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Luo Jiting, Research Assistant, Department of Anthropology,
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

A strange fragrance of saltiness fills Pes
Voeux Road West, and the aroma of salted
fish seewms to be the boldest of all - yes,
it is the legendary food of Hong Kong
Salted fish industry had once been remarkable in Sai
Ying Pun. The Dried Seafood Street today was once
well known as the “Salted Fish Hood”, where salted
fish sellers gathered and huckstered in 1950s. Salt
was the only alternative to keep fresh fish before
refrigerators became common. Fish were usually
preserved in salt to keep and transport.

Sai Yung Pun was a seaside neighbourhood that
became the trade centre of salted fish. In the less
well-off years, salted fish was a popular savoury to
serve with rice for most people. This unpretentious
delicacy revives your memories of the old days - a
piece of salted fish, two drops of soy sauce and a
bowl of rice conjure the “old Hong Kong taste”.



SHEUN

W A N

usually packed in plastic bags, the heads being wrapped in
paper. They come in all sizes and species. How do we pick

e:] Salted fish now seen in shops around Hong Kong are

the right fish? Normally, salted fish is categorized into “firm” or
%\ “tangy” only regardless of their species. Fermentation makes the
difference. When fishes are caught in the fair weather of autumn
Sal-'ted and winter, they are put into ice right away to keep fresh and to
fis\h on
taste
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FEEAH  KBRORBEAEMA 3 days before drying under the sun. The flesh of these salted
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RIFERE - RAREREEIKE TR of Yuen Shing Hong on Des Voeux Road West, explained, “The
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B AR RREE — AR o SMTR fish could not be fermented if any part of the fish touches the

can be fully fermented and is nicely piquant. Mr. Wong, owner

SRBALTZHIH (BRI M [S ice.” How can a layman tell which is which? The secret lies in
I Egﬁﬁ FREIE—IEEN A your finger tip. Pinch the fish softly - “firm” is firm while “tangy”
BHABENREN  RENEESRE - feels squashy.
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Steaming is the best way to sublime
the aroma and tenderness of salted fish
to the full. Salted fish and minced pork
patty always make the best crossover
- you may steam-cook them together
with some shredded ginger and scallion.
Boiling and pan-frying salted fish are
also common household dishes. Red
Snapper’s head is a common ingredient
for simmering soup. Pan-fried salted
fish gives a pungent aroma. Mr. Wong’s
tip of pan-frying salted fish: steam-cook
it first. Get rid of the excessive juice so
that the fish will be tender and less salty.
Another tip, “White herring is good for
pan-fry as it has more fat, and minced
garlic can bring out its taste better than
ginger shreds.” The two remaining salted
fish shops on Des Voeux Road West also
sell locally produced shrimp pastes (in
jars or solid blocks).

In terms of salted fish production,
the boat people’s “unblemished fish”
is the most exquisite. An iron hook is
inserted into the fish belly via the gill to
pull out the gut and intestines without
cutting open the belly. Salt is then filled
into the belly and spread all over the fish
skin. After the fish is salt-treated for a full
day, it will be scaled, washed thoroughly,
and its head is wrapped in paper before it
is laid under direct sunlight. Boat people
sun-dry their salted fishes on the boat
to keep flies away and make full use
of the more constant temperature on
the sea and sea breeze. Such fishes
have an amazing “oceanic” flavour and
better meat texture. It is a pity that more
and more boatmen have opted for more
promising jobs ashore and leave the old
industry behind.
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Economic changes altered the whole salted fish industry,
especially the source of supply and production. Local production
is minimal nowadays. Today most salted fish found in Hong Kong
are from Bangladesh, Vietnam and Thailand. The species used
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for salted fishes is hence not the same. Chinese herrings, cited
Mr. Wong, were rare a few decades ago. The economic reform in
China in early 1980s gradually boosted domestic market, and less
salted fishes were supplied to Hong Kong, forcing Hong Kong to
look for new production bases in South Asia. Salted fish makers
found that Bangladesh is teemed with quality Chinese herrings,
thus began to import Chinese herrings from Bangladesh massively.
At the same time, the supply of Threadfins remained stable. The
variety of salted fish species has become smaller. Now we mainly
have Threadfins, Chinese herring, White Pomfret, Silver Mooney
and Malabar Red Snapper. In Hedda Morrison’s photograph of a
salted fish shop in 1940s, there were a large variety of salted fish
displayed in the storefront. “You could buy many more types of
salted fish long time ago - any fish could be salted - but not for
now. Salted Red Snappers and Pomfrets are not found anymore.”

Mr. Wong sighed.
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The heyday of salted fish industry was in 1950-70s. From

Mui Fong Street, Eastern Street to Des Voeux Road West, there
were salted fish shops on both sides of the streets. So this area
became “Salted Fish Hood”. The seasoned staff at Hop Lee
salted fish shop are immensely proud to recall the best of the
time. “The sea was right in front of the shop,” he pointed outside.
“Fishermen basked the fish right there once they were pulled out
of the water.” Of course, the old buildings in Sai Ying Pun have a
special layout for salted fish shops, with a processing workshop
and a rooftop for curing and drying fish. Town planning today
obviously do not cater for such purpose. Together with declining
local catch and lack of new blood, the salted fish industry is
dwindling fast. Today on Des Voeux Road West there are only a
couple of wholesalers with a few scattered retailers. “The rent is
too high. When one shop opens, another shuts down.” a retailer
grieved. It is now the thriving dried seafood trade that takes the
leading role on Des Voeux Road West. Initiated by Hong Kong
Chinese Medicine Merchants Association and supported by
Hong Kong Tourism Board, Des Voeux Road West was officially
crowned “Dried Seafood Street” in 2000. From then on, the folk
name of “Salted Fish Hood” disappeared.
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The supplies and sales in both
mainland China and Hong Kong markets
are actually shrinking. National income
has increased since the economic
reform, and fish harvest along China’s
coastline goes to domestic consumption.
Higher living standard leads to a growing
demand for fresh seafood and less
salted fish are craved. Mr. Wong of Yuen
Shing Hong knew it well. “In the past
we ordered the salted fish from China.
Ng Fung Hong was our agent to import
salted fish, which were then auctioned
to us. After 1980s our trade with the
mainland gradually died out.” In Hong
Kong, decreasing catch, wealthier life,
urban space design and changing diet are
killing the industry. Ironically, the price of
salted fish has not let down, but increases
over the years. During the last Chinese
New Year, White Pomfret was sold at
over HKD$200 per catty. It is mainly due
to raising production cost. Mr. Wong
tells what it is like in Bangladesh: fish
is pricier because of worse catch, and
more expensive items in the production
chain, such as salt and paper boxes. With
revision of Bangladesh’s labour laws and
labour competitions among investors,
Hong Kong salted fish makers have to
pay more for manpower. Yet the biggest
crisis faced by the Hong Kong salted
fish industry is discontinuity. Experienced
salted fish makers have to train workers in
Bangladesh and Vietnam to make salted
fish instead.

Salted fish industry in the last 90 years has seen both abrupt changes and passing down of
traditions. Just like the threadfins and the Chinese herring - they are brought together in the same
salted fish shop by social and economic changes,-but to which direction they flow is unknown. No

matter what, the years of salted fish will forever leave a lasting flavour for people in Hong Kong.»‘é’






