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While Paris and Guangzhou rose and declined respectively, British 
troops landed on Hong Kong Island in 1841 at Possession Point in 

Sheung Wan and occupied the northern shore of the island; the Kowloon 
Peninsula was still under Qing rule. To watch over the opposite coast 
and control shipping lanes to China, the British troops established their 
base on Tai Ping Shan (Victoria Peak) and actively developed the slopes 
between present-day Albany Road and Glenealy at Mid-Levels in Central 
as Government Hill5. A series of British-style buildings was erected at 
present-day Central and Admiralty6. In 1843, the Hong Kong government 
established the northern shore of Hong Kong Island, between Sheung Wan 
and Wan Chai, as the City of Victoria; the hilly northern coast promptly 
became the core area for military, political, economic and commercial 
activities7. Since the second half of the 19th century, Hong Kong’s foreign 
trade had grown continuously. The Hong Kong government was convinced 
of the need to develop Hong Kong into a transport hub in order to supplant 
Guangzhou’s leading role in south China. Handicapped geographically, 
the City of Victoria offered very limited developable space, which severely 
restricted road construction and the expansion of the city. 

Hilly Terrain and Scarce Land Resources

In 1842, China and Great Britain signed the Treaty of Nanking, 
under which Hong Kong Island was ceded to the latter. Covering an area 
of 75 square kilometres, the island is characterised by hilly terrain, with 
highland areas scattered in different localities of the island. The topography 
displays sharp and frequent spatial variations within a short distance. The 
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A distant view from the harbour of the waterfront 
of Victoria Harbour (around present-day Des Voeux 
Road Central) in the late 19th century. On the 
right of the trees is the old City Hall, constructed 
between 1867 and 1869, with the Hongkong and 
Shanghai Banking Corporation to its right. The first 
building on the left on the hillside behind the old 
City Hall is the Russian Consulate (formerly used 
as the temporary Governor’s House, becoming the 
French Mission Building in 1915; it later served as 
the temporary headquarters of the provisional Hong 
Kong government, the Victoria District Court, the 
Supreme Court, etc; now the Court of Final Appeal). 
The third building on the left is the Governor’s 
House built in 1855.
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island generally slopes down 
from north to south, with the 
northern part dominated by hills 
ranging in height between 250 
and 300 metres; developable land 
is extremely limited. In 1860, 
the two countries signed the 
Convention of Peking, following 
which Great Britain occupied 
the Kowloon Peninsula south 
of Boundary Street and added 
nine square kilometres to Hong 
Kong’s territory. As the British 
forces placed great emphasis on 
using the Kowloon Peninsula for 
military purposes, the expansion 
in territory did not provide extra 
land for development. In 1898, 

China and Great Britain signed the Convention for the Extension of Hong 
Kong Territory, giving Hong Kong an area of approximately 1,040 square 
kilometres. Hong Kong was then made up of Hong Kong Island, the 
Kowloon Peninsula, the land south of the Shenzhen River (that is, the New 
Territories) and 235 outlying islands8. Hilly land areas exceeded 800 square 
kilometres, with another 130 square kilometres of alluvial land9, leaving just 
about 70 square kilometres of arable land, located mainly in northwest New 
Territories. There was only 77 hectares (0.77 square kilometres) of flat land 
on Hong Kong Island and the Kowloon Peninsula10. The severe shortage of 
flat land was the major obstacle to urbanisation and road construction.

In the mid-19th century, Hong Kong’s transport link to the outside 
world was primarily by sea. Government departments and trading firms 
set up their headquarters along the irregular-shaped northern coastline on 

Hong Kong Island is hilly 
with limited flat land, posing a 
challenge to road construction.
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Rickshaws were first used in Hong 
Kong in 1874, and together with 
palanquins and sedan chairs, were 
the principal means of transport 
in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries. Rickshaw operators 
were required to register with the 
government before they could start 
business. 
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Jubilee Street in Central in the late 19th 
century.

Central in the late 19th century. 
Wearing long pigtails and carrying 
poles on their shoulders, the barefoot 
Chinese men are in sharp contrast with 
the westerners in hats and suits.
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Central in the late 19th century. 
Commoners still wore pigtails.
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Hong Kong Island, 
building piers, dock-
yards and warehouses. 
Increasing number of 
immigrants also set-
tled on the northern 
shore as well. To cope 
with burgeoning com-
mercial activities in the 
City of Victoria, the 
government built east-
west running roads on 
the hilly slopes along 
the northern coast11. 
As the means of land 
transport depended 
mostly on foot or man-
pulled vehicles like pal-
anquins and rickshaws, 
there were very few 
motor vehicles on the 
road. In 1907, there 
were only six licensed 
private cars. The traffic 
then was far less dense 

than that of today. These narrow and winding roads became the main trans-
port roads between the piers on the northern shore and the commercial and 
residential areas.

1920年代熙來攘往的皇后大道中，中
環雖有電車行走，但人力車仍相當普
遍。

The bustling Queen’s Road Central 
in the 1920s. Rickshaws were still 
popular despite the advent of trams in 
Central.
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Queen’s Road Central, the major 
thoroughfare of Victoria City, in the 
late 19th century. The building furthest 
to the right is the old City Hall; the old 
Hongkong and Shanghai Corporation 
Headquarters is the second on the 
right; the small street on the left 
is Battery Path, which leads to the 
present-day Court of Final Appeal.
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Reclaiming Land for Road Construction

During the second half of the 19th century, the Praya was the 
thoroughfare for pedestrians and palanquins; the maintenance of the 
shoreline was to a certain extent carrying out reclamation along the 
coast. Between 1844 and 1882, the government allocated ₤70,620 for 
the construction and maintenance of the Praya12. The major construction 
works were carried out between 1859 and 1867; by the 1860s, the Praya 
(present-day Des Voeux Road Central) began to take shape13. 

Pedder Street was named after the first 
Harbour Master, Lieutenant Thomas 
Pedder. The clock tower in the photo 
was built in 1863 and demolished in 
1913; it was used to monitor fires in the 
nearby districts. The building on the 
right is Jardine, Matheson & Co. and 
Dent & Co. is on the left. Dent & Co. 
was burnt down in a fire in 1890 and 
rebuilt as the Hong Kong Hotel. A fire 
broke out in the hotel in 1926; it was 
later purchased by Hong Kong Land 
Co. and Gloucester Building was built 
on the site. 
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Pedder Street running from 
Queen’s Road towards the 
waterfront. The building 
flying a red flag is Union 
Building. The first building 
on the left is Jardine, 
Matheson & Co., which 
was completed in 1908.  
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On Wednesday 28 December 1851, a blaze broke out at Lower Bazaar 
(present-day Jervois Street) at 10 pm and raged until 5:30 am the following 
morning14. In 1852, after conducting surveys and obtaining consent from 
owners of fire-impacted property, the Hong Kong government decided to 
reclaim and build Bonham Strand15 to meet the development needs of the 
city, with the use of modern technology. The new street started from the fire 
site, situated at the intersection of present-day Wellington Street, Jervois 
Street and Queen’s Road, and ended at the intersection between Jervois 
Street and Morrison Street. This was the first large-scale reclamation and 
road construction project undertaken by the government. Between 1889 
and 1903, new reclamation works were carried out by the government 
by extending northwards into the harbour, starting from the gas works 
of Hong Kong and China Gas Co. Ltd at Shek Tong Tsui, West Point to 

The area near 50 Des Voeux Road 
Central in the early 20th century. Many 
Chinese and western shops line the 
road. With few cars on the road, coolies 
carrying heavy loads stand in the middle 
of the road. Rickshaws line the roadside, 
waiting for passengers.  
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A tram runs along Des Voeux Road 
Central. The building clad in bamboo 
scaffolding is Prince’s Building. 
The earliest trams, which came into 
service in 1904, were single-deck 
ones. In the middle of the photo 
stands a second-generation gas 
street lamp. It needs to be refuelled 
manually. Gas street lamps first 
appeared in Hong Kong in 1865.
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the west, and ending at Murray 
Pier to the east. The reclamation 
was 10,200 feet long and 250 
feet wide, covering an area of 
58.5 acres (23.68 hectares) and 
cost HK$2.9 million16. After the 
waterfront was extended seawards 
by 75 feet, the original road, the 
Praya, was renamed Des Voeux 
Road, and the new waterfront 
was named Connaught Road. 
Queen’s Road, Des Voeux Road 
and Connaught Road became the 
main thoroughfares of the city’s 
nucleus. 

Faced with a severe short-
age of land resources and the 
concentration of population and 
commercial activities in the city’s 
core area, the government had no 
alternative but to gradually extend 
the coastline northwards through 
reclamation for the following few 
decades. This is the main reason 
why the majority of geographers 
who studied Hong Kong’s ur-
banisation considered that road 
development in the pre-war 
period was fragmentary, devoid of 
comprehensive planning17.

Des Voeux Road Central 
in the early 20th century. 
Trading houses and shops from 
different parts of the world fly 
their national flags to celebrate 
the end of World War I. The 
pink building, third on the 
right, is the old General Post 
Office; the site is now occupied 
by World Wide House.   
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Connaught Road Central 
became a centre of 
commercial activity after 
reclamation. The building 
on the furthest right is the 
old General Post Office 
built in 1911.
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It is fair to say that in the 19th century, the crisscrossing and tortuous 
road network in the City of Victoria centred on the commercial area in 
accordance with the geographical environment. This also roughly portrays 
the distribution of roads in Hong Kong in the early years. It was only in the 
post-war period with gradual urbanisation shift to the New Territories that 
improvement was made in long-term road planning.

Connaught Road Central in 
Central. The buildings from 
the right are Chater House, St 
George’s Building, Queen’s 
Building (now Mandarin 
Oriental Hotel, Hong Kong) 
and Hong Kong Club. On the 
left is Star Ferry Pier, with the 
clock tower under construction. 
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The intersection of Queen’s Road 
Central and Garden Road in the 
1930s. On the right is French Mission 
Building (now the Court of Final 
Appeal); second on the right is St 
John’s Cathedral, with Murray House 
behind it. Half way up the hilly road 
on the left is Victoria Barracks, and 
the small structure at the junction of 
Queen’s Road Central and Garden 
Road is a public convenience.
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