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A fading reminder of the Kai Tak landing
As chairman of the Antiquities Advisory Board, I receive suggestions from people who think particular places should be graded and possibly preserved as historic monuments.
Usually, they want to conserve old buildings, but I recently received a proposal to protect something different. It is a large sloped concrete slab on a hillside in Kowloon. Wild plants are growing over it, and the weather has taken its toll on the old paintwork it used to display. But you can still clearly see the large panel of faded and peeling red and white squares set out in a checked pattern.
Unless you are too young to remember the aircraft making a sharp right turn over Kowloon City when you flew into Hong Kong, you will know what I am talking about.
It is the famous Kai Tak checkerboard, which warned pilots that a mountain was straight ahead. (In fact, there are two: another faced the runway to warn pilots taking off.)
Hong Kong learned a new phrase in recent years: collective memory. It is about past shared experiences that made the community what it is; our memories of them bind us together.
For many of us, coming home to that turning at Kai Tak was a part of our growing up. And for many residents of the area, the checkerboard - like Lion Rock above it - must remind them of good and bad times, not to mention aircraft noise.
Maybe the checkerboard will join Hong Kong's growing list of protected monuments.
