February 5, 2014

The Standard Article

Long and loud may this game of life continue
The Singapore Straits Times recently published a news feature on mahjong in Hong Kong.
We cherish our heritage, our traditional cuisine and modern urban culture. But (despite the existence of "Hello Kitty" mahjong tiles) the game is not exactly trendy. Its image today is old-fashioned, and of course it is noisy.
The newspaper claims the social nature of the game, and the need to calculate points and memorize tiles may have something to do with Hong Kong people's long life expectancy. It reports that one major nursing home uses the game as a form of physical and mental therapy for the elderly.
Despite these highly beneficial effects, the game is falling in popularity among the young, who of course prefer to play computer games at home.
The number of licensed mahjong schools in Hong Kong has dropped from 144 in the 1950s to just 66 today. If the trend continues, the game - or at least those slightly shady mahjong parlors seen in old gangster movies - could die out.
But help is at hand, and from a rather unlikely source: the mainland, where such parlors are illegal. The Straits Times interviewed the owner of a Yau Ma Tei mahjong school where mainlanders now account for 30 percent of his customers.
Defenders of Hong Kong culture may be sad to know that he now posts the rules on the wall in simplified and traditional characters. But at least this bit of our heritage survives.
