HKU Faculty of Architecture Project on WW2 Defence Structures in Hong Kong
Purpose
1. The project aims to arouse and focus interest in and attention to needs and options of conservation, which should have a positive contribution to education of the public as well as local and international tourism.

2. The project is carried out by a multidisciplinary team comprising surveyors, architects, planners, historians, academics, and research students.

3. The project illustrates the potential roles of architects, planners and surveyors of various decisions in conservation projects: Architects (design of revitalization project), Building Surveyors (structural and condition survey, record plans, project management), Facilities Management Surveyors (future management of land and buildings), General Practice Surveyors (valuation, financial analyses of development options), Land Surveyors (site and topographic survey), Quantity Surveyors (development cost estimates, contract administration), Planning and Development Surveyors (site appraisal, development feasibility study and options generation), Planners (protection of sites in statutory town plans, development control).

4. The research team should be pleased to (a) provide information for incorporation in government survey maps and town plans for the purpose of conservation development, and (b) formulate viable conservation strategy for specific heritage sites subject to available funding.  

Background
5. There are a great variety of British and Japanese World War II military installations in Hong Kong.  Many of them, in various degrees of deterioration, can still be found on government land.

6. However, only a fraction of the former category, typically coastal fixed gun batteries, have received any attention by researchers and historians, not to mention government or private proposals for conservation or rehabilitation.  In particular, there is no single government map that shows accurately and comprehensively the key military installations.  What has been produced are a couple of underfunded publications, albeit by well-qualified experts.
7. This general neglect stands in striking contrast to the national policy of using military heritage as centres for civic education and cultural tourism.  The war museums at Harbin (the base of the Japanese 731 Regiment) and Tsingtao (German fortifications that witnessed ferocious fighting against the Japanese during the First World War) are cases in point.  Our next door neighbour, the Macau SAR, has done an impressive job in preserving its heritage.
8. Over the years, individual members of the faculty, using their professional skills and experience, have built up the body of local military heritage research on specific topics.  Some research endeavours and findings will be presented and discussed in the conference.

Some Research Findings

9. The major research endeavours by the faculty staff include:
(a) the survey and measurements of Devil’s Peak Redoubt, Gough Battery, and Pottinger Battery on Devil’s Peak and Bokhara Battery in Cape D’Aguilar;

(b) the identification and mapping of all known pillboxes along the Gin Drinker’s Line and British pillboxes on Hong Kong Island;

(c) detailed surveys of the Shing Mun Redoubt along the Gin Drinker’s Line;
(d) detailed surveys of the  battlefield of Wong Nai Chung Gap; and 

(e) a detailed survey of Japanese defence structures at Luk Keng, Sha Tau Kok.
10. The military installations to be particularly presented are the battlefields of Shing Mun Redoubt and the “Gin Drinker’s Line” and Wong Nai Chung Gap.
The battlefield of Shing Mun Redoubt and the “Gin Drinker’s Line”

11.  The Gin Drinker’s Line consists of four groups of machine gun strongholds, “pillboxes”, which dotted the coast and uplands from Gin Drinker’s Bay (Kwai Chung) in the west to Port Shelter in the east.  They were completed shortly before the war began, while the Line was called “The Maginot of the East” with the intention of defending Hong Kong against Japan.  From old aerial photos, we identified 77 pillboxes along the Line.  Fifty of them survive as ruins.  A systematic and comprehensive conservation of these military relics is necessary because they have great historical, conservational, and recreational value, especially since they are within country parks or green belts.  We shall share with the community the mapping information of the surveyed locations of the 77 pillboxes.
12. The hinge of the Gin Drinker’s Line was the Shing Mun Redoubt in Golden Hill Country Park.  The Redoubt had a complicated system of tunnels, firing trenches, and five pillboxes (400, 401a, 401b, 402, and 403), and witnessed fighting on 9 and 10 December 1941.  Both the attackers and defenders fought hard to capture or hold this position, which produced a number of documentaries on the battle with some apparent contradictions.  After the fall of the Redoubt, the British defence of Kowloon unraveled and they had to hurriedly evacuate the Line and the peninsula.  As a result, the Japanese were able to conquer the rest of the mainland with little trouble.
13. Today, within easy reach of picnickers, the Redoubt is in rather good condition and amenable to a careful rehabilitation for educational and recreational uses.  We carried out an archival research of English, Chinese, and Japanese materials and, in 2008, conducted the first post-war detailed site surveying exercise on the Redoubt, followed by a GIS analysis to investigate some interesting questions about the flow of the battle.  For instance, the British post-war review held that the attack came from the Redoubt’s higher southern end, whereas the Japanese insisted that they came from the lower northern end.
The battlefield of Wong Nai Chung Gap
14. On the morning of 18 December, the Japanese crossed the eastern part of Victoria Harbour and rushed up the highlands of this part of Hong Kong Island with the objective of seizing Wong Nai Chung Gap.  There, many of them (about 700) ran into the killing zones of the machine guns and rifles of members of the No 3 Company of the Hong Kong Voluntary Defence Corps, who manned Pillboxes Nos. 1 and 2.  Some members of this company were HKU students residing in Ricci Hall.  A land survey of the key military structures on this battlefield was conducted and the historicity of the effectiveness of Pillboxes Nos. 1 and 2 were confirmed by GIS analysis.  The less well-known Pillbox 3 and Stanley Gap bunkers were also surveyed.  Despite the efforts of the defenders, they could not hold Wong Nai Chung Gap, and its fall sealed their fate, as the defence of Hong Kong Island was cut in two.
Conservation Policies: Options and Approaches 

15. There are various approaches to heritage conservation and planning in the Mainland and in overseas practices.  The key to all preservation efforts is a respect for history, accuracy, and care, without which a rush to “rehabilitate” can be counter-productive.
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More Information

Please visit http://fac.arch.hku.hk/rec/shingmun for more information and photos.
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