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There is no elevator. We walk up the eight flights of stairs, hesitating on the last one, looking at each other,

out of breath: we have no right to be here.

The roof is a maze of corridors, narrow passageways between huts built of sheet metal, wood, brick and
plastics. There are steps and ladders leading up to a second level of huts. We get lost. Our leaflets in hand,
Rufina knocks on a door. There is an exchange in Cantonese. Stefan stands in the background, the foreig-

ner, smiling, not understanding a word. They hear us out, smile back and invite us into their homes.

Later, we look down at the building from a higher one across the street. The roof is huge, like a village.
There must be thirty or forty households on it. From the outside there is no way of knowing what is
inside. Whether they have Internet or not. Whether they have a toilet. And there is no way of knowing

their stories.

Who makes a picture of this? Who keeps a record? Sometimes a newspaper will print an article, or an NGO
will launch a campaign. Various government departments keep files on so-called “unauthorized building
works”, coding the huts with permanent markers and photographing them. The files are not on public

record, but residents may look at them to learn why their homes are to be demolished. Very rarely do rooftop

g A F % oo M & A fk BT W #HoH B
i M - M wom oE & (i - g -
# R W Mo os T T s oM R = % £ g
~ & g ok E DA #OFom o N
7 @ COE R OE OB K ¥ @& F M OB E
iz WeooR oo ok & E 4 o 5 W RoA o=
R o R U S-S = H op
. OB B #OR WO B2 ONBE B i % E
i mojE e T o oK o o= X2 2 A M M -
% i B X o o R R L 8 o\ oK 7 Ao
W f ®oa - g - o om oW B H AN T
1w = LA ST L o5& % 552 - % T o g

B R S - o wm M m o&E 2 g oz
%o i oE X 2 % T B oW1 oA & g
oo B o5 mom # R omog s Mg o

2 Y w B ;& B o B X o

W S ME S - F O B N

& E B R - HoE & A T B X

= ® e B o om o € @ - A - #

O noBOE A O fE RO R B

iR % A E O i % o E M N g

W B oE o M o- A F o

Ca N TR ¥ £ b B fE R

0 b OE OE B tE @ hE B

B T OE R B € "8 K £ R g 7



Preface AIE

residents document their own spaces: the family pictures we saw were taken standing in a field of sunflowers,

or in a village in the mainland, or down on the street beside someone else’s car, smiling.

We walk up the stairs again. We no longer get lost in the corridors. We learn how residents modify and
maintain their homes. There are people who have been living on the roof for twenty or thirty years who have
helped to build the city. The new immigrants from Mainland China, from Southeast Asia, from Pakistan,
continue to do so. In the seventies, they built the underground, and now they are working on the new tower
blocks. Hong Kong’s older districts are being redeveloped. Some buildings are crumbling because they were
built with salt water concrete. Others have to make way for taller ones that yield higher profits. Few rooftop
residents would mind living in the new towers, but they cannot afford it. All are afraid of being resettled to

the remote satellite towns, where there may be few opportunities and limited social networks.

We walk up the stairs again. The rooftop settlements are an urban legacy, telling the story of Hong Kong,

of political upheavals in Mainland China, of urban redevelopment, of people’s hopes and their needs in

the city.

Rufina Wu / Stefan Canham
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Building 1, Sham Shui Po District

Dating from 1956, Building 1 is an example of
Cantonese-style shophouses found primarily in
Southeast Asia and southern China. Designed with
the harsh tropical climate in mind, this building
type is characterized by high ceilings to allow greater
indoor air circulation, and verandahs to provide
shade and shelter from rain. When built in rows
along a street, the cantilevered upper storeys protect
pedestrians from the elements. A number of Hong
Kong's remaining shophouses, some dating back to
the pre-war period, can be found in the Sham Shui
Po district.

Only half of what was Building 1 remains — it has
been severed by the new residential development on
the adjacent lot. The remnants are simply waiting to
be demolished. All the regular flats are empty, only
the rooftop units and the ground floor hardware
shop remain occupied. A single, unguarded staircase
leads up to the roof of this 4+2 storey building. Five
rooftop huts, ranging from one to two stories high,
sit on 100 m? of unconsumed roof area. Three rooftop

households are documented.
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Building 1 | Sham Shui Po District
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