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Having entered 2019 and approaching Chinese New Year, have you
bought any new clothes for the festival? We at the Heritage of Mei
Ho House are going to tell the stories of “clothes” which places first
among “clothing, food, accommodation and transport” in the Chinese
saying regarding the essentials of daily life. In the 1960s, Sham Shui
Po was a crucial district of Hong Kong’s garment industry. Not only
were there numerous backyard garment factories, but also a wide range
of sewing machine shops, piece goods merchants, button factories,
knitting manufacturers and so forth. The focus of this issue, however, is
not the garments but rather the contributors behind the scenes before

the garments are made.

In those days, it was a good standby for every household. It was a tool
for earning a living and was even a dowry for some families. It was a
sewing machine. There was a generation of women who sewed with
treadle-powered sewing machines from day to night, no matter whether
at the factories or their homes. They always worked with the machines
and not only made a significant contribution to the garment industry
but also to overall economic development. We can say that the women
“held up half of the sky” of Hong Kong. In the Feature, let’s explore the

stories about them and the sewing machines.

In the clothing manufacturing process, fabric is of particular importance.
But how is fabric created? It is difficult to not mention the workers
labouring very hard in the cotton mills. Operating in a dusty and smoky
environment, their hair and clothes are always covered with cotton
wadding. Mr Poon Tin-ko, the interviewee of the “Voices of History”,
was once one of them. He dedicated most of his life to the mill. A lad
came across the sea to Hong Kong and became an apprentice because of
the recruitment of a cotton mill company in Shanghai. Since then, he
has taken root here. Time is like a river and the past is gone just like the
wind. He is 88 years old now and has left the mill for many years; but
the memories are still clear in this “lad’s” mind, and he even still meets

his former colleagues once a year.

It is a new year again. In this year, we will continue to tell the
extraordinary stories of ordinary folks as well as to preserve the local

history and culture. We hereby wish you ample food and clothing!
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Among the basic necessities of life, the importance of
clothing is unquestionable. Before industrialisation, all
sewing was done by hand and it cost immense manpower
and resources. Industrial development in the post war era
was very rapid with lots of new inventions introduced. Their
creation overturned many past traditions. One such example
is the sewing machine. The sewing machine enabled women
to contribute their expertise and make some money for the

family even though they stayed at home.

“Singer” Reaching Every Family

The first invention of sewing machines for leather shoes
appeared in the late 18th century. Though several types of
machines were invented later, they were not given heavy
emphasis for fear of affecting the livelihood of workers.
In 1851, an American worker, Isaac Merritt Singer, greatly
improved upon the machine and built up his own brand,
“Singer”. The brand enabled the sewing machine to enter

all parts of world, and turned Singer into a synonym for the

sewing machine.
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A Helping Hand to Earn a Living

In the 1950s, most housewives in Hong Kong wished to own
their own sewing machine so they could sew clothes for
family members at any time. Due to the rapid development
of the textile and clothing industry in Hong Kong following
WWII, many housewives were able to take up some jobs
from factories not only to kill time but also to help their
families make ends meet. The industry developed so fast in
Hong Kong because many Chinese industrialists escaped
to Hong Kong from China with extensive assets and
manpower giving rise to a boom in the textile industry. Many
garment factories were set up in Sham Shui Po because
the area provided a good supply of labour and land to the
owners. Sham Shui Po was densely populated and easily
accessible whilst maintaining cheaper rents. Therefore, the
cost of setting up a factory there was very low and it was
also very convenient for the labour force to get to work.
Sewing machines were indispensable in the industry and
so they were also extremely important to people wanting
to earn a living. One of the old residents, Man Lai-heung,
started working in the garment manufacturing industry
during the 1970s when she was 14 years old. At that time,
she worked in a factory on Castle Peak Road. She could

earn over 10 dollars per day and her salary was on a piece-
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rate basis so she was paid more by working more. Later, as
her income gradually increased, she could earn between 20
to 30 dollars per day, or a few hundred dollars per month.
In those days, with the sewing machines and their skilled

hands women could create a world of their own.

Owning It by Saving Cents

However, sewing machines were very expensive, especially
those imported from foreign countries such as Singer (USA)
and Mitsubishi (Japan). In the 1950s not every family could
easily afford to purchase a sewing machine which could

cost around $300-400. According to a social survey by the
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Part of the advertisement of Standard Sewing Machine Co. shows that customers could put down $16, and then pay
another 20 instalments of $8 each. Compared to other foreign brands, this was relatively inexpensive. / 26 April 1956 /

The Kung Sheung Evening News
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University of Hong Kong in 1957, monthly income of nearly
40% of families in Sham Shui Po was $51-100. The monthly

rental fee of a unit in a resettlement block was $14. In view

of this, many sewing machine agency companies offered a
financing plan. The customers were only required to provide
guarantors if they chose to settle payment on an instalment
plan. This simple and convenient payment procedure was
highly welcome amongst housewives. The ownership of
a sewing machine was no longer a dream and they could

choose from different brands according to their affordability.

Landing Wrongdoers in Trouble

As a sewing machine could fetch a pretty penny, lots of
malefactors coveted and took risks. In addition to the
burglars stealing the sewing machines from the sewing
shops, some speculative businessmen counterfeited
Singer sewing machines. The local agent of Singer had
registered the trademark, and no one else was permitted
to use it. However, Singer still had to take effective action
due to the frequency of the infringement, e.g. asking the
police to carry out the investigation into the forgery of

components by illegal merchants, and accusing another
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company of possession of the sewing machines bearing

the Singer logo.

Additionally, some women pawned the rented sewing
machine to pawnbrokers out of greed, and thus were
guilty of unlawful pawning and deception in their loan
applications. In one case in 1954, following the
imprisonment of the fraudsters a dispute arose, between
the sewing machine shop and the pawn shop, over the
ownership of a sewing machine. It was resolved when the
ownership of the machine was awarded to the original

owner, i.e. the sewing machine shop.

Another more exaggerated example is an absurd case
of conspiracy between female prisoners. One stood in
another’s place to shorten the imprisonment duration.
Surprisingly, the reward was a sewing machine! A woman
surnamed Lai was sentenced to imprisonment for a month
for "loitering". She met another woman surnamed Lo,
who was arrested for drug possession and sentenced to
imprisonment for only a week. On the way to the prison in
the patrol wagon, they conspired for Lai to take Lo's place

so that Lai could have a shorter prison term. Lo would then
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be given a sewing machine as the reward. On the day of

MEZFRA—

R E R R Lo's release, Lai stood in her place and was discharged from
MERKREEH prison. However, the case was reported by other prisoners
Rt mKE. and Lo was sentenced to an extra half years' imprisonment
2 1% 5 4 5R B f isting Lai

- 19545 or assisting Lai's escape.
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B #R) Sewing machines changed the habits of many women’s
Two women lives and helped to improve their families’ financial

used a store as
a guarantor in
order to rent 19

situations. Some people even broke the law in order to

obtain a machine and therefore the importance of the
sewing machines
from several
sewing machine
shops but then
pawned them to
swindle the loan.

sewing machine is easy to see. Owing to the gradual

fading out of the garment industry in Hong Kong, and the
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increased popularity as well as decreased price of ready-

made clothes, the sewing machine gradually stepped back

24 February from centre stage. Although nowadays the machine is not
l:fﬁo UL as popular as it once was in the past, it is believed that the
memories of the sewing machine remains.
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A female prisoner swapped another female prisoner’s place for a longer prison term for the reward of a sewing

machine. / 30 December 1953 / Wah Kiu Yat Po
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The photo of Tin-ko and his wife
taken in the studio / 1956 /
Provided by Mr Poon Tin-ko
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PoonTin-ko
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The Fresher in Hong Kong

At that time, Hong Kong was a city with a small population.
There was only a handful of cars on Nathan Road, which is now
one of the busiest roads in Hong Kong. Tin-ko joked, “You
could just walk anyway you liked on the road.” He worked
in “Hong Kong Cotton Mills”, which was the top cotton mill
in Hong Kong (HKS Group International Limited, commonly
referred as Hong Kong Spinners, was established after the
consolidation of Hong Kong Cotton Mills and Peninsula
Spinners). When he first came to Hong Kong, the mill was still
undergoing preparation works and so he had to help to clean
the machines which had only just arrived in Hong Kong. He
recalled it was hard to eamn a living at that time, "everyone
wanted to work in the mill but it was not easy to find a job for
bread and butter.” The mill was a well-established company,
so not just anyone could be an apprentice at the mill. The
applicants needed to obtain a guarantee from a worker of the
mill or a shop in order to secure a position. Hong Kong Cotton
Mills was located in Lai Chi Kok. It provided a staff dormitory,
meals and the monthly salary of around $10-20. Usually Tin-ko
spent a several dozens of cents for daily use. Later, he met his
future wife at the factory and got married at the age of 24-
25. Unfortunately, the staff dormitory was only for the single
employees, so they moved to the nearby squatter area (now

St. Raphael's Catholic Cemetery (Cheung Sha Wan)).

[EfF] BEHE
ZHBRARZTFHER BeEZEFHE
BEFZHEGEERESE - ARFED
iz - HERHN—F  CEFRHEE
HRE®R ARRARtAERSZ ARG
B o M 4IE1957 21958 F M AEZE
%FW%iFy-ﬂﬁﬁmmewﬁ
KRAMEA+FEERG - A4
ﬁoé%ﬁm%ﬁﬁ%ﬁié'%%
BEC—FRNA - @R BN S
—IRREWE - MPEHRE T EES
fi + Bf247T - BER S TEZR—
BT MEEFHIE  WAHE—
Z5c ERRGREBREBYM -
BES =S - FHAELEBET
TR AMATF=RE®% E+—
BoBMABET—RER ELR-
HAMM EEREER - REZHR
BEARE TR JIREKRK LR - &
S EPHRGE  MEEE EPAT420
DEHTFREYHID - FZFTH
&? FRER o FiF & FMEBIRETE
CTHCHEHE LD —REEM
miﬁFixiJﬁﬂvﬁ%i&ﬁ
ZERERERES -

Child-Minding “Relay Race”
When the eldest son was born, Tin-ko and his wife applied to

move to Lei Cheng Uk Resettlement Area to settle down. It
took around one year for the whole process from application
to approval. You could say that was fast for the time, because
many people also applied to move there. They started living
in Block 6 of Lei Cheng Uk Resettlement Estate in 1957-58. A
single unit was 120 square feet in size and cost $14 per month.
They were only a family of three, thus they could only share
the unit with another family. Later, more children were born
and the Poons became a family of six. At the same time, the
other family moved out of the unit, so they were given the
chance to rent the whole unit for themselves at a cost of $24
per month. The Poon family’s monthly income was more than
$100, including Tin-ko's monthly salary (approximately $100)
plus his wife’s salary. Tin-ko and his wife both worked in the
same company which ran a three-shift system. The morning
shift was 7am-3pm; the afternoon shift was 3pm-11pm; the
night shift was 11pm-7am. Since they had different shifts, they
had to take turns to take care of the children. For instance, if
Mrs Poon worked the morning shift and Tin-ko worked the
afternoon shift, Tin-ko had to bring the children to the entrance
of the company 20 minutes before his reporting time. Then his
wife got off work and took the children home. Luckily, all the
children were well-behaved and would not play alone on the
street. They would wait for their parents to finish the “relay

race” and then go to buy food for dinner.
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Where do the Clothes Come from?

Clothes are made from cotton. The cotton mill was
responsible for making cotton yarn from cotton. The
cotton yarn would then be transported to other factories
for weaving and knitting, and finally becomes a garment.
There are several complex steps involved in making
cotton yarn from cotton, passing through various different
departments. Tin-ko indicated that all the staff were called
"workers” because there were no designated positions
in the factory and the jobs were assigned by supervisors
only. He had worked in the “spun yarn” department and
it is one of the procedures involved in producing cotton
yarn. After removing the dirt in the cotton, it would then
be flattened by the machine and became something like
a paper towel, as described by Tin-ko. Then it would be
rolled up into a bunch and transferred to another machine

to assemble the cleaned cotton into ropes of fiber. Then
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the ropes would be twisted and drawn into the required

thickness before spinning the cotton into spools of yamn.
Next, the roving would be passed through the spun yarn
department and fed into a spinning frame to draw it out to
the desired strength and fineness and become spun yamn.
Then it would be transferred again to be wound into large
cones of yarn, called “corn yarn”, by machinery so that
they can be more easily made into fabric. Mrs Poon was

responsible for this procedure.

Precarious and Dusty Working Environment

To Tin-ko, the working environment was not comfortable
at all. He could not help expressing “Oh!” and said “The
air quality was really poor. It was so dusty.” The mill was
smoky and dusty and everyone who got off work would
find himself/herself covered from head to foot with dust
and cotton. Fortunately they could wear masks and also
air-conditioners were set to facilitate ventilation inside the
factory. Since there weren't many people on duty at any
given time, their boss would only consider the individual's
productivity and they had to take care of themselves in
case any problems occurred. Thus, the environment could

be stressful and exerted pressure on Tin-ko. For instance,
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the factory was full of machinery which operated non-stop
round the clock and the workers had to be wary of their
own safety. One time, Tin-ko was injured at work. Whilst
working as the supervisor of the spun yarn department, he
was hurt by a nail and needed to be hospitalised. Also, in
the corn yarn department, Mrs Poon needed to monitor
several large spinning cones of yarn and deal with any
problems in case the yarn broke. During her work, she
needed to walk around constantly and she didn't even
have time to go to the toilet. On top of her busy work, she
also had to provide care for her children. This all made
her health worse later on. The company ran a three-shift
system, if someone needed to take leave, they had to find a
colleague to stand in. It was not problematic as long as they
notified the supervisor and helped to stand in next time.
However, if a substitute could not be found, the earlier shift
would need to provide continuous cover for the absent
worker. So, the longest working day could be same as two

shifts, i.e. 16 hours, but it was a rare situation. The wage was

on a daily basis and there was an extra attendance bonus as
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a support and encouragement for those who did not take
leave during the month. The bonus was around 10 dollars
per month. Later on, Tin-ko was promoted to do inspection
and quality assurance. There was no guarantee that the first
batch of apprentices would be the first to be promoted. It

all depended on individual performance.

Kids are in Charge of Family

For a while, Mrs Poon frequently sought treatment in hospital
and even had to be hospitalised in Caritas Medical Centre for
three months due to poor health. Tin-ko was fully occupied with
his work and could not find time to take care of the children and
so the children had to rely on themselves. The Poon siblings
mentioned that their mum had previously taught them how to
use a kerosene stove. Wan-fong said they knew how to cook
when they were 7-8 years old but, due to their height, they
needed to step on a chair to do so. She also recalled their big
brother and elder sister had to go to school in the morning, so
she, as the third eldest sister, would take care of the younger kids

instead and wait for their return. Mrs Poon had not worked for
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a while after leaving hospital, and so she would stay at home to
do some family business. All six of the siblings would help with
the work, such as making clothes for toys, reversing the “little
trousers” (use chopsticks to reverse the trousers of the toys),
assembling plastic flowers as well as painting photo frames.
Wan-fong thought that the most difficult task was assembling
plastic flowers, as her fingers would be hurt and thus she was
unwilling to do it. She liked painting photo frames the most
because it was interesting. When she grew up she started to
use a sewing machine to sew clothes and no longer did these
handicrafts. After they finished the jobs, Mrs Poon would
share some income with them, so they had lots of motivation
to work. Their elder sister had to go to work after graduating
from primary school for the purpose of improving the family’s
financial condition. She had worked as child labour (one who
was not familiar with the skills needed in the mill and had to go
through some vocational training) in Hong Kong Cotton Mills
starting from 14 years old. After 3-4 years, she changed to work

in other companies.

After living in Lei Cheng Uk Resettlement Area for more than a
decade, Tin-ko consideredthe areaa “blackspot” with high risk
as there were people of all types. Wan-fong still remembered
their big brother had long curly hair and a trendy outfit, like
wearing bell-bottom pants and sunglasses. The parents were
afraid the children would easily go astray, so they applied to
move to the Oi Man Estate. Some blocks in the Oi Man Estate
are the earlier batch of “Twin Tower” design, which looks like

two hollow squares joined at one corner of each square. They

BRELTFRBEBRWEE /19755 /
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The Poon family moved to the Oi Man Estate in the 1970s. / 1975 /
Provided by HKSAR Government
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commented the living environment was better so they were
less worried when they needed to be back home late after
night shift work. Tin-ko changed to work as a supervisor in
Tai Tung Textile Factory located in Kwun Tong in 1971. With
better income, he could afford the monthly rent of $300 of
Oi Man Estate at that time. Yet a five-alarm fire broke out in
the factory at the same year and it caused significant losses
so the workers were dismissed. After a period of searching, he
worked in Nam Hwa Textiles Ltd as a manager until it closed
down. The original apprentices who worked in the Hong Kong
Cotton Mills left one by one, from a few hundred people to
around 70 now. People went their separate ways. Tin-ko said,
“Some passed away, some immigrated, some went to foreign
countries...” Working in the mill was not easy, but it brought
Tin-ko across the sea to Hong Kong and enabled him to meet
his wife. He has walked through much turmoil, accompanied
by yarn for half a lifetime. Cotton yarn can be knitted into
clothing, and also knit a family together. This is the story and

memory of that era.

Even though the factory closed down for years, the former employees still hold the reunion regularly. It tells the
profound emotional bonds between the workers. / 2009 / Provided by Mr Poon Tin-ko
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When you walk into the Heritage of Mei Ho House, you may not
pay heed to the ceiling of the ground floor even if you examine
the exhibition carefully. On the ceiling, there are rough “beams”
which demonstrates the traces of revitalisation. The museum area
was once a public housing flat but the original design could not
accommodate the large number of visitors. The steel construction
has therefore been attached to the ceiling to reinforce the floor
of the upper exhibition hall. When setting up the museum, we
deliberately displayed these traces so that visitors, either by
themselves or as part of a guided tour, can distinguish the new
materials and structures from the original building design in line
with the principle of revitalisation of the heritage. Let’s look up

during the next visit!
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Mei Ho House Alumni Network Activity: “Sham
Shui Po Kaifong Guided Tour of Industries"
was completed successfully on 7 Oct (Sun). The
participants followed the Kaifong docents from Hoi
Bun Heritage Docents Society walking through Fuk
Wing Street, which is famous for selling toys, and
Apliu Street and the Golden Computer Arcade,
which are the distribution centres for electronic
appliances. Then, they visited the second-hand
market of the Lung Shing Centre and Yu Chau
Street, which is famous for selling clothing
accessories. Afterwards, they visited the hawker
stalls in Pei Ho Street, sewing machine companies,
and Kei Lung Street and Tai Nam Street, which are
known as the streets of cloth shops. Thanks to the
Hoi Bun Heritage Docents Society for preparing
the rich itinerary and the stories from all walks of life

in Sham Shui Po. And also thanks all participants

for their support!
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The Graduation Ceremony and Gathering of
Bilingual Docents was held on 17 Nov (Sat). After
half a year of training, examination and practicum,
these docents were given graduation certificates
by Mr Terence Lee, the Chief Executive of the
Hong Kong Youth Hostels Association.

Docents play an important role in the museum and
they are the educators at the front line of museum
education. We have always placed great emphasis
on the guided tour service. At least one tour is
provided every opening day of the museum since
its first launch. We believe that the addition of the
bilingual docent can meet the needs of different

service recipients.

The Graduation Ceremony is not the end but rather
just the beginning. With the combined efforts of
the bilingual docents, we look forward to sharing
the stories of this revitalisation project with more

people from all over the world.
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"Mei Ho House Bazaar x Book Crossing" was
popular in the "Cultural Mei Ho House". As 2018
came to a close, the activity was held again on 11

Nov (Sun) to allow people to tidy up and organised
their home for the new year. Participants found
new owners for their old stuff, and also exchanged
them with suitable things from other participants
to welcome the new year and bring a fresh look to
their home.

In the bazaar, the registered participants made
preparation for their “stalls” and introduced
the background and usage of their items. The
participants could barter between each other but
if you did not have anything for exchange, some
“stall owners” could instead listen to your story as
an exchange item. Some children received items
by blowing a kiss, showing a sweet smile or singing
a song. One four-year-old boy stayed for a long
time in the bazaar, not because of toys but because
of a worldwide travel adaptor and a watering pot.
He could finally take the latter home and said that
he would take a shower using the pot! A bookcase
was also set up for "book-crossing” with the aim
of promoting both book exchange and the fun of
reading.

We were delighted to see all the participants
soaked in the happiness of the event and returning
home with both material and spiritual success.

Thanks for your support! See you next time!
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Mei Ho House Alumni Network Activity: Poon Choi
Gathering Night at Mei Ho House was successfully
completed on 14 Dec (Fri).

Our members gathered at YHA Mei Ho House
Youth Hostel not only enjoying the delicious Poon
Choi, but also sharing the childhood memories of
when they lived in the Shek Kip Mei resettlement
blocks. They shared their memories of the good
old days. Some of the participants also had fun with
their old friends.

Thank you for joining our activity and hope you had
a happy Winter Solstice!
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Public Guided Tour

&R &E Cantonese
H—& Daily
(IREE BRI except the closed days)

14:30 -15:15

B ) EiBE English / Mandarin

A E2H A Alternate Sundays

11:30 -12:15

* FB1E www.yha.org.hk/hmhh #8 7849
Please register in www.yha.org.hk/hmhh

JKH % TARGET
DR BEEFE20A
Public / 20 people per tour

B # CHARGE

RE Free

BESE

—Zh Tuesdays to Fridays
N BRSI except public holidays)
11:45 -12:45 / 15:30 -16:30
EHR - BRARBH - TREE2E
No group V|5|ts are allowed on Saturdays,
Sundays and public holidays

B #% CHARGE

RE Free

A ¥ NO. OF VISITORS
16-30. A 16-30 people

fz# REGULAR SERVICE

S 2R 10 IR
SERVICE OF HERITAGE OF
" MEI HO HOUSE

ERE52E8
Exclusive Private Group Tour

#E2H— Mondays

(RBBHBS except public holidays)

10:00 -11:00/ 11:15 -12:15
#EH—%F B Tuesdays to Sundays
17:00 -18:00

i v LANGUAGE

R &N BiBE

Cantonese / English / Mandarin

A ¥ NO. OF VISITORS

B’ %50A Max. 50 people

W% CHARGE

BUAHES20
BUBEIEERIES30
BSEREHEES1000

$20 / head admission fee

$30 / head extra guided tour charge
minimum charge $1000 per group

EE PR Guided Tour Service

FHEERE2EKERERS2EHE -
S 1E www.yha.org.hk/hmhh
THEHREIWLABE (hmhh@yha.org.hk)
HIAEE T (3755 4378) IEX
Please download the application form in

www.yha.org.hk/hmhh and email to
hmhh@yha.org.hk or fax to 3755 4378

http://www.yha.org.hk/zh/our-services/meh-ho-house-
revitalisation-project/become-a-member/

RREBE R No Guided Tour Service 4
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Tuesdays to Sundays — 9:30am to 5:00pm
Mondays — Closed (except public holidays)
First three days of the Chinese New Year — Closed

Christmas Eve and Chinese New Year's Eve — Closed at 3:30pm
% % A% FREE ADMISSION

NEBEFRKBARET 41 2 YHA ZERESFIREH T
(BERKS L B2 HOH1TH 5 H88)

G/F, YHA Mei Ho House Youth Hostel,

Block 41, Shek Kip Mei Estate, Sham Shui Po, Kowloon

(5-min walk from Sham Shui Po MTR Station Exit B2)
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