery. The sweet smell of rice wine hung in the air all year round. In the back and to one side was a vegetable field. In late afternoon the farmer irrigated the field with sewage from our septic tank. Luckily, unlike the aroma of wine, the sewage smell didn’t linger long enough to ruin our dinner. We regularly bought the vegetables harvested by the farmer and sold by his hawker wife in the wet market. Recycling is not a new concept.




  On summer nights, it was the scent of anti-mosquito incense burning and the mixture of odors from fauna and flora of the countryside after a hot day.




  My family was far from well-to-do, but not in the indigent category. We were “middle class” in a poor neighborhood. There were many wealthier families living in bigger and better flats or village houses, including some British and Portuguese families.




  Our next-door neighbor had the biggest and nicest house on the block, with a large landscaped garden and a tall metal front gate. The patriarch of the family was a hoity-toity intellectual. He had two sons, one we nicknamed Chubby because he was slightly over-weight, and the other Skinny because he was not. They were a bit stuck up like the father. Even at that young age, they already had their career paths mapped out, and told us one of them would become a doctor, the other a lawyer.




  I was caught gambling in the street by the father, and he told his two sons not to go near me, ever. I didn’t blame the father for the ban because I wasn’t exactly a model youth. For example, I picked up the smoking habit in my mid-teens. Smoking was widespread and permissible anywhere anytime, including on buses. By then, I was already taller than the average Hong Kong person by a couple of inches, and when I smoked standing up, other people could see what I was doing from the other end of the bus. Who but the father of Skinny and Chubby spotted my transgression and before I reached the stretch of mud path leading back home, my father had already had from him a full account of my misconduct on the bus, plus, I was sure, a recount of all my past conduct unbecoming of a school boy. There was no use lying about it, because as luck would have it, just as I was stepping inside the house, I inadvertently dropped the packet of cigarettes from my coat pocket in front of the whole family. Lucky for me, this happened a few days after the final school examination, in which I performed exceptionally well that year. All was forgiven.




  Across the street from us was a row of small two-story shophouses (downstairs a shop, upstairs a residence). At the corner house upstairs lived an older man we nicknamed “the Coughing Man,” because he woke up early every morning and spent an hour or so coughing and producing enough phlegm to fill a beer jug. Downstairs was a grocery store owned by a mild-mannered man who never hit me or any other kids when we shoplifted.




  Next to the Coughing Man lived a widow and her son, Ah Siu. He pretty much kept to himself. His late father had worked for the Hong Kong Cable & Wireless Company (the predecessor of Hong Kong Telephone Company and PCCW) for years before his death and he might have died while on duty. The company bosses promised the mother that as soon as her son could attain a passing grade in English in the Secondary School Certificate, he would be guaranteed a job. Years later, I went to Cable & Wireless’s main office in Tsim Sha Tsui to send a telegraph to the USA, and lo and behold, Ah Siu was behind the counter to attend to my needs.




  Another shophouse further down was the home of a drunk, who would send his boy to buy him twenty cents worth of double-distilled rice wine and five cents worth of peanuts just about every evening. When he got drunk, he would prattle on and on until late at night.




  Further down the road, there were a few more bungalows. My father’s friend Mrs. Chan lived in one of them. Her husband lived in Taiwan and had a prestigious job as a judge. She moved to live in Hong Kong with her two sons and a daughter, so that the two sons could dodge mandatory military service after reaching the age of majority. She brought along a daughter, the least attractive of her three, to serve as a maid to the two boys. We knew all this because she came over to our house often and entertained my father with gossip involving the whole neighborhood and their circle of friends.




  Apart from the main road, all access roads in Diamond Hill were narrow lanes or paths crisscrossing all over the place. Houses were built in a random fashion, and were of two types: legal ones built of bricks and mortar, and illegal shanty huts built in whatever space was left.




  Because I was forbidden to play with the boys next door, I ventured into the next lane down the road. A boy named Tai Lin was the closest. He had the hardest life of anyone I knew. His father died of tuberculosis when he was eight or nine and his mother, suffering from the disease as well, was unfit to work. They begged from relatives and friends to survive. His mother would bring him along for the begging expeditions. He had occasional meals at a relative’s home, where he would be hit on the knuckles with chopsticks by the older sons of the family for going after food without prior permission. He was made to go through numerous humiliations at a young age, such as kneeling in front of people, often to no avail. He ended up being a nervous wreck of a young man with little self-esteem. But I admire him for his fortitude; he was never broken. He survived, with a vengeance, in spite of being everyone’s punching bag.




  He was devoted to his two younger brothers, and had often made sacrifices for them. For example, even though he could have strived for better for himself after secondary school, given that he was college material, he took up a training post at one of the education colleges because they paid a better salary than most other jobs. He needed the extra money to support the two brothers. He sent them to the US for higher education, and subsequently, one became a doctor, the other a successful businessman.




  But life wasn’t so rosy for him. His home was a tin shack shared with an old couple. The front door was so flimsy it could be kicked open by a child. There was no privacy to speak of; people walked in and out while they were changing clothes.




  His mother was a loud-mouthed ill-tempered bitter woman whose idea of motherhood was to constantly criticize her children. Tai Lin put up with all that without a fight, and his escape was to grab one of his favorite books and read it aloud, especially during his mother’s long-winded tirades about his inadequacies. I went to his house often just to hang out. But if I heard Tai Lin reading aloud inside when I approached the hut, I would avoid the place like the plague.




  In the nearby brick house, there was another fatherless boy named Ah Bok. He spoke Cantonese with a Fujian accent, and that immediately got him branded as retarded. I liked him because he was a friendly and kind boy who had a perpetual smile, and he laughed loudly at my lame jokes. He was so even-tempered no one could get a rise out of him, except a boy called Umbrella, so named because his real name was similar to an umbrella company. For a while, Umbrella made Ah Bok’s life miserable by constant bullying and harassing. Instead of fighting back, which would have been futile because Ah Bok was half his tormentor’s size, he asked his mother to befriend Umbrella’s mother, and the two families had meals together a few times. The rule was that if the parents were friends, the children were as well. Umbrella had no choice but to stop bothering Ah Bok.




  Umbrella was one of the few boys around with both parents, but that did not render him well adjusted. He was restless and reckless, making him both exciting and dangerous to be with. He led me astray many times, by committing the usual teenage pranks and petty crimes.
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