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Detective works helps

restoration of King Yin Lei

The restoration process of King Yin Lei is almost qualified as a work
of detective fiction.

Restoration was carried out in two phases. Phase One of the project
covered the restoration of glazed roof tiles and took place from
September 2008 to April 2009. Phase Two, which commenced
in April 2009 and completed in December 2010, covered the
restoration of the mansion.

Ng Chi Wo, Assistant Curator (Rural Architecture) of the Antiquities
and Monuments Office, has been up-close and personal to the
2-year restoration process and for him, the brick and mortar of King
Yin Lei tell a fascinating story.

“Although the mansion’s decorative features were stripped off,
fortunately clues were left on site for the expert and restoration
team as the basis for restoration. For example, we inadvertently
found the cement mould for King Yin Lei’s plant pot in a room in the
pet area which enabled us to reproduce the damaged ones. Also,
when checking the store room, we unexpectedly found the lamp
posts of the mansion. We are all pleasantly surprised about these
findings.” said Ng.

Apart from relying on remnants found on site other evidence as basis
for formulating restoration proposal, old photographs and movies
also provide valuable clues. The attractive facade and beautiful
interior decorations of King Yin Lei has made it a popular spot
for the filming of television programmes and movies. Well-known
examples include the internationally renowned movie Soldier of
Fortune (1955) and the locally produced television series Delightful
Dream of the Capital (1980).

The architectural style of King Yin Lei is defined essentially as
“Chinese Renaissance” style. The mansion is an outstanding work
of its kind, reflecting the design and construction excellence in both
Chinese and Western architecture in Hong Kong's pre-war period.
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The restoration of King Yin Lei,
which encompassed a whole range
of traditional building materials and
construction  techniques including
glazed roof tiles, plaster moulding,
mosaic floor tiling, cement tiles and
terrazzo, was a large-scale historic
building restoration work seldom seen
in Hong Kong.

As some of the materials and skills were no longer available in Hong
Kong, the restoration team had to travel as far as Guangdong and
Fujian to source suitable materials and craftsmen.

One of the most challenging techniques is the making of terrazzo,
which production is time-consuming and very labour-intensive.
As there was no available craftsmen and material in Hong Kong
at the time of restoration, it was necessary to provide training to
local craftsmen to re-master this traditional technique to save it from
becoming obsolete for this project.

At the initial restoration stage, casts were made by mixing gypsum
with cement, but they were easily damaged and the removal of
moulds from the cast proved to be hard. After repeated experiments,
the work team produced casts from silicone instead which were
durable and allowed for easier removal of materials. Work speeded
up considerably as a result.

The restoration team had to carry out numerous tests and
experiments in order to ensure the quality of terrazzo was up to par.
All the terrazzo used for the restoration project is produced on-site
by local craftsmen.

The large-scale restoration works of King Yin Kei is a milestone
in heritage conservation in Hong Kong and have enabled local
craftsmen to re-master traditional techniques, many of which were
almost dying out.
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Five types of traditional materials and restoration techniques prominently found in King Yin Lei:

KBRS Cement tiles
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e Mainly used in part of the floor area and servants’ rooms at the annex block of King
Yin Lei.

e Cement tiles were commonly used for flooring in Hong Kong in the 1920s and 30s. 8
They can still be found in pre-war shophouses.

e As the work team was not able to identify suitable manufacturers in Hong Kong

or even Guangdong, the tiles used were specially ordered from a supplier in Fujian

Province. Each and every piece of tile was hand-made.
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Found throughout King Yin Lei, for example, architraves, columns and some of the
balustrades.

Terrazzo is a Western faux-marble material and can be found in pre-war shophouses
in Hong Kong.

The terrazzo at King Yin Lei is primarily of three colours: light green/off-white,
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e Mainly found in interior coffer ceilings and cornices.

e Plaster moulding refers to the making of decorative items by means of lime.

e The plaster mouldings at King Yin Lei have been infused with cement and their
surfaces covered with a layer of gold lacquer. This is a Western approach, different from the traditional South China plastering in terms of both materials and
craftsmanship. Bamboo sticks have been inserted in the mouldings for reinforcement purposes.

e At King Yin Lei, the Western plastering approach has been used to present traditional Chinese decorative patterns such as bat-shaped clouds, the Chinese
character for “longevity”, and simplified tangent circle patterns.

EREER Marble mosaic
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Floors of the Round Hall and the East Side Room on

the ground level.

e The mosaic at King Yin Lei exhibit meticulous
craftsmanship and unique designs.

& 4818 After restoration e Marble mosaic flooring is seldom seen in Hong Kong.
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e The rooftop was assembled by glazed roof tiles.

e The main ridges, vertical ridges and diagonal ridges are ornamented with traditional
figurines of immortals and mythical beasts in simple form (i.e. bogu pattern); the
main ridge of the Main Building, the roof of the subsidiary building and the roof
of the pavilion are all ornamented with pearl finials; the tile ends and drippers are

5 o decorated with peony patterns.
& 755 2t
{2 {8 HiBefore restoration 1|$f§1§After restoratlon e The various types of roofs and as many as 45 types of roof tiles at King Yin Lei.
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At the courtesy of Mr. Yew Mok-shing, former owner of
King Yin Lei, furniture is on loan for display in the mansion
to add to its glamour and enhance visitors’ experience.
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Secretary for Development
Carrie Lam (centre) officiates
at the ground-breaking

ceremony with Chan Tung,
Chairman of Sham Shui
Po District Council (second
from left), May CHAN, JP,

District Officer of Sham
Shui Po (one from right),
Michael Wong, Chairman of
HKYHA (second from right)
and John Strickland, GBS,
JP, Chairman of YHA Mei Ho
House Working Group (one
from left).

Works to revitalise one of the first public housing estate blocks to a
youth hostel has commenced. The project was marked by a ground-

breaking ceremony which was held on February 26. the public and visitors,” said Carrie Lam, Secretary for Development

- - when officiating at the ground-breaking ceremony.
The project is one of the selected under Batch 1 of the “Revitalising

Historic Buildings Through Partnerhip Scheme” (Revitalisation  An exhibition gallery was to be set up in Mei Ho House City Hostel,

Scheme). Mei Ho House was built in 1954 and is one of the earliest
6-storey “H-type” resettlement blocks still surviving in Hong Kong.
It is a testament to Hong Kong’s development of resettlement and
public housing. Hong Kong Youth Hostels Association (HKYHA) is the
selected organisation to revitalise Mei Ho House as a city hostel in the
form of social enterprise. The unique H-shape of Mei Ho House was
to be maintained.

“] am grateful to the Hong Kong Youth Hostels Association for
participating in the project, which transforms Mei Ho House into
an urban hostel of distinctive characteristic for the enjoyment of

featuring the historical development of Sham Shui Po and Shek Kip
Mei as well as describing the life in resettlement blocks. Residential
units will be restored to appearance of the 1950's and 1970's as
showrooms.

The HKYHA has set up a network of former Mei Ho House residents
for establishing contact among former residents, preserving their
life stories and unique culture of public housing estate through oral
history and artefacts collection. Former residents will also have the
opportunity to be a part of the guided tours and sharing activities in
the revitalised Mei Ho House.

Mei Ho House City Hostel will have 129 rooms and is expected to
open in the second half of 2012.
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The corridor of Mei
Ho House provided the
much needed extra
space for storage.
(Photo courtesy of the
interviewee)
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Children on the corridor of Mei Ho House.
(Photo courtesy of the interviewee)

Hearty memories of Mei Ho House

Professor Dennis Fan, Associate Dean of Faculty of Business
Administration at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, was
among one of the former residents of Mei Ho House who
attended the ground-breaking ceremony. The Fan’s family of
seven moved in about 1959 to a unit on the third floor of Mei
Ho House and lived there until 1980.

Fan recalls with a smile about the old days in Mei Ho House. He
still remembers the details vividly today and illustrates with an
impromptu sketch to explain the spatial arrangement of the
residential unit and the street scenes of the neighbourhood.
Living in 120 square feet of space, the self-made L-shaped
cockloft was a little hideaway for Fan and his brothers and
sisters, beneath which the parents were busy making rattan
chairs as a living.

“l had always felt that there was so much space. Every
household moved their gas stoves to the corridor for cooking
and the children just loved playing football there. We could
even do our twist and turn there!” said Fan.

In those days, residents had to share toilets and bathrooms and
yet unpleasant incidents were almost unfounded. Residents
knew each other and if any stranger was around, everybody
would have noticed. The harmonious relationship of the
residents has continued to this day and the Fan’s family still
meet regularly with their former neighbours.

The revitalisation of Mei Ho House has re-triggered Fan's
emotional attachment to the building as well as to Shek
Kip Mei. For him, the significance of conservation of historic
buildings is not only about retaining personal memories but
also for the benefit of future generations.
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