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Introduction
The story of Hong Kong is written in sky and steel, in the shadows of its legendary
harbor, and in the humming neon that spills across its labyrinthine streets. To glimpse
the city from Victoria Peak on a summer night is to see the improbable—a metropolis
of fire and geometry perched at the edge of land and sea, East and West, tradition and
tomorrow. But beyond the world-famous skyline lies a thousand subtler stories: of
fishermen weathering typhoons on vanished islands, of cooks hustling steam baskets
in dawn-lit alleys, and of dreamers navigating identities that shift with every new wave
rolling off the South China Sea.

This book is a journey beyond the headlines, away from tidy explanations or
predictable narratives about politics and economics. Instead, “Chasing the Dragon’s
Tail” seeks the heartbeat of Hong Kong in the ordinary and extraordinary lives layered
between its colonial legacy and global present. Here, history pulses not only in treaties
and revolutions but in the tap-tap of mahjong tiles, the clatter of trams, the savor of
milk tea, and the dragon-boat oars slicing through June waters. Each of the twenty-five
chapters offers a distinct window: a portrait, a flavor, a fragment of memory or myth.

Rather than attempting to distill Hong Kong into a single image or idea, these stories
embrace contradiction as the only honest thread. This is a city where ancient festivals
coexist with skyscraper penthouses, where British common law is argued in
Cantonese, and where the anxiety and hope of tomorrow are felt acutely in crowded
housing blocks and entrepreneurial start-ups alike. The true soul of Hong Kong is less
a destination than a crossroads—shaped by a cacophony of voices, relentless
innovation, and the quiet persistence of tradition.

In writing these chapters, I have wandered bustling markets and silent temples,
spoken with old fishermen and young activists, feasted with chefs and napped in
minuscule apartments, and listened—always—to the city’s cacophonous, polyphonic
chorus. The stories you will find are built on interviews, vivid scenes, half-remembered
legends, and records scribed in the annals of both empire and everyday life. Each aims
to bridge the gap between sweeping history and lived experience, drawing the grand
arc of “Asia’s World City” back to the touch of one hand on a teacup or the echo of a
street performer on granite.

What emerges is not a static portrait, but a tapestry in motion—threads of resilience,
adaptation, belonging, loss, and enduring pride. Travelers, history buffs, food lovers,
and seekers of culture will find here not just events and timelines, but textures and
voices, laughter and longing, the ineffable “something” that compels so many to stay,
leave, or simply dream of Hong Kong. This is a book about chasing memory and
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meaning—the dragon’s tail—through a city that never stops reinventing itself.

Whether you are a local, a visitor, or a distant admirer, I invite you to wander these
stories, to taste and hear and feel Hong Kong’s kaleidoscopic reality. Together,
perhaps, we can discover not only what this city was, or even what it is, but what it
might become through the eyes, hands, and hearts of those who call it home.
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CHAPTER ONE: Tides and Beginnings—A City Shaped
by Water
Long before the high-rises clawed at the clouds, and even before the British hoisted
their flag, Hong Kong was sculpted by the sea. Its story, at its very genesis, is one of
water: of ancient coastlines, sheltered bays, and the tireless rhythm of tides that
brought both sustenance and, eventually, profound change. For millennia, this
scattered collection of islands and a rugged peninsula existed quietly, a fringe of the
vast Chinese empire, largely unnoticed by the grand narratives of dynastic power.

Archaeological whispers suggest human presence stretching back over 6,000 years, to
the Neolithic period. These early inhabitants, likely part of the Baiyue tribes of
southern China, found refuge and sustenance along the deeply indented coastline.
Fishing, naturally, was paramount. Primitive tools, shell middens, and enigmatic rock
carvings—believed by some historians to be ancient talismans against the fury of the
waves—offer tantalizing glimpses into lives lived intimately with the sea.

But Hong Kong's aquatic heritage wasn't just about fish in nets. It was also about salt.
From as far back as 1,700 years ago, the abundant seawater provided another vital
resource. Salt production was a significant industry, with evidence of salt fields
discovered in areas that would one day become bustling urban districts like Kwun
Tong, Sai Kung, and Lantau. The practice was so deeply ingrained that Kwun Tong's
original Cantonese name, "Gun Tong," literally translates to "government fields,"
hinting at the imperial control over this precious commodity.

Tai O, a fishing village nestled on the northwest corner of Lantau Island, stands as a
living testament to this ancient industry. Its stilt houses, precariously balanced over
tidal flats, whisper tales of a time when salt pans dominated the inner bay. The Tanka
people, a traditional fishing community often referred to as "sea gypsies," were
particularly skilled in both fishing and salt-making, shaping the culinary landscape with
their dried seafood products like shrimp paste and salted fish. Their livelihoods, and
indeed their very culture, were inextricably linked to the ebb and flow of the ocean.

However, the quiet existence of these fishing clans and salt producers was destined
for disruption. By the early 19th century, a storm was brewing on the horizon, one
carried by the prevailing winds of global trade and imperial ambition. Britain, heavily
dependent on Chinese tea, found itself with a significant trade deficit, as China
demanded silver in exchange. The solution, from the British perspective, was a
clandestine and highly addictive commodity: opium.
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The Qing Dynasty, witnessing the devastating societal impact of widespread opium
addiction, vehemently opposed the illegal trade. Their attempts to curb the influx of
the drug ignited the fuse for a conflict that would forever alter Hong Kong's trajectory.
In 1839, the First Opium War erupted, a clash that pitted China's ancient imperial
power against the rising might of the British Empire.

The war was a decisive victory for the British. Their superior naval power and military
tactics proved overwhelming for the Qing forces. In 1841, as hostilities continued,
British forces occupied Hong Kong Island, seeing its strategic location as an ideal
military staging point. This occupation marked the beginning of Hong Kong's
transformation from a collection of sleepy coastal villages into a British stronghold.

The conflict culminated in the signing of the Treaty of Nanjing on August 29, 1842.
This "unequal treaty," as it would later be known by the Chinese, formally ceded Hong
Kong Island to Great Britain in perpetuity. It was a seismic shift, laying the foundation
for Hong Kong to become a British Crown Colony in 1843. This single act, born from
the currents of trade and conflict, irrevocably linked Hong Kong’s destiny to the West.

The initial acquisition was just the first ripple in a larger expansion. Following the
Second Opium War, which broke out in 1856, China was once again defeated. The
subsequent Convention of Peking in 1860 saw the Qing Dynasty cede the Kowloon
Peninsula and Stonecutters Island to Britain, granting the British more comprehensive
control over Victoria Harbour, a crucial strategic asset. The colony was steadily
growing, bit by bit, island by island, drawing more attention and more people to its
shores.

The final, and perhaps most impactful, territorial expansion occurred in 1898.
Concerned about the security of their isolated island and facing the rising influence of
other foreign powers in China, Britain sought to extend its dominion further. The result
was the Convention for the Extension of Hong Kong Territory, also known as the
Second Convention of Peking, signed on June 9, 1898. This agreement leased the New
Territories, including over 200 islands and the vast majority of Hong Kong's landmass,
to Britain for a period of 99 years, rent-free.

The 99-year lease was, at the time, considered "as good as forever" by some British
officials, a claim that would later gain a certain irony. This expansion dramatically
increased the size and economic potential of the colony. The British formally took
possession of the New Territories in April 1899, establishing a presence that would
endure for nearly a century. The quiet fishing villages and salt farms were now firmly
ensconced within the boundaries of a burgeoning colonial power.

Throughout these foundational years, Hong Kong also began to serve as a refuge. In
the early 20th century, as mainland China experienced tumultuous periods like the
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Chinese Revolution of 1911 and the subsequent establishment of the Republic of
China in 1912, Hong Kong became a sanctuary for Chinese exiles. This role as a haven
would become a recurring theme in Hong Kong's history, shaping its demographics
and contributing to its vibrant, ever-changing social fabric.

Even as the city grew under colonial administration, the indelible imprints of its
aqueous beginnings remained. The harbor, now a bustling international port, was still
the lifeblood. The traditions of the fishing clans, though perhaps overshadowed by new
industries, persisted in pockets of the territory. And the very air, thick with humidity
and the scent of the sea, carried the whispers of a past where tides, not treaties,
dictated the rhythm of life. Hong Kong was, and always would be, a city forged by
water.
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