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fig A
Located at where the rivers and the sea 
meet, Yuen Long is blessed to be the 
most fertile land of fish and rice in Hong 
Kong. People still miss its local speciality, 
including long grain rice, flathead mullet, 
black pig, and mulberry. 

fig 2   



fig B   The sculptor, Ho Yuen Leung, believes that art making cannot ignore environmental sustainability, and his wood carving works often return to nature after the exhibition.

fig 3 & C

The prospect of engaging in agriculture 
seems bleak, but many farmers are 
determined to grow fresh and healthy  
food for the local communities and provide 
habitats for insects and birds to enhance 
biodiversity in our place.



In Yuen Long: A Place of Local Nostalgia, Horace Chin wrote this  

eloquent passage:

Hong Kong is located in a hilly region, with just one alluvial plain 

near Deep Bay (Hau Hoi Wan), where Yuen Long was established. 

Whenever there is heavy rain, the bay or nearby rivers inevitably 

experience flooding or saltwater intrusion, inundating Yuen Long. But 

this also makes its land fertile and particularly well suited to raising 

fish in excavated ponds, or to growing oysters and shrimp on sea walls 

constructed on its mud flats. Pond mud, which contains rotten leaves 

and the faecal waste of fish, can promote soil fertility and be used to 

grow rice, sugar cane, fruit trees, and other food crops. 1

In my memories of Yuen Long, the sky and water are one colour, the 

connected fields a tranquil, unspoiled landscape of great beauty. I remember 

when a bird brought me to this place. The earth gave off a fresh, vital scent, 

and the various microorganisms and earthworms quietly exchanged nutrition 

tips. When I broke through the soil, I looked up at a clear blue sky before my 

gaze wandered over the rice paddies that surrounded me. They teemed with 

glorious yellow, interspersed with the emerald green of vegetables and the red 

orange of fruit fig A  .

Such magnificent scenery relied on all of nature’s cooperation. It also 

owed thanks to the hard work of several thousand farmers. The farmers followed 

the seasonal rhythm of sowing in spring and storing in winter, harvesting in 

autumn and growing in summer; they tilled and planted, weeded and fertilised, 

stored water in reservoirs, irrigated the fields and gathered the harvest, 

keeping some as seed. They were kept busy dispatching field hands, tending 

to the land and facilities, managing cash flow and doing accounts, as well as 

negotiating with fertiliser suppliers, truck drivers and wholesale retailers while 

they maintained production and sales networks. Breaks in the work throughout 

the year seemed to be rare. They planted high-quality Yuen Long rice, Pak Nai 

radishes, Kam Tin tomatoes and other local produce described by the area in 

which it was grown. They were also conservationists, preserving the countless 

creatures who lived in this place: waterbirds, loaches, river snails, snakes, 

frogs, pierid butterflies, bees, millipedes . . .  2  All of this wildlife was cared 

for by both nature and farmer, each of the various species doing its utmost to 

repay the earth and human beings for their shelter, perhaps by loosening the 

soil or spreading natural fertiliser, by dispersing seeds or pollinating flowers, or 

maybe by keeping natural enemies and pests in check.  

At some unknown point, Hong Kong’s economy took off even as it 

became increasingly difficult for farmers to earn a living. At the time, the 

Government was also relentlessly pushing forward the development of the 

New Towns, and Yuen Long was no longer willing to cultivate rice, vegetables 

or fruit; its love was reserved for government land compensation, for planting 

the steel reinforcement bars of high-rise buildings. Now I see roads, train 

tracks and paths cutting through the green and blue landscape; I see 

abandoned farmland littered with construction debris and turned into parking 

lots for scrap vehicles; I see streams that have dried up so that the streambed 

has become visible, or so polluted that they are black ditches full of decay. My 

companions have disappeared one by one, but the bloodsucking mosquitoes 

and midges swarm unchallenged. The breeze no longer carries bird- or 

frog-song; the only remaining sounds are the noisy pounding of machinery 

and the whoosh of cars speeding past. 

According to annual government reports as well as reports from the 

Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department, agricultural land in 

Hong Kong accounted for 14,108 hectares in 1962. By 2018, this number had 

steadily declined to just 4,327 hectares. The self-sufficiency rate for local 

vegetables had fallen to only 1.9%, while rice production was close to zero. 3   

At first glance, agriculture’s demise would seem to be a foregone conclusion, 

but the scholar Chow Sze Chung has meticulously correlated all the relevant 

data and shown that in the 1960s and 70s, farmers continued to supply 

more than 40% of the fresh vegetables to Hong Kong’s population of four 

or five million, despite the reduced number of fields. Hong Kong agriculture 

is clearly resilient, farmers having found ways to cope with the changing 

times and altered economic landscape. 4  On the Yuen Long Plain today, 

a group consisting of grizzled farmers, young people and the middle-aged 

are engaged in various types of agricultural production that span fallow land to 

open-air storage facilities.They are seeking a simple, self-reliant life, or living 

a mixed lifestyle that is one-part agricultural and one-part something else, or 

researching local agricultural techniques and practical know-how. Committed 

to maintaining the rural ecological balance, they grow food on this land suited 

to local tastes and preserve the lush green of the landscape.

Four years or so ago, a sculptor named Ho Yuen Leung arrived in 

my village. He too wanted to live close to the land, to get involved in the 

agricultural experiment fig B  . At first, I was deeply apprehensive about 

an artist who made his living by wielding an axe and wood carving tools, 

concerned that he would take a fancy to this or that especially fine tree and 

inflict damage on my brothers and sisters. But Ah Leung walked into the 

village, and his first thought was not how to create a work of art that would 

make an enduring mark on the world, but how his creative process might 

affect the work of the farmers around him. He also gave thought to whether 

the materials he used on our wood, such as paint and preservatives, were 

natural and organic, things that won’t harm the natural environment.   

I think Ah Leung is a farmer in every respect, cultivating both the 

land and works of art. In either case, he doesn’t rush into things. He takes 

a measured, deliberate look around, makes time to mingle with others, and 

seeks out all the places where natural and manual labour complement one 

another. He thinks of farming as an activity that arises naturally from humans 

participating in life fig C  . Farmers must obey life’s unpredictable trajectory 

and can play their part in the ever-changing natural world only by paying close 

attention to how living creatures interact with the sunlight, water, soil and 

fields. As for his artmaking, Ah Leung sees it as a game to be played when 

and as he likes, one which allows him to recycle the city’s discarded materials 

and put them back into the biogeochemical cycle. I sometimes see him take 

a fallen tree back to his studio, but he seldom makes more than one or two 

sculptures in the course of a year. Sometimes, gripped by impulse, he sets 

knife to wood, splits it, slices into it, and then he lets it sit for months or even 

years; he returns to this sculpture every so often, refining and polishing it again 

and again, rediscovering the wood’s natural, unpretentious beauty.

His wood sculptures appear to be urban plants. Sometimes a flat, 

narrow root ball unfurls a slender thread, its sole hope of survival pushing 

upward out of a crevice; sometimes a narrow stem perforates a seed, 

trembling in its rush towards sunlight. The sculptures have lopsided, irregular 

forms but rise up tall in spite of difficult growing conditions, inspiring wonder 

at the miracle of life. For Ah Leung, creating art is not about showcasing 

artistic talent, but a process of self-reflection. During this process, he turns 

urban trees that have fallen to time and the natural elements into a creative 

medium. His artistic skill gives back the trees’ voices, expressing both his and 

the trees’ sentiments about the tremendous changes in the world. For art’s 

sake, Ah Leung’s wood carvings are placed under exhibition hall lights and 

gazed at in public spaces. Eventually, however, he returns his sculptures to the 

open. There, subjected to wind and rain, they decompose into life-nurturing 

humus and once again become part of the natural cycle.

In general, Ah Leung’s life philosophy is one of “subtraction”. To 

engage in farming is to pare away any superfluous desires and return to 

life’s essentials. To create art is to constantly look for something to discard, 

to examine one’s true self and to face the world with sincerity. But I don’t 

know what to subtract. As a tree, I ask for nothing more than a landscape that 

endures, to teach old friends how to recognise Yuen Long and remember 

the way back here, to ask these friends to come join me in looking at the 

rural scenery when time allows. But those friends have lost their way and 

disappeared. Even if they find this place, the birds who pass through here are 

bewildered. They ask why Yuen Long is becoming increasingly unfamiliar; they 

inquire how to find shelter by following the few signposts that still remain. 

Every time I hear their noisy chatter, I feel as if my roots have been ripped 

loose from my home’s soil and my body has broken out in painful knots from 

crown to roots.

I should probably let Ah Leung prune back all my excess cares.  

I should return to the earth and wait for a day when Yuen Long is lush and 

green. During my long wait, I will sing these lines from a film’s theme song:

Even during storms, I’m still so in love with you,

Haven’t let the clouds break my promise.

Even if the seas dry up and the mountains fall,

The vow I made to you will never change. . . 
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