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			To my lovely wife, Sue, for her love and support, ‘my girl next door’ who encouraged me to write and get this book published. Sadly, she never got to see the final published version of this book. She died in September 2024 after long years of illness. Her braveness, warmth and humour inspire me still.

			Dedicated with heartfelt thanks to Mr Tony Leong, Associate Specialist in Ophthalmology and his wonderful team at St Richard’s Eye Clinic. Thank you for saving the sight in my right eye, so that I can go on taking pictures.
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			Author’s Note

			The photographs in this book were taken by me from 1956 to 1959 with a Zeiss Ikon bellows camera whilst I was stationed on Hong Kong Island with the Royal Air Force. Prints and colour slides were stored until the technology was available for me to scan all images into digital format to produce this book on my home computer, using Photoshop. For the sake of completeness, I have used a few online library images, and I have noted where this has been done. All other photographs were taken by me.
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			What the 1950s amateur photographer used

		

	
		
			Introduction

			As this is a very personal account, I decided to introduce myself at the front end of this book. My name is Tony Goldsmith, and this is what I looked like when I served with the RAF during the 50s in Hong Kong and what I look like now at the ripe old age of eighty-five.
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			Left: SAC Goldsmith, RAF Wireless Operator

			Right: Tony Goldsmith, retired structural engineer

			This is really a co-contributor’s introduction, because the young lad that I was in my late teens serving in Hong Kong was in so many ways not the old guy I am today. He had, for instance, no intention of putting his photographs into a book one day. He was merely taking pictures to send home to his family to let them share in the fascination he discovered in what he found in Hong Kong at that time. It was almost by accident that they were kept safe for the much older version of me to realise, having scanned them into my computer, just what a broad picture of life at that time in Hong Kong they represented, and how well they adapted to being enlarged using the wonders of modern technology in the form of Adobe Photoshop, which I had taught myself to use after my retirement.

			The younger version of me led a much more carefree life with none of the illnesses that befall most of us as we age and no more to worry about than doing the job asked of him, after which his time was his own to enjoy swimming, playing soccer with his friends, setting off on his motorcycle to explore more of Hong Kong and take more pictures or perhaps take in a movie at the camp cinema, ‘The Astra’, or downtown in Victoria. For a young man with few responsibilities but to perform his work to the best of his ability and training, his worries were few.

			For the older version of me, some of the detail has been fascinating to rediscover, such as the metal drinking cup that the smiling boy carries to supply drinks of water or that a small girl rowing her mother and siblings in their family’s sampan had only one leg. It had been my policy not to photograph when people objected, but I am pleased to say that most of the time, there was no objection to my photography. With such cooperation from ordinary Chinese people, I was usually able to capture the candid shots of life at that time in Hong Kong. Perhaps what the younger and older versions of me have very much in common is a fascination for how other members of our global community live. It is my hope that my fascination for these images will give equal pleasure to others and provide a picture in their minds of what I, as a young man, tried to convey to my family back in England, all those many years ago.

			With over sixty years between my service in Hong Kong and now, I apologise for a lack of recall regarding where in Hong Kong most pictures were shot or in what year, or in some cases the activity being carried out. Some of my readers might be able to enlighten me in this regard, for which I would be extremely grateful.

			

			What I do well recall, however, is the wonder and awe I felt at being given the opportunity to travel to Hong Kong. While other guys on our flight out played cards to while the time away, I spent every moment with my eyes looking down from the aircraft’s small window to catch every glimpse of the differing terrain over which we flew. That sense of awe and wonder did not abate when we reached Hong Kong, and I acquired a second-hand camera to record my experiences there.
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			The author (bottom left) and other National Service lads of WOP 19 who shared a billet at RAF Compton Bassett, Wiltshire. Taken June 1956. We had all trained to become RAF wireless operators. Most would be posted to various operational flying stations in UK and overseas, whereas a few of us opted for further training at RAF Wythall near Birmingham. The guy in the middle row far right is the late actor Derek Fowlds. I met Derek and some of our guys at an airbase in Libya, after the first leg of our journey to Hong Kong.

			Any form of historical account can only exist in the mind of the author, whether a first-hand account or one gleaned from academic research. So I am aware that the Hong Kong of the 1950s that I have so nostalgically embedded in my mind is not necessarily that of those who had been born there or who had chosen to live there. These were, in the main, Chinese folk who had fled communist China to seek a life less overshadowed by political oppression.

			As a very young man living at a time when, for most people in the world, travel to foreign parts was rarely experienced whether for work or for pleasure, I shall be forever grateful that my service with the RAF afforded me that relatively rare privilege. Like most British young men, I was called up to do national service after reaching the age of 18. My burning ambition at that time was to use that as an opportunity to travel. After finishing my basic training, I realised that the trade of wireless operator offered one of the best chances of being posted overseas. Learning to read and send signals by Morse code was not the most interesting training that I could have chosen to do and would certainly lead to few job opportunities when I left the RAF. But I stuck with it at the RAF’s huge training centre at Compton Bassett in Wiltshire and volunteered for specialist training at RAF Wythall, near Birmingham, to achieve my dream of overseas travel.

			It took the RAF nine days to fly myself and a few other ‘wops’ (wireless operators) as we were now called, out to Kai Tak airfield from Lyneham airfield in the UK. The four-engine Hastings aircraft was very noisy, vibrated a lot and was not pressurised, so when we flew over the mountains of Turkey en route to night-stop in Iraq, we all had to put on oxygen masks. Because these old propeller-driven aircraft flew relatively low, there were land and seascapes to be seen when we were below the cloud base. I could see below us fields, forests, snow-covered mountains, rivers, and deserts, as we edged our way at a snail’s pace each day south over Europe then eastwards over the Libyan desert. We then looped north to fly over the Turkish mountains so that we could avoid any confrontation with Egypt, with whom relations were not particularly friendly at that time. Then more sea and desert, as we flew south for night stops in Iraq and Pakistan and down to Sri Lanka, or as it was known then, Ceylon.

			Many miles of blue ocean followed as we crossed to Changi in Malaysia (then still called Malaya). Not too many years before, Changi had been an infamous Japanese prison camp for Allied prisoners of war. By the time we reached Changi, without exception, all of us RAF transportees were suffering from diarrhoea. No more flying the next day for us. From our overnight billet hut, we tramped next morning to the camp’s medical hut, all of us looking and feeling very, very, sorry for ourselves, with stomach cramps and the ever-present fear of ‘not making it’ in time to the loo!

			We were greeted by an RAF medical orderly, who asked, “Just out from UK? Hmm. Thought so. Takes about six or seven days after leaving the UK. It’s the change in climate – see? Changes all the bacteria in your tummies. Here you are – each take a bottle of this jollup.” With that, the orderly issued each airman with a large bottle of kaolin mixture. “Guaranteed to bung you up in time for take-off tomorrow,” he assured us. “Off you go.” 

			With that, we all trooped out in single file back towards our billet, each carrying a large bottle of murky brown kaolin mixture. The ridiculousness of what we must have looked like as we shuffled slowly back in single file to our billet, each with his bottles of jollup, struck me as hilarious, despite sharing the misery of griping pains and general disability that only a severe dose of ‘Montezuma’s revenge’ can endow. We had been told that Changi was a fascinating place for a stop-over, but for us it was back to our beds and regular doses of that disgusting medication as we wallowed in the misery of trying to recover from our ‘gippy’ tummies.

			The next leg took us to Saigon for a brief refuelling stop then on again towards Hong Kong over the South
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