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Hong Kong’s public housing programme is often seen as having resulted from the disastrous Shekkipmei squatter fire of 1953.  However, many large squatter fires had been occurring in the previous years, particularly in Tung Tau in 1951 when as many as 25,000 lost their homes.  Drawing on current archival research, I reconsider the relationship between squatter fires and resettlement, suggesting a more complex story that involves the interaction between local level conflict and the geopolitics of the early Cold War period.  Hong Kong’s diplomatic vulnerability made anger among fire victims a potential source of destabilization, in part because of the Chinese Government’s shows of solidarity and Washington’s quiet pressure on British imperialism.

Professor Alan Smart received his PhD in Anthropology from the U. of Toronto in 1986.  His doctoral research from 1982 was an ethnographic study of squatter clearance in Hong Kong, published in a variety of articles and Making Room: Squatter Clearance in Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Centre of Asian Studies Monograph Series, 1992).  He has conducted research in Guangdong on Hong Kong investment in Guangdong and social change in Guangdong’s new factory towns.  Since 1999 he has been studying Hong Kong’s remaining squatter areas and the history of squatter fires and resettlement in the 1950s.
