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Introduction
Hong Kong stands as one of the world’s most vibrant and enigmatic cities, a place
where East meets West and tradition coexists with modernity. Its dense skyline and
bustling streets are the visible face of a history that is anything but straightforward—a
history marked by migration, trade, conflict, colonization, and adaptation. To
understand Hong Kong is to grasp a tale of transformation, resilience, and continual
negotiation with the forces of the past and present.

This book, A History of Hong Kong, aims to provide a comprehensive account of the
territory from its earliest human settlements to its present-day status as a global
metropolis. Spanning thousands of years, Hong Kong’s story encompasses prehistoric
societies, millennia as a peripheral outpost of Chinese empires, a dramatic transition
into a British colony, and recent decades as a Special Administrative Region within the
People’s Republic of China. Along the way, it has been shaped by shifting borders, the
rise and fall of empires, the ambitions of traders, and the aspirations of its diverse
populations.

The earliest traces of humanity in the region date back over 38,000 years, revealing
communities who fished, farmed, and traded along the southern coast of China. Over
centuries, successive waves of migration brought new cultures and technologies; the
region’s sheltered harbors and fertile land made it a coveted but often overlooked
periphery of imperial China. Yet Hong Kong’s fate changed irrevocably with the arrival
of European powers. The 19th century saw the city thrust into the vortex of global
trade and imperial rivalry, culminating in its transformation into a British colony by
force of arms and a series of unequal treaties.

Under colonial rule, Hong Kong evolved from a sparsely populated island into a
cosmopolitan port and industrial powerhouse, shaped by waves of immigrants fleeing
turmoil in mainland China. World War II and the Japanese occupation brought
devastation and hardship, but the postwar years witnessed an economic miracle that
catapulted Hong Kong onto the world stage. In the latter half of the 20th century, as
its distinctive identity emerged more clearly, debates over sovereignty intensified,
culminating in the historic handover to China in 1997.

The years since have been marked by both continuity and change. As a Special
Administrative Region, Hong Kong has retained much of its unique character, yet it
finds itself at the heart of complex political debates and social movements. Its future
remains the subject of discussion not just among its own people, but also in the global
community, as it navigates its relationship with mainland China and its place in an
evolving world.
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In the chapters that follow, this book seeks to illuminate the many threads that run
through Hong Kong’s past: from ancient rock carvings to skyscrapers, from village life
to mass protests. Through these stories, readers will encounter the city’s enduring
challenges and remarkable achievements. Ultimately, A History of Hong Kong is not
only about the events that have shaped the city, but also about the people who have
called it home—people who continue to write its story with courage, ingenuity, and
hope.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Time: Hong Kong’s
Prehistoric Roots
Long before the towering edifices of glass and steel pierced the skyline, before the
bustling harbor teemed with container ships and junks, and even before the simplest
fishing villages dotted its shores, the land we now know as Hong Kong was a vastly
different realm. To imagine this prehistoric landscape is to strip away millennia of
human endeavor and gaze upon a raw, untamed environment, a canvas upon which
the very first human stories in this region were sketched. This chapter delves into that
deep past, exploring the era when the earliest inhabitants made Hong Kong their
home, a time when survival depended on an intimate understanding of the natural
world and the tools to harness its bounty were hewn from stone.

The geological stage upon which this ancient drama unfolded was subject to dramatic
transformations. During the vast stretches of the Pleistocene epoch, commonly known
as the Ice Ages, global sea levels fluctuated wildly. At times, the waters receded to
such an extent that the area of modern-day Hong Kong would have been part of a
much larger coastal plain, far removed from the sea’s edge. The familiar islands might
have been hills in a broad river valley system, and the sheltered harbors of today non-
existent. Conversely, during warmer interglacial periods, the seas would rise,
inundating low-lying areas and shaping the rugged, indented coastline that would,
much later, prove so advantageous.

To speak of Hong Kong’s prehistory is to journey back across an immense expanse of
time, a period that dwarfs the entirety of its recorded history. The invention of writing,
the rise and fall of Chinese dynasties, the arrival of European traders, and the creation
of the modern metropolis – all these are but recent events when viewed against the
backdrop of tens of thousands of years of human presence. The earliest chapters of
Hong Kong's human story are written not in texts, but in stone, in pollen grains
trapped in ancient sediments, and in the very bones of the land itself.

The first faint whispers of human activity in the Hong Kong region emerge from the
Old Stone Age, or Paleolithic period. For archaeologists, piecing together this distant
past is akin to assembling a complex puzzle with most of its pieces missing. Yet,
persistent investigation has yielded tantalizing clues. The most significant of these
comes from Wong Tei Tung, a site nestled in the scenic Sai Kung peninsula. Here,
amidst the lush greenery that now covers much of the area, stone artifacts have been
unearthed that push back the timeline of human occupation in Hong Kong to a
remarkable 38,000 years before present.
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This dating places the first known inhabitants squarely within the Late Pleistocene.
These were not architects of cities or cultivators of fields, but hunter-gatherers, small,
mobile groups of people whose lives were intricately tied to the rhythms of nature. The
artifacts from Wong Tei Tung, though modest, speak volumes. They are simple stone
tools, flakes, and choppers, fashioned with a practical purpose: to cut, to scrape, to
process the resources gleaned from their environment. These tools, often crudely
shaped by modern standards, were nonetheless sophisticated enough to enable
survival in a challenging world.

Who were these early people? Without written records or elaborate burials, their
identity remains shrouded in mystery. They were likely small nomadic bands, perhaps
numbering no more than a few dozen individuals, ewes, and children. Their days
would have been consumed by the fundamental tasks of finding food, seeking shelter,
and protecting themselves from predators. They were, as evidence suggests, semi-
coastal people, drawing sustenance from both the land and the sea, a pattern of life
that would persist in the region for millennia.

The Paleolithic toolkit, characterized by its reliance on chipped stone implements,
reflects a direct and intimate engagement with the raw materials at hand. Quartz and
quartzite, common in the local geology, were likely favored for their flaking properties.
The creation of these tools was a skill passed down through generations, a testament
to human ingenuity and adaptability. Each chopper, each scraper, was a vital piece of
technology, enabling the butchering of animals, the processing of plants, and perhaps
even the working of wood or bone, though such organic materials rarely survive the
ravages of time in subtropical climates.

Life as a hunter-gatherer in prehistoric Hong Kong would have been a constant dance
with the environment. These early inhabitants would have possessed a profound
knowledge of the local flora and fauna, understanding the seasonal availability of
different plants, the migratory patterns of animals, and the best locations for fishing or
gathering shellfish. Their movements would have been dictated by the availability of
these resources, leading to a semi-nomadic lifestyle, perhaps following game or
shifting between seasonal camps.

The coastal and estuarine environments, even when the sea levels were lower, would
have been particularly rich. The intertidal zones offered a bounty of shellfish, crabs,
and other marine life, easily gathered and providing a reliable source of protein.
Inland, the forested hills and valleys would have supported various mammals, birds,
and edible plants. These early Hong Kongers were adept foragers, their survival
depending on their ability to exploit a wide range of ecological niches.

Unearthing the full story of these Paleolithic pioneers is fraught with challenges. The
dynamic landscape of Hong Kong, shaped by millennia of erosion, deposition, and
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dramatic sea-level changes, has undoubtedly obscured or destroyed many potential
sites. Coastal locations, prime areas for early settlement, are particularly vulnerable;
numerous encampments from periods of lower sea levels now lie submerged, far from
the modern shoreline, their secrets guarded by the waters of the South China Sea.
Urban development in more recent centuries has also inadvertently obliterated
countless archaeological traces.

Consequently, the archaeological record for the Old Stone Age in Hong Kong remains
fragmentary. Each discovery, like the tools at Wong Tei Tung, is a precious window
into a very distant past. These finds are often isolated, making it difficult to build a
comprehensive picture of settlement patterns, population densities, or cultural
connections with other groups in the wider southern China region.

The climate during the Late Pleistocene was not static. It fluctuated between colder,
drier glacial periods and warmer, wetter interglacial spells. These shifts would have
had a profound impact on the environment of Hong Kong, altering vegetation patterns,
animal populations, and the very shape of the land. Paleolithic peoples would have
needed to adapt to these changing conditions, perhaps shifting their hunting
strategies, their areas of settlement, or even their tool technologies in response.

Imagine the world these first inhabitants encountered: a landscape more extensively
forested than today in some periods, perhaps more open and savanna-like in others.
The fauna would have included species now long extinct in the region, or indeed,
altogether. Giant pandas, stegodons (an extinct relative of the elephant), and other
large mammals roamed southern China during the Pleistocene, and some may well
have ventured into the territory that would become Hong Kong, presenting both
opportunities and dangers for early human hunters.

The concept of "territory" for these Paleolithic bands would have been fluid. They likely
roamed over considerable distances in their seasonal quest for resources, their ranges
overlapping with those of other small groups. Interactions between these groups could
have involved cooperation, exchange, or competition, though tangible evidence of
such social dynamics is exceptionally scarce for this remote period.

When compared with Paleolithic sites further north in mainland China, the southern
sites, including those in the Hong Kong region, often exhibit distinct characteristics in
their stone tool assemblages, reflecting regional adaptations and perhaps different
cultural traditions. The story of human origins and dispersal across Asia is complex,
and Hong Kong's earliest inhabitants were part of this grand, unfolding narrative.

The pace of technological and cultural change during the Old Stone Age was incredibly
slow, spanning tens of thousands of years with only gradual modifications in tool types
and subsistence strategies. This stability, however, should not be mistaken for
simplicity; it reflects a successful and sustainable adaptation to the prevailing
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environmental conditions. Survival itself was a testament to their ingenuity and
resilience.

Fundamental to their existence would have been the mastery of fire, providing
warmth, protection from predators, a means to cook food (rendering it more digestible
and safer), and a focal point for social life. Shelter might have been found in natural
rock overhangs or caves, if available, or constructed from perishable materials like
branches and animal hides, leaving little to no trace in the archaeological record.
Social organization was likely based on small, egalitarian bands, with cooperation
essential for hunting and foraging success.

Whether these very early people possessed a complex spiritual or artistic life is
difficult to ascertain directly from the sparse material remains. Art and ritual from the
Paleolithic are known from other parts of the world, but in Hong Kong, such evidence
from the earliest periods has yet to emerge. Their world was one of immediate,
practical concerns, though it is reasonable to assume they possessed a rich oral
tradition and a deep connection to the natural forces that governed their lives.

As the last great Ice Age drew to a close around 12,000 to 10,000 years ago, the
global climate began to warm, ushering in the Holocene epoch. This was a period of
profound environmental transformation. Melting ice caps caused a significant and
relatively rapid rise in sea levels worldwide. For the inhabitants of coastal regions like
Hong Kong, this was a dramatic event, reshaping their world over generations.

The rising waters gradually inundated the exposed coastal plains, pushing shorelines
inwards and creating the myriad islands and indented coastline we recognize today.
This process would have drowned many Paleolithic and early Mesolithic (Middle Stone
Age) coastal settlements, complicating the archaeological search for evidence from
these transitional periods. The "drowned landscapes" beneath Hong Kong's waters
likely hold many secrets of these early coastal dwellers.

The transition from the Paleolithic to the Neolithic (New Stone Age) was not an abrupt
event but a gradual process, occurring at different times in different parts of the world.
In southern China, this Mesolithic interlude, or early Neolithic phase, saw continued
adaptation to the post-glacial environment. People were still primarily hunter-
gatherers, but there may have been subtle shifts towards more intensive exploitation
of specific resources, perhaps a greater reliance on marine and riverine foods, and
possibly the very beginnings of a more settled existence in resource-rich areas.

Archaeological sites bridging the gap between the clear Paleolithic of Wong Tei Tung
and the more developed Neolithic settlements are rare, but the search continues.
These missing links are crucial for understanding how populations adapted to the
changing Holocene environment and how the innovations that characterized the
Neolithic – such as pottery, polished stone tools, and eventually agriculture – took root
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in the region.

Regionally, southern China was a dynamic area during this transitional phase.
Different groups of people, with varying adaptive strategies, likely inhabited the vast
coastal and inland territories. The interplay between these groups, the exchange of
ideas, and the movement of peoples would all have contributed to the cultural mosaic
of prehistoric southern China.

Whether the Paleolithic folk who first chipped stones at Wong Tei Tung were the direct
ancestors of the Che people, who are associated with the later Neolithic cultures of
Hong Kong, is a question that current evidence cannot definitively answer. Prehistory
is often a story of both continuity and replacement, with new groups migrating into
areas, sometimes assimilating or displacing existing populations.

The sheer duration of the Paleolithic period in Hong Kong, potentially spanning over
twenty-five thousand years before the more visible Neolithic cultures emerged, is
staggering. It represents a vast era where human societies, though small in number
and simple in material culture, successfully navigated the challenges of a wild and
ever-changing world. Their presence, however faint its traces, marks the very
beginning of Hong Kong's human story.

Understanding this deep past requires a collaborative effort, drawing not just on
archaeology but also on disciplines like geology, to reconstruct ancient landscapes;
paleoclimatology, to understand past climates; and paleoanthropology, to study
human evolution and adaptation. Each piece of the puzzle, however small, contributes
to a richer, more nuanced picture.

The shift from the Old Stone Age to the New Stone Age, from a lifestyle based purely
on hunting and gathering to one increasingly incorporating food production and
settled village life, represents one of the most fundamental transformations in human
history. While the full flowering of the Neolithic in Hong Kong, with its distinctive
pottery, advanced stone tools, and emergent agriculture, is a story for the next
chapter, its roots lie in the adaptations and experiences of these earlier Paleolithic and
Mesolithic peoples.

The prehistoric narrative of any region often involves debates about continuity versus
migration. Did the cultural changes observed in the archaeological record arise from
local innovations by an indigenous population, or were they introduced by new groups
of people moving into the area? For Hong Kong, as with much of southern China, the
picture is likely complex, involving elements of both.

Hong Kong, in these ancient times, was not an isolated entity but a small part of a
much larger prehistoric world. The people who lived here were connected, however
tenuously, to broader networks of human movement and cultural exchange that
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stretched across southern China and Southeast Asia. Their story is intrinsically linked
to the wider human colonization and adaptation to the varied environments of this
vast region.

Even as Neolithic traits, such as pottery making or early plant cultivation, began to
appear in some parts of southern China, it is probable that hunter-fisher-gatherer
lifestyles persisted in other areas, including parts of what is now Hong Kong, for a
considerable time. Cultural change is rarely uniform or instantaneous; old ways often
coexist with new innovations for extended periods.

The find at Wong Tei Tung, dating back approximately 38,000 years, remains a critical
anchor point for understanding the sheer antiquity of human presence in Hong Kong.
Such discoveries are often the result of meticulous survey work, sometimes combined
with fortuitous finds during construction or land development. The dating of these
ancient materials typically relies on scientific techniques like radiocarbon dating (for
organic materials, if found) or luminescence dating for sediments associated with
artifacts.

It is important to remember that archaeological visibility plays a significant role in our
understanding of the past. Cultures that built elaborate stone monuments or used
durable materials like pottery are more likely to leave lasting traces than small, mobile
hunter-gatherer bands whose material possessions were few and often made of
organic, perishable materials. The relative scarcity of Paleolithic sites does not
necessarily mean a scarcity of people, but rather reflects the challenges of finding and
interpreting their ephemeral presence.

Indeed, the absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. The search for Hong
Kong's earliest inhabitants is an ongoing endeavor, and future discoveries may yet
push back the timeline of human occupation even further or fill in crucial gaps in our
knowledge of their lives and adaptations.

Looking back at this dimly lit era, the "land before time" in Hong Kong evokes a sense
of awe. It was a world devoid of the complexities and clamor of modern urban life, a
world where human existence was a more immediate and elemental struggle. These
ancient dwellers, whose names and specific traditions are lost to us, were the true
pioneers of this land.

Their legacy is not etched in grand inscriptions or towering structures, but in the
subtle marks they left upon the landscape and in the very fact of their long-term
survival and adaptation. They were the first to call this rugged, beautiful stretch of the
South China coast home, laying down an almost invisible foundation of human
experience upon which all subsequent layers of Hong Kong’s rich and complex history
would be built.
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While much about these earliest inhabitants remains enigmatic, their presence
represents the undeniable dawn of Hong Kong’s human chronicle. They are the
prologue to a story of continuous settlement, cultural evolution, and adaptation that
would see this small cluster of islands and peninsulas eventually transform from a
remote outpost into a vibrant nexus of regional and global interaction, long before the
arrival of empires or the tall ships of distant traders.
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