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Touchstones of quality times
I was recently given a couple of pictorial books - one about the packaging of old Hong Kong medicine and the other a record of traditional family-owned shops. They were both put together by Simon Go Man-ching, a photographer and nostalgia fan.
The first, titled Hong Kong Apothecary in its English version, shows Simon's amazing collection of medicine boxes, bottles, labels and advertisements from the last century. If you are old enough, looking though the pills, creams, lotions and other remedies will bring back memories. Otherwise, it is a fascinating and very well-designed look at how medicine companies used to market their products.
The second, Hong Kong Old Shops, is mostly in Chinese, though there is an English introduction to each section. Simon has taken black and white photos of family tailors, laundries, groceries, restaurants and shops and stalls selling everything from hardware to mahjong sets to watches to dried fish.
He divides them into categories like husband-and-wife and two-generation teams. Every photo shows them, proudly posing amid the clutter of family business. If you know some older parts of town, chances are you will see a familiar shop, even a face.
It would be wrong to say these books show a Hong Kong that has gone. Some of the medicines are still seen in the same colorful packaging they had 50 years ago, and many of the shops are open. But they show a way of life that is perhaps dying out. The young mostly don't buy old-fashioned medicines, and they don't want to run a traditional store.
