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Archaeology in Hong Kong: A Review of Achievement

Solomon Bard

L. Preamble

When I received the notice ol the
Conference and had accepted the invitation
toattend, it occurred to me that this might be
a good opportunity 1o look back at the
archaeological research in Hong Kong over
the past decades and 10 make an assessment;
also, that I might consider myself qualified
tor the task, having worked in this field, in
Hong Kong, for some 40 years - a link
between the past and the present. as it were.

Abbreviations used in this paper:-

AMO  : Antiguities and Monuments
Office

CUHK : Chinese University of Hong
Kong

HKMH : Hong Kong Museum of History

HKL  : University of Hong Kong

Society : Hong Kong Archaeological
Society

Team : University Archaeological
Team

TL : Thermoluminescence

IL. The Pioneers, ¢, 1925-1940

It all began around the middle 1920s,
when Professor Joseph Shellshear, from
Australia, was appointed to the chair of
Anatomy al the University of Hong Kong.
He had earlier distinguished himsell in that
field, having discovered an obscure small
artery in a human brain thus earning a place
for himself, albeit in the footnotes, in that
Bible of anatomists - the Gray’s Texthbook
ol Anatomy. Like many anatomists, he was

also a physical anthropologist of some
distinction with special interest in the fossils
ol carly man. From physical anthropology
to archaeology is only a small step. In Hong
Kong, Shellshear discovered a kindred soul
- Charles Montague Heanley - a medical
docior who was also a geologist of no mean
ability. Together they explored the beaches
and the exposed hill-tops of Hong Kong and
the New Territories. and described in

several publications their discovery of

stone-age relics, hitherto never reported in
Hong Kong. Apart from the obvious
polished stone implements. they recognized
the crudely flaked pebble tools which we
subsequently termed “pebble picks™. By
1928, Heanley had retired and left Hong
Kong. Shellshear remained until 1935,
when he too left to retum to Australia where
he would become a much-sought authority
on early aboriginal bones (see Note.) | had
the honour to sit at Shellshear’s anatomy
lectures when [ was a young medical
student in Hong Kong. [t was a fascinating
experience, though | recall we leamed hittle
anatomy but a great deal about the “Peking
Man™ and the Sydney Harbour Bridge, the
latter only just completed. | never met
Heanley, but corresponded with him unil
1960; he was then well in his 90s, but still
retained keen interest in Hong Kong
archaeology.

Close on the heels of Shellshear and
Heanley there followed Father Danmiel Finn,
Father Raphael Maghoni, Walter Schoheld,
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and Chen Kung-chieh (2541 ), all working
independently. Excavations were conducted
in 1933 by Fr. Finn at Tai Wan (A7) on
Lamma [sland, by Schofield in 1937 at Shek
Pik (#1%%) on Lantau Island and in 1931 at
Lung Kwu Chau (#255#), a small tombolo
island at the western end of Hong Kong
Territory, Fr. Maglioni worked mainly at
Haifeng (i), on the coast of China about
160 km north of Hong Kong. Chen Kung-
chieh, the only Chinese among the pioneers
of the pre-war years, excavated on Lamma
island, but his archacological activities
generally remain vague. I met him in 1957
when he guided me to the ancient rock
engraving at Shek Pik.

These pioneers were talented people,
who though untrained in archacology, and
working at the time when the study of
Chinese prehistory was still in its infancy,
had achieved remarkable results. It by the
standards of to-day their excavs

Mns Wene
less than compelent, their conclusions
formed a useful basis for future research.
Both Heanley and Scholield  were
compelent geologists and could understand
and interpret stratigraphy. Finn and
Schoficld correctly identified two distinct
ceramic horizons - the geometric and pre-
geometric, Schofield, in an amazing feat of
endurance and observation, had mapped
more than 100 sites with evidence of
archaeological finds. Few siles known to-
day escaped his attention; he had done this
on top of his full-time duties as
administrative officer in the Hong Kong
Government. His excavation in 1937 at
Shek Pik yielded human skeletal remains -
the first evidence in Hong Kong of
prehistoric burials. Unfonunately, the study
ol these bones was delayed until the
outbreak of the Pacific War in 1941, and
they were never recovered.

While my admiration for these men
remains high, a slight disappointment in one
respect needs mentioning: not a single
artefact collected by Heanley, Shellshear, or
Schoficld remained in Hong Kong. To-day
we know better and safeguard our relics by
the appropriate legislation. Fortunately, we
still have in Hong Kong complete
collections of Finn and Maglioni and part of
Chen Kung-chich's.

ML The Followers, c. 1956-1976

1. University Archaeological Team

The War in the Pacific, 1941-1945, had
devastated Hong Kong, The period of
occupation which followed brought
suffering and privation. There could be no
question of archaeological research when
chief concern was survival, After the War,
recovery and reconstruction were the
immediate goals, with little thought of
archacology or, indeed, of any cultural
activity while people were busy rebuilding
their lives and fortunes. It was not until
1956, when conditions in Hong Kong had
improved and stabilized, that the interest in
archaeology reappeared. In that year, a
small group of enthusiasts, mostly members
of the staff of the University of Hong Kong,
had formed themselves into a wam, o be
known as the University Archaeological
Team to resume archacological rescarch
started before the War. As one of the
founders of the Team, I recall well this
diverse group of academics, led imitially by
Professor F. Drake of the Department of
Chinese, and later by Professor S. Davis of
Geology and Geography. Archacology was
still a weekend pursuit; the Team, rarely
maore than 20 strong, re-visited the sites
recorded by the Pioneers and searched for
new ones. The milestone in the Team’s
work was undoubtedly the discovery and




excavation in 1958 of a new site at Man Kok
Tsui (501, a late Neolithic and bronze
site on the east coast of Lantau Island, The
excavation, directed by a geologist (S,
Davis) and an art historian (M. Tregear),
was techmically better than the pre-war
waork. The subsequent Report was well
presented with clear recording and detailed
description of finds. Although the results
were inconclusive, the Team was able to
demonstrate that the “rough™ (coarse and
ily
earlier than the hard (stoneware), that the
two could be contemporary, and that bronze
was found in association with hard
geomelric pottery. | believe that these
maodest conclusions, fully borne out later,
show real progress. The Man Kok Tsui
Report adds cautiously that “these problems
cannol be solved by studying of one site and

cord-marked) pottery was not necess

were certainly not solved by this
excavation.....”.

Equally important was the Team’s active
participation, in September 1961, in the
Symposium on Historical, Archaeological
and Linguistic Studies held at the HKU,
Two members of the Team contributed
papers to the Symposium, and with others
took part in the discussions at the forum,
mixing with such well-known scholars and
archacologists as - J. M. Braga, Roger Duff,
Woltram Eberhard, Bernard Groslicer, Jao
Tsung-1 {{#5581) Lo Hsiang-lin (8 Fk),
Michael Loewe, Wilhelm G. Solheim 11,
and others. It seemed that the Team, though
lacking professional standing, had been
accepted into the archacological fraternity,

2. Hong Kong  Archacological Society

Around 1964, after several years of

productive activity during which the Team
visited appeared to decline. By 1967 it
became clear that the depleted Team could

no longer function effectively and that a
wider public participation was needed.
Accordingly, the Team was wound up and
the Hong Kong Archaeological Society was
tormed open to members of the public who
were inferested in archacological work.
Again, as with the Team, 1 found myself a
co-founder of the new Society. 1 must
confess that at the time 1 had misgivings
about opening the gates wide fora multitude
of uninformed people, however keen, into a
precious field of Hong Kong's relics. Time
proved me wrong, The Society thrived and
would in time become an important agent of
archaeological research, coniributing richly
to our knowledge of Hong Kong's
prehistory. Fiercely independent, and not
always in agreement with the official
Government policies, it had on occasions

stepped outside its avowed interest -
archaeology, declaring strongly its support
for conservation of Hong Kong 's heritage in
ceneral and of historic buildings in
particular. The Society’s journal, ably
edited by W. Meacham, is widely known
and highly regarded.

In the first 10 years after its formation in
1967, the Society was the only body
conducting

hacological work in Hong
Kong. No teaching in general archaeology
or prehistory was available locally until
1968 when [ started a yearly course ol
lectures, arranged by the Extra-mural
Department of the HKU, and entitled
“Introduction to Archaeology™. The course,
which included twao Tield sessions, was
elementary but it served its purpose of
stimulating interest in and imparting some
basic knowledge of the subject. It continued
for 12 years and there is litde doubt in my
mind that it helped to swell the ranks of the
Society with keen volunteers.
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The milestone in the Society's work
during this period was excavations at Sham
Wan (##) on Lamma Island. There, the
undisturbed 8-metre high sandbar above the
beach revealed the full profile of Hong
Kong’s prehistoric levels. The Society’s
teams, in phased excavations from 1971,
established clearly for the first time the
relative sequence of local ceramic horizons,
Sham Wan excavations were also notable
for the careful analysis carried out on the
recovered human skeletal, mammal and fish

remains, and shell and pollen finds. The
Sham Wan Monograph, published by the
Society, documenis fully and competently
this achievement in the progress of
archaeological work in Hong Kong.

The Society had long been a firm
advocate of legal protection of
archaeological sites and of Hong Kong's
historical heritage generally. When the
Government had at last been persuaded of
the need 10 adopt these measures, members
of the Society sat on the Provisional
Antiquities Advisory Board, formed by the
Government to advise on the dralting of the
appropriate legislation. The resulting
Antiguities and Monuments Ordinance was
promulgated in 1972 and put into effect in
1976.

It has long been recognized that Hong
Kaong and its environs did not have a
separate archaeological identity, but shared
a common cultural past with the rest of
South China. As contacts with  Chinese
Archaeologists working in Guangdong
province grew  more  requent and
information was exchanged, it became
imperative to integratc Hong Kong's
cultural horizons into the framework of
South China’s prehistory. By the late 1970,
sufficient number of radiocarbon dates was

available for Hong Kong archacologists 1o
achieve this. Examined in that context, the
Early Neolithic period of the cord-ware
horizon, presumed 1o be 12,000 BP- 6,500
BP. has not so far been identified in Hong
Kong. Present are the Middle Neolithic,
circa 6,500 BP-4.500 BP, ol the incised
chalky ware, the Late Neolithic, circa 4,500
BP-3.000 BP. of the soft and coarse
geometric pottery, followed by the Bronze,
or more correctly the Chaleolithic, circa
3,000 BP-2,000 BP, of the hard geometric
ware. Al 2,000 BP, linds of Han (#54)
pottery ushers the Chinese historic

presence.

The society played an important role in
clarifying Hong Kong's prehistory. It
continued 11s activities into the 1980s, its
contribution to the archaeological research
in Hong Kong being recognized by a
permanent office/laboratory in the Hong
Kong Museum of History and a modest
government subsidy.

IV. The Specialists, c. 1976-

1976 may be taken as the year of the
advent of Specialists. In that vear, an
archaeologist was appointed Curator of the
HKMH, the Antigquities and Monuments
Ordinance was put into effect, and the
Antiguities Monuments Office was set up
by the Government to implement the
Ordinance in practical terms. It was a
natural development, in which a new and
essential dimension - professionalism - was
added 10 the archaeological research in
Hong Kong. Similar change was taking
place inother arcas of Hong Koeng's cultural
life.

The Specialists did not displace the
Followers. but the two continued to work
concurrently and often jointly. With the




Ordinance in effect and archaeological
research expanding, the Government now
recognized the need to create a cadre of
tramned archaeologists. initially by selecting
the existing staff of the Museum and the
AMO for training in the United Kingdom.
The Chinese University of Hong Kong had
too eniered the field by establishing the
Centre for Chinese Archacology and Arl
within its excellent Institute of Chinese
Studies. By the middle 19805, the AMO, the
HKMH. and the CUHK had qualified
archaeologists on their staff. At the same

time, there was also a growing number of
skilled volunteers, not all from the ranks of
the Society, who had acquired sufficient
experience in field work o he used as site
assistants or supervisors. | had worked with
them on several projects and found their
ability and enthusiasm of the highest order.

The Antiguities Ordinance brought legal
protection of the Hong Kong heritage and
strict control of archacological excavations.
Only licensed excavations were allowed
and their conduct was strictly regulated. Far
from restraining archaeological activity, it
seemed to spur on research and demand
higher standards of work. The media, too,
reacting to the upsurge of public interest in
Hong Kong heritage, reported new
excavations, sometimes  sacrificing
accuracy to sensationalism.

The AMO was working hard identifying
and recorc |
and historical importance. The extended

all items of archacolog

interest now covered historical sites, forts,
and newly identified Tang () and Song
(i) sites. To name but a few: Sham Wan
Tsuen (##t9) on Chek Lap Kok (Z78§17)
Island. excavated 1979- 1984 by the Society,
has greatly enlarged our knowledge of the
Tang dynasty lime kilns: at Penny’s Bay on

Lantau Island, excavated by the Society
(1986} and later by the AMO (1990), a
hoard of 16th century blue-and-white export
ware was uncovered, hinting at trade links
which passed through Hong Kong; The
Qing () dynasty fort on Tung Lung (14
ii2) Island was partially restored by the
AMO between 1979 and 1982, revealing
for the first time details of the Chinese
coastal defences of this area.

Between 1982 and 1985, a full-scale
Archaeological Survey of the Territory,
commissioned by the Government, was
conducted by two archaeologists (B.
Peacock and T, Nixon). All previously
recorded sites were re-examined and a
number of new sites was reported. The
recommendations of the Survey were
thorough and far-reaching and dealt with
conservation of siles. establishment of

archaeological archives. and conduct of

excavalions; a number of legal
recommendations was also made. Newly re-
examined, archacological sites were divided
into categories: those to be designated (legal
protection), to be protected by
administrative action, or those simply
monitored.

By 1986 at least three independent
archacological teams could be mustered for
ficld work - the AMO, the Society, and the
CUHK, while the HKMH could also field a
team if required. However, the overall
policy of conservation of sites limited the
scope of work to mainly rescue excavations
of sites threatened by development or
construction work, Then, in 1989, the new
Aidrport Project was announced. The
archaeological impact of the Project was
immense. For the construction of the
Airport, Chek Lap Kok Island would be
wotally levelled and large areas of North
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Lantau and south-western New Territories -
all  containing  many  important
archagological sites - would be severely
affected.

All available resources were thrown into
this colossal rescue operation. Funds were
made available by the Government and
priviate companies employed in the
construction. With minimum delay, the
AMO had prepared a schedule of works
allocating sites 1o the teams participating in
the rescue. Soon all were hard at work
surveying and excavating the sites marked
for destruction.

The rescue work is still going on to-day.
The results, some still being evaluated, have
so far exceeded all expectations, both in
terms of material recovered and information
obtained. Some existing concepts are being
re-examined and fresh problems have
appeared. At Chek Lap Kok, the Society
team worked hard for @ months, in 1991 Tt
has found strong evidence that the painted
pottery is the earliest cultural marker, at
circa 6,500 BP; discovered two new types ol
kilns, as vet of undetermined function, and a
bronze level of censiderable extent with axe
moulds confirming yet again that bronze
objects were manufactured in this arca,
Yung Long (i#i), across the channel on the
mainland. excavated by the AMO and the
Society between 1992 and 1994, turned out
to be an extremely rich site revealing burials
with ceremonial objects, and muluple Toci
ol kiln fumiture indicating a possible large
production site. At Pa Tau Kwu (4158, on
North Lantau, the excavating CUHK team
had postulated a possible village settlement,
Al Fu Tei Wan (42h9%), on Chek Lap Kok
Island, a fragile, semi-preserved Tang
dynasty hime kiln was successfully
excavated and removed o Tung Chung (H

i) opposite, by the Gurkha Engineers with
the AMO supervision - a remarkable feat of
engineering. probably never accomplished
before.

Two other events must be mentioned,
both indicative of the Government’s
Recreation and Culture Branch - effectively
the AMO’s - efforts to maintain the progress
of archaeological work in Hong Kong: In

1990, a standard recording form, produce
by the AMO in consultation with other
involved parties, was introduced as a
requirement for all excavation reports; and
in January 1991, a 10-day ficld course on

excavation lechniques was organized by the
AMO, and conducted by Dr Peter Drewett
of the Institute of Archacology, London
University. Aimed at mon-experts, the
course attracied over 20 participants and
wis very successful.

I believe it 1s fair to say that the early
19905 saw  the overall standard of
archaeological research in Hong Kong
reaching close 1o a professional level of
competenee. There are several qualilied
archacologists working in the field, while
many volunieers have also become
experienced and skilled team members.
There is a great deal of work ahead,
especially in the Airport Rescue
Excavations, and a reasonable [mancial
support has been available, Links with
archacologists working in the neighbouring
China have been developing well. and the
future appears generally bright.

So far | have dealt with the positive
aspects of Hong Kong™s archaeological
work in its steady progress towards
professional maturity. The account would
be unbalanced, however, if [ were to omit
some areas where in my view Hong Kong




has lagged behind. First, is the total neglect
of underwater archacology. In a place with a
predominantly coastal distribution of sites,
this seems to me a serious omission. The
second is our comparatively poor record in
Microanalysis. It is not enough to boast of 2
Noatation machine in operation; it is also
essential to develop the expertise in this
difficult procedure, or at least 1w have an
easily accessible panel of experts for advice.
The third one is beyond my understanding:
with both the HKU and the CUHK having
Radiocarbon and Thermoluminescence
laboratories operating, why are the local
specimens sent abroad for dating? T recall
that the TL laboratory was set up in 1974 al
the HKU largely as a result of the
campaigning by the Society.

Y. Conclusion

I have attempted in this paper to trace,
however sketchily, the development of
archaeological research in Hong Kong
during past several decades. Beginning with
those marvellous dilettante-Pioneers of the
pre-war years, to the post-war serious and
dedicated Followers, and fmally to the
Specialists - it has been a steady advance,
punctuated by milestones of achievement, |
have tried 10 emphasise that the advent of
Specialists has not displaced the non-
experts; the latter continue to play
important, even essential, role in the local
archaeological scene. There are still
deficiencies to be filled, legal loopholes 1o
be erased: it would be surprising il there
were not, but seen as a whole, Hong Kong's
achievement in archacology has been very
significant, Tt carries out its share of the
regional research of prehistory of China and
Southeast Asia. | have no doubt that it will
continue to do so in future.

B

Note

Shellshear’s collection of primate fossils
is now housed in the Shellshear Museum at
the University of Sydney.
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1931 Walter Schofield during an excavation ol Lung Kwu Chau,
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1956 : Members of the University Archacological Team on a field walk, led by Mary Tre
is Professor F. 5. Drake, H
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Fig. 4

1973 : Hong Kong Archacological Society excavating at Sham Wan, Lamma Island. At far centre ; the Governor of
Hong Kong, Sir Murray Maclehose, and Lady MacLehose visiting the site: in the centre, standii 2-Professor

W. G Solheim I, of the Uni
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ity of Hawadi. alse on a visit.
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Fig. 5 1973 Sham Wan excavation pholog
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Fig_ ion by the Amiguities and Monoments Office’s archaeological weam at Yung Long, south-west
ng the Deep Bay.
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