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FOREWORD

We do not like to mention unhappy days, nor do we wish to record dark moments in our
history, but these things that sadden us are at the same time unforgettable.

From 1941 to 1945, Japanese troops occupied Hong Kong, during which the people of Hong
Kong endured great hardships. While we know that many drastic changes took place in
Hong Kong during the occupation, we actually know very little about them.

Information so far gathered on the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong is fragmentary.
However, in order for us to move forward into the future, we must recover these broken
recollections, and understand how the people of Hong Kong lived through dark times to
finally see the light of liberation. We need to fill in this important chapter in the history of

our development.

Mr Cheng Po Hung draws together historical photographs and news records to produce an
exhibition and catalogue that reveal the truth about the period. The result of his efforts is
truly admirable, making us aware that changes in every era have the potential to bear terrible

consequences.

Today, the people of Hong Kong have reached a new age. It is because of the hard work of
the Hong Kong people that we do not despair in this time of change. Instead we continue to
believe that our city will continue to glisten with success and happiness.

YEUNG Chun-tong

Director

University Museum and Art Gallery
The University of Hong Kong

1 April 2006
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INTRODUCTION

Hong Kong during the Japanese Occupation is the fourth in a series of exhibitions on Hong
Kong history that the University Museum and Art Gallery has produced in collaboration
with Mr Cheng Po Hung. Previous exhibitions have dealt with aspects of Hong Kong’s
social life: early eateries, brothels and the tramway. On this occasion, however, the scope
has been broadened to an entire period in Hong Kong’s history, from December 1941 to
August 1945 when Hong Kong was under the rule of Japan.

The battle for Hong Kong was part of Japan’s ambition to conquer East and South-East
Asia, to become a colonial power equal in stature to the dominant countries in the West.
Hong Kong was also targeted due to her position as a centre of Chinese resistance to Japan
and the entrance through which munitions were being channelled into the Mainland. The
war in Europe and Hitler’s invasion of Russia gave Japan the opportunity to advance
south, but increasing tensions with the United States compelled her to act quickly. On 7
and 8 December 1941, Japanese forces carried out a series of attacks on Pearl Harbor, the
Philippines, Malaya and Hong Kong in a gambit to seize the Southeast Asian colonies
while attempting to cripple the United State’s Pacific fleet. Hong Kong fell into Japanese
hands after eighteen days of gallant resistance, and became integrated into Japan’s ‘Greater
East Asian Co-prosperity Sphere’.

When the Japanese established a Governor’s Office in Hong Kong in February 1942, the
administration made clear that the primary purpose of the captured territory was ‘as a centre
of supplies for the troops’.! This attitude, which showed little consideration for the livelihoods
of the local population, underlined Japan’s policy in Hong Kong. The Japanese commandeered
what they could of Hong Kong’s resources, its godown stock, vehicles, scrap metal, foodstuff,
and absorbed the dollar currency by excessive issues of military yen notes. A severe
repatriation scheme was carried out in the name of self-sufficiency, aiming to cut Hong
Kong’s population from 1.6 million to half a million, while most foreigners were held captive
and left to fend for themselves in internment camps. The Japanese gendarmerie was ruthless
in its treatment of civilians, and strict controls were imposed on the movement and activities
of the population. Meanwhile, allied air raids increased in frequency and missed military
targets led to the loss of civilian lives and property.

The hardship endured by the Hong Kong people during the occupation is recorded by
Mr Cheng in this exhibition and catalogue. The exhibition consists of historical
photographs and other items mostly from Mr Cheng’s own collection, while the catalogue
presents information that the writer has gathered predominantly from the newspaper
Wah kiu yat po.? Each section begins with a summary, followed by information presented
in a timeline format, through which the reader can trace the increasingly desperate shortages
in food and resources, the soaring prices as well as the various government controls that
restricted everyday life. Chapter 5 on Japan’s programme of Nipponization gives the reader
an interesting glimpse into what may have been intended for Hong Kong in the long-run had
the occupation continued. The renaming of places, the various construction projects, including
a giant war memorial on Mount Cameron, and the propagation of Japanese teachings and
culture reveal a level of Nipponization that Snow (2003) describes as ‘far more drastic than
anything inflicted on [Taiwan and Korea]’.?



While this catalogue is not a thesis or a comprehensive examination of war-time Hong Kong
(there is no mention of the resistance movement for instance), it contains rich information on
everyday life under Japanese rule that should be useful to anyone studying the subject. In
addition, the information presented offers some sense of the complexity of Hong Kong society
during the occupation. For instance, the reader may notice that while many struggled to find
enough food to eat, there was a notable increase in new telephone users in the latter part of the
occupation who could afford the annual fee of 12,000 military yen. Businesses petitioned to
return to production and trading following the fall of Hong Kong, while some, such as jewelry
shops, even prospered during the occupation. Others seeking job opportunities enrolled in the
Japanese language institutes that opened around the territory. Recognizing these phenomena
in between the listing of inflated prices and the frequency of air raids does not detract from the

-suffering of the Hong Kong people and the individual acts of self-sacrifice, nor make light the
brutality of Japanese rule. Instead, they suggest the existence of a range of experiences that
have more to do with the need to survive than with heroism and treachery.*

Over sixty years have passed since Japan signed the instrument of surrender. Looking around
Hong Kong today, one might think that nearly four years of Japanese rule left no visible
imprint on Hong Kong, apart from the tower and roof of the Government House. The local
term for the occupation simply by referring to its duration — ‘three years and eight months’ —
also gives the impression that it was a self-contained event, an isolated episode separate
from the story of Hong Kong’s transformation from fishing village to commercial hub, where
the main players were the Chinese and the British. Yet, in less tangible ways, Hong Kong
was changed irreversibly because of the occupation. As Tsang (2004) has written, ‘Japan’s
successful invasion destroyed the myth of the invincibility of the British’s Empire. Pax
Britannica was reduced from the basis of Hong Kong’s security to a relic of history.” British
rule in Hong Kong could not return to what it was before the war. Ownership of Hong Kong
became an inescapable issue, making clear that the crown jewel of colonial Britain was
indeed ‘a borrowed place on borrowed time’.6

The Japanese occupation tested the mettle of the people of Hong Kong. The fact that Hong
Kong survived and went on to prosper shows not only good fortune, but also the fortitude of
its citizens and their ability to adapt and survive. It is hoped that this exhibition and catalogue
can lead to greater understanding of this solemn and important chapter in the history of
Hong Kong.

LUK Yu Ping
Assistant Curator
University Museum and Art Gallery, HKU

Notes
1 G. B. Endacott, Hong Kong Eclipse (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1978), p. 124.

2 See selected bibliography for a complete list of sources.

3 Phillip Snow, The Fall of Hong Kong: Britain, China and the Japanese Occupation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), p. 158.
4 Ibid, introduction.

5 Steven Tsang, 4 Modern History of Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2004), p. 119.

6 Richard Hughes, Hong Kong: Borrowed Place — Borrowed Time (London, 1968).
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THE FALL OF HONG KONG

In December 1941, faced with the prospect of imminent war, the Hong Kong government
heightened efforts to evacuate foreign nationals. Most local Chinese, however, chose to stay
in Hong Kong since without a departure card they were permitted to depart but not re-enter.
In addition, people had faith in Britain’s determination and ability to defend her colony.

The Hong Kong government assembled civilian defence forces such as the Volunteer Defence
Corps and the Police Reserve. Civil defence services, neighbourhood self-defence groups
and food supply corps were also established at the urging of the government. Yet, most
citizens did not believe that war would break out in Hong Kong.

However, this feeling of optimism was erased when Japanese military aircrafts bombed
Kai Tak Airport on the morning of 8 December. The Hong Kong government held hope
that the Chinese military would offer assistance, calling Chiang Kai-shek, the Chairman
of the Nationalist Government, their ‘comrade’. The situation grew worse for Hong Kong
as Kowloon and the New Territories fell successively into Japanese hands on 12 December,
and defence forces were ordered to retreat to Hong Kong Island. The government struggled
to deal not only with the fierce attack from the Japanese, but also serious shortages in food
and water, as well as maintaining law and order.

On the evening of 18 December, Japanese forces landed on Hong Kong Island. Following
fierce fighting, Governor Sir Mark Young surrendered to the Japanese on 25 December,
bringing an end to the eighteen-day siege of Hong Kong.
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