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Romanisation of names

Throughout the book we have followed the Cantonese romanisation system used in Hong Kong
since the early twentieth century. Hong Kong street and place names have been romanised
according to current practice, while the pinyin of other place names and terms are given.

FENTHERERSE (FILEAA | FENELBEESAN) (H#ABEWHEME - 2005)
The contents of this book are based on Early Hong Kong Brothels by Cheng Po Hung

(University Museum and Art Gallery, The University of Hong Kong, 2005).
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Foreword

In discussing the early history of Hong Kong one often mentions the development of the western part of Hong
Kong Island. The subject would naturally lead on to a discussion of the brothels and prostitutes that flourished
in the west part of Shek Tong Tsui.

A love affair is always romantic, especially when it occurs between a scholar and a beauty. However, when it
happens between a scholar and a prostitute, it would then be a romance as well as a tragedy. In ancient China,
the few women who became celebrated figures were often originally prostitutes. Indeed there are many romantic

stories about famous prostitutes. But among these, many contain melancholic strains.

In early Hong Kong, brothels were legal. The government allocated special areas in which they could operate.
Shek Tong Tsui was at that time a high-class red-light district. Both customers and prostitutes had to follow a
set of rules in their transactions. The brothel business brought prosperity to many businesses, such as that of
food establishments, entertainment, beauty salons, fashion houses and transportation. Obviously, these brothels
exerted a great influence on early Hong Kong society. To understand their significance, we must have a deeper
insight into their history. Many people were curious and would ask why the brothels were always filled with
such joyful and alluring scenes? How did the prostitutes have beauty and sex appeal? How did the luxurious
eateries entertain customers with good cuisine and wine? How did these customers pursue their intimate

relations with the prostitutes? It is regrettable that both written and photographic records are rare and hard to
come by.

Mr. Cheng Po Hung has expended great effort in the study of this particular aspect of history, collecting many
valuable photographs. Our museum has compiled the results of his research into a book and organized an
exhibition to coincide with its publication. I would like to take this opportunity to extend my heartfelt thanks
for his enthusiastic support.

The red-light district in old Hong Kong has now vanished along with the laughter of the prostitutes, with their
grief and disappointment. Nonetheless this is an unending history. Although the days of legal prostitution are
gone, the history of the red-light district goes on, for prostitution still exists in Hong Kong today.

YEUNG Chun Tong

Director

University Museum and Art Gallery
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Introduction

Shortly after Hong Kong had become a city in 1846, the government began to issue brothels with licenses.
Subsequently, however, the process became intermittent until 1879 when there was a long period of
uninterrupted licensing. This encouraged the establishment of more brothels. In 1930 the government
prohibited prostitution first banning Western prostitutes in 1931. In the following year, “Big Number Brothels”
in Wan Chai, where of Chinese and Western prostitutes, was also banned by a court order on 30th June. The
prohibition of prostitution in the red-light districts of Shek Tong Tsui and Yau Ma Tei where the prostitutes
wete all Chinese, was exteénded until 30th June, 1935.

Prostitutes working in early brothels in and around Lyndhurst Terrace were mainly Westerners. Chinese brothels
were established around the Tai Ping Shan area from Hollywood Road to Po Hing Fong in the Mid-levels where
Chinese concentrated. The brothels in this area known as Tai Ping Shan brothels were devastated by a typhoon
in 1874 and later again by an epidemic in 1894.

Gradually the brothels moved to Queen’s Road, Hollywood Road and Possession Street - the Shui Hang Hau
brothel area. Owing to its proximity to the Chinese commercial district (Nam Pak Hong) in the Bonham
Strand West, and the relaxing of the night curfew in 1897, it quickly became a prosperous red-light district.
Besides brothels, many restaurants and other eateries were established here.

The houses in this area were old and run down with a population density similar to that of Tai Ping Shan area.
In 1903, the government ordered the brothels to move to Shek Tong Tsui in order to redevelop the Tai Ping
Shan area and to prevent the outbreak of epidemic. This later became the well-known Shek Tong Tsui West red-
light district.

Brothels and restaurants in Shek Tong Tsui West were concentrated along the section of Queen’s Road West,
Hill Road between South Lane and Connaught Road West. In its heyday in the 1920s, the area housed over
fifty brothels with more than two thousand prostitutes and twenty restaurants with about four thousand
workers.

To gain the favours of the girls, customers at the brothels and restaurants, would spend lavishly. Yet often, even
after having spent thousands of dollars, they still might not foster intimacy with the prostitutes. Shek Tong
Tsui West was also the best place for business transactions. On the opposite side of the harbour was “Ma Tei Fa
Kwok” which had about the same number of brothels but they were smaller and much inferior to those in Shek
Tong Tsui West. Few respectable customers would frequent them. For this reason many prostitutes in Yau Ma
Tei competed for position in the brothels in Shek Tong Tsui West. Those in Yau Ma Tei were less sophisticated
than their counterparts in Shek Tong Tsui West. Since they did not require prostitutes to dine with customers,
there were only a few restaurants in the Yau Ma Tei red-light district.
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After the prohibition of prostitution in 1935, the “price” of the once-favoured prostitutes dropped drastically.
P p p p pp Y
To make a living, some became singsong girls, or masseuses, but the majority became escort girls. They

continued to practice prostitution surreptitiously with many operating as private individuals at home.

After the war, private prostitutes moved their area of activities from Shek Tong Tsui West to Des Voeux Road
Central and Connaught Road Central in Sheung Wan, and Tai Fat Hau in Wan Chai. The private prostitutes of
Yau Ma Tei remained active in Temple Street. But by far the most active area was Sheung Wan, near the present-
day Western Market. At nightfall, the neighbourhood would instantly transform into a cheap “carnal market”.

However, from 1960, with the demolition of low-cost guesthouses and inns where private prostitutes used to
operate, the market gradually declined.

CHENG Po Hung
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Western Brothels

The colonial government of Hong Kong began to issue business licenses to brothels in 1846, during the early
days of the British occupation. In the 1850s, however, the Registrar General and Protector of Chinese (later
renamed Secretary for Chinese Affairs), Daniel Richard Caldwell, was accused of being involved with pirates
and of marrying a Chinese prostitute. He was associated with an infamous brothel known as “Brothel Number 37,

and suspected of being a brothel owner and of trading business licenses to other brothels.

Western brothels were located mainly on Lyndhurst Terrace and Hollywood Road in Central. Foreign pros-
titutes were known as “Honey”, and their services publicised through newspaper advertisements. Men who
wished to use these services had to bring flowers to indicate their interest. So Lyndhurst Terrace also became a
market for flower sellers. The popularity of brothels resulted in a concomitant increase in the number of flower
stalls from Lyndhurst Terrace as far as the Hong Kong Club and Bijou Scenic Theatre on Wyndham Street.
Wyndham Street also became famous for its flower sellers. In 1930, the club and the theatre were demolished to
make way for the King’s Theatre. These flower stalls on Wyndham Street relocated to On Hing Terrace, while
those on Lyndhurst Terrace moved to D’Aguilar Street.

Pressure from the public forced a temporary embargo on the issuing of licenses to brothels in the 1930s.
Brothels had enjoyed a long period of stability between 1879 and the 1930s when the government introduced
laws to take prostitutes off the streets. Western brothels continued to operate until the end of 1931; “Big
Number Brothels” with Chinese and Western prostitutes closed down on 30 June 1932; Chinese brothels were
banned on 30 June 1935.

Western prostitutes were also active on Spring Garden Lane in Wan Chai, sections of which were sold in a land
auction in 1841 to build the famous villa Spring Gardens. Two buildings on Spring Garden Lane were also used
as the governor’s office. In 1910, the military sold a property it owned on Sampan Street. The area from Spring
Garden Lane to Swatow and Amoy Streets were developed into the “Big Number Brothels” red-light district
catering mainly to foreign customers. A 1924 newspaper article reported that someone was arrested for hitting
prostitutes and using them for profit on Swatow Street.

The main customers of “Big Number Brothels” in Tai Wong Street East and West, Cross Street and Stone Nul-
lah Lane were the many sailors that arrived from Macau, Portugal, the Philippines, Japan, Britain and America.
Following the government order to close down all Western brothels in 1932, foreign prostitutes were forced to
conduct their business illegally along Johnston Road.
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Cochrane Street looking west towards Lyndhurst Terrace, ¢.1880. Festive decorations fill the streets. A street marker for Lyndhurst Terrace is visible on the left.
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Queen’s Road East, Wan Chai, ¢.1905. Tai Fat Hau looking towards Tai Wong Street East.
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Big Number Brothels” on Sampan Street, Wan Chai, ¢.1915. Splendid costumes of prostitutes are hung for drying.
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BFRREARERE - SER1915F « BERZTE -
“Big Number Brothels” on Spring Garden Lane, ¢.1915. The street across on the right is Cross Street.

B ZARE R EEEE - B 19205 -
“Big Number Brothels” on Sampan Street, Wan Chai, .1920.
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REEAROERRERZHE R 1925E -
The foreign brothel visitors and the “Big Number Brothels”, Spring Garden Lane, Wan Chai, ¢.1925.

B EREARELE - AR 19255 -
“Big Number Brothels” on Spring Garden Lane, Wan Chai, ¢.1925.




