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DIAMOND HILL: Memories of growing up in a Hong Kong squatter village

by Feng Chi-shun

This memoir of a native son of a Kowloon-side squatter village – the first book ever on Diamond Hill, in either Chinese or English – is a revelation. Shocking in places, wistful in others, it presents the early days of a life shaped by a now-extinct community. Penned by a high-achieving Hong Kong professional, Feng Chi-shun’s sharp recollections of his humble upbringing make for marvellous reading. 

In these fascinating, historically faithful pages, there's warmth, humour, and an abundance of insights into a low-income Hong Kong neighbourhood that no longer exists – but remains close to the hearts of many who lived there. But this is not just Feng's story. It's also the story of a place once viewed with considerable trepidation by non-Chinese outsiders. 


DIAMOND HILL will invite comparisons with Martin Booth's 2004 hit Gweilo: A Memoir of a Hong Kong Childhood. If you enjoyed the latter, you will likely find the former similarly absorbing, because the young Feng was, for many a “gweilo”, the inaccessible yet intriguing face of an altogether edgier Hong Kong.  


Five years on from Gweilo, here – finally – is the native son's story. Affectionately written, and with a keen sense of history, Feng recounts family life and the bravado and fears and friendships and misadventures of his underprivileged youth in compelling detail. The result is a superb first-person account of the pre-prosperity Hong Kong of third-worldish urbanization and crime-plagued streets. Gratifyingly, he includes several excursions into the Kowloon Walled City.


The quality of the writing here is terrific. With his powers of observation and confident economic prose, Feng's style recalls mid-period Paul Theroux; both writers are masters of a sense of place, and both are able to write contemplatively on capricious fate, environment and destiny.   


Divided into thematic chapters, Feng manages to cover a lot of ground. The opening Neighbours and the Neighbourhood provides much of the cast of the story of Feng's early years, and presents some seriously damaged and dysfunctional individuals, as well as some who miraculously managed to overcome the psychological barriers to learning and advancement presented by their chaotic habitat.


In the days before the MTR, buses were a major feature of Kowloon life, and so there's a full and fascinating chapter here simply called Bus Stops. And being a survivor of three dramatic blazes – a fairly common squatter-village hazard – there's a whole chapter under the heading Fires, which includes an account of Feng's close call with the enormous inferno that was the Shek Kip Mei fire of Christmas 1953. The Food We Ate shows Feng to have a typical Hong Kong view of local food history – it was all so much tastier back then somehow, and he writes about yesteryear's fare with undisguised relish. 

continued...


The chapters Gambling, Thugs and Gangsters and The Walled City and the White Powder are all packed with shocking detail on the sordid underbelly of the much-less regulated Hong Kong of decades gone by. Other chapters deal with key features of Diamond Hill life, such as those still-ubiquitous Kowloon canines, Hong Kong's previously febrile movie-making industry, and refreshing accounts of pre-digital street entertainment.


By the time the epilogue comes by (which usefully divulges a “where-are-they-now?” list of the book’s main characters), we realise that Feng has lived through a fantastically cinematic chunk of Hong Kong history that in places recalls Scorsese's Goodfellas just as much as it does The World of Suzie Wong (and yes, prostitution is covered here too). 


DIAMOND HILL: Memories of growing up in a Hong Kong squatter village delivers all the promises of its title in confident breezy style. And for readers with an affection for this city, here's a Hong Kong story that has soul, and is set in a place where – in the author’s words – “people were poor but life was rich.” 
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