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The proposed essay is a tale of my virtual walk through a few thoroughfares in 

the new commercial centre of the British colony of Hong Kong around 1934, a 

relatively quiet year without any major political crisis, the eve of Japanese threat to 

come. The areas covered by my walk in 1934 are, in contemporary Hong Kong, the 

heart of tourism, in the southern tip of the Kowloon Peninsula, on the opposite side of 

the Victoria Harbour from Hong Kong Island, the earliest hub of the colony's urban 

development and administrative centre.  In this essay, my walk covers the tourist-

obsessed Nathan Road, Canton Road and the Temple Street, among others.

Driven by a phenomenological impulse to tap the complexity of everyday life, 

and premised on a historiographic curiosity to access the sight-and-sound and general 

aura of Hong Kong’s urban space in the 1930s, I furnish my walk with a broad range 

of material collected for an on-going project of visual, virtual ethnography, which 

includes newspaper, government documents, yearbooks, found maps and photographs, 

phone books, movie ads, diaries, biographies, literature (novels and poems by local 

HK, Chinese and English writers) and so on. 

My collectibles afford me to adopt a narratorial set-up using the present 

continuous tense – as if I were walking through the roads describing what I saw on the 

spot, relating events occurring present to past. The process of the walk is virtual and 

constructed whereas the components are rich in factual value, at the same time 

embodying the subject positions of multiple agency. My narratorial strategy calls for 

enhanced perception and sharpened cognition, whereas the process-orientedness of 

the walk is steered by thick description and free story-telling, highlighting the multi-

sensorial, total experience of a journey, whereby the present also invokes the past as 

well as the mindscape of the walker/narrator. 

The “I” of the walker is multiple. The primary walker, proceeding from street to 

street, is also the drifter anticipating chance encounters, at times the curious journalist, 

the ethnographer, or an investigator. Other “I's” are based on a young educated 

woman who was a regular contributor to a Chinese-language newspaper colume in 

1934. Through her, I will tie in the less empirical levels of consciousness, such as 

mindscape, moods, memories, fantasies, states of mind and so on. 

In sum, I embody both the reflexive historian and the situated ethnographer, to 

illustrate the critical force of performativity via positive knowledge production. The 

virtual walk enacted in the form of a phenomenological narrative shatters the 
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presumed stable, identity of a place to show that it is in constant flux of becoming as 

the doings/makings of the different “I” produce space and time. In doing so, I 

demarcate a unique historiographic space for the on-going project of the history of 

everyday life and everyday coloniality (Alf Luedtke) – sustained by street-level 

concrete makings.

The virtual tale of my walk will be prefaced or followed by a summative 

discussion on performative walking, situated ethnography and the power of fragments 

in history-writing. The narrative of the walk will be highlighted for the HK-British 

government's incentive to promote internal tourism in the 1930s as a form of 

population management. One of the key anecdotes also reveals how movie theaters 

spatially intervened in a minor district as it evolved into modernized urbanity.
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Other resources:

Chinese-language newspaper: Nam Chung Po, Wah Kiu Yat Po

English-language newspaper: South China Morning Post, Hong Kong Telegraph

Works of Chinese literary writers from the May-Fourth Movement: Mao Dun, Wen 

Yiduo; local literary writers of Hong Kong: Lű Lun

A poem by W.H. Auden: “Hong Kong,” published as part of the book Journey to a  

War (late 1930s)

Images and maps studied from: Hong Kong Museum of History (Resource Library), 

Public Records, found images in antique shops, HSBC (Image Archive)
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