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The Standard Article

Place names that hide a slice of history
We don't usually give much thought to place names because we are so familiar with them, but they tell us a lot about the past.
New York, for example, is named after British royalty. Closer to home, Jardine's Lookout really was a lookout - for pirates - used by the famous company. And what about Yau Ma Tei, the crowded neighborhood around Nathan Road in Kowloon, south of Mong Kok?
The word yau is simple: it means oil. Ma can mean sesame, but it can also mean jute. Tei means a field or ground.
This could mean, for example, that the area was once used for growing sesame. However, there is no evidence that it ever was.
We do know that Yau Ma Tei in the 19th century and probably even earlier was a large fishing village. It's hard to imagine today because reclamation has moved the shoreline out to the west (and the east - the Kowloon peninsula today is maybe twice as wide as it was originally).
The typhoon shelter off Yau Ma Tei is mainly for lighters and has nothing to do with fishing.
But this is where the name comes from.
The oil is tung oil, vital for keeping wooden boats waterproof. The jute was for making rope and nets. The “oil and jute ground” must have been a busy and important area next to a dock, serving the fishermen - the workforce of what was probably Kowloon's biggest industry.
