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Abstract

This paper discusses the cocreation of an emergent place-identity in a Hakka household in the Hong Kong coun-
tryside triggered by architectural restoration. Located in Kuk Po, a quintessential Hakka village that was established
over 300 years ago, Yeung House was restored by the research team under a government-funded initiative to regen-
erate architectural values. Rebuilt in 1967, Yeung House has experienced decay and evolution over the years. It signi-
fies the adaptive lifestyle of Hakka immigrants through its adapted siting, hybrid tectonics and modernised features.
After restoration, Yeung House was repurposed into a base for education and research managed by the three house-
owning villagers. Different activities were initiated by the villagers and coarranged by the research team. As a seren-
dipitous outcome, the front yard of Yeung House has been activated into a multifunctional communal space. Subse-
quently, it is argued that a place-identity has emerged in Ng To and is influenced by the distinctiveness of the restored
Yeung House and the continuity of the front yard. New meanings of the place have been created by the villagers
through the practice of a potential, alternative lifestyle in the rural-urban parallel.
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1 Introduction

China is entering the posturbanisation era with the urban
population outweighing the rural population and the
implementation of coordinated urban-rural develop-
ments (Ye 2012). With similar problems of urbanisation,
including the hollowing out of rural areas after urbanisa-
tion, the failure of rural industries and the deterioration
of the rural living environment (Zhu et al. 2023), there is
a global paradigm shift from urbanisation to rural devel-
opment and village renewals (Yi and Son 2022). During
the 19t CPC National Congress in 2017, rural revitalisa-
tion (2 F#M%) strategies were set to achieve the basic
modernisation of rural and agricultural areas, followed
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by a three-year and five-year campaign to upgrade rural
living environments (Xinhua 2022). The official goal of
rural revitalisation in China is to cultivate affluent farm-
ers, establish strong agricultural industries and shape the
beautiful countryside (ibid).

Beyond agricultural activities, recent discourses on
neo-ruralism further discuss the diversification of activi-
ties and the pursuit of alternative lifestyles for city dwell-
ers (Yi and Son 2022). Architecture can operate as a
place-making tool between the complementary urban
and rural sides (Semprebon 2022, 256). The countryside
becomes the site for a hybrid identification in which one
is situated in the ambiguous boundary between urban
and rural areas (ibid). In Hong Kong, local trends of
regenerating countryside villages using intervention-
based approaches, including the recultivation in Lai Chi
Wo, the art festivals in Yim Tin Tsai and the glamping
sites in Mui Tsz Lam, have been observed.
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The urban-rural-countryside-nature continuum is
highlighted in the official strategic plan, Hong Kong
2030+: Towards a Planning Vision and Strategy Tran-
scending 2030. According to the numbers, 75% of the
land remains undeveloped and regarded as the country-
side (LegCo of the HKSAR 2016), which houses some
of the 642 recognised villages in Hong Kong (The Gov-
ernment of the HKSAR 2017). In 2018, the Country-
side Conservation Office (CCO) was established by the
HKSAR Government to provide incentives for initiatives
that conserve remote sites in the countryside. Funded
by CCO, the author has been coinvestigating the ini-
tiative entitled From Valley to Plain: Conservation and
Revitalisation from ‘Ng To’ to Kuk Po River and Plain
via Multidisciplinary, Educational and Action Research
and working closely with the village community and
researchers.

While Chinese vernacular architecture has been widely
discussed (Knapp 1986), there is limited discussion
on the architectural transition from traditional Hakka
houses to modernised construction and how they are
restored in the local context. This paper focuses on action
research through the implementation of the architec-
tural restoration of Yeung House, a two-story, three-bay
Hakka house rebuilt in 1967 in Ng To, Kuk Po (%3 f1
Jit). A series of activities has been triggered by the resto-
ration, and trial operations that regenerate values beyond
the physical architecture itself, such as recultivation and
Hakka cuisine, have been cocurated with returning vil-
lagers. Three key villagers, also the owners of the original
Yeung House, were interviewed to understand their rela-
tionship with Yeung House chronologically.

It is hypothesised that rural regeneration can be
achieved by activating the place through architectural
restoration with a minimal extent of intervention. From
an insider perspective, it is argued that the front yard has
been activated after the completion of restoration as a
serendipitous outcome, and an emergent place-identity
has been cocreated by the research team and the villag-
ers; in this way, a unique urban-rural lifestyle is informed.
To elaborate, this paper is structured into three sections
to discuss 1) the architectural restoration, 2) the activa-
tion of the front yard, and 3) the emergent place-identity.

2 The architecture of Yeung House: a Hakka
adaptation

This section discusses how the Hakka people adapted to

the local context at three scales — Kuk Po village, Ng To

settlement and Yeung House.

2.1 Kuk Po, a 300-year-old Hakka village
Kuk Po is a quintessential Hakka village located at the
southern shoreline of Starling Inlet (¥>3kffif#) and has
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been established for more than 300 years. Its name (‘&
b)) first appeared in the Qing dynasty in the Gazetteers
of Xinan County ( {¥r%EEN ) in the 1688 Kangxi edi-
tion (FEEE —+-L4F). After the termination of the Great
Clearance (iTF54%), the order to evacuate all coastal
communities to avoid any support to the Taiwan-based
anti-Qing movement, there was a bloom of Chinese
migrants, who were later recognised as the Hakka, mov-
ing to Hong Kong for cultivating the abandoned farm-
lands. In the 1819 Jiaqing edition (3K _—_1IU4F) of
Gazetteers of Xin‘an County, Kuk Po was classified as an
official Hakka village (‘4H5; ‘B & 7 & B B FE ). The
very first geographical representation of this village was
on the Map of the San-On District ( {HZE 2K ) in
1866. Its name in Chinese represents the two geographi-
cal characteristics — the valleys (Kuk, ‘%) and the plains
(Po, ‘1), formed between the sea and the woods.

Notably, the Cheungs (7#[K) from Fujian (%) first
arrived at Kuk Po and later settled in the adjacent Fung
Hang (AYT). Later, the Yeungs (1 [X) resided at Kuk Po in
the early 18th century. As the villagers recalled, the Yeungs,
Ngs (3=[K) and Tsangs (14 [K) settled in Sam Ka Tsuen (—
ZHY). Later, the Yeungs expanded to Lo Wai (£ ) in the
form of a walled village (% % #|#1), followed by the Sungs
(RIK) from Fujian and Hos ({i[[%). As the population
increased, the different clans moved to various spots of the
plains and valleys, including the Tin Sum (H 1), San Uk Ha
or Tau To ()2 T /3kAt), Yi To (Zfit), Sam To (=fit), Sze
To (PYfAt) and the innermost Ng To (F.fit), where most of
the Yeung families resided.

Most of the traditional Hakka inhabitants lived an
agrarian lifestyle, but farmlands were scarce in the old
Kuk Po where mountains dominated. To claim more
farmland, the villagers constructed a bund at the shore-
line in the 1800s as a process of agro-reclamation ([
i& H). After the salt is leached out by flooding with fresh
water, the pond is used as a fishpond and later drained
out to form paddy fields (Hase 1995). This village mor-
phology (Fig. 1) becomes a significant representation
of how Hakka villagers adapted to the coastal environ-
ment. Other nearby coastal Hakka villages, such as the
aforementioned Fung Hang, also share similar forms as a
result of agro-reclamation.

Although the Yeungs resided in the inner land, their
everyday life was closely associated with the whole land-
scape of Kuk Po, spanning from the bund to the feng shui
woods behind their houses. Villagers used to attend Kai
Choi School (57 %4%), which was a primary school
built next to the bund in 1932, and harvested seafood in
the areas near the bund. The walking route from Kai Choi
School to Ng To, which signifies their living traits in the
past, now provides an alternative path for hikers between
the Lai-Kuk Ancient Trail (%% '71&) and Wu Kau Tang
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Fig. 1 Changes in village morphology due to population growth and agro-reclamation (Source: Research team, School of Architecture, CUHK)
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Country Trail (Z#E4F#42) in the Plover Cove Coun-
try Park.

2.2 Ng To settlement and the adapted Hakka siting
Situated at the end of the walking route, Ng To has
become an important destination with growing attention.
The main function of the Ng To settlement was to provide
residence and farming facilities. The site selection of Ng
To reflected the traditional wisdom of how Hakka people
identified the supreme feng shui land (JX\/K=E ) or the
ideal site (J£37) for building houses. Some regarded it as
the ‘dragon nest (J£7X)’ where the fortune of the dragons
accumulates (Huang et al. 1991, 124; Wu 2008, 89). For
example, the Weilong building (Fl}#./£) commonly found
in Fujian is often built on supreme fengshui land to encap-
sulate dragon nests with dragon-like row houses (Xiao
2015, 52). The essential elements of mountains, woods,
houses, ponds and farmlands (111 #£/2ith H) exist in a top-
ographical order at ideal sites. In terms of geomancy, the
ideal site should have the Four Symbols (VU4): a stream
representing the Azure Dragon (% /%) in the east, a road
representing the White Tiger (1)%) in the west, a pond
representing the Vermillion Bird (4#) in the south and
a hill representing the Black Tortoise (Z i) in the north
(Huang et al. 1991, 125). In practical terms, houses are
often built with the mountain in the back (‘J& 8 %111’ Wu
2008, 89) to allow for more flatlands for farming, embrace
the summer breeze and gain a sense of safety psychologi-
cally, while water can be obtained conveniently from the
nearest stream for irrigation and drinking (Xiao 2015,
53). In wealthy villages, a pond is usually built in front of
a cluster of houses to mediate the microclimate, purify
wastewater and provide water for cleaning, irrigation
and firefighting (Siu 2014, 29). Sometimes the pond is a
byproduct of site formation and construction of rammed-
earth houses (Wu 2008, 35).

An aerial photo dated 1963 (Fig. 2) clearly shows the
orderly configuration with the mountain in the back, the
woods behind houses, the village houses in two rows, the
paddy fields and farmlands, and the branches of streams
next to the paddy fields (‘Wi #i7K’; Wu 2008, 89). For
comparison, there are four main differences between
Ng To and traditional Hakka villages. First, no pond is
constructed, but a natural pool formed by a waterfall
can be found east of Ng To. Second, traditional Hakka
houses in Meizhou (#/!]) are often built to face south
(ibid, 19) to naturally warm up the space in winter and
cool it down in summer. In contrast, the houses in Ng
To are oriented towards the north. Apart from the fact
that the south—north orientation is switched in Fuxi Eight
Trigram (fRZ& 5K J\$) of Taoist cosmology, it is argu-
ably a regional adaptation to facilitate natural rainwater
diversion along the contour (/5 &1, HEZKEF; ibid,
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Fig. 2 Aerial photo of Ng To
HKSAR Government)

19) and to minimise the harsh, southern solar gain in the
subtropical climate of Hong Kong. Third, no road was
constructed in the west. Last, as the Yeung ancestral hall
remained in Lo Wai, no ritual or ceremonial buildings
were constructed in Ng To.

2.3 Decay and evolution of the Yeung House

Yeung House is the largest remaining structure of the Ng
To settlement, and it represents the era when villagers
began to stop farming and seek work opportunities over-
seas. With these earnings, villagers were able to rebuild
their houses using modern construction methods, which
resulted in the hybrid construction of the Yeung House.
In fact, Yeung House has experienced several design and
structural changes over the years. Before 1967, the old
Yeung House was erected as a five-bay (T1JF[f]) com-
pound. Its design resembles both the local lang wu (Ji
J#) and the Hakka row house (¥ ZF ff/z), as it is com-
mon for Hakka immigrants to adapt the design of local
houses (Siu 2014, 49). As shown in the aerial photo in
1963, two-thirds of Yeung House was covered by a large,
pitched roof in the rear, and the remaining one-third in
the front was covered by separate roofs, which may indi-
cate the accommodation of multiple families inside one
large structure. Hakka houses are often built with an odd
number of bays (or jian, [; ibid). From the plan of the
block crown lease released in 1907, the footprint of the
old Yeung House was well documented as a block of five
adjacent land lots (Fig. 3). This represents the land divi-
sion by different owners, consistent with the observed
roof forms.

In 1962, the devastating typhoon Wanda (i %) dam-
aged some of the village structures, including the old
Yeung House. As the villagers remembered, some of the
loose Hakka tiles on the roof were blown away by the
strong wind. In the next years, some family members of
the Yeungs commissioned the repair of the old Yeung
House with their overseas earnings. In 1967, three of the
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Fig. 3 Plan of block crown lease in 1907 (Source: the author)

five bays of Yeung House were rebuilt (Fig. 4). To create
more space, two levels were constructed on the same
footprint, next to two bays of the unaltered, single-story
old house. In 1998, the remaining rammed-earth struc-
tures of the old house finally collapsed. The traces of the
collapsed bays are still currently visible from the east
elevation of Yeung House (Fig. 5). Overall, as illustrated,
Yeung House is historically and culturally significant.

In 2022, after standing for 55 years, Yeung House
showed signs of decay, such as water leakage and termite
tracks. Upon invitation by the house owners, the decay-
ing Yeung House was restored by the research team.

2.4 Three bays, two families, one entity

Yeung House shares several spatial commonalities with
many other modernised Hakka houses in nearby areas.
In terms of ownership and spatiality, Yeung House is
divided into two units — the single-bay unit in the west
and the double-bay unit in the east (Fig. 6).

Y .lN e

Fig. 4 Yeung House in the 1970s (Source: Yeung Kam-chun)
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Fig. 5 East elevation of the restored Yeung House in 2022 (Source:
the author)

The single-bay unit is owned by the family of the village
representative. It has a typical layout of a 15-tile width (71
L) and a typical spatial organisation that is similar to that of
other modernised Hakka row houses. On the ground floor,
next to the main entrance is a bathroom on the left and an
open kitchen on the right (/247 J8}") as a wish for wealth
and offspring brought by the water and fire, respectively.
The bathroom is constructed with low walls and a concrete
water tank. The open kitchen has a stove connected to a
chimney at the top and a fireplace at the bottom. A bed-
room is arranged behind the concrete wall in the back, leav-
ing the main hall in the centre of the house. On the upper
floor, bedrooms are partitioned at both ends. Above the
inner living room, there is a floating attic for storage that is
accessible by a moveable, timber ladder. Similar single-bay
row houses can be found in other areas of Kuk Po, including
San Uk Ha and Lo Wai.

The double-bay unit is owned by another family, with a
15-tile width for the middle bay and a 13-tile width (=
IL) for the eastern bay. Compared to the single-bay unit
next door, the floor area is doubled to separate the open
kitchen and the bathroom from the main hall and to
spare more bedrooms upstairs. Apart from the terraced,
brick chimney in the kitchen, an extra straight chimney
is provided together with two smaller stoves next to the
water tank. For both floors, spaces across the two bays
are interconnected by portals on the party walls.

The three bays are designed with comparable widths,
depths and heights, and this spatial modularity allows for
spatial optimisation when the social structure of the fam-
ily changes, while a consistent facade can be maintained
as a unified entity. Likewise, the two families share one
front yard where rice grain was sun-dried for sale to mar-
kets as one of the major incomes of the past.

2.5 Hakka tectonics, modernised features
The 1967 Yeung House is a hybrid construction that inte-
grates Hakka tectonics with modernised features. While
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Fig. 6 The spatial layout of the 1967 Yeung House (Source: Research team, School of Architecture, CUHK)

similar types can be found in other settlements in Kuk
Po and nearby villages, including Lai Chi Wo (%1% %)
and Mui Tsz Lam (#f7#K) of Hing Chun Yeuk (JKF#Y),
Yeung House was built in a thrifty manner, which reflected
a comparably low economic status. It has four load-bear-
ing concrete masonry block walls as the main structure.
Two of these are gable walls (f&#1l1}%) with a simplified
style. Originally, pointed-strip verge ridges (977 /ZH) of
a ‘fire’ styled gable wall (/K =Ufi 11145; Wu 2008, 148) were
used in the old Yeung House. Both the verge ridge and top
ridge are now reduced to simplified straight-lined profiles.

A typical tiled roof supported by timber members was
constructed above the walls. The layers of greyish Hakka
tiles (717 F) and reddish pan tiles (HFL) were laid
loose on rectangular battens in the principle of ‘seven-
lap-three-left’ (#4-1L% =). Battens (1%) were fixed on
round Chinese fir purlins () inserted into the load-
bearing walls. Three skylights were designed with glass
tiles (B4 IL) to introduce natural lighting into the upper
floor, which had the symbolic meaning of the ‘trin-
ity light’ (=J%; Siu 2014, 148) — the sun, the moon and
the stars.' In old Hakka houses, skylights can compen-
sate for the limited window light, as most windows were
designed with a small size for higher security. However,
in Yeung House, the windows were built in a modern-
ist style using large, clear glass panels with metal frames
and horizontal bars.

! Refer to Taiwan Hakka Dictionary ( &G ¥5% 55 H FA &L ).

Overall, the front facade presented a modernist com-
position with orthogonal geometry (Fig. 7). The lower
part was plastered to mimic the appearance of gran-
ites, which are often used for foundation work in Hakka
houses. The top of the front facade was composed of
framed parapet walls, separated by short columns with
ornamental caps and decorated with simple geometrical
patterns and motifs in low relief. The side panels feature
an array of circles, which may be a symbol of wealth (i.e.,
coins), cosmos (i.e., the sun and the moon) or offspring
prosperity (i.e., seeds; Wu 2008, 121). The middle panel
was inscribed with the number 1967, which is the con-
struction year of the building. In contrast, only a tradi-
tional eave with lime spine stoppers (X1 &) was used
for the construction of the rear facade.

The main entrance was designed with a three-door
system (—H[]), which is ubiquitous among the village
houses in New Territories (Siu 2014, 53). A similar sys-
tem can be found in Sai Kwan mansions (Fi5%KJ®) in
Guangzhou (Fu 2021, 48) with an additional stone frame
([FI=#E A1 1), Here, a simplified version was designed
with a sense of modern aesthetics. The outer parapet gate
(%%841]) had a simple, rectangular shape with a perfo-
rated top panel to maintain privacy when the doors were
open. A two-way, foldable metal sliding gate, instead of
the one-way metal sliding fence gate (#i#f[]) in Sai
Kwan mansions, was constructed in the middle layer with
a slightly ornamented cornice frame. The inner double-
swing timber doors (XUFFHEA [ T) were robustly built in
the same Sai Kwan style for security.
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Fig. 7 The front facade of the 1967 Yeung House (before and after)
(Source: the author)

For the interiors, while the attic and the upper floor
were designed with timber planks fixed on rectangular
joists, the ground floor was finished using pigmented,
concrete-sand screeding with engraved lines; this mod-
ern technique is used to mimic the appearance of red
ceramic tiles. The partitioning upstairs has a modernised
design with references to traditional panel construction
in China. The timber frame, where the timber-glass pan-
els and the sliding door were fixed, was slightly elevated
for ventilation. Each timber-glass panel recalled the tra-
ditional window compositions (Wu 2008, 140), being
translucent at the top and opaque at the bottom to bal-
ance between illumination and privacy.

Particularly, a specific, translucent pressed-glass panel
with the pattern of Chinese crabapple (F3AEIEALIK
¥4) was used. Although there is no available informa-
tion about its source, it was found that the same prod-
uct was designed and announced by the former royal
French manufacturer Saint-Gobain in the 1930s, branded
as the ‘Verre imprimé No. 84 Morisco’ (Fig. 8; Free n.d.).
It is well documented that flowers (Wu 2008, 144) and
geometrical patterns (Zhuang 2018, 280-291) are often
used in traditional Chinese panels, and the use of Chi-
nese crabapple patterns often symbolises crop prosper-
ity and wealth (ibid, 334). In this sense, the pressed glass
panel with the pattern of Chinese crabapple was probably
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Fig. 8 Product catalogue of Verre imprimé No. 84 Morisco (Source:
free, Sash Window Specialist)

selected for its modernised design that also has tradi-
tional references and symbolic meanings.

2.6 Restore and repurpose the rural built heritage
Although Yeung House is not officially recognised as
a historic building by the Antiquities and Monuments
Office, it actually shares some aspects of rural heritage
and built vernacular heritage. Rural heritage refers to
both architectural heritage and its ‘wider geographic, his-
torical and cultural background’ in the countryside (Du
and Shi 2019).

According to ICOMOS (1999), a built vernacular herit-
age should have a ‘recognisable local character responsive
to the environment, the ‘use of traditionally established
building type’ and the use of ‘traditional expertise in
design and construction which is transmitted informally’
Based on the discussion in earlier sections, the 1967
Yeung House arguably fulfils these criteria with its adap-
tation of Hakka siting, three-bay spatial type and tradi-
tional Hakka tectonics and is regarded as a rural built
heritage as part of the larger geographical, historical and
cultural context of the Kuk Po village.
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To regenerate the architectural values embedded in
the rural built heritage, Yeung House was restored under
the Countryside Conservation Funding Scheme of the
CCO at HKD 3 million for educational and research
purposes. Practically, Yeung House was restored to its
original appearance in 1967 to highlight the authenticity
of form, design, materials and siting (ICOMOS 1994) as
part of the educational narrative on Hakka culture under
the funded project. Culturally, Yeung House represents
the transition of architectural types from vernacular
rammed-earth structures into hybrid construction using
concrete and timber structures. Historically, it represents
the aforementioned era of outmigration. Arguably, the
material aspects embody the social memories of the vil-
lagers and the history of the village, and authenticity as
a social construction (Macneil and Mak 2007) is recon-
structed through architectural restoration to trigger and
strengthen the sense of identity towards this place. The
details of the restoration are discussed below (Fig. 9).

Most of the original architectural elements were
repaired by professional craftsmen on-site. The whole
roof was reconstructed by replacing defective purlins and
battens with new ones. As a tradition, a purlin-raising
ceremony was arranged on the day when the main red

Fig.9 Yeung House before restoration (left) and after restoration
(right) (Source: the author)
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purlin was being installed in place with a red cloth hung
up (‘FE®’; Siu 2014, 148). New and salvaged tiles were
laid on the battens again, without the use of butt-jointed
pan tiles, which does not add to the overall waterproof-
ing performance. Termite bait systems were immediately
installed to prevent damage to the new roof.

The existing surfaces and components were only fur-
bished if they functioned well. The external wall was
washed with high-pressure water jetting to remove dirt.
All plastered decorations were repainted by special-
ist workers based on the visual traces of original pig-
ments on the surface. All existing metal window frames
were refinished by removing the paint peels and recoat-
ing with primer and paint. The original timber staircase
was repaired by fixing the loose planks and applying new
paints. For upstairs, the timber floor was maintained by
fixing the loose planks with nails and washing the dusty
surfaces.

With a large extent of original materiality and spa-
tiality maintained, the restored Yeung House has high
authenticity and educational value. After the contractor
repaired the concrete spalling, volunteers were invited
to participate in repainting interior walls to experience
the process of restoration and immerse themselves in
the authentic atmosphere of Hakka houses. Beyond res-
toration, Yeung House has been further repurposed into
a base for education and research. It is the design inten-
tion to restore the original appearance while accommo-
dating new functions inside to maintain continuity in the
whole rural landscape. To attain this goal, basic lighting
and electrical sockets are added to accommodate every-
day activities downstairs and the setup of the multimedia
exhibition upstairs without altering any architectural ele-
ments. Artefacts collected by the villagers are displayed
along with the multidisciplinary findings consolidated
by the research team in the formats of panels, booklets,
framed drawings, photos, specimens, and a 4-h video of a
tour guided by the village head.

To maximise the impact of restoration, three active vil-
lagers are invited to collaborate with the research team
by operating Yeung House for visitors on weekends. The
villagers will take the lead in recording the number of
visits, introducing the exhibits, and sharing snacks with
the visitors occasionally. After repeated visits, the villag-
ers started to conduct different activities and developed
habitual patterns around the house. As a serendipitous
outcome, the front yard (A&K¥¥F) was activated by the three
villagers, and additional values beyond architectural res-
toration were regenerated. To illustrate, the process of
activation will be discussed in the next section.
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3 Activation of the front yard

To understand their personal experiences concerning the
front yard, the author interviewed the three active villag-
ers, and the findings are reported in three courses — the
outmigration, the return to Ng To, and the activation.

3.1 The outmigration of villagers

In the 1960s, a surge of outmigration occurred as the
Commonwealth countries and the United States loos-
ened their restrictions on Chinese immigrants (Lin 2002,
70), including the villagers in Ng To. As a fact, the three
villagers had never lived in Ng To simultaneously in the
past. It had been a long journey before their reunion in
the late 2000s.

Yeung Pak-yau (#11X) was born in Ng To in 1954,
and he is the coowner of the single-bay unit of Yeung
House. While his brothers migrated to the United King-
dom, Pak-yau stayed to take care of his mother in Ng To.
Even after he started working in the city in the 1970s and
got married in 1980, Pak-yau kept his word to visit his
mother every week. Until 1990, his visits to Ng To were
reduced as his mother moved to Sha Tau Kok. After all,
Pak-yau’s loyal visits enabled him to witness the decay
and evolution of Yeung House over the years.

Tsang Kwai-ying (%4 #£5%) was born in a nearby vil-
lage, Mui Tsz Lam, in 1947 and married Yeung Kwong-
wah (#] 4£), the owner of the two-bay unit of Yeung
House in 1969. Kwai-ying lived there for half a year
and then migrated to the United Kingdom to earn a
living. Every two to three years, she came back to Ng
To for a maximum stay of one year each time. In 1974,
she returned to give birth to her second son in Ng To.
Compared to others, Kwai-ying spent the least amount
of time living in Ng To.

Yeung Kam-chun (#%#%) was born in Ng To in 1957
and owned one of the five bays of the old Yeung House.
Kam-chun lived his early childhood there until moving to
Yi To with his family in 1967 due to the structural insta-
bility of the old Yeung House. He maintained his regular
visits to Ng To to take care of his family’s farmlands. In
1974, he started working in restaurants in the city and
moved to Sha Tau Kok, which gradually distanced him
from Ng To. Ten years later, Kam-chun migrated to the
United Kingdom and married his wife in 1986. Since he
had his own restaurant business, Kam-chun could only
afford to come back every two or three years, with a two-
week short stay each time. Kam-chun was the only one
who never lived in the Yeung House after it was rebuilt
in 1967.

Both Pak-yau and Kam-chun recalled a similar every-
day life in their childhood in Ng To. In the morning, they
untied the cattle from trees and drove them to eat grass.
Aside from the hours they spent at Kai Choi School, they

Page 9 of 15

helped to water vegetables, plant crops and hoe weeds.
Occasionally, when the rice grain in the paddy fields was
ready, it was harvested and put in the front yard to dry
under the sun. Before sunset, the cattle were brought
back to the depot or tied back to the trees. Each family
prepared their dinner and ate inside their house without
talking to each other. Sometimes, Pak-yau sat outside to
enjoy the breeze before going to bed. Kwai-ying had the
same routine village life apart from the schooling part.
Everyday socialisation between families in the front yard
was not common.

3.2 Thereturn to Ng To

In 1995, the second eldest brother of Pak-yau, Yeung Yuk-
fung (# EU%), was back from the United Kingdom and
later became one of the two village representatives of Kuk
Po. Pak-yau revisited Yeung House with Yuk-fung from
time to time. In 2007, Pak-yau moved to Shatin for retire-
ment. The next year, Kwai-ying also returned and settled
in Fanling. Since then, Pak-yau and Kwai-ying go back
together with a few other villagers more often. However,
due to the lack of agricultural activities, vast fields have
been taken over by wild vegetation. There was not much
the villagers could do apart from housekeeping.

Not until 2020 did Kwai-ying hear that the research
team had initiated a restoration project in Mui Tsz Lam
and invited us to restore Yeung House. A restoration pro-
posal was then codeveloped with the families of Kwai-
ying and Pak-yau, and it was approved by the CCO in the
next year. This milestone has begun to encourage attitu-
dinal and behavioural changes among villagers.

After retiring, Pak-yau started hiking as a hobby and
met a few hiker friends who visited Ng To with him. He
realised the need for furniture and salvaged old but func-
tioning tables and chairs from nearby areas, including the
Eight Immortal’s table (/\1lI#%) from Luk Keng (FEZ0).
Pak-yau’s expertise developed in the construction indus-
try also enabled him to build a simple outdoor stove in
bricks for basic cooking. On every site visit, the research
team was treated to simple meals and snacks prepared
by the villagers, including the Hakka Cha Kwo (&% %%
). In late 2022, upon the completion of the restoration
of Yeung House, Kwai-ying successfully convinced Kam-
chun to return for retirement and reunion. From there,
Ng To has been granted a new life by the three active
villagers.

3.3 Activation: adaptive reuse, cultural rediscovery

and social transformation
With Yeung House restored, Pak-yau, Kwai-ying and
Kam-chun are motivated to visit Ng To frequently three
to four times a week. Beyond regular housekeeping work,
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they have self-initiated a variety of activities, including
landscape improvement work, farmland reclamation,
experimental planting, furniture refurbishing and villager
gatherings. Among all these outdoor exercises, it is argued
that the front yard, which was originally used as a thresh-
ing floor, has been adaptively reused as a communal space.

One example is the celebration of the Lantern Festi-
val (JG¥ 9) on 5th Feb 2023. It exemplified the implied
spatial organisation of the front yard after repeated uses
(Fig. 10), including the cleaning area, food prepara-
tion area, cooking area, serving area and the main area.
Notably, in the past, most of the dining activities only
occurred indoors. After restoration, the activation of
the front yard has supported the regeneration of cul-
tural values outdoors. For example, Lai Wok Pin (‘E7&#
14’), a Hakka meal that signifies the unique lifestyle of
coastal communities (Huang 2023), was reinterpreted
by villagers at the front yard as a collective rediscovery
of Hakka cuisine. It is an everyday meal using ingredients
from both farmlands and the sea, and it requires handy
techniques to prepare. Here, the front yard allows for a
large audience to appreciate the art of craft of this intan-
gible heritage (Fig. 11). As witnessed, the villagers invited
almost a hundred Kuk Po villagers and friends who live in
remote districts and overseas to witness the reinterpre-
tation of Lai Wok Pin, which reflected their self-identity
and proactive attitude towards cultural regeneration.

This also implies a social transformation of Ng To from a
group of inwards-looking families to an outwards-looking
community. As Kwai-ying described, the lifestyle of the Ng
To neighbourhood was family-based. The five individual
families lived their lives inside their own units. Villagers
were busy taking care of their livestock and crops outdoors
in a mundane manner. Socialisation between families
was minimal, not to mention the rare travels between vil-
lages that only happened for attending wedding banquets.
Today, social interaction and cultural exchange with exter-
nal parties are highly encouraged. For instance, a research
lunch was co-organised by the villagers, the research team
and an award-winning chef? from the city.

Apart from social gatherings, the research team is keen
to explore more programmatic possibilities in Ng To. A
four-day programme was organised with an international
school as a pilot scheme for eco-cultural education. For
each day, a thematic walk was guided by researchers of
different disciplines in the morning, followed by hands-
on volunteer work in the afternoon. The tasks included
excavating the ruined land owned by Kam-chun (Fig. 12),
retrieving buried artefacts, and rebuilding outdoor
stoves to improve the ergonomics. The contribution

2 Lau Chun, the owner of the award-winning Chinese restaurant, Kin's
Kitchen in Wan Chai, Hong Kong Island.
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was educational to students and socially valuable to vil-
lages in the long term. After the walk and work, students
were asked to reflect on their learning experiences. The
front yard then provided a large floor space for students
to carry out small-group discussions, draw out ideas and
present to peers and teachers.

The activation of the front yard has been unexpectedly
impactful in regenerating the cultural and social values of
the rural landscape. Nevertheless, how is this serendipi-
tous outcome connected to the architectural restoration
of Yeung House?

4 Emergent place identity

The relationship between architectural restoration and
the changing behaviours of villages will be discussed
here as an anecdotal analysis using the framework of
place-identity.?

4.1 A bonding with place enhanced by the restoration
Place-identity refers to the bond with place developed by
people (Lewicka 2008, 211). As Hauge (2007, 46) referred
to, place-identity is defined as.

a potpourri of memories, conceptions, interpreta-
tions, ideas, and related feelings about specific phys-
ical settings, as well as types of settings’ (Proshansky,
Fabian, and Kaminoff 1983, 60).

Place-identity is often used interchangeably with place
attachment (Lewicka 2008, 212), which refers to the feel-
ings developed towards places of high familiarity (Hauge
2007, 44), including the affective, cognitive and behav-
ioural components (Lewicka 2008, 211). Lewicka (2008,
211) noted that the place’s physical features and symbolic
meanings contribute to place attachment as ‘being a cue’
that group traditions are often embodied in historical
sites with a notion of continuity. In this case, the restored
Yeung House may contribute to villagers’ place attach-
ment as being a regenerated historical site that preserves
invaluable architectural features, symbolises the shift to
modernised dwellings and embeds the social memories
of the Yeungs.

As Hauge (2007) stated, even tiny physical changes can
affect the meaning of a place and attributes such as social
interactions. Arguably, the architectural restoration
completed by the researchers has enhanced the affective
place attachment to Yeung House among villagers. Given
that the building remains highly original, there is noth-
ing but the meaning behind restoration that triggered the
behavioural changes of villagers in the front yard. This is

3 Place identity and place-identity are used interchangeably.
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Fig. 10 Spatial organisation of the front yard viewed from the top (Source: the author)

evident in the comment by Kam-chun during an inter-

view with the author:

‘Only because you (the research team) restored the
Yeung House, we decided to come back and do some-
thing for the village. We don’t want to waste your

effort.

Fig. 11 The outdoor setting for Lai Wok Pin and the audience
(Source: the author)

This uncovers the consequences of the ‘design’ choice
— to restore Yeung House to its original appearance for
authenticity, which recalls the social memories of villag-
ers and triggers the activation of the front yard.

4.2 Distinctiveness and continuity
The activation of the front yard can be further understood
through the lens of place-identity and identity process

Fig. 12 Students excavating the ruined site of Yeung Kam-chun
(Source: the author)
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theory. Lewicka (2008, 211) stated that place-identity
can have the meaning of genius loci with place features
that embody the place’s distinctiveness and continuity
in time. In the earlier section, the distinctiveness of the
architecture of the 1967 Yeung House was illustrated in
detail. However, there were ruptures in experiencing the
1967 Yeung House. As described in the previous section,
the three villagers migrated to different places at different
times and never lived together for any period. Kam-chun
only resided in the old, single-story house, and Kwai-
ying had limited living experiences inside the house for
only half a year. The only common architecture for the
three villagers has been the front yard, which has main-
tained its original appearance for decades. Therefore, it is
argued that the front yard as part of the rural landscape
also contributes to forming place-identity with its physi-
cal continuity, which embeds social memories as well.

Some of the surrounding vegetation also offers such
continuity that the villagers can identify and describe
them in detail. However, the overall natural landscape
has changed. With the disappearance of paddy fields and
agricultural activities, the front yard has lost its tradi-
tional relationship with the natural landscape as a thresh-
ing floor. Since the return of the three villagers, the place
has provided them with a new, dynamic identity that
evolved from their original social identity as a neighbour-
hood (Hauge 2007, 47). Identity as a process does not
have permanent but continuously renegotiated mean-
ings (ibid), especially for Hakka people who have adapted
to the local context over and over again. Therefore, the
role of the front yard is to sustain the identity of Yeung
House throughout its decay and evolution, and the activi-
ties afforded by the front yard and Yeung House, whether
spontaneous, self-initiated or collaborated, have offered
the villagers new meanings and developed a ‘new conti-
nuity. Overall, a new place-identity has emerged from the
rural landscape — brought by the distinctiveness of the
restored Yeung House and the new continuity of the acti-
vated front yard.

4.3 Implication: a rural-urban lifestyle

Recent research in academia has focused on the impact
of the one-way, city-scale transition from rurality to
urbanicity on identification, such as growth (Dong 2018),
housing (Xie and Chen 2022) and residence (Xie and
Huang 2022), demographical categorisation (Xie, Chen,
and Xu 2023) and integration (Yan, Chen, and Xia 2018).
Some emergent studies focus on the rural-urban contin-
uum or the interfaces for regional sustainability (Liu et al.
2019) or the symbiosis as rurbanity for global sustain-
ability (Hoffmann et al. 2023). However, the interaction
between the villagers and the rural landscape is different
from the discussion above.
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The emergent place-identity in the rural landscape may
imply a potential rural-urban lifestyle that allows one
to express themselves in the countryside supported by
urban resources. The three villagers attempted to prac-
tise such a lifestyle between the two remote but accessi-
ble sites as a rural-urban parallel. Since the restoration of
Yeung House was completed, the three villagers visit Ng
To up to four days a week. On weekends, they operate the
house as a collaborator with nominal, reimbursement-
based compensation for only food and transportation.
During weekdays, they are motivated to walk back,
gather with others, and improve their surroundings as
a practice of active ageing. In China, similar places in
the countryside are emerging; these include the Porter
Centre, a geographically proximal place for pleasurable
experiences and active interactions (Chen, Chen, and Ko
2021, 10), shaped by the reproduction of the conditions
of urban life in small communities (Friedland quoted in
Bell 1992, 79). In Ng To, the rural landscape affords pur-
poseful and healthy activities that may enhance the vil-
lagers’ well-being.

Using the data set from 29 countries, (Requena 2016,
702) concluded that people in richer countries who live
in the countryside experience a higher level of subjective
well-being than those living in the city, consisting of fac-
tors including community relations, health and personal
values. The villagers explained their reasons for returning
to Ng To as follows:

(The life in) the UK. was easy but boring. Ng To
is unprosperous, but it has a quiet environment...
Going back to Ng To by walking can train our body’
(Kam-chun).

‘We are trying to plant the same things like papaya,
peanuts and Chinese Wampee (¥ %)’ (Kwai-ying).

‘“There is no plan for future development yet. We just
want to make the place better for now. We are not
selling the property (Yeung House) as many others
did, and our sons and daughters are not interested
in coming back yet’ (Pak-yau).

The concern of Pak-yau is not uncommon. The younger
generation may not associate themselves with the social
structure of rural places but may be involved in nature
through their own leisure lifestyles (King and Church
2013). There is almost no known, successful case in the
Hong Kong countryside in which the young generation
goes back to revitalise their places, except for the recent
return of the Lee family to Tin Sum for experimental
farming. It is noted that the rural-urban lifestyle may
be specific to the cohort of these three villagers — the
retired population who enjoy nature and culture with
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no financial burden. Nevertheless, Ng To as a place has
provided opportunities for an alternative and dynamic
lifestyle in a small Hakka household, which may also be
practised in other villages in the Hong Kong countryside.

5 Discussion

This research, as a case study, contributes to the field of
countryside regeneration with implications for research
and practice. First, before implementation, researchers
can investigate the potential impact of taking the position
of restoration or intervention over the integrative rural
landscape. Here, restoration to its original appearance
does not necessarily undermine functionality. Based on
the engagement with the villagers, it is argued that both
the original appearance of Yeung House and the front
yard are critical to the formation of place identity and
that the original function of Yeung House as a residence
is no longer needed. The architectural programming of
the educational exhibition, as a design choice, can retain
architectural values with minimal intervention using
reversible and flexible venue settings. Furthermore, the
front yard also provides a large floor space for conducting
mass educational activities that require almost no inter-
vention. In this sense, continuity in the whole rural land-
scape is maintained when the elements are synergised.

Second, practitioners can adopt a progressive, feed-
back-based approach that facilitates reciprocal observa-
tions and actions. Despite the design intention to spare
the dining room for daily activities, it was observed that
the villagers stayed outdoors most of the time, even for
food preparation. The research team then recognised
the importance of the front yard as an open space and
co-organised activities with the villagers, which in turn
facilitated the use of the indoor kitchen and reciprocally
supported the activation of the front yard. To argue, there
is no guaranteed model or fixed, cause-and-effect for-
mula for rural regeneration due to contextual differences.
Therefore, a progressive approach allows more time for
the stakeholders to experiment with the environment,
reflect on the outcomes and plan the next actions stra-
tegically based on the feedback to avoid making any irre-
versible and adverse impact.

Nonetheless, this research has several limitations in
terms of scope. First, the scope of restoration work was
confined to Yeung House because financial support was
limited. Alternative design decisions might be considered
when more abundant resources are provided. Second,
the scale and variety of regenerative activities remained
small, as only three villagers were keen to actively
participate.

In fact, countryside revitalisation remains an ongo-
ing, open topic for exploration and experimentation in
Hong Kong. The objectives, methodologies and resources
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for revitalisation initiatives vary from case to case. Tak-
ing the award-winning sustainable development in Lai
Chi Wo village (LCW) as an example, the following
four objectives were presented in the beginning: accom-
modating overseas villagers for retirement, promoting
the Hakka culture central to agriculture, encouraging
the return and settlement of young villagers, and dem-
onstrating a model of sustainable development to the
world. The overall development has earned its reputa-
tion through three main initiatives — revived agricultural
activities, art cocreation projects, and the living Hakka
village as an architectural intervention. Revived agricul-
tural activities have been successfully executed with the
evident impact of enhancing the habitat diversity of the
recultivated paddy fields and facilitating the rural-urban
symbiosis through establishing the farm-to-table produc-
tion line (Chang 2022, 79). Art cocreation projects have
connected different parties to form a new community
network (Shen 2023).

The living Hakka village, however, is still confronting
ongoing challenges such as power imbalances, waste treat-
ment and policy hypocrisy (Chang 2022, 69). Some of the
outcomes may not align with their original intentions. For
example, village houses are repaired and improved with
additional modern features, but access to the original mez-
zanine is locked as a statutory control. In addition, while
LCW is regarded as a participatory collaborative approach
(Williams et al. 2021), the dependency on newcomers and
corporate-scale third-party assistance, at a total cost of more
than HKD 100 million* over 10 years, has also hindered
LCW from exemplifying a sustainable and replicable model.

Many government-funded revitalisation initiatives are
also intervention-based; these include the 4-year Forest
Village programme in Mui Tsz Lam, which features the
making of glamping sites, a story-house and community
arts at HKD 15 million, and the 3-year Art Festival in Yim
Tin Tsai, which features an eco-museum concept (Qiao
2022) at HKD 40 million. All these programmes are highly
beneficial to environmental conservation and communal
collaborations, but the cultural significance of everyday life
is yet to be revealed in the plethora of revitalised sites.

6 Conclusions

In conclusion, this paper discussed the architectural
restoration of a modernised Hakka row house using
the exhibition as a minimal intervention and the conse-
quent activation of the front yard and the formulation of
an emergent place-identity in the whole rural landscape
as serendipitous outcomes. Apart from the distinctive

* Exact figures are not available online. Three main management agreement
(MA) schemes in LCW are funded by HSBC (2013-2017), HKJC (2017—
2022) and CCO (2021-2024). The funding from HKJC is HKD 50 million.
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architectural values, the proactive involvement of vil-
lagers has also generated cultural and social values as a
collective effort with the research team and outside par-
ties. With these significant outcomes, this research sug-
gests that the potential impact of regenerative strategies
over the integrative rural landscape should be considered
before implementation. A progressive and feedback-
based approach should be adopted to allow time for
observing, reflecting, and planning for the next actions
before irreversible changes are made. We as researchers
can perhaps slow our pace and react to the serendipities
in the process of rural regeneration.
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